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Summary: 
                For years Sora has been viciously harassed by bullies, being subject to physical, psychological, and emotional torture from middle school to high school. This, however, is going to change as Sora’s sixteenth birthday draws near; reality begins to twist as myths and legends surround her. She starts to change from a demure teenage girl to something else as she struggles to come to terms with her new transformation.

            







B1 — 1. Ten Days; Free?


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    Hello, new community,

WARNING:  If you are put off by excessive dialogue and a character-driven story, then I wouldn't waste you time.  This is the style of books I love, which is why I had to write it myself, and it seems a lot of people enjoy it, too!  I'm happy to have my ever-growing audience.  It can get a bit emotional, dark, and cute at times, so be warned!  Cheers!

I hope you enjoy the free entertainment!

Cheers.  ^_^7



                

                Sora rubbed her left shoulder nervously as she stood before Miami Beach Senior High’s psychologist’s office. Currently, Doctor Mary Jernigan—a psychiatrist hired by Sora’s father—borrowed the office to meet with Sora during school days since the time suited Mary’s schedule. Taking a deep breath, Sora knocked on the door.

“Come in,” Dr. Mary called out.

Sora entered. The office was cozy, with a couch and cushioned chairs sharing space with filing cabinets and a computer desk. Different tests and games sorted by age group were organized on shelves. The ordinary school carpet was covered by many colorful rugs. Odd abstract paintings adorned the walls, making the room even more vibrant.

Mary sat facing the couch on one of the cushioned chairs. She was a thin lady in her mid-thirties with a kind face, standing a little taller than Sora with curly brown hair. Her speckled v-cut navy-blue dress, shifted with her legs, drawing attention to her navy-blue, two-and-a-half-inch cutout heels.

The woman's brown eyes carefully followed her as Sora took the seat across from her.

Sora slid off her backpack, shifting in her seat as the silence continued. She bit her lower lip, stomach twisting.

I hate it when she makes me initiate!

Anxiety bubbling within her, Sora couldn’t help herself. “Kari’s a monster.” Her eyes shifted to examine Mary’s response.

Mary’s passive smile turned into a slight frown as she crossed her legs. “What happened?”

“I—did something yesterday that I probably shouldn’t have.” When Mary didn’t reply, Sora took a deep breath. “Do you remember before Summer Break when Kari shaved off all my hair—you’ve seen how fast it grows, in three months it’s already halfway down my back…” she trailed off.

“You do have pretty hair,” Mary commented, “ thick, shiny copper. It’s your most striking feature. I guess your Japanese heritage gives you a unique beauty, added with your unusual hair. Many girls would be jealous—especially with how fast it seems to grow.” Mary’s eyebrows came together with concern as Sora continued.

“Since today is the start of the school year, I-I didn’t want the bullying to continue. Three years were just … last year I set up a camera in the locker room where Kari normally bullied me—and recorded her and her group shaving me … while saying all the nasty things she usually says—like how I stink all the time,” she mumbled.

Mary rubbed her hands, eyes shifting to the wall; fingers joining together, her features turned more serious when her focus returned to Sora. “That’s dangerous, Sora.”

Biting her lip for a moment, Sora shifted uncomfortably on her seat before saying, “I-I sent it to the police station yesterday.”

Mary’s hand went to her mouth as she looked down at the floor; she seemed to need a moment to contemplate a response. Sora noticed her swallow before knotting her hands. She took a deep breath before saying, “Sora—you know this isn’t…” she cut off as the bell rang throughout the school.

Mary went silent as if thinking. “I’ve learned that Kari is connected to some very dangerous people, Sora. I don’t know who they are, but you know Kari better than most. You’ve told me about the teachers and students that suddenly change their opinions of her overnight.

“Hmm … You’ve also expressed your suspicions that your previous psychiatrist’s—Doctor Hallmark—hospitalization was due to Kari’s involvement. It’s … a very brave thing you did. Have you received any calls from the department?” 

Sora held her breath as she shook her head nervously. Anger, frustration, and anxiety boiled to the surface; she couldn’t hold back any longer.

“The students know Kari’s a bully … teachers know … you know … everyone seems to know. Yet—yet everyone made my dad think I’m crazy! They told him I’m seeking attention because he’s always gone on business. For three years—three years—she’s bullied me, bullied everyone, but no one stops her. The school even made me see the school psychologist, but my dad wanted someone better, so he hired Doctor Hallmark.” 

She hesitated as she thought about the kind man she’d come to like. “He believed I was bullied—said he’d help … then he said he couldn’t. He got hurt, and now you’re my psychiatrist, and you want me to just deal with it.” Hands covering her face, Sora’s frame shook. “I just want it to stop.”

Mary’s features softened with her voice. “Sora, I know it’s difficult, and you’ve been through a lot.” She looked unsure for a moment. “I—well, I did a little digging, and like I said, Kari is involved with some dangerous people who are willing to go to great lengths to keep Kari out of trouble. All I can do right now is listen to you and try to help you release all these pent-up feelings. I know it may seem like this will last forever, but school is only a small part of your life, it will get better—is there anything on your mind you want to talk about?”

Sora sniffed back tears and took a few tissues from the box on the desk. Swallowing the lump in her throat, Sora nodded. “Okay.” She dabbed at her tears, blew her nose, and discarded the tissues in the trash before continuing. “At the start of seventh grade Kari wasn’t that bad—she was the new girl. She was nice to most people, but for some reason, she hated me from the moment she saw me—I didn’t even talk to her. Jenny came with her—they’re close, but not like sisters—and I don’t think she has any friends, just minions.”

Mary smiled. “Minions?”

Sora nodded. “Yeah, that’s what they’re like. It’s like they exist to do her bidding. Lori wasn’t always with Kari either; she joined Kari’s group a bit later. I heard she was bullied a little in sixth grade. I heard Jenny met with her once and suddenly she was a part of Kari’s group the next day—Jenny’s like the enforcer and recruiter. She’s always issuing tons of orders to the other girls, while Lori’s like the punisher—she’s sick—she gets her kicks out of watching people cry and feel pain.”

Mary rubbed her temple with her left index finger. “Sora…” A knock came at the door. Taking a deep breath, she looked at Sora, “Come in.”

The door opened to reveal Jenny with two other girls beside her. “How are you Sora? We missed you at lunch.” She wore an innocent smile.

Sora’s eyes shifted to Mary in confusion; she watched the color drain from her face as Jenny came in. “Your voice…” Mary whispered.

“You must be Doctor Jernigan,” Jenny asked, her smile bright as she leaned up against the door. Mary nodded as Jenny continued. “Are you busy with Sora?”

Mary’s eyes seemed to lose focus as she looked down at the floor, deep in thought. After a few seconds, she looked back up at Jenny. “We were in the middle of a session if yo—”

“That’s too bad,” Jenny interjected with a disappointed tone. “I was looking forward to discussing a phone call you got yesterday.”

Sora sucked in her lower lip as she watched Mary’s face grow even paler. After a few more seconds of silence, with only the sounds of students in the hallways, Mary said, “I-it can’t be helped then.”

“Wonderful,” Jenny responded with a clap of her hand. “Kari wanted to talk to Sora about some after-school activities. The boys’ and girls’ Volleyball teams are practicing together. They’re probably setting up right now in the gym. I have Kayla and Violet with me.” She gestured to the two girls as they entered. Both girls were usually by Jenny’s side. “They can take Sora to her.”

“Is … that so?” Mary whispered hoarsely, staring at the floor.

Sora’s mind was alight with questions.

Mary’s suddenly acting so scared. They must have some kind of blackmail on her, but what connections can Kari possibly have to intimidate her? Is Kari connected to the mob, like the Bratva? She did move from Russia.

“What did you do to Mary?” Sora demanded.

Jenny feigned shock. “What an accusation, but I have no idea what you are talking about Sora. I just had an important phone call to discuss with Mary. Is that wrong?”

Sora was about to reply when Mary cut her off with a forced smile. “It’s alright, Sora. Can I have some time with Jenny?”

Sora couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

Mary’s terrified.

“Sora,” Sora’s attention shifted back to Jenny’s beaming face, “Could you please follow Kayla and Violet?”

Swallowing, Sora felt her arms start to tingle. If I don’t go with them now, it will be worse later and if Kari asked for me personally … much worse. She nodded mechanically.

“That’s great. I just need to stay and have this little talk with Doctor Jernigan. It might take a while, though, so don’t wait up for me!”

Sora stood and slid her backpack on. She numbly walked past Jenny as she took her seat. Looking past Sora, Jenny said, “Take care of our Sora, Kayla.”

Kayla nodded with a grin. “Got it.”

Sora noticed Mary’s clasped hands were white as she stared at Jenny. Violet shut the door after they left the office.

Did I get Mary in trouble? Does Kari know about me sending in the recording? How could she, though? I waited three months before turning it in.

They started making their way through the hall, students sifting around them.

Kayla examined her as they turned the corner, moving toward the gym. “Your hair is back to normal, like usual.”

Violet sniffed. “I don’t understand how it grows so fast, but it’s been the same since middle school, it only stops once it nears the middle of your back. It’s so odd.”

Sora didn’t respond, she knew they didn’t want a response and it wasn’t like she had an answer. Her dad was Irish and her mother Japanese; however, despite recessive and dominant genes, she’d gotten her dad’s copper hair and green eyes, which made her stand out.

Arriving at the gym, Sora bit her lip.

How bad will it be today? Just words or will it get physical? It will definitely get physical tomorrow if I try to run away today. I just need to take the risk; it’s not like she knows about the recording. The police are supposed to keep it confidential.

She grabbed the straps of her backpack to stop her hands from shaking.

Her shaky eyes darted to the massive space, looking for help in the faces of the teens scattered about, setting up volleyball nets. Girls and boys, with their sports outfits on, exited the locker rooms, and she didn’t expect help from them.

Crestfallen, most of them were a part of Kari’s pack; girls that had joined her group soon after she moved into the area. A few boys were mingled in her collection, but far fewer than her group of girls. It wasn’t hard to tell why; Kari was a super athlete, excelling at anything she did.

Violet hummed beside her and Sora caught her eyeing one of the boys setting up the nets. “Tyler grew a bit over the summer. Look at his arms and chest.”

Kayla snorted. “Sure, but he’s not that handsome.”

“Speak for yourself,” Violet sniffed while observing him. Turning to Sora as they moved toward the girls’ locker room, she asked, “What do you think?”

Licking her dry lips, Sora coughed to clear her throat before answering, turning to examine Tyler. Should I take Kayla or Violet’s side? Probably Violet.

“He’s got a good jawline.”

Kayla snickered. “Jawline.”

Violet, however, nodded with an appraising eye. “You’re not wrong.”

Arriving at the girls’ locker room, they met a small group. Kari sat on a bench between them, amber eyes gleaming as she appraised Sora. She wore all black New Balance sportswear; a fitted polyester t-shirt, shorts, and training shoes. Rising to her six-foot height, she looked down on Sora, a full five inches shorter.

Kari looked around at the girls surrounding her, a smirk in place. “I didn’t see you at lunch, Sora.”

She scratched the back of her head, shoulder-length black hair shifting. “I was hoping to catch you before the school day ended, but I got a call that pissed me off—so I had to cool down a bit.”

Sora held her breath as she nervously crossed her arms under the assaulting eyes berating her, all the girls stood stock still as Kari continued. “I like to think of myself as a patient and understanding person, but there are some things that really—set me off.”

Stretching, Kari cracked her neck, seemingly working off some tension. Dropping down to the bench, her eyes moved to Violet. “Show her.”

Violet took her phone from her back pocket and opened a video. Sora’s face drained of color as the video she sent to the police department played back. “I-I don’t…” Sora stammered but cut off as Kari loosely held up her hand.

Kari’s eyes closed as she took a calming breath. “I get it. Being the little vixen you are, you thought you could upset the balance of the school by sending this to the police. Surely, if anyone could help your place in life, it is the good defenders of the people. Right?”

Sora couldn’t speak. She didn’t know what else she could do; Violet and Kayla were just behind her. She couldn’t bolt. This recording was her last hope at freedom. Jenny had made the rules very clear three years ago; no transferring schools or telling anyone or very bad things would happen. All she could do now was wait for whatever punishment Kari had in store, and if not today then her punishment would be worse tomorrow. She trembled as images flashed through her mind.

Kari shook her head mournfully, eyes opening to stare at Sora. “Were all your previous attempts not proof enough? The teachers that got hurt, the psychiatrist, and all the other people you brought in to bat for you. Life is quite simple, Sora. You have power, or you don’t, and all you have done is rely on everyone else. You don’t have a backbone at all, so this, well, shocked me a little.”

Hands resting on the bench, Kari leaned back to stare up at the ceiling as the other girls watched her with bated breath. “What to do with you now…”

“Oh, it looks like I’m late to the party.”

Sora’s eyes widened as a new voice entered the conversation from behind her, making her skin crawl. Her eyes focused on Kari as the other girls appraised the person entering the locker room outside of Sora’s vision.

“Lori, how’s the setup looking and—who’s that beside you?” Kari asked, tongue picking between her teeth.

“Everything’s set up. They’re starting practice soon, and it looks like some of the boys have improved since last year,” Lori stated with a pleasant tone. “And this,” she paused as Sora heard movement behind her, “is Wendy.” Sora’s eyes widened at the name. “She’s Sora’s oldest friend. She said first grade I believe—but they had a falling out around seventh grade for some reason.”

Why did Lori bring Wendy? She didn’t want to get in Kari’s crosshairs, so we haven’t hung out or even talked in the past three years. She has enough on her plate!

“That right?” Kari asked with a raised eye.

“Yes.” Sora sucked in her lower lip and lightly bit down on it upon hearing Wendy’s frightened voice. I didn’t want to get her involved with Kari. Why now? Lori, you sick son of a…

Her thought was quenched at Lori’s next words. “So, what punishment have you decided for our cunning little fox?”

Kari sighed. “Haven’t decided yet.”

“Hmm,” Lori began, “this was a pretty big headache for you. I mean, you were foaming at the teeth when you got the call … so, just cutting off her hair would be a bit light this time around.”

“What?” Sora whispered as her eyes defocused.

“What do you have in mind?” Kari asked while crossing her legs and adopting a slight frown.

“Well, cutting her hair is a must. I mean, it’s like cutting the grass, it just has to be done.” Lori stated emphatically as Sora watched a few girls nod their agreement, her skin began to prickle, and her stomach twisted with the realization of more. “Then—how about we send a real message this time, cut up all her clothes, and make her walk home with towels on.”

Sora felt like choking. The silence stretched as Kari mulled the idea around. 

“Please, Kari, you can’t—if the hotel tenants see me like that, security—they’ll call my dad…” Sora pleaded.

Lori ticked her tongue. “Kari’s thinking, Sora; you need to be quiet. The whole psychiatrist thing probably made him think you’re an attention whore anyways—not like your mom’s around either.”

Sora’s jaw locked as she looked down at the floor with trepidation, the humidity and heat of the locker room were not the reason sweat beading down her brow. Why does she bring up that my mom’s dead all the time … please, please, please don’t do this Kari!

Her eyes clouded as Kari spoke.

“It’s a little harsher than what I was thinking … but we’ll go with your suggestion Lori; however,” the hums and mumbled words of the surrounding girls died. Kari’s gaze iced over. “I’m finished with this little game, Sora. After today, I want you to leave…”

Lori made a sound of disbelief. “Wait, what? But think of—” she cut off as Kari’s hard glare slid to her, all the girls shivering at Kari’s intensity.

Eyes returning to Sora, Kari continued. “I’ll give you the week to set everything up. Homeschool, transfer schools, leave the state, I don’t care. I want your foul stench of an existence out of Miami Beach Senior High by the end of the week, period.”

She stood, her eyes penetrating, making Sora quake with fear as an aura of imminent danger cascaded across her skin. “If you stay…” she trailed off with a murderous look of contempt before moving to leave the locker room. “Don’t make a scene, Sora.”

As she left the crushing atmosphere faded and Sora found herself choking for air, every other girl present following her action.

Lori cleared her throat before walking around Violet and Kayla to face Sora. She rubbed her neck with a short laugh close to her lips. “Guess Kari couldn’t help herself … you really did piss her off. Honestly, I’m shocked she was that civil.” Taking a deep breath, her bright smile returned as she held out a hand, “Wendy, bring me the scissors.”

A small frightened girl handed Lori a pair of scissors, whispering, “Sorry, Sora.”

Lori took the scissors and worked the blades, purring. “I love watching old friends meet up again. Wendy was your first friend, right Sora? That’s what I remember. I remembered hearing a rather funny joke she told you at lunch one time … I hated those days.”

The girl’s smile widened. “What a great way to end your time at Miami High! Now, remember what Kari said? Don’t make a scene, though I would have loved to hear you cry, but—I really don’t want to see Kari get violent…” Lori’s glee seemed to diminish for a moment.

Sora only partially heard as tears flowed down her cheeks. The image made Lori’s eyes light up with delight. “You do know how I love to see tears! Let’s get started, girls.” The group encircled Sora, but she didn’t resist. They cut her clothes, backpack, and books into ribbons. They took her small wallet and left Wendy behind to clean everything up. Sora, however, was too stunned to fully recognize what was happening.

The only thing going through her mind was, ‘I’m free.’
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B1 — 2. Ten Days; A Small Snag


                Returning to her senses, Sora shivered slightly as she walked to her locker.  She’d just stocked it today.  She had extra clothes, shower supplies, and towels inside. Wendy was trying not to make eye contact with her as she cleaned up what remained of Sora’s clothes and school supplies.  Sora opened her locker, hands hovering over her extra clothes.

If I don’t return home as Kari instructed … I can’t take that risk.  She is actually letting me go; I won’t do anything to jeopardize this opportunity!

“Is this real?”  Sora whispered while taking out two white towels.

Wendy hesitated before looking around to see if anyone was watching.  Finding no one, she whispered, “I think Kari was serious—she sounded serious.”

A small smile lifted Sora’s features as she wrapped herself with the towels.  “I never thought those words would leave Kari’s mouth … she even shut Lori up when she tried to question her.”  Vision rising to meet Wendy’s light brown eyes, she asked, “Could you leave with me?  I was thinking about homeschooling—I’d pay for the tutor.”

Eyes dropping, Wendy shook her head as she swept some clothes into a dustpan.  “My mom wouldn’t let me … she never liked you because…”

Sora sighed with understanding.  “I get it.  She doesn’t like the little rich girl; it was always hard convincing her just to let you hang out at my place.”

“Yeah,” Wendy muttered as she set the broom and dustpan down.  Scooting back to a wall, she hugged her knees to her chest.  “You think she—is Kari letting you go because she found someone else to bully—is it me?”

Licking her lips before answering, Sora shook her head, moving to sit on a bench.  “I don’t think so.  Kari didn’t even know who you were.  I think Lori just wanted to try and torture me more and Kari shut her down … Lori’s probably pissed.”

Folding her arms, Wendy nodded.  “She was telling me how much fun she was going to have demoralizing you—sounded pretty scary.  Looked like Kari wanted it to be done fast, though.”

Wendy stared at the floor as Sora asked, “What have you been doing the past three years?  We haven’t spoken like this in a long time.”

Wendy shrugged.  “I’ve been working part-time as a janitor for the school.  I thought it would help my mom with the bills—but most of the extra money we have goes straight to her alcohol addiction.”

“Wasn’t she attending AA meetings?”

“Humph, like three times.”  Wendy huffed while rubbing her neck.  She rose and scratched behind an ear, eyes meeting Sora.  “I need to finish cleaning this up before my shift starts.  They usually give me a little time after school ends before I start work.”

Sora nodded as she rose and ruffled her hair to try and get all the loose pieces out.  “How does it look?”

Wendy grimaced.  “Like a drunk weed eater cut it.  If Howie still works this hour then he’s going to have a cow—Ron would just straight up call your dad on the spot.”

“You’re right,” Sora murmured.  “Howie and Ron both still work the private elevator … they’d never quit with how much my dad pays them to look out for me.  Howie should be on duty during this hour and the staff would notice if I took the service elevators.”

“Good luck.  I’ll leave the scissors behind … it’s bad.” Wendy exhaled before leaving with the trashed items.

Looking at herself in the mirror, Sora groaned.  Her hair lengths were mismatched; this was their worst cut yet.

What’s my excuse?  Gum?  There was that girl last year that had to cut her hair because a fly strip flew into it … that could work.

Cutting the longer pieces out to make it more even, she tossed it a bit and rubbed her temples.  “That’ll have to do.”

Double-checking her towels and cleaning up her teary cheeks; she left the locker room.

Kari was in the middle of a game with the Boys’ Volleyball Team, many of her gang members watching expectantly.  She spiked the ball so hard it sent one of the boys off-balance as it hit him in the chest.

Shaking her head, Sora left the gym, her hand coming up to shield her eyes from the blazing sun.  Swallowing a lump in her throat, she shivered from the soft sea breeze that pressed against her as the cloudless sky scorched her light skin.

Taking a deep breath, she started down Dade Boulevard toward Twenty-Fourth Street.  Students avoided her by habit, but most tourists and joggers ignored her.  It wasn’t uncommon to see people wearing towels in Miami Beach, but knowing it was her only covering made Sora blush with unease.

On 24th Street she crossed Pedestrian Bridge.  Halfway across, she stopped heart thumping.  The crowd of tourists and locals flowed around her without pause.  Her eyes focused straight ahead to Lori, who leaned against a green signpost.

Why?  Was she not satisfied?

Gritting her teeth, Sora continued.  It was the middle of the day with tourists flocking, joggers running up and down the avenue, but that hadn't always stopped Lori or victims of the bystander effect.  Lori’s smile widened the closer Sora came.  She assumed she looked like a frightened kitten and Lori relished it.

Lori played with a fruit smoothie in her hand.  Taking a few sips, she waited.  Sora’s throat tightened as the straw dropped from Lori’s lips and she clicked her tongue.  “Well, well, well—what a bold little fox you are.  Going out with only towels on—daring.”

Sora’s chest tensed as her cheeks burned, hoping no one would pay Lori any mind.  A few tourists frowned as they scooted around the two girls, but carried on.  Lori closed the distance, moving to whisper in Sora’s ear, “You aren’t going to transfer.”

Sora’s brow came together.  “But—Kari told me I had to—you aren’t going against Kari’s words, are you?”

Lori’s smile didn’t waver as she shook her head.  “No, no, no—you are going to go against Kari’s words.”

Sora shivered just thinking about Kari’s parting words as she shook her head.  “I—there’s no way.  If she says I need to go then I go.”

Shaking her head again, Lori licked her lower lip.  “I’m telling you, you aren’t going anywhere.”  Lori walked past, the wind of her movement grazing Sora’s cheek.  Sora took a shuddering breath and exhaled, her tension eased, taking another breath to calm herself.

She didn’t…

The thought was broken as Lori’s freezing smoothie poured down her head and into her towel.  Lori’s words were colder than her drink.  “I said: you’re not going anywhere.”  The surrounding crowd backed away with surprised shouts as the remainder of the smoothie splashed across the ground.

Sora stood in silence as Lori continued across the bridge without a backward glance.  Terror seized her; she couldn’t breathe.

What do I do … what can I do?  I won’t let this opportunity pass me.  I’m going to leave, but what is Lori going to do?

Sora’s focus snapped back as a man rushed to her from a boat booth.  “Hey—you alright girl?  That was horrible!  Do you have her name?  I’ll be a…”

She looked up at the man; he was thin but muscular.  He had light scruff, thick light brown hair that curled slightly and was loosely pulled back to clear his forehead.  His face was chiseled by a master sculptor, and his brown eyes were penetrating with concern.

She checked to make sure her towels were secure.  Showing an embarrassed smile, Sora wiped a clump of the smoothie out of her hair.  “No—no, I’m fine.  Just a little school-girl fun, it’s nothing serious.”

The man appeared doubtful as he stared down at how tightly she was trying to keep the towels on.  He looked past her at the gathering throng.  “Hmph, she slipped into the crowd.  Do you know her address and name?”

Sora put up a hand.  “No—I said it’s fine.”

He rubbed the back of his neck, observing the crowd as they started to disperse.  Turning back to her, he said, “I work at the little boat stand over there.  We sell a few pieces of clothing; you can take a shirt and shorts.”

Sora was about to refuse but stopped at the man’s next statement.  “If you don’t at least take the clothes I’ll call the police and see what they have to say about an underage girl going around with only a towel on!”

She nodded, thankful that he had at least spoken quietly so they weren’t overheard.  “Thank you—it’s just a prank.  Nothing serious.”

He didn’t seem convinced, but his face lit with a sympathetic smile.  “Hmm—the name’s Frank and I don’t think that was a prank or school-girl fun—your hair was slaughtered for starters.  There are people you can talk to…”

Sora shook her head emphatically.  “Thank you again, Frank.  I’ll take the clothes and pay you back later, but I’m fine, and I don’t want to talk to anyone.  A friend wanted me to try a shorter haircut—was she really that bad?”

“Just know there are people that care about you that can help.”

Sora nodded and followed him back to his booth.  Frank produced a red t-shirt with the word Life! written across the back with a white outlined heart and cream shorts that came just above the knee, a red heart on the left side.  Sora used the stand as best she could for cover, pulling the shirt on before putting on the shorts.  She exited the booth, towels in hand, wiping at her hair to remove what she could of the smoothie.

“Is there anyone I can call?”

Sora felt tears coming on.  “No—I’m fine.  Thank you, though—a lot.”

Frank’s lips pressed together as he scratched at his lower back.  “Huh, if that’s what you want.”

Thanking him again, she walked back to the hotel, adding a light smile as she passed the barrier gates and entered the main lobby.  Cynthia, a hotel tenant, frowned at her appearance; the woman’s sharp eyes were always watching to make sure she made it back to the hotel.  Sora observed her light brown pigtail disappear into the office, likely to tell a senior staff member about her odd appearance.

Sora sighed as she waved to the front desk tenants and they called for the private elevator.  She stared at her reflection in the metallic door.  What remained of her hair was matted with blended fruit, but the clothes Frank had given her weren’t a bad fit.  She bit the inside of her cheek as the doors opened.  Getting in with Howie, she looked over at him with a feigned grin.  “Hey, Howie!”

Howie looked mortified.  “What happened?”

She rubbed her shoulder nervously.  “Oh—I got a fly strip stuck in my hair—and on the way back I spilled a—my smoothie—honestly, a friend thought it would be funny to spill a smoothie on my head.  It was all for fun.”  She tried to chuckle.  “I know what it must look like.”

Howie looked skeptical.  “Your friend spilled a smoothie—on your head as … a joke?  And if something like a fly strip got stuck in your hair why didn’t you go to a hairdresser, like three months ago with the gum?”

Sora stared at the corner.  “That’s what happened, and I wanted a friend to cut it—she isn’t a professional, as you can see.  The smoothie was a dare if you must know.”  He continued to stare at her with doubt.  She tried to pout.  “Fine, I get it.  I’ll go to a hairdresser and see what they can do.”

Howie shook his head, inputting her penthouse ID for the forty-eighth floor.  “I hope you know I’m going to tell your dad about this … dare.  Who would dare you to have a smoothie dumped on your head?”

Sora’s pout faltered.  “You don’t have to—he’ll be here in eight days.  I can tell him.  It’ll probably make him laugh.”

Howie’s lips pursed as he scrutinized her again.  She knew Howie would call him the moment she exited.  “Humph—alright, but it’s not that big of a deal.”

The elevator dinged at her penthouse.  She exited into the foyer.  Her father was friends with the owner and had purchased it several years back for thirty-two million, a deal because of his connections.  It was a two-story, split floor plan, twenty-thousand square foot penthouse with a contemporary design around Bubinga wood.  It hosted twenty-two-foot ceilings with expansive views of the ocean and city.  One of the selling perks being the car elevator and massive garage that could house eleven cars; there was also an on-premises restaurant, lobby bar, fitness center, cigar, and wine lounge, east and west pools, with many more entertainment options.

She lived there while her dad went around the world on business.  Several international companies paid him very well for his services as a consultant.  Sora saw him mostly on major holidays when he hosted parties at the penthouse and had grown up with a multitude of different caretakers.

Howie wouldn’t let it go so easily today.  “I know that Kari girl is probably still causing you problems Sora—you know your dad has a lot of powerful friends.”

Sora’s lips tightened.

Right, and how much trouble did that cause last time?  The police closed the investigation after so many wonderful testimonies of Kari.

She turned to wave.  “Goodbye, Howie!”

She walked past the foyer and into the massive living-dining room.  “Thanks, Howie,” she whispered.  Taking a deep breath, she moved to lean against a white leather couch, trying to collect herself as she stared at the expansive ocean view.

She hated lying to everyone, but so many people had been hurt.  Mary was supposed to be a safe release, but even she was in trouble now and for how long.  Sora couldn’t understand Kari’s power over everyone or why she hated her.  She often thought it had to do with how she lived.  More than a few girls had commented about her being rich throughout her life.

The front room granite floor gleamed beneath the natural light shining through the windows.  A multitude of white leather couches was spaced atop a large, white, designer  wool carpet.  The sizable windows showed the enormous ocean view—the large balcony and infinity edge spa visible through one of the dining room doors.  A long, charcoal, black granite countertop bar with padded chairs was spaced in the center, overlooking the vast view.

Then again, maybe it had nothing to do with wealth.  They commented on her father being gone and mother being dead frequently.  If they really wanted to drive in a nail, they’d mention her mother died giving birth to her.  Lori was usually the one to bring it up.  Sora had no idea how they got that information, but it hurt.

Collecting herself, she went up the living room stairs to the second floor, passing through the flex room to the second master bedroom.

Should I call him about homeschooling tonight?  She felt a wave of relief pass over her at the thought.  Yes!  I just need to weather Lori for the week, and then I’ll be free.

She opened her immense wardrobe to pick out a chiffon white and gray strap dress that extended to her ankles and placed it on her California King-sized bed.  Picking out white undergarments, a pair of brown heels, and a gold bracelet, she took them to her bathroom.

She undressed and threw the garments in the laundry chute.  Activating the tablet embedded in the wall, she opened the calendar.

Wednesday is picture day … but that doesn’t matter now.  I’m out!

Turning on Spotify, she played the pop station as she washed and then put on her chosen attire.

Returning to her room in high spirits, she went to her purse on the dresser.  She didn’t take her purse to school because of incidents like today.  During the first month of seventh grade, she’d lost a lot of cash, a bunch of handbags, and a lot of products to Kari’s group.  Without proof, it was her word against theirs, and they had numbers.  After that, she decided to bring only a little bit of cash to school each day.

“Hmm.”  She took out her phone and noticed a voicemail from her dad.

She activated the recording.  His voice held his usual Irish accent and endearments.  “A mhuirnín, how are you!  Aye, I know I didn’t call much the last few days, but I have a massive gift for you this year—it’ll be great.

[i.e. A mhuirnín - Sweetheart]

“On that note—I have a massive deal this week, which will require me to go dark.  It’s such a major deal that they want everyone involved to hand over their phones and hash everything out.  Only the CEO and Chairman will have theirs.  I love you so much, a chroí, and I will do everything in my power to get done as soon as possible.  The company is sending me back on their private jet Monday, so I’ll be there Tuesday morning!  Sorry, you know how long a flight it is from Seoul.”  He cut out for a second.  “Ahh, got to go, a chuisle.  See you next Tuesday!”

[i.e. a chroí - my heart; my pulse] 

“What?”  Sora choked as she listened.  “Why, why this week?  Out of every week this year … this week.”  Sora trembled.  “What do I do?”  A thought suddenly calmed her.

I can just skip Monday and Tuesday.  It’ll be like I’m already gone.

Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she loosened her neck.  “Nothing to worry about.  Alright, what to do today.  I need some money for lunch tomorrow.  Just got to go down to the corner store to pick up a new wallet and some cash … everything’s fine.  Just keep up appearances.  Lori should have gone back to plot her next move.  It’s fine,” she whispered, trying to comfort herself.  Placing her cellphone back inside her purse, she looped the straps over her shoulder and made her way to the front.

Everything’s fine.

            


B1 — 3. Ten Days; New Acquaintances


                Sora made it to the corner store without issue, dodging Howie’s eyes on the elevator.  The two-story building was spackled white and locally owned.  It was the closest market to the hotel, so she visited it regularly.

She caught her image in the large windows as she moved toward the front door with a grimace.  She enjoyed dressing up and looking good when not at school, but her short hair made her self-conscious; she liked her long hair.  She also needed to keep up appearances with the hotel staff, her dad had spies around every corner and, if she wasn’t careful, questions could be brought up.

Inside, several customers walked around; Sora noted each one, scanning for any signs of Kari’s group.  A man and woman in their forties, apparently on vacation, recorded each other with their phones.  A middle school girl was killing time in the unique clothing section, and two girls around her age browsed various foods.

A shiver ran up her spine, she walked to the ATM, studying the two girls.  She didn’trecognize them, but around this area every girl her age should go to her school, though they did look like tourists.

The shorter girl looked Korean.  She had silky auburn hair, a thin body, very light skin, and hard eyes, almost a clouded yellow.  She wore tight, black jeans, faded at the thighs, a close-fitting, white and black shirt, and a small, transparent, white overshirt.

How’s she not burning up?  It’s like ninety degrees outside.

They both lifted their head as she entered, seemingly puzzled, as they blankly stared at the items before looking over at her.  The shorter girl’s gaze darkened as she glared at Sora, but her attention was diverted as her blonde companion squeezed the shorter girl’s shoulder.  The girl had to crane her neck to look up questioningly.

The taller girl looked to have an inch or two on Kari.  Her beach-blonde hair was held in a soft fishtail braid that hung below her shoulder blades.  The girl’s glittering blue irises appraised Sora for a moment before returning to the shorter girl.  She wore a brown leather Bandeau bikini, but Sora’s eyes were drawn and momentarily captivated by the most beautiful and elegant gold enlaced necklace she’d ever seen around the girl’s neck.  The twined gold threads of the ornament played around each other, framing a large glistening white gem that glowed with an inner light, she had no idea how it kept its place between the lacing.

Sora moved to the ATM, keeping an eye on the two girls.  The taller girl spoke in the oddest language Sora had ever heard; the words flowed together as if reciting melodic poetry.  She couldn’t define the origins.  To her surprise the Korean girl replied in the same language, pursing her lips and shooting an inquisitive glare in Sora’s direction.

Sora slid her card into the ATM.  She tried to filter out the two tourists’ conversation in what seemed Italian and sounds the middle school girl made as she slid through clothes on the racks.  She caught the shorter girl huff, resuming her search along the grocery shelves.

Sora removed her debit card and accessed the account her father allocated for her everyday use.  She had ninety-eight thousand, two hundred and thirty-three dollars available.  Her father added money each month; it had piled up over the years, and that was just her checking account.

She finished the transaction and placed the ten twenties in her purse, slipping her card in the side pocket.  She glanced at the two girls and moved to the clothing section to search for a wallet.  She scooted around the idle school girl to get them.  She jumped as the middle school girl lightly touched her back to move past.

Laughing, Sora said, “Sorry about that.”

The girl smiled.  “No problem.”

Sora picked out a brown wallet.  She looked up to find the girl studying her hair and attire.  The girl hummed before saying, “Very cute clothes, but I think you should grow out your hair.  The short-cut doesn’t suit you.”

Sora’s smile grew a little with the friendly chat.  “Yeah, I agree.  I’m trying to grow it out.”  She noted the girl wore a beautifully designed floral Pareo, black with blue and white flowers spaced across it.  “That Pareo is pretty.  Where did you get it?”

Glancing down with a grimace, the other girl said, “I like my pure white one better, but I got this one online.  Thanks for noticing.”

Nodding, Sora looked down and opened the brown wallet to view the interior.  The girl moved a bit closer, so Sora scooted further into the table to let her slide by.

The girl whispered behind her.  “Lori really did a number on your hair this year.  My sister told me about the walk home.”  Sora tensed at her words.

Her sister’s a part of Kari’s group.  Why didn’t I think about that?

“I heard Lori’s planning something special for you tomorrow.  I don’t know what it is—anyways, later, rich girl.”  Sora stood still for several seconds as the girl passed, waving to the cashier with a smile before leaving.

Lori’s planning something tomorrow?  Probably something to get me to stay and defy Kari, but what would make me fear her over Kari?

Sora pressed a hand against her forehead, trying to ease her breathing.  Her body felt heavy as she trudged to the cashier.  The two girls her age were already at the register, so she got in line behind them.  On the counter were a host of snacks and sodas.  The man behind the counter was Zack.  Sora was a regular to the store and knew most of the employees.

The two girls looked to be arguing in that outlandish language; the smaller girl seemed to be trying to explain something to the taller girl.  Zack examined the two curiously as he rang up the final item.  Sora noticed the two tourists move past them and left as Zack asked, “Are you going to buy all of this?  Like I said, it’ll be one hundred thirty-three seventy-two.”

The girls looked troubled as the shorter one said, “We don’t have enough to pay.”  Sora was a little surprised.  Her accent had completely changed; she spoke English now like a Miami native.

Zack glared at the two girls.  “No cash, no food, and you’re clogging up my line!”

The two girls stared at the enormous pile of already bagged items.  “Is there the possibility of a tab?”  the smaller girl pleaded.

Sora’s chest started to tighten.

How long are they going to hold up the line?  I want to get back home.

Zack chuckled mirthlessly.  “I don’t know any place that does tabs anymore.”

The smaller girl began talking to the taller girl in a concerned tone, while Sora felt her unease rising.

What if that girl tells her sister I’m here?

Lifting an eyebrow as the two girls continued their unintelligible discussion, Sora’s anxiety surfaced.  “You two came to a store, gathered over a hundred dollars worth of food, and forgot you didn’t bring any money?”  She instantly felt regret as everyone looked at her.

The smaller girl’s cheeks reddened as she glared at Sora.  “Is that a problem, Little Fox?”

Sora’s cheeks flushed as she stepped back a bit.

I can’t believe I said that.

“N-No, I’m sorry.  That was rude of me.”

Little fox though … Does she think I’m Native American?

The smaller girl nodded.  “It was.”

Holding up her hands, Sora took a deep breath.  I just want to get out of here, but I was pretty rude.  Looking past them, she noted Zack’s frown, likely not enjoying how the situation was playing out.  Resolving herself, Sora said, “Zack, I’ll pay for their items.”  Zack and the smaller girl raised their brow at her response.

“You sure, Sora?  That’s a lot of money to throw at some strangers?”  Zack asked.

Sora smiled, pulling out her debit card.  She extended the card to Zack and the wallet she wanted on the counter.  “Yeah, add that to the order and charge it to credit.”

Zack shrugged and complied with a grunt.

The two girls appeared stunned as they appraised her.  Sora’s mouth twitched as she heard the girls’ stomachs growl.  The smaller girl’s face reddened further as she put her hand over her abdomen.  They glared distrustfully at Sora, before gathering their bags.

Sora smiled at the smaller girl.

Should I try to talk with them and apologize for being rude?  It’s something dad would do, and why should I be scared of that girl’s sister?  She said Lori was planning something tomorrow, not today.  Calm down … everyone’s not out to get me.

Judging the smaller girl as the spokesperson, she asked, “Is there somewhere you’d like to eat?  If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to talk.”

The smaller girl frowned.  “I saw some benches down this side street.”

Sora nodded, grabbed her wallet and card, and placed them inside her purse.

They exited the store and made their way to the benches in silence.  Sora sat across from the two on a separate bench and waited as they took out some salt and vinegar potato chips.  The smaller girl opened the bag and ate a chip, the other girl’s hand darted in to grab her own; they both took a moment to savor the taste before digging in.

Amused, Sora watched them devour the entire beg before saying, “My name’s Sora.”

Licking her lips, the smaller girl smiled.  “I was wrong; you aren’t so bad, Little Fox!”

Sora’s smile faltered.  “Can we stick with Sora?”

Nodding, the smaller girl said, “Alright, Sora.  Thank you for the food.  My name’s Jin-Kyong, but you can call me Jin—since we’re in America!”  she exclaimed, before saying something in that strange language, nudging the blonde girl next to her.

The girl looked unsure, but said, “My—name—Eyia.”  She had a tough time working the words around her tongue.

Jin sighed.  “Sorry about her speech.  I’ve been trying to teach her how to roll English off the tongue, but—as you can see, it’s a work in progress.”  She started talking in Eyia’s language again, and Sora heard her focalize on the word is.

Swallowing and clearing her throat, Eyia said, “My name—is—Eyia.”  Sora couldn’t help but smile a little.

She’s really cute.

Jin started speaking Eyia’s language again, teaching the other girl something else.  They opened some soda and took a sip.  Jin stopped speaking and looked down at the bottle in disbelief.  She looked up at Sora, down at the bottle, then at Eyia, who looked back at her and began chugging the liquid, Jin following suit.

Finishing the bottle, Jin pointed at it.  “What flavor is this, Sora?”

Sora lifted an eyebrow.  “Orange.”

“Orange?”  Jin repeated in a mystified tone.

Have they never had orange-flavored soda?

“Where did you guys come from?  Out of country, I assume since you seem so excited to be in America.”

Examining another bottle of soda, Jin said, “I came from Tibet, and Eyia came from an island off Norway.  I met her when traveling—what flavor is this one?”

It must have been a pretty remote island.

Sora sat back and crossed her legs, beginning to enjoy the conversation.  “What are you two doing in the U.S.?  It’s grape flavored, by the way.”

Still studying the bottle, Jin hummed.  “Just traveling.  Eyia wanted to see a sunny place, so we came here.  This is supposed to taste like a grape?”

Intrigued, Sora asked, “Where did you learn to speak English so fluently and how do you not have any money if you are traveling abroad?  Are you traveling with your parents?”

Jin’s brow creased at her questions.  “I speak every language.”  Her eyes narrowed as she looked up at Sora.  “But you should know that?”

Why would I know that?

Sucking in her lower lip for a moment before releasing it.  “Huh?  Why would I know that—and isn’t it impossible to speak every language?”

Jin sat back, the bottle coming to her lips as she thought.  She started speaking in that strange language, and Eyia frowned with a quizzical expression.  They talked for several seconds before Jin stared uncertainly in Eyia’s direction.  “Humph,” Jin shifted to look back at Sora, “do you know what language we’re speaking?”  Sora shook her head.  Eyia looked even more confused.  Sighing, Jin said, “I guess it isn’t the most common language around.  We’re speaking Asgardian—a little less refined than Olympian, but it gets the job done.”

Sora shook her head in bewilderment.  “Asgardian—like the movies?”

Jin looked over at Eyia and scratched her head.  Shrugging, she said, “Anyways.  It’s been great talking with you, but we need to go.”  She spoke in Asgardian again, and the two girls stood, grabbing their bags.

Eyia waved, all the bagged goods swinging in a frenzy, she yelled, “Salutations!”

Jin chuckled and spoke to Eyia in Asgardian, saying Goodbye between the strange phrases.

Eyia flushed and waved again.  “Goodbye, Sora.”

Jin made a dismissive gesture.  “Yeah—later, Sora.  We’ll probably see each other sometime in the next few days.  At least I expect we will.”

With pursed lips, Sora watched them go.

We’ll see each other again in the next few days?  They’re strange and are they really going to lug all those groceries back to their house … hotel … Do they even have a hotel?

Shrugging, she walked home.  Seeing a few middle school girls walking across the street, she rubbed her neck nervously.  She couldn’t do anything about Lori, and all she had to do was weather a single week.

She passed security and took the elevator up, greeting Howie.  She was thankful he didn’t pursue her haircut, but she could feel his concern suffocating her.  When the elevator stopped, she went into her penthouse.  Stepping inside, she softly said, “I’m home.”

Howie cheerily called behind her, “Welcome home, Sora!”

Smiling, she watched him wave goodbye as the doors shut.  Continuing inside the penthouse, she kicked off her heels and rummaged through her bag for her cell phone to call room service.  When someone answered, she said, “Yes, this is Sora.  I’d like the smoked arctic char appetizer and chicken caesar salad.  Oh, and a few of the madeleine truffles.  Thank you.”

Taking her heels and bag to her room, she placed them in their normal spots.  She looked over at her bed and groaned.  Resisting the urge, she stretched and slipped off her dress, accessories, and removed her bra.  Putting them away, she changed into white silky pajama shorts, a white spaghetti strap shirt, and slippers.

She moved to her desk, sitting in a white chair, and she opened her laptop.  She began looking at schooling alternatives.  She searched for fifteen minutes before sitting back as she heard a ding sound throughout the penthouse.  She glanced at her phone notification that showed room service had arrived.  Confirming they could enter by text, she continued working until they sent the message it was ready.

She moved downstairs to the dining room, noting the neatly placed dishes.  Momentarily ignoring the food, she stared through the enormous glass wall at the beach and ocean below.  She watched ships move across the water and people playing along the seaside.  Placing the dishes on the floor, she stared down with sad eyes.  She wanted someone to have fun with on the beach.  She’d had a few friends during grade school, but Wendy was the only one that stuck.

Eating slowly, she finally dug into her truffle, the pungent flavor doing little to cover her dark thoughts.

One week, that’s all that’s left.  All the hours of extra schooling to graduate early, the plots, and schemes I came up with along the way.  Everything can be over if I can survive this one week.

Her mind shifted to Mary.

What will happen to her?  Will she still be blackmailed after I leave school?

She cursed internally, running a hand through her hair.

I hate Kari … hate Jenny … hate Lori.  How are they so powerful?  Well, Kari’s the powerful one, and they all feed off her.  Maybe she is a part of the Russian mob or someone in her family is Bratva, at least.  I can’t believe they’d use a dirty cop to cover up a bullying video.

Finishing her food in silence, she set it on the table, and text room service to pick it up.  Returning to her room, she studied online homeschooling options and references to teachers in her area.  At eight, she walked to the front room and contemplated the spa.  Deciding to soak for a bit, she changed into a black bikini and let her worries wash away.

Kari’s done with me.  I can finally move on with my life.

She soaked for the healthy side of an hour, before cleaning up and jumping in bed.  Groaning, she got out of bed and went to grab her phone from the balcony.  Getting back in bed, she text her dad:

I know you won’t get this for a while, but I want to start homeschooling.  I’ve been looking at possible teachers and curriculum online.  I could even enroll in some of the colleges around the area.  Text me when you get this.  Love you.

Scooting to the side of her bed, she grabbed her charging cable and plugged in her phone.  She nestled underneath her blankets, feeling the bliss of lying in bed after a hard day.

Can I really make this happen in a week?  What’s Lori planning to do tomorrow?

It took over thirty minutes to clear her mind and fall asleep.

Now nine days ‘till my sixteenth birthday and seven days ‘till dad’s back home.

            


B1 — 4. Nine Days; Out of Character


                Sora’s mind jolted awake as fire crept up her chest, her heart pulsating with every muscle fiber, yet she was paralyzed.  Her nails were being torn apart, the skin underneath lacerated with paper-thin blades.  Her joints twisted within her body as bones compressed into powder.  Spikes drilled into her skull all along her scalp.  Both sides of her brain felt as if they ruptured just above her ears while white noise crushed her thoughts.

She couldn’t open her eyes or shift her jaw; even her toes were petrified.  Her breath came out in sharp gasps, lungs experiencing a million needles picking at every cell.  A dull knife dissected her, examining every organ before methodically inserting smoldering coals.

The pain seared her senses for what seemed hours before it suddenly cut, every nerve numb, her body limp and unresponsive.  The soft sounds of the building and outside weather slowly filtered into focus.  Her eyes popped open to a blurred haze and slowly shut, her mind sinking into sweet nothingness.

 

* * *

 

Yawning, Sora stretched under her fine fabric sheets.  Lovely, light aches spread across her body in contrast to the horror she’d experienced during the night, arching her back, she sighed with bliss.  Sitting up, she opened her eyes to blinding light.

What the…

Blinking, she brought her hand up to massage her forehead, waiting for her eyes to adjust.

Was all that pain last night a dream?

She didn’t feel anything wrong.  Stretching, she threw her arms out, a heavenly sensation dispersing across her muscles.

Why does it feel this good?

She ran her fingers through her hair and froze as they met thick layers.  Fingers moving to the back of her head, she grabbed a clump of copper hair and bought it around.  “Wha—no way—I’ve never grown my hair this fast...”  Pulling the rest of it over her shoulders, she examined her hair’s bright sheen; it reached halfway down her back.

She threw off her covers and walked to her closet to view herself in the body-length mirror inside.  Her breath caught at her image; silky copper hair gleamed across her head and down her back, it looked better than she’d ever seen it.

Flipping on the bright ceiling lights, she moved in to get a closer look.  “No, no, no—if I go to school like this … I can’t.”  She combed through it, studying her hair closely.  She could see almost every particle in sharp detail as her green eyes tracing its smooth luster, the closet’s bright light making her hair blaze.

Resting her forehead against the mirror, she groaned.  “What’s wrong with me?  Why am I such a freak?  If I go back to school and Kari sees my hair...”  Her contemplation broke as her body started to tremble.

She inhaled, body relaxing while controlling her breathing, and a small smirk split her lips as her worry melted away.  “Well—what does it matter?  All she can do is cut it off again and what’s Lori going to do, kill me?”  A giggle slid through her throat.  Stifling it, she brought her hand up to her neck.

Why did I do that?

She massaged her right shoulder and shook herself out.

And why do I suddenly feel so light?

Sighing with satisfaction, she walked to her bathroom and activated the touchscreen panel on the wall.

What’s a good rap artist?I’ve never really been into rap … but Chrome says Atmosphere is good.

She input it into Spotify and played Sunshine, his most popular song.  The hidden speakers around the bathroom began to play the song.  She started feeling the slow piano-laced beat and mellow rap as she swayed to the music.

Throwing off her nightwear, she tossed them into the corner and walked into the shower.  She activated the three taps to start all the ceiling faucets and stood in the water.  It was freezing and felt so good.  It quickly warmed, and she turned up the heat, chirping with pleasure as steam rose around her.  Humming with the songs, she brushed and washed her hair, applying her skin and hair products.

Sitting on the center bench, she listened to the water for a minute.  She closed her eyes and the song faded into the background.  It was as if she could follow the water down the pipe, hearing several sharp turns the stream made as it continued into the building.  Eyes opening, the music shifted back.

That’s odd.  I must be imagining it.

She turned off the water and moved to the side closet, removing a towel.  She dried off before brushing out her damp hair with different-sized tooth combs to untangle it, finishing with a boar’s hair and nylon bristle brush.  Applying her skincare products, she found that somehow her skin glowed; it was cleaner than she’d ever seen it.

What in the world happened last night?  Mary will be shocked.  She was right; putting effort into my appearance does clear my mind and make me feel better.

Switching the playlist to Smooth Jazz – Instrumental, she closed her eyes and smiled as the music expanded all around her.

It’s like I’m in a concert hall.  I’m not imagining it; my hearing is so much better than it was last night.

Opening her eyes, she finished her morning routine before walking back to her room to search for clothes.  She debated between several outfits as the instruments played in the background.

She dressed in a loosely fitted white V-neck shirt with black roses across the front and back, black shorts, and a brown belt before examining herself in the mirror with a smile.

Why did I think I was ugly and needed all that makeup?  I’m super cute!  I can see what Mary’s been telling me.  What’s this?

Leaning in closer, she noticed her canines had become pointier. Humming with slight interest as she carefully slid her tongue across them.

She added a small leather-band wristwatch to her left hand and a turquoise teardrop pendant necklace.Checking her watch, she frowned.

Six-fifteen.  How early did I get up?

Walking to her bed, she sat with a sigh.

What’s Lori planning?

She was shocked to find herself curious instead of afraid, and as quickly as the thought came, it was gone.

What should I do before school?  I guess breakfast sounds good. 

She walked over to her purse and extracted her small wallet.  Adding forty dollars to it, she put the wallet in her back pocket.  Slipping on some brown wedge sandals, she turned out all the lights and stopped the music.  Double-checking everything was off, she made her way to the elevator and pressed the button.

She added a bright smile as the late-night, and early-morning attendant appeared.  “Hey, Ron!  How was the night?”

Ron examined her as she entered.  “Not bad … you’re looking good.”

“Why wouldn’t I?”  Sora asked with an innocent smile.

Ron’s left eye narrowed suspiciously.  “Howie told me some interesting things yesterday.”

“Oh,” Sora said with a light laugh.  “Yeah, I did play a prank on some of the staff.  I guess it was a little out of taste.  Did Howie say something about a smoothie prank?”

“Something like that … so, it was all a joke?”  Ron asked.

“Yeah,” Sora lied, “I guess it was a bit harsh.  I didn’t want to worry everyone.”

It would have been a little funny, now that I think about it.

She suddenly felt awful.

No!  Why am I thinking this way?  Why am I even covering for Lori?

The thoughts seemed to evaporate, leaving her blank-minded.

Nodding, Ron breathed a sigh of relief.  “I’m glad it was only a joke.  You had a lot of us worried.”

Sora nodded, coming out of her mental stupor.  “I’ll apologize to Howie when I see him after school.  So, anything eventful to tell?”

I feel like something’s off with me, but I can’t place it.

“Nothing much.  Just a few drunks that needed help into their beds—a late-night party,” he scoffed, pressing the button to go down.

She hummed, trying to redirect the odd feeling in her chest.  “How’s Stephanie?  What is she—six months pregnant?”

A tender smile lit Ron’s face.  “Yup and she’s running me dry with ice cream sandwiches!”

“Have a name picked out for him yet?”

Ron leaned against the side of the elevator.  “I want Braxton, but she’s leaning toward Björn.”

“Where’d that name come from?”

Ron shrugged.  “I think it’s Old Norse or something like that.”

“Huh, didn’t think Stephanie was into that kind of thing.”

“She is pretty versed in history.  It’s like a hobby of hers.”

Laughing, Sora waved him goodbye as she stepped into the lobby and made her way to the street.  She returned waves at a few of the employees as they wished her a good day, all of them seemed to eye her with suspicion.  Paul opened the door past the security check with a smile; she thanked him as she stepped out onto the sidewalk.

She stopped in a daze; her skin prickled as the sharp air currents struck her exposed skin.  She suddenly felt nauseous as millions of sounds and smells filled her senses.  Closing her hands over her ears and squeezing her eyes shut, Sora felt an edge of panic.

In a flash, everything faded to be replaced with the most heavenly aroma she’d ever experienced.  She could identify the bright, pungent, and pleasant nose-tingling heat of dijon mustard.  There was the scent of nuts and something like stewed fruit and bottles of sherry from some of the parties she’d been to with her dad.  Bacon tickled at the edges of her mind before she snapped back to her senses.  She swallowed reflexively, licking her lips as she looked in the direction of the school.

It’s coming from that way.

Darting past cars with nimble steps, she crossed the street and began walking toward the bridge to 24th Street, noticing the morning joggers were out.  Making it to the school, she found the scent extended further; following the aroma; she made it to the source at an Italian restaurant on Purdy Avenue.

Sora slumped against the closed doors.  She sniffed the air with anxiety filling her chest; a divine scent that she was blocked from getting to.  There were spices mixed with a savory smell that coated her nostrils and caressed her tongue with tantalizing ecstasy.  Her chest tightened with anticipation.  Whatever it was, it ached to be savored.

Glancing up, she found the store hours.

Twelve to twelve … I’ll have to come back during lunch.  It’s a good thing I have second lunch!

Sighing, she forced herself away from the aroma and back toward the school.

First block starts at seven-twenty.  It took me twenty-five minutes to get here from the hotel, and the restaurant is about fifteen minutes from the school, so it shouldn’t be long ‘till class.  Might as well wait there.

Pushing the scent out of her mind, her nose centered on something else.  It was a dirty, wet, and ragged odor that made her grimace.  She pulled open the front doors; the hallways reeked of it.  She covered her nose, walking toward her first block class, the smell escalated the closer she got.

Did someone drag a corpse into the classroom?

No one else seemed to smell anything off as she passed students going about their business.  Swallowing, she brought her hands to her throat in alarm as the scent dropped down her gullet.

Regaining control, she looked through the glass to find a large group of girls standing around the desks.  She noticed the kids in the hallway trying to give her a wide berth.  The girls in the classroom were all talking lowly and, in the center, sat Lori with a smug grin.

So, everyone knows Lori’s targeting me.

Sora was surprised to find herself more interested than afraid as she leaned up against the wall, out of their sight.

No lookout?  I guess she isn’t really that smart; Kari and Jenny usually make the plans.  Maybe she didn’t think I’d come in this early?  But what is she up to?  She needs a large group of girls, and none of them are from my class.

Tilting her head and resting her knuckles against her cheek, she pursed her lips.

It’s something that requires an audience, force, and the protection of numbers.  Numbers can give her a mask to whatever her plan is.  A group for wherever they’re going to take me, especially with how many girls she has.  And she needs an audience, a way to assert her own power.

A smile spread across her lips.

Walking back down the hall, her nose picked up another scent.  Following her impulse, she entered the gym, zig-zagging around the students inside as they worked out and stretched.  She was a little shocked to see this many students here this early.  Exiting through the double doors to the track field, she squinted as the sunlight hit her.  She waited for her eyes to adjust and found who she was looking for.

Sora leaned up against the wall and watched Kari run around the track at an impressive speed.  It only took a moment for Kari’s head to snap toward her.  Sora hummed with interest.

When did my eyes get this sharp?

She watched Kari’s complexion crease as she slowed to a stop.  

Looking around, Kari sucked on her lower lip as she noted the other runners and teachers timing the track team.  She stared back at Sora, and a flash of annoyance crossed her face.Features darkening, Kari walked toward her, but halted three meters away, looking Sora up and down with a calculated eye.  “Your hair’s grown back, and you smell especially nasty today.”

I smell?

Sora felt a giggle slide through her throat.  “Speak for yourself.  You don’t exactly smell of roses.  You’re rather rancid in fact.”

Kari’s mouth curved into a deep frown and she took a step forward.  “Have you lost your mind?”

Laughing, Sora shrugged.  “Maybe, but I just had to find out if you were losing control of your group?  Is it true that Lori is taking over?”

“What?  Losing control of my group … Lori?”  Her mouth opened shortly as her tongue pressed against her cheek, followed by a short huff.  “What kind of game are you playing?”

Bringing up her hand to cover her mouth, Sora started to laugh, eyes closing with her mirth.  “You’re too cute!”

What did I just say?

Sora felt a shift in air pressure, and she instinctively ducked, twisted, and leaped back, her pendant swinging around her neck.  Opening her left eye with an impish grin, she saw Kari’s hand where her neck had been.

Mouth opening, Kari momentarily pressed her tongue against her lower lip before flicking it back into her mouth and swallowing.  “You’ve gotten faster.”

“You can chase me all day, but that won’t change the facts,” Sora mused, opening her right eye and shrugging.

Kari took a deep breath, features becoming more calculating as she regained control of herself.  “What facts would those be?”  she asked while flexing her fingers dangerously.

Sora hummed thoughtfully, bringing her index finger to her lips.  “Well—yesterday I was told by a middle school girl that Lori was planning something today…”

“What does that prove?”

Clicking her tongue, Sora shook her head.  “I can’t tell you the story if you cut me off—anyway, today I went to my classroom, and there was Lori with about twenty girls inside, your girls.  Of course, she also poured a smoothie on my head yesterday—getting it all over the towels I walked home with, thank you very much.  Lori said I couldn’t leave school, despite what you said, and I had to ignore your order.  Now, she’d have to run all this through you—right?”

Kari’s eyes darted to the right as she thought, tucking her lower lip under her teeth.  Grunting, she glared at Sora.  “Either way, you’re dead.”  She turned and went through the gym doors.

Sora snickered.

I was right!  Why am I acting this way?

Her eyes widened in horror as a weight hit her chest.  “What did I just do?  I don’t know—it just felt … natural.”

No, it’s anything, but natural!  I’d never have done something like this yesterday!  What’s happening to me?  What’s wrong with me? I’m not acting anything like myself!

The weight suddenly vanished as her worried thoughts dissolved; a frisky grin took its place.

She opened the gym doors and started toward her classroom.

I’ve got to see what Kari will do to her.

Along the way, she glanced at her wristwatch.

Twenty minutes till class starts.  With Lori there, no one will come ‘till the last second, or Mr. Quest arrives.

Entering the junction before her classroom, she heard the door to her classroom open.  Ducking into the hall bathroom, she hid behind the wall and waited for Lori’s attack group to disperse.She watched the students, waiting for class to start, leaving with them, likely not wanting to be anywhere near Kari.  Knowing that none of the students were in between her and the classroom, she positioned herself outside the door.  Her heart slowed as she focused her hearing inside the room, somehow being able to discern sound into action.

Kari threw her weight into a chair as she huffed.  “Lori—what were you doing with a third of my pack?”

Her pack, not our pack.  I was right!

Sora couldn’t stop the silent laughter rumbling through her abdomen.

“I-I was just getting business done,” Lori stammered.

Kari sucked on her lower lip and Sora could imagine her examining her fingernails.  “Taking care of business … without informing me and—what’s this about Sora not leaving school and a smoothie?”

“I-I didn’t think you’d, uh, mind.  I was—I just … drove your threat through Sora’s thick skull.  You know how she is,” Lori laughed, but Sora could discern tremors of fear in her tone.

Voice cold steel, Kari said, “Ahh, I understand—you think my words aren’t good enough.  That I need you to instill my orders.”

Sora knew Lori was trembling.  “N-No.  I just … um, thought...”

Kari cut her off as she slowly lifted out of her seat.  “Thought I was losing my fangs because Jenny’s missing?”

Jenny’s missing?  She was here yesterday.

“No,” Lori mumbled, “Just, I-I was told to watch and make sure you weren’t getting soft—Devin...”  

Lori barely got the words out before an unusual sound, and a sharp crash shattered Sora’s consciousness.  She heard another bang as Lori whimpered.  Wincing and shaking her head, Sora refocused her ears.  She caught Lori’s violent coughs.

A dangerous guttural voice that resembled Kari’s growl replied, “You’re taking orders from my brother’s pet!  Is my brother in control of this school?”  

Lori’s voice came out in a sob.  “No—y-you are!”

Kari took a long and deliberate breath; her voice was back to normal.  “That’s right, Lori; my brother isn’t over this area.  This school is mine and if Devin shows up again, tell me.”  She paused for a second.  “Understood?”

Swallowing hard, Lori cried.  “Yes, it won’t—won’t happen again.”

Kari was silent for a moment.  “I’m sorry, Lori.  You know, you should go get cleaned up.”

Sora moved to hide against the next junction’s wall.  Several seconds later, she heard the classroom door open; she knew it was Kari.  She halted at the door and growled darkly, but after a moment walked back toward the gym.

Sora was shaking with adrenaline, and a faint smile split her lips.

Lori’s a mess … What was that crash?  Did she throw her over a desk or into a wall?  And when did Kari have a brother?  Her reaction when Lori mentioned his … pet?  She hates him!  Did Kari learn her vicious side from her brother?  I guess he has a gang too or maybe he’s with the Bratva, it would explain a lot.

The door opened again.  Sora peeked around the corner to find Lori limping down the hall.

She’s probably going into the bathroom around the corner.  She’ll be lucky if no staff see her, classes are going to start in like twenty minutes.

Curious, she followed, keeping her ears focused on her footsteps.  Sora noticed several students looking after Lori with horrified expressions before quickly attempting to show disinterest, not that they managed to succeed.  Sora couldn’t see her past the crowd of students, hurrying to their classes and away from Lori.  Lori slumped against the wall twice with a stifled cry before entering the bathroom.  A dull metallic scent lifted into her nose and mixed with Lori’s horrible stench.  She could distinguish small spots of red across the ground.

Blood … Did Kari really get that rough with her?

Sora stopped outside the girl’s bathroom.  Lori’s vicious tone was affirmed as she yelled.  “Get out—and don’t breathe a word or I’ll kill you!”  Sora shifted to let two terrified girls run out of the bathroom.

Is it really that bad?

She froze as she heard soft weeping coming from inside, too quiet to be heard normally.  Sora began to hum darkly but cut off as Lori’s voice cracked, but still held a cornered fierceness.  “Who’s out there?”

She heard me humming?

Pursing her lips, Sora walked into the bathroom and leaned against the opposite wall to Lori, studying her appearance.  Her clothes were torn, and blood ran down her legs, arms, and stomach as she huddled against the wall.

Folding her arms Sora tilted her head with a frown.  “Kari really did that to you?”

A bitter laugh bubbled through Lori’s throat.  “Of course, who else would rat on me, but the stupid fox.”  Sora stayed silent as she watched Lori.  Lori had a pained, but savage smile in place.  “When did you grow a backbone, and why do you smell so horrible today?  I was wondering what could smell—well, worse than you.  I guess only you can smell that bad!”

Leave, Sora!  Turn around and go!

Sora chuckled, thoughts shifting back to all the times she’d been where Lori sat.  “Do you know how many times it was me, sitting in the corner of a bathroom, crying?  Your cruel words or actions playing on repeat in my mind?  Pitying eyes or scorn thrown my way from all the girls that came in.”  Sora shook her head.  “I don’t feel bad for you.  And have you smelled yourself recently?  It’s like a trash yard mongrel that’s been playing in the waste pile—maybe throw in a half-rotten corpse,” she added with a tinkling chime to her voice.

Lori’s face lit with malice.  “You’re dead!”

Why am I still here?  Control, breathe, control.  I don’t have to respond!

Sora tried, but couldn’t stop herself from open laughter.  “Pfft, I doubt you’ll be doing me any harm in that condition.  Though, you should probably go to a clinic and get stitched up.  Don’t want to get Kari in trouble; you know how she is.”

“Soon you’re going to regret being born!  You can blame the tongue you’ve found,” Lori spat, wincing shortly after as her hand crossed her stomach.

I didn’t find it … it found me.

Sora’s expression lifted while twirling her hair around her fingers, her grin broadening as she displayed her hair proudly.  “Oh.  What do you think?  Pretty, right.”

Lori growled and lifted from her sitting position to stand, wobbling unsteadily as she made her way out of the bathroom.

“Would you like me to carry you home?”

Stumbling out of the bathroom, Lori growled, “Dead—you’re dead—dead.”

Sora shook with mirth and called after her in a pleasant tone.  “Why worry about the future Lori?  The present is right here!”  Straining her ears, Sora just heard Lori’s continual mutters about killing her.

Sora’s face went white; she felt sick.  Stumbling to the wall, she slid to her butt.  “I’ve snapped … Why did I say all those horrible things?”  As quickly as her inner fear arose, it faded.  A smile lit her cheeks, and she shrugged.  Getting up, she walked back to her classroom, humming one of the jazz tunes she’d heard that morning.

            


B1 — 5. Nine Days; New Friends and Old Enemies


                A group of students was already gathering near the back of the classroom.  Finding a gap between the throng, Sora felt the unnatural ease within her fade.  Her vision shifted between the mangled visage of a desk, damaged tile floor, and a small section of the brick wall that had been ripped away.  More desks were thrown across the classroom and pushed over, leaving an open space near the distorted desk.

Chunks of brick were strewn across the ground, wood from the desk splintered across the room, and segments of the wax-covered tile were shaved away by what seemed like claws.  Small specks of blood were visible along the floor and what remained of the desk.

The students around her were white-faced.  A few students hurriedly left the classroom the moment they came in and saw the devastation.  No one wanted to be the one to talk, so the eerie silence continued, only broken by the soft sounds coming from the hall when the door was opened.

Sora’s legs wouldn’t permit her to leave, her mind ablaze.

Kari definitely isn’t human, but what is she then?  I didn’t see how she did it, but she had an oddly deeper voice, and that strange sound I heard before she did it … I have no clue.  The scratches along the floor look like an animal’s claws.  A cat, dog, or bird, maybe?  There’s no way for me to tell.  How are any of us going to explain this when Mr. Quest gets here?  What, Kari took a chunk out of the wall and pulverized a desk because she was angry?  We’d be tested for drugs.

Her unease didn’t last long before five seniors came running into the room with cleaning equipment.  Sora smelled a similar scent to Lori on them.  They scattered the onlookers and started cleaning the rubble, blood, wax shavings, and wood.  Two of the girls took the desk out of the room, while the remaining three finished washing the evidence away.

After five minutes only the scratches on the floor and broken sections in the wall remained.  Taking down one of the pictures with putty on the back, they covered up the hole in the wall but were a little lost in how to cover up the claw marks along the floor.  After a little muttering between them, they rearranged the desks to cover it up.

“Not a word,” one of the seniors went to the front of the room and made sure the door was closed before turning back to the class, “that wall could be your face if you don’t keep your mouths shut.”  With that, the seniors left.

Sora moved to her seat and leaned back, several of the students apprehensively following her example, a few whispered amongst themselves about Lori’s condition.

Everyone will probably say it was like this when they got here; they’re already terrified of Kari and this tips the scale.  No doubt a few students will try to transfer after this.  This has never happened before, Kari really snapped this time.

She leaned to the side to examine the scratches across the floor.  I’m not afraid?  Why?  Her self-reflection faded as the markings took her interest.

Five-fingered or toed, whatever Kari is.  Sharp enough to cut through the wax floor and damage the tiles underneath.

Mind working back to Kari and Lori’s conversation, she shifted a little in her chair.

Her pack, she said, and it isn’t the first time she’s called her group that.  Could she be some kind of lion or wolf girl?  Like a werelion or werewolf?  I guess it would give her an advantage with sports … no wonder she’s so athletic.

She straightened as her ears picked up a student’s question posed to his friend.

He’s right … Where is Mr. Quest?

Looking at the clock by the door, she nibbled at her lower lip.

The bell is just about to ring.  He’s usually five minutes early.

A few more students filtered in before the bell rang, but the class was looking pretty bare.  At least twelve students were absent.  The nervous chatter around the classroom increased as ten minutes passed without a teacher.  Muttered conversations ranged from about Kari, Lori, Mr. Quest, and the damage to the classroom.

The gossip died as the door opened to reveal an adult Sora had never seen before, carrying a briefcase in one hand and a sealed coffee cup in the other.  He looked a little disheveled; like he’d just woke up thirty minutes ago, threw on the first set of clothes he could get his hands on, ran his hands through his hair, and booked it to school.  Sora’s stomach shifted uneasily at his appearance.

A substitute?

The man scratched his head as he glanced around the class.  “A lot of empty seats, I see.”  His chuckle died with a sigh.  He clicked his tongue before breathing through his teeth.  “Right, I’m Mr. Handburg and I’ll be subbing for Mr. Quest.”  Sora raised her hand as he was speaking.  “Ahh,” Mr. Handburg looked at her for a moment before saying, “your name is…”

“Sora.”

“Right, Sora.  What do you need?”

“What happened to Mr. Quest?  Why isn’t he here?”

Mr. Handburg bunched his lips to the side as his eyes shifted to the back wall.  He put down his briefcase and began tapping the teacher’s desk.  He paused for a few moments before responding, eyes surveying the class as he raised his arms.  “There’s no need to worry, Mr. Quest is in a stable condition.  He was involved in an accident on his way to school.  He was transported to Mt. Sinai Medical Center.  The office will be notified when he can receive visitors, so check with them after school if you are concerned.”

The class was deathly silent at his response, which made Mr. Handburg’s right eyebrow raise.  Unsealing and taking a drink from his cup, he breathed a deep sigh, before scratching just above his eye.  “Any other questions?”

Sora spoke up.  “When did it happen?”

Mr. Handburg shook his head.  “I don’t know.  I just got the call forty minutes ago that I needed to get here as soon as possible.”

Sora went silent as Mr. Handburg looked around for any more questions.  “Okay, well, we can start attendance I guess.”  He looked down at a piece of paper that he pulled out of his briefcase and began naming off students.

Sora’s eyes defocused, as she stared at her desk.

It can’t be a coincidence, right?  Mr. Quest has an accident the day Kari loses it and tears apart the classroom?  Yet, he said he got the call forty minutes ago … then his accident would have happened before Kari’s violent spurt.  She was running laps with the track team too, so I doubt it was her.  Could her brother’s group be involved?  Maybe.

Mr. Handburg cleared his throat, jogging Sora out of her thoughts.  “Sora, I presume you’re with us?”

Looking up, her face flushed before nodding.  “Yeah, sorry, Mr. Handburg.”

He nodded, before taking another sip of his coffee then cleared his throat.  “Hmm, let’s see—I wasn’t aware that I’d be teaching today—so I’m not prepared.  What was Mr. Quest starting with?  I assume you were all getting accustomed to each other—being the second day of school.”

Several of the students nodded and Sora lost interest as she stared out of the window.

What is happening today?  Maybe this is a dream.

She stared back at the picture covering the hole.

I’ve never had dreams this real before.  Stress?

Her attention was diverted as two strange scents wafted into the room.  She couldn’t explain the smell; she’d never experienced the sensation.

Wait … when have I ever smelled something in a dream?

Two girls walked into the room.  Locking her eyes on the two, Sora’s brow creased.

Jin and Eyia?

The two girls walked to the front of the class and stared around.  Jin had an unimpressed expression but soon perked up as she saw Sora.  Waving, she said, “Sora, I told you we’d see each other again!”

Sora grinned weakly and waved back.  “Yeah—nice to see you again, Jin, Eyia.”

Eyia now wore a baggy blue T-shirt, blue jeans, and white sneakers; it looked like she’d raided a homeless shelter.  She brought up her hand and waved at Sora for only a moment before concentrating to speak.  “Salutations, Sora, my—those drinks—fantastic—were yesterday.”

Mr. Handburg frowned as he stared at the two girls and then the roster.  “Are you two a part of this class?”

Jin bowed slightly.  “Yes teacher, I come from Tibet.  I thought I’d try America, so I came,” she said brightly.

“Ahh.”  Mr. Handburg looked fascinated.  “Tibet!  Which part?”  He pushed his glasses up a little.

“The Tibetan Plateau.”

Mr. Handburg’s eyes popped and he whistled.  “One of the most remote places on the planet and you can speak English like a native.  Very impressive.  Any place specific within the Tibetan Plateau?”

“I don’t think you’d understand the language of the village I come from, but we pronounce it like this…”

Jin’s voice and tone shifted in a way that Sora couldn’t even begin to describe.  It made her hair stand on end and sent a shiver up her spine.  Every student’s face went white as they heard Jin speak.  The way she said it tightened Sora’s tongue.

Mr. Handburg’s mouth silently moved as if trying to puzzle out what she had said, after several seconds his eyebrows rose in surprise.  “Is, uh, that right?  Well, you’re correct.  I don’t understand it at all,” he laughed.

Turning to Eyia, he looked up into her eyes with raised eyebrows.  “What about you; Eyia, was it?”  He tested it on his tongue for a moment.  “Eyia … sounds, hmm, Nordic?  You seem to have a remarkable resemblance of characteristics to the people as well.”

Eyia nodded, she licked her lips and put on a focused determination.  “From Norway—Island off coast—far.”

Seems she still has a lot to learn, Sora mused.  What’s up with Jin, though?  What was that noise?

The man’s smile widened.  “I see, and you seem to be making great strides at speaking English!  Fantastic, I love the great melting pot.”

He turned to Sora, eyes practically sparkling with approval, “You two have already met that girl in the back, Sora Moore?” he questioned while looking at the attendance sheet.

Jin nodded.  “Yes, she bought our groceries yesterday and we had a small chat.”

“Wonderful,” Mr. Handburg said with a beaming grin in Sora’s direction.  “The two seats next to her are empty.  You can take those.”

The two girls walked back to sit next to Sora, while everyone around the room shifted with unease.

Are they nervous about them associating with me and thereby entering Kari’s crossfire or the strange way they introduced themselves?

As they sat down, Mr. Handburg pulled out their assigned history book.  “Now, shall we begin?”  He looked back down at the attendance sheet.  “Richard, can you pass out the history books? We’ll just cover something interesting today since I wasn’t given any reference material.”

Sora’s head drooped to the cold desktop.

How can I think about anything but what Kari did this morning and what happened to Mr. Quest?

Sora pulled her hair out of the way, shifting to stare at Jin.  She hummed in an interested manner, grinning down at her.  “What’s up?”  Sora whispered.

Jin leaned back with a small chuckle, she studied the scratch marks across the floor and the picture hiding the broken brickwork.  Head rising, Sora turned to Eyia; she wasn’t smiling as she considered the damaged areas.

The way Jin acts … she’s got to know something.  How do they even know about the damage behind the picture?  Who knows, maybe they just like the picture.

Jin’s unusual eyes centered on Sora.  “So, this is what school is like in America?  I saw unruly children in the halls.  Is that tolerated?”

“Hmm.  I don’t know what you mean by unruly?” Sora questioned.

Shrugging, Jin turned to listen to Mr. Handburg with apparent enthrallment.  Eyia also seemed fairly interested.  He was talking about the American Civil War.

Sora wanted to ask them what they knew and why they’d followed her to school.  She wasn’t buying the whole transfer student guise; she knew they were up to something.

I met them randomly in a store yesterday.  They talk in an extremely odd language, which Jin calls Asgardian, like that explains everything, and then expects me to know something about them.  I guess I do recognize some odd scents on them today … What am I even thinking now?

She sat back and glanced over at Eyia’s sparkling eyes as Mr. Handburg explained the First Battle of Bull Run.

This has to be a dream.  I can hear and smell things like a bloodhound.  Kari punches through brick and twists desks around like paper.  I met random people—that came looking for me, and it seems like they want to be friends.  Said new acquaintances smell odd and act weird.  Right, what did I think Kari was, a werewolf or werelion…

Sora breathed out a depressed sigh as she let her head sink to the desk again, hair tickling her nose.

I have snapped, it’s official … I even stood up to Lori … Kari attacked her.  Is this a nightmare or fantasy?

“Sora, something boring you?”

Sora sat up, pulling her hair back.  Mr. Handburg and the entire class had their eyes locked on her.  Rubbing her temples, she shook her head.  “No, sorry, Mr. Handburg.  I just have some things on my mind.”

He nodded.  “Ahh.  I understand you’re worried about Mr. Quest.  Try to make it through the day, though.  I was told he’s in a stable condition, so don’t worry too much.”

Sora nodded and he began his talk again.  Jin and Eyia eyed her for a moment before their attention shifted back to the discourse.  Sitting back, Sora puffed out a soft breath and then all her angst washed away; her worries about everything being a dream, turning into smoke in her mind.  She began fantasizing about lunch, thoughts shifting between scents until she found the delicious smells again, feeling her saliva build.  Lunch can’t come sooner!

In the end, the class wasn’t that long, and after the bell rang, Eyia and Jin lifted from their seats to stretch.

The small Korean girl pursed her lips, staring outside at the students flooding the lawn while moving between classes.  “Sora, what time do we exit study?”

“Do you have first or second lunch?”  Sora asked while stretching.

Jin’s face pacified.  “The one you have.”

Confused, Sora asked, “Second lunch?”

“Then I must have second as well,” Jin grinned.  “What time is it?”

Sora laughed silently.  These two are so weird, but they’re the only people besides Kari’s group that will talk to me, so I don’t have many choices in conversation.

“Twelve-o-five.”

“Where do you meet for lunch?”

A wry smile spread across her lips.  “Wait, do you two still not have any money for food?”

Composure faltering, Jin cleared her throat.  “Um, yes, well—we may need a little more assistance.”

A warm smile replaced Sora’s grin.  “Sure.  I was thinking about going down to a restaurant for lunch.  Do you want to meet somewhere at twelve-o-five?”

Jin’s composure returned.  “That sounds fine.  Where would you like to meet?”

“How about the south parking lot sidewalk, whoever gets there first will wait at the end.”

Nodding, Jin gestured for Eyia to follow.  Eyia looked down at Sora.  “You smell nice today.”

They both left through the door, leaving Sora taken aback.

I smell nice today?  Okay.  She shook her head.  I need to get some more info on them.  Wait, she said that pretty clearly … Did she practice that phrase?  Maybe Jin taught it to her … too odd.

Getting up, she made her way through the halls to her next class.  She paused as a conversation caught her ears.

“Did you hear?”

“About Lori?  Yeah, I heard she went to the Brazilian Steakhouse.”

Leaning against some lockers, Sora listened to a few of Kari’s gang members whisper among themselves.  She could smell the same odd scent from them as the seniors.

“Makes sense … I mean what did she think would happen?  Gathering us and not even telling Kari … I’m glad she didn’t blame us!”

“Yeah, but what Kari said … Do you really think Lori was talking to Devin?”

“Who knows, she’s stupid if she did.  I mean, you know who Devin is, right?”

“Like, a leader in Kari’s brother’s pack or something?”

The girl seemed to hesitate.  “We shouldn’t be talking about this.  You know how Kari is if you mention Devin, much less her brother … you don’t want to end up like Lori.”

“Yeah,” another girl interjected, “but what about Jenny?  We haven’t seen her … could Kari’s brother be involved?”

“Let’s drop it.  Okay, Kari will tell us if we need to know,” another girl said and ushered them to disperse.

Sora frowned while staring at the ground.

Kari’s brother does have a gang.  Are they in some kind of war?  I can’t imagine high school girls fighting an adult gang.  No, judging by the conversation I doubt they are in an actual fight since Kari’s own members don’t know much.  It’s probably some family political drama and her brother is in charge of a real gang or a part of some mob group.

Her thoughts were broken as someone called her name.  Looking up, she saw two of Kari’s gang members approaching her; Sarah, a Hispanic sophomore with bleached hair, and Brianna, an African American freshman that desperately wanted to be with the popular crowd.  

“Sora, you missed a bullet today,” Sarah said with a smirk, while Brianna crossed her arms next to her.

Sora couldn’t smell anything special about them other than strong perfume.  She sighed, feeling slightly irritated.  “Sarah, still shaking down middle schoolers for pocket change?”

Wait, why did I start with that?

Brianna scoffed, moving in closer.  “Humph, why would she need to do that when we have a rich girl like you?”

Crap, they’ll push for lunch money now.

Sora’s gut tightened as they closed in.  Concern constricting her chest; both girls looked at each other with raised eyebrows.  Sarah smiled, placing a hand against the lockers by Sora’s head.  “When did you get this bold?”

Sora’s hesitation evaporated as a heavy cloud of annoyance filled her mind, all fear and doubt vanishing she turned to Brianna.  “Hah, know what’s funny?  Maybe if you saved your money instead of buying Cartier perfume you could afford lunch.”  What?  No.

“Excuse me!”  Sarah demanded.  “Does the little rich girl have something to say to us?”

Sora’s demeanor didn’t waver as her thoughts cleared.  “You’re excused since I realized you’re all tramps.  Look at it this way, without me, you’re nothing, you have nothing, because your daddy,” she said to Sarah, “and your mommy,” she said to Brianna, “decided they didn’t want you.  So, now your poor ‘parent’ must work extra hard to provide for your harrier tails … oh, I’m sorry, you probably don’t know what that means.”

Okay, stop now!

“What?”  Brianna took up a position to block an escape.

Sora pushed forward, thoughts shifting, to stand an inch from Sarah’s face, making her back up in surprise.  “You heard me, tramps.  Now,” turning to Brianna, Sora asked, “do you want to start something or are you heading to class?”  Bringing up her watch as they stepped back, she continued, “Because, second block is going to start soon … oh, that’s right—you failed math last year.  So, maybe you don’t know how to decipher a watch.  What would you two do without me?”  Snickering, Sora walked past them, leaving both to gape after her.

Reaching the next hallway, she felt her legs almost give out.  She leaned against some lockers, everything she’d said gripping her psyche.

What am I turning into?  I’m a monster!  It was like I could feel the venom leaving my lips…

The remorse and fright were instantly quelled as pride filled her chest.

It was perfect!  A smile lit her cheeks.  No, yes, why am I so conflicted?  I need to talk to Mary!  What’s she going to say, though … I should talk it out and sip tea?  No, I don’t need Mary.  I need my bullies to leave me alone and if I can give them a little taste of hell while I’m at it, all the better.

Confidence brimming, Sora strolled toward her second block class.

            


B1 — 6. Nine Days; Odd Friends


                Sora made it to lunch without incident and walked to the meeting spot.  She wasn’t surprised to find the two leaning against some trees by the sidewalk.  

Jin observed the cars around the parking lot with interest as a few students went out for lunch.  “Do you have a machine like these?  I heard they’re called ‘cars.’ ”

How else did she get across town than take a car or bus?  How did she get to America?

“You have to be sixteen to drive one of them and pass the right tests.”  Sora watched Eyia’s blue irises assess every person in sight.

Jin nodded, watching a few cars pull out of the parking lot.  “I see—of course, there would be a test.”

“I’ve already passed the tests; I just need to turn sixteen.  So, I can drive in nine days, and my dad will probably try and surprise me with some car.”

Jin hummed curiously.  “Your birthday is in nine days?”

Sora nodded as she motioned for them to follow her.  “Yeah, I was born on August thirty-first—at twelve, midnight—like in the morning on the thirty-first—it’s kind of complicated explaining it.”

Jin nodded.  “I understand.  That certainly is interesting—nine days,” she said while looking her up and down, and Eyia followed her example.  “Could it be possible?” Jin whispered, looking up to study the sky.

Sora glanced at Jin from the corner of her eyes.Shaking her head, she said, “I thought we’d eat at an Italian restaurant—but I only brought forty dollars with me.  Restaurants like that are usually pretty expensive; so, we’ll probably have to buy two meals and split them.”

“That’s fine,” Jin said.

Sora began to feel a little self-conscious under Eyia’s continued scrutiny.  They turned down the next block before Sora asked, “Is there something you want to say, Eyia?”  

Shaking her head, Eyia turned to look at the landscape with Jin.

Well, okay then…

Sora’s eyes popped open, and a wide grin spread across her cheeks as the divine scent wafted through the air.  This time it was even more angelic.  “That’s the smell!  I want it,” Sora whispered with saliva gathering in her mouth.

Jin and Eyia sniffed and frowned.  “There’s a lot of food in the area.  What are you referring to?”  Jin asked.

“I don’t know,” Sora replied as she picked up her pace.

Following Sora’s lead, they made their way to Purdy Avenue.  Arriving at the Italian restaurant, they went inside; she noted there were only a few customers as she went straight for a waiter.  “Table for three.”

Nodding, the waiter led them across the floor.  Sora stopped as she tracked the scent to a man in a booth playing with his cellphone.  “I want whatever that man’s having,” she stated as she stared at the meat on the man’s plate.

“Okay,” the waiter said as he took out a piece of paper, “the Coniglio.  It’s a classic Italian recipe, rabbit braised in dijon mustard and white wine added with some spices and bacon.  It comes with leeks and sautéed spinach on the side.  The cost is thirty-two dollars.”

“Thirty-two dollars,” Sora repeated with a pit growing in her stomach.

Jin giggled.  “You don’t have to worry about me.  I assume that your nose is telling your stomach it wants rabbit.”  She stared down at the meat on the man’s plate with a distasteful frown.

The waiter gestured for them to sit at a four-seater table.  Sitting with a slump, Sora nodded.  Eyia and Jin took their seats across from her.

Jin rested her head on the back of her right hand.  “Eyia would be your friend for life if you gave her the spinach and leeks.”  Eyia’s brow creased as she looked between them, question in her eyes.  “If you promise to take us back to your place after school and order something for me, I’ll be perfectly content not eating,” Jin added with a devilish grin.

“Deal,” Sora said, perking up.

The waiter had a smile on his face as he listened to the conversation end and said, “Right, water then?”

Sora nodded.  “Thank you,” glancing at his nametag, she added, “Fletcher.”  Fletcher left to deliver her order.

Eyia turned to Jin and started speaking Asgardian, probably trying to determine what was going on.  Jin’s response must not have been satisfactory, because Eyia looked very suspicious as she scrutinized everyone around them.

Jin shrugged and turned to look at a man that was talking on a phone in another language at a table next to them.  When his conversation ended, Jin turned to him and started speaking in the same language.  He seemed to enjoy her intrusion; Sora got the word Français out of the man’s response, and the two began talking pleasantly.

[i.e. Français - French]

Maybe Jin can speak every language?

Eyia still looked uneasy as she stared around the room.  Fletcher brought their waters shortly; Eyia eyed him and Jin warily, speaking several indistinguishable words.

Cutting the chat with the man for a moment, Jin made an extravagant gesture and spoke a few words of Asgardian before returning to her talk with the Frenchman.

Eyia huffed and folded her arms across the table, resting her head on them.  She stared blankly at Sora, ignoring the water.  Her infinitely deep blue eyes unnerved Sora as she stared into them.  Finally, clearing her voice, Sora asked, “What, uh, do you like to do with your free time, Eyia?”

Eyia straightened as she thought about how to respond.  After a moment, she worked through her statement.  “I—war.”

Jin leaned back, breaking her discussion again, and let out an irritated sigh as she stared at Eyia, lifting a finger to let the Frenchman know she needed a second.  Switching to Asgardian, she began talking to Eyia, who looked even more confused than before.  Pressing her palm to her forehead, Jin said a few more phrases, before returning to the Frenchman’s conversation.

“Is something wrong?”  Sora asked Jin, trying not to cut off their chat.

Sighing with frustration, Jin waved to the Frenchman, saying a few more words.  Turning to Sora, she said, “Eyia doesn’t understand the concept of a restaurant, and she has a rather silly superstition that is making her think this is a trap.  It’s hard for me to explain it in her language without it seeming a little suspicious, so obviously … we’re becoming vexed with each other.  I say it’s fine; she sees a threat.”

Sora hummed with concern.

What kind of threat does she see?  Is someone going to try and stab us or poison our food?

The three of them turned as Fletcher brought Sora’s order.  She scooted back a little as Eyia pointed at the food and began talking to Jin in a heated tone; the outlandish dialect started to draw attention from the other customers.  Jin’s fingers pressed against her forehead as she responded to Eyia.

Sighing, Sora took the second plate out from underneath the first and scooped the vegetables onto it, handing the plate to Eyia with an extra fork and gesturing for her to eat.

Eyia huffed with a furrowed brow but followed Sora’s example as she picked up a fork and started poking at the spinach.  She soon got the hang of it and lifted a piece to her lips and bit into it.  Her features shifted from uncertainty to a brilliant smile, and she began scarfing down the food.  Jin threw her arms up in defeat, muttering a few words in French before sullenly watching her eat.

Sora noticed the Frenchman chuckling next to them.  Licking her lips, Sora was about to look down at her anticipated food when she froze; a clear tinkle resounded around the entire area, muting all other sounds in Sora’s mind.  Looking out the window, she found a thin black cat staring right at her from across the road atop a car hood.

Sora could clearly see its bright amber irises directly aimed at her.  There was a golden earring attached to its left ear and a brass bell around its right back leg.  Its most notable feature was the two tails weaving behind it.  Both tails were ink-black with dark red tips.  A large truck rolled by the window and the two-tailed cat vanished.

A cat with two tails … that’s strange.

She stared down at the cooked rabbit in front of her, mouth watering as the smell wafted up her nostrils.  Fingers shaking, she stabbed the braised rabbit with her fork and cut off a piece with her knife.  She bit into it, tears leaked from her eyes as the blissful flavor washed across her tongue and down her throat.  It was sweet, and the spices made her tongue pop.  She licked her lips and pressed her tongue against the roof of her mouth, savoring the flavor as she swallowed.  Then she noticed Eyia and Jin’s startled expressions.

“Is it really that good?”  Jin asked.

Wiping at her eyes, Sora nodded.  “Yeah, it’s astonishing!  Like a symphony of flavors washing through my mouth.”

Jin folded her arms.  “Humph, in my opinion, rabbit has a rather dull flavor.  Now yak, that’s a flavor!”

Within minutes, Sora had torn the rabbit to shreds, swallowing the pieces of food in bite-sized chunks.

How can anything taste this good?  I’ve never had something with this much flavor and depth.

Eyia glared at Fletcher as he brought their bill in a black book.  He left hurriedly as Eyia’s blue eyes scorched his back.  Jin said a few words in Asgardian and Eyia turned her chary stare in her direction.

Jin’s head dropped to the table with a long, drawn-out sigh, her black hair falling around her.  Sora barely even heard her responses as she ate the rest of her rabbit within two minutes.  When she was finished, she sat back with a sigh.

It’s far from satisfying, but the flavor is phenomenal.

“What—now?”  Eyia asked, still looking distrustfully around them at the waiters and waitresses.

“We go back to school for an hour and a half,” Sora said, wiping her mouth with a napkin.

Jin let a stream of air blow through her lips.  “An hour and a half!”

Sora chuckled.  “Korean schools are supposed to be much longer.”

“Really?”  Jin asked.

Sora nodded and took her wallet out of her back pocket, placing the forty dollars in the booklet and shutting it.  Setting it on the table, she gestured for the two to follow.  Eyia lifted from her chair with a cold stare around the restaurant; it was so frigid that every customer diverted their eyes with a shudder and even Sora felt a tingle run down her spine.

The frosty environment shattered as Jin patted Eyia in the middle of her back, making her stumble forward a few steps; speaking in Asgardian with a shake of her head as they made their way out of the restaurant.

Heading back to the school with Jin passively talking to Eyia, they stopped as Sora’s ears picked up her name being tossed around; the tone made her skin bristle as a rancid scent drowned out the rabbit’s flavor.  Staring across the school parking lot, she saw forty girls standing around a host of cars and in the center, Kari.  She stared right back; her glare evident even across the lot.

“I doubt those are friends of yours,” Jin mused, studying the girls.

Sora shivered as an icy sensation spread across her body, and she could see her own breath; the chill radiated through her, suffocating the warm sun.  Looking sideward, Sora saw Eyia standing tall, her head high as her glowing blue irises glared in Kari’s direction.

What’s going on?

Stunned, Sora watched every girl around Kari shiver sharply and quiver as their breath fogged.  Kari’s eyes were cold as she scowled at Eyia; she was the only one not shivering, but Sora followed a lump in Kari’s neck that flowed down her throat.

The frosty atmosphere broke as Jin effortlessly pressed against Eyia’s lower rib cage, forcing her off balance and making her stumble a few steps.  Sora noticed how great of a feat that was.  Eyia wasn’t extremely muscular, but she seemed to be in fantastic physical condition, and over two meters tall.  Yet Jin, this tiny Korean girl, slightly pressed against her and threw this giant off balance.

Sora’s eyes snapped back to Kari as a very small tremor ran down her frame, and she gestured for her group to follow her back into the school.

What … Kari’s backing off?  She’s not going to come over and pick a fight?

Jin glared up at Eyia with an expression that said really.  Eyia let a haughty huff shoot out her nostrils and turned away from Jin, looking off in the distance.

Jin sounded spent.  “Don’t get the wrong idea, Sora.  I like hanging around you, but I don’t want to get involved in any of your feuds.”  Glaring up at Eyia, she said, “And Eyia isn’t going to either.”  She switched to Asgardian, and they both seemed to get into another argument.

Drawing out a breath, Sora smiled, noticing the heat was back.  “I understand.”

No, I don’t want to bring them into Kari’s crosshair, and now I really don’t feel like going into class.  It’s not like I need to … I mean, I’m planning on homeschooling next week.  They don’t seem too interested in school, and I doubt they’re even enrolled, but they could be … might as well ask.

Perking up with a grin, Sora broke her two new acquaintances’ heated conversation.  “How about we ditch school and head back to my place?”

The two stopped talking, and Jin’s vexation flipped to anticipation.  “And I can order anything off the—what do you call it—room service?  Right?”

How does she know I live in a hotel?

Feeling slightly nervous, Sora nodded.  “Anything you want—Eyia can too if she’s still hungry.”

Jin shifted to Asgardian, and she spoke quickly, almost bouncing on her toes.  Eyia’s expression lit into a vision of expectation and awe as she shouted, “Feast!”

Sora forced a laugh.  “Yeah—a feast,” she repeated.

What am I getting myself into?

            


B1 — 7. Nine Days; A Good Day


                It took ten minutes to walk to the hotel.  Sora okayed her two acquaintances with security, and they made it to the main lobby, Eyia eyeing the guards.  Both Jin and Eyia talked in Asgardian as they entered the hotel.  They sounded impressed, examining the three-leveled lobby and grand architecture.  The tenants called the elevator at Sora’s signal.

“Why won’t the doors open?  All the other doors opened on their own.” Jin questioned as she stared at her reflection in the metal.

Sora hesitated.  “Umm—the elevator first has to come down.”

Switching languages, Jin started speaking eagerly to Eyia, pointing at the glowing numbers as they descended.  They both shifted in awe as the car elevator rose with an expensive-looking vehicle to their right, visible through glass walls.

So weird … then again, they did come from another country.  But they should have seen all this stuff when coming into the U.S.?  Maybe they came over illegally … and I guess Tibet is pretty removed from society?

The doors opened, and a breath of astonishment escaped Eyia’s lungs as she closely examined the interior.  Sora’s lips twitched with a smile as she walked in, gesturing for them to follow.  Slowly, the two entered, looking around in wonder.

Ron had already changed shifts, and Howie was on duty; he stared at the two enthralled girls uncertainly.  “Are they with you?”

Nodding, Sora laughed.  “Yup, the first people I’ve invited home in a while.”

A warm smile touched his cheeks.  “At least three years!  And your hair’s back to normal?”

Sora shrugged, trying to look apologetic.  “It was a wig.  Yesterday, I wanted to see how people would react.  Sorry.”

“Ah, I see.”

Howie inputted her penthouse information.  The two girls watched the doors shut and dropped to the floor as the elevator started rising.

“We’re going up—without moving!”  Jin said.

Howie chuckled.  “That’s right, and I do this all day!”

Jin seemed spellbound as she stared at Howie.  “How does it function?”

Howie lifted an eyebrow and questioningly glanced at Sora as she grimaced with a shake of her head.  “Gears, cables, and a motor.”

“Hmm.”  Jin folded her arms, seeming impressed.  “It’s a more advanced form of engineering than I’m used to.”

They arrived on the top floor and doors opened to her penthouse.  The two girls stepped in with mesmerizing tones as they stared around.  “You live in the heavens!”  Jin breathed.

“In a way?”  Sora said, waving Howie goodbye; he seemed slightly concerned with leaving her alone as the doors shut.

Walking toward her room Jin and Eyia followed, they stared at two of her dad’s expensive cars shown through the glass wall as they took the stairs up to her room.  Passing through the flex room, they stopped to study the paintings and statues lining the open room with wide eyes.  She smiled at Jin’s whispered statement: “A castle in the heavens.”

Walking into her room, she unhooked her phone from its charger and dialed room service.  Grabbing an order sheet from her side desk drawer, she handed it to Jin.  Jin accepted it and began reading the text and definitions.  Putting her phone on speaker, Sora waited for the attendant to answer.  “Yes, this is room service.  Name and order please.”

Eyia and Jin seemed to be overwhelmed as they stared at the phone.  “You have a magical communication device!”  Jin whispered.

“Yes, this is Sora, one moment.”  Turning to the two girls, she explained how room service worked.  She smiled as they turned their attention to the booklet and phone.

She walked to her bathroom and frowned as her eyes were drawn to the room’s corner.  She didn’t throw her clothes in the laundry chute this morning.  Remembering the clothes she'd received from Frank; she decided to pay him back while she remembered.

Walking back to the flex room, she said, “Hey Jin, Eyia, I’m going out for a second.  You can explore after you finish ordering.”  She waited for their accented voices.  “Just don’t go into the bedrooms.”  Not receiving an answer, she sighed and asked again.

They nodded while browsing through the menu and Jin talked to the service attendant.

Grabbing five twenties from her purse, Sora put it in her wallet and pocketed it.  Going back to the foyer, she pressed the elevator button and waited for Howie to arrive.

Arriving, Howie lifted an eyebrow.  “That bad already?”  he asked with a laugh.

“Some short errands,” Sora replied.

“Hmm.”  He glared at her with a slight smile.  “That was a rude prank to pull yesterday.  You had the whole staff worried.”

Sora rubbed the back of her neck nervously.  “Yeah—it wouldn’t have been that bad if someone didn’t go around spreading rumors!”  Smiling up at him.  “It’s nice to know people care.”

Howie nodded.  “Well, you had me fooled, and of course we’d worry!  We’ve known you since you were a little girl.  Anyways, I like you with long hair a lot better than short … aren’t you supposed to be going back to school?”

Sora’s eyes darted to the side.  “Yeah, I love my long hair too—um, what?  Some things happened at school … There was an accident.  One of my teachers is in the hospital.”

“Oh, are they okay?”

Sora shook her head.  “I don’t know, but Mr. Quest was one of the only teachers that would talk to me.”

Howie looked troubled.  “You always said everything was fine at school.  Are the teachers not giving you enough attention?”

Great!  Not how I wanted this to go.

“Oh, no, no.  Everything is fine at school.  I’m seriously considering homeschool though.  I don’t know if you heard, but my dad’s off the grid for the week for some really big work thing.  I left him a text about wanting to try homeschool.”  Sora tried to make her smile as innocent as possible.

Howie nodded solemnly.  “Yeah, I was worried yesterday, so I tried calling him, but his phone went straight to voicemail.  He must be pretty swamped trying to get everything set up to come back next week.”

Sora nodded.  “It seems that way,” she said softly.  He’s always pretty busy.  Clearing her throat, she said, “I should get this done soon so I can get back to them.”

Starting, Howie nodded.  “You’re right.  My bad, but are you sure it’s a good idea to leave them alone in your penthouse?”

“Hmm, for some reason, I’m not worried.”

Howie frowned.  “I think your dad would rather have a staff present if you’re out.”

Sora shrugged.  “Fine.  You can call it in and watch them while I’m out.”

Nodding, he pressed a few options on the touch panel, explaining the situation to the front desk when they responded.  Activating the elevator to go down to the lobby, he went into the penthouse.  The elevator closed shortly after and went down to the entryway. 

She exited as a temporary replacement staff entered.  Walking out of the lobby and security, she went to the 24th street bridge and paused as she caught sight of Wendy.  Something must be on her mind.  Was she trying to catch me on the way back from school?  She was wearing some casual clothes and had her hair up in a twisted ponytail.

Wendy frowned as she caught sight of her; she didn’t engage but watched apprehensively.  A bit concerned, Sora walked over to her.  “You alright, Wendy?”

Wendy bit at the skin on her lower lip, her eyes following Sora’s hair down her back.  “Did you get a wig?”

Sora rubbed the back of her neck.  “No, somehow it all grew back last night.”

“Hmm.”  Wendy’s brow creased.  “Jokes?”

Sora shrugged.  “Were you waiting for me?”

Wendy leaned back against a pole and looked at the floor while lightly kicking out her left leg.  “I, um, heard what happened.  Some of the track kids saw you talk to Kari before she stormed inside the school and roughed up Lori.”

Nodding, Sora frowned.  “Yeah, Kari didn’t know about Lori’s plan.  She was pretty pissed.  Are kids talking about it then?”

“Yeah—but not to teachers or anything … Everyone's too scared—how did you face her?  I mean, telling Kari that Lori was doing something behind her back … how did you get the courage to do it?”

Sora shook her head.  “I don’t know.  I just did it, I guess?  I don’t know how else to explain it.”

Rubbing her right arm, Wendy cleared her throat and looked into Sora’s eyes.  “Who were those two girls you were with at lunch?  New friends?”

Sora breathed out heavily.  I bet Kari sent her to find out some information.

“Honestly, I don’t really know.  I met them yesterday at a store, and they showed up in my class this morning.  They’re … odd, but I kind of like them.  I can’t really explain that either … today’s just been an off day for me.”

Wendy broke eye contact and swallowed, before licking her lips.  “Kari was asking around about them—it seems—it’s like she’s nervous about them.”

“I think you’re right.”  Sora sucked on her lower lip for a moment.  “If you want—I mean, if you’re free, you can come back to the penthouse.  We’re ordering lunch.”

Wendy took a moment to answer as she looked at her feet.  “I can’t.  Kari wanted me to find out some information on them and report back to her … sorry.”

“I thought that was it.”  Sora scratched behind her ear.  “No worries.  I understand.  You have work today?”

“Yeah—my mom wants me back to clean up the house after…”  she trailed off.

She never gets a break … if only her mom didn’t hate me.

A sharp heat rose in her chest.  “Look, you should stop letting your mom walk all over you!  You need to have some fun too.”  Her chest suddenly tightened with horror.

What!  What!  Why did I say that?

Wendy looked speechless.  “No—eh, I’m sorry.  I don’t know why I just exploded like that … I just hate seeing you like this.”

Wendy laughed nervously.  “I get it.  I feel a little angry too sometimes—especially when she brings home more drinks the day I give her my paycheck.  If I don’t … we won’t have much food, because she’ll spend her money on it … it’s a mess,” she chuckled humorlessly.

Sora swallowed as the fire started rising in her again, but she was able to suppress it. “Yeah.  If you get some time, though, you’re always welcome.  Security will always let you up.”

Wendy rubbed her shoulder.  “Thanks, Sora.  Maybe next week.  I have some time off.  Well, uh, I better get back for the last block.”

“Alright, hope to see you later.”

Wendy nodded as she walked back to school, shoulders low.

A low rumble shook Sora’s throat as she left the bridge to find Frank’s stand.

Maybe I can talk to her mom and smooth things over?  It’s been three years; maybe something’s changed.  Who am I kidding, she’s an alcoholic that uses her daughter like a slave!

She had a hard time quelling her anger this time; it took more than a few breaths before she could reign herself in.

She found a different person working the booth.  Smiling as she neared, Sora asked, “When does Frank work?”

The man greeted her with an extended hand.  “Ah—know Frank, do ye?  Frank works on-call; the name’s Glen.”

Sora shook his hand and backed up.  “So, he only comes when you’re busy?”

Glen nodded while scratching the scruff at his neck.  “Yeah, had a terrible cold yesterday.  So, Frank filled in.  Funny thing is—this mornin’ Frank gave me this kinda tonic that cured me like that!”  He snapped his fingers with a hearty chuckle.  “Yeah, Frank’s a strange one.  Every time I call something interestin’ happens.”

Laughing, Sora handed him the money.  “This is for the shorts and shirt he gave me.  He was a real help.  The extra money is for his trouble.”

I’m glad Frank was there yesterday; he helped my mood a lot.

Cutting their conversation short, she said, “Take twenty yourself for the trouble.”

He nodded with a pleased expression.  “Thanks, Little Lady!”

Arriving back at the penthouse, she relieved Howie.  He seemed shocked as he motioned her to follow him.  “Do you have any idea how much they ordered?”

Sora shook her head.  “I’m guessing a lot, but I’m fine.  Don’t worry about it.”

Howie took a deep breath and truly looked concerned, but nodded.  “Alright, but I warned you.”

Leaving Howie as the elevator doors shut, she met Jin and Eyia in the living-dining room, joining them on a couch.  Jin looked slightly confused as she twirled the phone around her fingers, Eyia watching her as if the phone might turn into a snake.

“Did the call drop?” Sora asked.

Jin shook her head but looked unsure.  “No, we didn’t, hmm—drop—the call.  We ordered all the food, and then the man stopped talking—where did he go?”  Jin asked, with slight pauses as she twisted the phone around in her hands, thoroughly examining the rectangular device.

Laughing, Sora said, “He’s gone, and I bet with how big your order is that it’ll be a while before the food’s ready.  In the meantime, you two can take a shower or hang out in the spa?  Anything sound appealing?”

Jin pursed her lips and studied Sora.  “Shower, like a rain shower?  It’s—a device that produces water, right?”

Did they bathe in the ocean?

Sighing with a smile, Sora gestured for them to follow.  Confused, they complied, Jin leaving the phone on the couch.  Entering her bathroom, she tossed her old night attire into the chute and walked into the large shower.  Jin and Eyia were studying the chute with questioning expressions, probably wondering why she let it eat her clothes.  Activating two of the overhead faucets and staying out of the water’s spray area, she heard a sound of awe come from the girls.

“A shower without clouds,” Jin breathed.

Sora grinned and checked to make sure it was warm.  Satisfied, she said, “You can jump in, Eyia; use these two bottles on your hair.”  Sora pointed to the shampoo and conditioner, demonstrating how to push down on the dispenser.  “You don’t need a lot.”  Jin translated, and Eyia nodded in astonishment, starting to undress.

Sora blushed and turned away.  She didn’t even hesitate!  I know we’re girls, but still, she could have waited.

Clearing her throat, she turned to Jin.  “While she showers, do you want to talk?”

Jin was still studying the water with interest but nodded.  They made their way back to the front room and sat down on the sofas.  Sora studied Jin for a moment before saying, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you two seem easy to impress.  Most of this is very standard in cities, at least in North America and much of the world.”

Jin nodded.  “Eyia and I have never seen these kinds of devices.  We … come from extremely remote places.”

“I see … What kind of things are you used to?  Like, how do you get food and live where you come from?”

Jin held her head up with the back of her hands while thinking.  After a moment, she said, “You want to know a little about our background.  I understand we must seem out of place.  It’ll give you a brief explanation.”

Sora nodded.  “Thanks.  I don’t want to press if you’re uncomfortable … I’m just curious.”

“No worries.”  Jin leaned back, staring out at the ocean.  “I lived high in the mountains.  I ate whatever I could come by and helped sustain the village I was in.  After some terrible events, there was nothing left for me there, and I left to explore and find new meaning.  That is when I met Eyia.  After she completed her tasks, she wished to visit somewhere warm, and that is how we met you.”

Smiling, Sora nodded.  “How did you make it to America though?  It’s like you swam across.  A lot of this stuff is on boats or airplanes.  It’s just—a little shocking you haven’t seen anything like this and to make it to Florida.”

Jin sucked on her cheek for a moment.  “Hmm.  I guess I’d rather not say if you don’t already know.”

Sora’s brow lifted.  What’s that supposed to mean?  Should I know?

“Hmm.”  She nodded.  “Okay, I understand.  I won’t press.”

She began explaining the U.S. standardized living.  Jin soaked up the information with wide eyes and many questions.  Fifteen minutes into the conversation, Eyia came dripping into the front room with foamed shampoo and conditioner soaking her hair; she looked completely lost and frustrated.  Sora noted Eyia still wore her necklace with momentary curiosity.  She didn’t remember her wearing it when she was undressing.  Smiling with amusement, Sora got up to show her what to do; Jin followed and observed with fascination.

After Eyia dried off, Sora spent fifteen minutes trying to find something that would suit Eyia comfortably in her closet.  The problem was her waist and bust, most of Sora’s clothes were fitted to her own size.  She finally gave Eyia one of her longest dresses; it extended down to her shins and wasn’t too tight around her chest.  Taking the next hour to explain modern-day comforts, Sora had one of the most enjoyable times she’d had in years.

When the carts of food arrived, Sora had to shake her head with mirth.  “Did you two order the entire kitchens clean?”  Her words, however, were drowned out by Jin and Eyia’s squeals about a feast.

Sora had to tell them to wait for the servers to set it across the large dining room table since they started helping themselves as it came through the elevator doors.  She was astounded and slightly perturbed with how much Eyia and Jin could eat as a substantial portion of the six carts of food disappeared into their stomach.

Finished, Jin sighed with satisfaction.  “I’ve never had a feast to this magnitude, and it sets up so quickly!”

Yeah … that feast is probably going to cost my dad over two thousand dollars.

However, she was perfectly content with paying out of her own account.

Sora spent a few more hours showing them the TV, Spa, community games room, and views, greatly enjoying their company.  She even took them to the golf simulator, which Eyia picked up quickly and managed to make it on the high scores.  Jin seemed to be getting frustrated; she couldn’t get close to beating Eyia’s score, which made Eyia glow with pride.

Once nine P.M. hit, Jin yawned, the sun descending below the ocean horizon.  “I think that’s enough for today.  All this information is giving me a headache,” Jin commented.  Eyia said something in Asgardian with a sly smirk, which made Jin huff, responding in a pouting sort of way.

“Hmm,” Sora grinned.  “What did she say?”

“Humph, she’s gloating.  She says she’s better than me at the golf machine and the other games.  She has an unfair advantage, though … I’m not good with tools.”

“I see.  So Eyia’s pretty good with hand-eye coordination?”

“That’s an understatement,” Jin sniffed.  “Ahem, anyways, we better get going.  We’ll have to try that octagon fighting ring thing next time.  Then we’ll see who wins!”  She glared at Eyia, whose eyes were sparkling with anticipation.

What?  Does she want to do a UFC match against Eyia?  Eyia’s a giant compared to her, but she sounds completely confident.

Sora forced a laugh.  “I don’t know if that would be a good idea.  There are a lot of rules that you’d have to learn.”  Jin glared up at Eyia as she stood tall as if declaring her victory over her in this round.

“You two can stay here if you don’t have somewhere to go.  We have guest bedrooms.”

Jin shook her head, turning away from Eyia in disgust.  “No, we can’t possibly stay with how much kindness you’ve already shown us.”  Scratching the back of her neck, she added, “We’ll pay it back … Mmh-someday,” Jin mumbled, doubtfully staring around the penthouse.

Gesturing for Eyia to follow, they both moved to the elevator.  Jin wanted to operate it herself but became completely lost, and Howie amusedly pointed her in the right direction.  They both left, Eyia waving her goodbye with a broad and true smile.  “See you?  Sora.  I victorious, Jin!”  she spoke almost fluently and blazed with pride, while Jin muttered under her breath.

As the doors shut, Sora threw herself on one of the couches and stared out at the sunless sky.  That was fun.  Stretching, she smiled.

I didn’t get any school work done today, but that’s fine.  Why should I care … I’m leaving next week.

Walking to the bathroom, she began getting ready for bed; she felt exhausted.  Done with her bedtime preparations, she went to her room and finished.  Jumping into bed, she snuggled down below her blankets and sighed with bliss.

I can only hope tomorrow will be as good as today.

            


B1 — 8. Seven Days; Freak Out


                Sora’s mind jerked out of sleep as a sharp pain erupted in her brain.  She couldn’t think or move.  Her bones felt like jelly as her muscles writhed beneath her burning skin, razors dicing her nerves with prejudice.

Her eyes snapped open, and she jolted up as a piercing sting reverberated along the entire length of her spine, but she was unable to scream.  Her eyes were on fire as dazzling patterns of randomized images flashed in and out, tears dripping down her cheeks.   Fingers shaking, her blood boiled as it surged through her veins.  Her jaw wouldn’t open; it was clamped shut, her teeth ached with a pulsating spur.  Her tongue drove against the roof of her mouth in anguish as another sharp spike to her spine sent her shooting back down.  

The harassing incursions didn’t cease so abruptly this time as her head felt like it was splitting from the inside out.  It seemed to last days, a cancerous miasma that slowly corroded her body and mind.  Then, suddenly, the invasive torture abruptly eased without warning.  Wide awake, she’d lost all track of time.  Her body was numb, her hearing blurred, and her sense of smell was dead.

Sliding to the edge of her bed with effort, she looked down at her quivering hands.  She didn’t feel any pain, but her body continued to quake.  Calming herself, she stammered a sigh and placed her feet on the floor.  Trying to stand, she toppled to the ground, unable to feel her tongue or legs.

Lying on the granite floor, Sora stared up at the ceiling with dulled eyes.  What’s happening to me?

She glanced at her clock, slowly making out the hazy numbers:  two A.M.  My body’s numb … hearing shot … I can’t smell anything … What happened to all my sharp senses yesterday?  Why am I having all this pain at night?

She winced as a dim pounding sound reverberated through her mind, she strained her ears as best she could, trying to center on it.  It increased its pace, volume rising.  The louder it got, the more her senses returned.  She could smell odd fragrances and taste leftover rabbit, spice, and toothpaste residue in her mouth.

Sora was first curious, but soon became distraught as the pounding in her ears began escalating, louder, louder, and louder still.  Darting up, she clapped her hands over her ears to no avail.  Standing, she ran to the front room, stumbling down the last few stairs.  Scrambling to her feet, she fell several times.  The pace and level of the beating picked up with every breath.

She threw open the patio doors and darted to the spa.  The noise had turned into a cacophony of thunderous resonations that reverberated around her skull.  She dunked her head in the warm water, the sound instantly dampening.

Sighing in relief, she choked and pulled her head out of the water.  With sharpness, the harsh pulsating sounds returned at a racing velocity.  Sputtering and spitting, she inhaled and submerged her head again.  Shifting position to lay on her back, she lifted her nose out of the water.  Breathing deeply, she sighed in relief, body quivering.  A whimper bubbled through her throat—the noise leaving a thumping migraine.

Letting her hair lift up to freely float across the water, she sank down, resting against the granite tiles in an attempt to collect herself.  She lifted her head enough to breathe through her mouth and groaned.  Taking a deep breath, she turned and pushed herself into the water, the liquid soaking into her nightwear.  Twisting to face up, she floated to the surface and let part of her face break past the water, the cool night breeze stinging her skin with crisp clarity.

She moved to the lying area of the spa and fitted her head into the cushioned headrest underwater.  The slow current dragged her hair down toward the edge, making strands stick to her neck and cheeks.  Her migraine had become bearable since she’d submerged her head in the water.  Closing her eyes, she focused on her hearing and found that she could concentrate on specific noises; the motor, bubbles rising, water motion, and tubes’ suction.

Depressed, she opened her eyes to stare up at the ceiling overhead.  I don’t want to live my life with my head half submerged.

She focused on the pounding and drew the conclusion that it was her heartbeat.  Obviously, this pain comes from sounds, like my heartbeat, but it’s all too sharp … too loud.

Swallowing nervously, she lifted her head and winced as the noise resumed.  Ducking back under, she sighed.  Maybe it’s a temporary thing, like last night. At least I hope it is.

Letting the warm water marinate her skin, she breathed a heavy sigh and noticed a strange scent that carried along the ocean breeze.  She shifted her eyes to the right, finding the same black two-tailed cat sitting on her balcony railing.

I’m on the forty-eighth floor!  How did it get up here?

The cat cocked its head and then leaped backward, plummeting down.

It jumped!  

She sprung up, head spinning as the noise returned with ear-splitting resonance.  Spots dotted across her vision, and she fell forward into the water.  Regaining her senses, she kicked down and broke the surface again, gasping for air.  Another dazing blast struck her mind, and she staggered backward, falling into the water.

Half submerged, she laid in the water in paralyzed bewilderment as her brain tried to recover.  Why—fell—drowned like this!

In taking a breath, she calmly eased it out.  Fact … I can’t get out of the water without losing my mind completely.  Fact … I have a freaking horrible migraine!  Fact … I’m an alien … It's the only explanation.

Giggling to herself, she smothered it with a growl, yelling, “Why do I keep doing that?  Laughing instead of crying in misery!”

Flailing around for a minute, she breathed heavily as waves cascaded over her body and noise rolled around her skull.  Yup … an alien or maybe a mutant freak.  X-men?  No … not that cool.

Giggling again, she let it work around her stomach and escalate into a full laugh.  “I’m so bizarre!”  Smiling broadly, she winked at the ceiling, “No reason to fight it.”

Her body suddenly felt heavy, and her mind told her to close her eyes.  Pushing herself to the spa’s dozing spot, she rested her head on the incurved cushion and fell asleep.



* * *

 

Awakening, Sora stretched, feeling smooth water bubble across her skin.  Opening her eyes, she found the sun rising.  She felt extremely thirsty.  Lifting her fingers, she found them wrinkled and sensitively soft.

Standing up in the spa, she stiffened, waiting for the sound.  Hesitantly, she eased her muscles and strained her ears.  She found a multitude of noise resounding through her mind, but she could filter them all out to a lone source or just a normal radial area, controlling the volume.  Laughing, she said, “See!  What did I tell you, Sora, just a little fritz.”

Walking into the kitchen, she felt a strong ocean breeze tickle her head.  Reaching up, she scratched her scalp.  Her body locked and she felt a heavenly tingle run from her spine to her toes and then back up to her head.  Realizing her breath had caught, she released it and looked up, subconsciously trying to look at the top of her head.  Pursing her lips, she walked to the guest bathroom and flipped on the light as water trailed behind her.

Blinking a few times, she stared at her reflection in the mirror.  It took her a few seconds to fully realize what she was looking at, before letting out a light scream.  Leaning closer, she frowned and brought her hands up to tap what she could only describe as animal ears.  Touching the top edge, she felt another jolt shoot down her spine.

Stunned, she brought up both hands and pressed them down.  “Ears?”  she whispered in disbelief.  She could feel her hands pressing them down as if she was pressing on her nose, the sensation rippling back to her brain.  Shoulders drooping, she released the pressure and grabbed the end of her new left ear, pulling up.

Wincing and tittering with pain, she released it.  Pulling back her hair, she’d lost her human ears.  My ears are gone … changed?

Legs spreading into partial splits, she dropped to the countertop, holding herself up with folded arms.  “Spectacular, now I’m an animal alien.”  Snickering at her words, she didn’t feel scared in the least.  “That’s right Sora!  Take it with a positive perspective!  I mean—how many other girls would love to have—cat ears—dog ears?”

Pursing her lips into a pout, she straightened and moved closer to examine her newly acquired ears.  It was the same color as her hair, though the reddish sheen got darker near the tips and the inside was quite light-colored, with black deeper in.  Studying them closer still, she found a thick bunch of hair around the entire inside of the ears, thinning near the openings.

Sliding up to her feet, she stepped back and studied the size in relation to her head.  They were fairly large, six inches, she judged, and their base started a few inches above where her normal ears had been.

Tilting her head back and forth, she watched the ears stay stiff as her wet hair weaved around them.  “Hmm, they’re more like fox ears,” she mused.

That confirms all of Kari’s comments about foxes … even Jin.  She paused at the thought.  Have I always been a fox girl?

She rubbed them from the base to the tips.  The sensation was blissful and sent tingles throughout her entire body; it felt as damp as her hair.  Flipping to the inside, she lightly scratched it with a fingernail.  A strange purr escaped her throat; it was unlike any sound she’d heard.

Hands darting up, she clamped her palms down on both ears.  “No!  No!  NO!  This is not rational!  What’s happening to me?  Am I some human fox?”  Growling in frustration, she stomped around the bathroom for a minute before looking back at the mirror in desperation.

What will Wendy, the staff, Jin, and Eyia say … What will Kari and Lori do to me?

To her surprise, her ears had pulled back, making her look extremely vulnerable, yet at the same time super cute.  Unable to help a smile, she laughed silently.

“Wait!  I can pull back my … fox ears?”  She closed her eyes and tried imagining her ears moving back and forth.  Opening one eye, she found them alternating with her thoughts.  Shaking her head, she let her hair fling wildly.  She approached her reflection and stared into her bright green eyes with a grimace, noticing her pupils had elongated like a cat.  “Sora … you are too weird.  I’d pick on me!”

Turning off the light and closing the door, she let a half-smile light her right cheek.  The room slowly came into vision, not quite as good as daylight, but only slightly.  She studied the counter, her eyes widened as colors started to shift and she saw various purplish and green highlighted colors all over the place.  She could see fingerprints and other odd impressions, she didn’t even want to look at her toilet.

With the feeling of wanting it off, the colors shifted back to a more clear vision than she was accustomed to.  She leaned close to the mirror to examine her eyes and found her pupil had expanded greatly in the dark space.  Shifting to study the bathroom overall, she frowned.

Note to self … call the cleaning crew!

Walking to her room, she yelped as she caught sight of her digital clock; it was ten-thirty A.M.  The most alarming thing was the day; Thursday, not Wednesday.  “I slept through an entire day!”

            


B1 — 9. Seven Days; Demoralized


                Sora rushed to her closet in a panic, eyes scanning for clothes to wear.  Her hands slowed their rapid flipping of hangers as her mind caught up with her.

Wait, I don’t need to rush.  I’ll be just fine, first, take a shower and then get dressed.  But before that, water!  Shouldn’t I be more concerned about these fox ears … nah.

Heading to the kitchen, she poured herself a glass of water and began to rehydrate.  Sitting down, she stared out at the beach and ocean through the glass wall, now completely at ease.  It was like her eyes were adjustable binoculars, she could focus on individual people on boats without effort, judging the distance.

Vision flipping to a group of people, she watched a volleyball game while drinking her water.  The comfort she felt in this strange situation vaguely tickled the back of her mind, but it didn’t hold for long.

Drinking another glass before moving upstairs to her bathroom, she removed her damp nightwear and threw it into the laundry chute.  Stepping into the shower, she applied her skin care products to help reverse the spa’s effects and washed her hair.  She cleaned the tops of her new ears carefully and found the experience quite enjoyable.

Finished, she shut off the valves, squeezed out the water from her thick locks, and quickly patted down her body and hair, but took care with her ears.  Going to the sink, she completed her daily maintenance before moving back to her wardrobe to look for suitable clothes.

Throwing a new set of garments across the floor, she found a blue, gray, and tan block t-shirt that held close to her body and flared out at the bottom, ending at her upper thighs; brown denim shorts, contrast-color bow-accent flats, and a knitted fedora.

Putting them on, she stopped as she added the fedora; scratching at her ears vehemently, she threw it against the wall in frustration.  Finally getting rid of the itch, she tried on a white accented straw hat that had a black bow tied around it.  She could fold her ears down slightly inside, which helped with the discomfort.  School policy said no student could wear hats during class, but it wasn’t enforced.

Should I be going to school, though … animal ears are a good excuse to skip class.  But … I want to go?  “Hmm.”

Turning everything off, she called the elevator and greeted Ron.  “Have a good day off yesterday, Ron?”  Remembering his usual schedule.

Ron nodded and lifted an eyebrow as he looked past her at the water trail leading from the kitchen to the stairs.  “Yeah … some of the staff told me you didn’t go out yesterday and you’re leaving kind of late today.  The desk got a call from the school.  Are you really alright?  I know your dad’s gone dark for the week, but I’m here if you want to talk.”

Sora’s smile faltered.  Shouldn’t I at least send him a voicemail or text about these new ears?

“I’d like—umm, no, I think I’m alright.”  Smile returning, the thought disappeared.  “I just wasn’t feeling all that well yesterday, but I feel great today.”

Ron nodded.  “You do look pretty happy and excited.  Something happening today?”

“Nope, I just feel really good.  Maybe it was the spa … I fell asleep in it.”

“Huh,” Ron leaned back against the wall.  “I fell asleep in a spa once, and after waking up, I felt pretty good.”

Sora shrugged before winking with a sly grin.  “Anyways, I’m late for school.  So, I better get going.”

Ron took a second to process everything, blinking blankly before nodding.  His smile returned as he pressed the ground floor button.  “Yeah … my bad.  Um, I’ll send in … the, I’m … I’ll report it to the staff.  By the way, did you do something—different today?”

Frowning, she looked up at Ron.  “What do you mean?”

Ron scratched his hairless chin and rubbed his nose for a second.  “I … don’t know.  You just seem—cuter, no, more beautiful … that’s not it.  Stunning maybe?”  He took a few more seconds before saying, “You just seem to look better than normal, like a glowing … aura or something.”  He sounded extremely confused.  “You smell nice.”  His brow creased, eyes squinting toward the side, as his mouth opened in bewilderment.  “Why…”

Sora laughed it off as the doors opened.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I need to get off to school.  I’m already late.”

“Yeah, I understand,” Ron said, waving her off while scratching the back of his head.  Sora heard him whisper, “What in the world is wrong with me?”

Exiting the building, she moved toward the school.  Why would Ron say those things?  He was tripping all over his words.  It’s not like him.

Losing interest, she continued along 24th Street, examining the people around her with passive interest and testing different scents to determine lunch options.  Arriving, she sighed as the lunch bell sounded.

I only made it to one class, but it’s better than nothing—why do I even care?

Sora slowed as she watched a crowd of students start flooding the front of the school, going out for lunch.  She barely made it onto the sidewalk to the front entrance when Lori burst through the crowd, darting toward her.  Her eyes were cold, and somehow all of her wounds had healed, piquing Sora’s interest.

Sora felt a grin spreading across her lips as Lori quickly closed the distance.  “Lori, you’re looking much better!  Some kind of miracle ointment?  I bet it smells nasty because you are rank!”  A lingering fog of self-fear caressed her mind, before fading.

Dodging around Lori’s lunge, she giggled.  It was like Lori was moving in slow motion, her face red with anger as she perused Sora.  Frivolously dancing around Lori’s attempts to grab, hit, and tackle her, Sora couldn’t stop giggling.  “Then again—maybe the ointment doesn’t bother you since you’re used to your own horrific stench!”  

Several of Kari’s gang and students had started to gather as the two of them darted around the front yard; their fight obscured by the volume of kids leaving the school.  Sora wasn’t breaking a sweat, her feet dexterously finding purchase on the dirt, grass, and concrete.  Lori started to get more and more worked up, mumbling ‘kill’ under her breath at every other swipe.

Sora’s laughter only increased as the thrilling surge of being chased coursed through her body, the danger sending a sharp electrifying spur over her skin and through her stomach.  Even with all her agile directional shifts, she still managed to keep her hat in place.  

“Maybe you should start running in the morning, Lori; you seem to be tiring out!”

In truth, Lori was picking up in ferocity, now baring her teeth.  Sora’s sharp eyes caught a change in Lori’s attack style; Lori’s fingernails somehow extended slightly, forming into sharp points.  Sora was brimming with curiosity.

Feeling a tingle across her back, Sora ducked impulsively, held her hat down, and dove left, smoothly rolling across the grass to a standing position.  One of Kari’s gang members had her hands out as if she tried to grab her.  Sora put a hand to her mouth as Lori’s fist came out and struck the girl across the face, driving her to the ground.  “Stay out of it!”  she spat.

Sora’s tone was taunting.  “Lori!  Now are you really that desperate for attention or do you need to feel powerful?”  Lori’s eyes showed disgust and hate, but Sora could smell a strong scent of fear.

She’s terrified of something … what could make her scared enough to attack me in the open?  Maybe Kari … or her brother?

Sora felt angst wrap around her chest; she wanted to know.

“I don’t need attention!”  Lori shouted as she sprinted forward.  “I need you dead!”  

A sudden inspiration flashed across Sora’s body, an innate and reactive feral knowledge.  Instinctively, Sora pushed forward, darted around Lori’s thrust and stopped right in front of her face.  Lori tensed and tried to pull back, but she was too slow.

Sora’s bright green eyes bore into Lori’s dark brown, and her index finger swiftly came up to press a fingernail under Lori’s chin, forcing eye contact.  She was delighted to find emotion and knowledge flooding her mind.  “Why are you still playing their games, Lori?”

Lori’s eyes shot open half a second before her muscles loosened and she whispered, “Damn you and your … damn fox tricks.”

She kept eye contact, Sora’s voice came out in a maimed manner.  “Oh, poor Lori.  Being used and hurt, out of your control.  Every time you let your guard down … lies, plots, twisting your mind … you’re so consumed with all their problems, not even worth living, but trapped.”

Eyes dimming, Lori couldn’t break the interaction.  Sora continued to exploit her internal emotional struggle.  She had a vague understanding of Lori’s thoughts and feelings, instinct telling her exactly what to say.

“Hide from the monsters you keep inside, but that won’t stop the monsters outside.  The lies to your dad, but he doesn’t care for you, despite your pleas.  Did you really think Kari cared for you?  You were never accepted.  So pitiful.”  Tears welled up in Lori’s eyes as her body trembled, distress etching across her face as Sora dove deeper, the crowd muttered uneasily.

“You never had control.  You were forsaken, abandoned from the start, the scapegoat for all the empty promises.  A used and broken tool.”  She could feel her words driving into Lori’s mind, imprinting and enhancing her current emotional struggle.

Cheeks shining red, liquid flowed down Lori’s chin, whimpers escaping her throat as she whispered, “Stop—please stop…”

Letting a depressed sigh escape her lips to graze past Lori’s cheeks, Sora said, “There won’t be a happy ending, Lori, but—you already knew that.”  Lori’s legs collapsed, breaking eye contact with Sora.  Lori hugged herself, hiccupping and sobbing hysterically.

She walked several steps away, and half turned.  “Pathetic.”  The crowd backed away from Sora as she walked away, staring at Lori uncertainly, not knowing what action to take, a pack without a leader.  

Lori’s emotions surged through her, and it made her sick.  Sora was disgusted, but not with Lori; she was revolted by herself.  She halted for a moment as a girl yelled, “Kari’s going to kill you!”

Sora turned to face the girl, faking a grin past the depression and anxiety that coated her body.  “Not if I get her first!”  She left the crowd speechless.  A bitter taste in her mouth, she didn’t want to enter the school.

She made her way to the Italian restaurant.  Making it halfway, she ducked into an alleyway.  Leaning up against the wall, she slid down it, staring hollowly at the concrete.  Misery filled her belly; pain, self-hatred, and hopelessness assaulted her from all sides.

These are Lori’s feelings?  She’s been contemplating suicide, but can’t go through with it … because of Kari and her brother?  I don’t know why, but Lori doesn’t expect to live past the week and can’t even take her own life.  All she can do is cry and wait for the inevitable...

Sora’s eyes snapped open and her fox ears pricked up, making her hat stand on-end, a familiar bell rang around the area.  Quickly adjusting her hat, she ran out of the alley, following the sound.  She darted around tourists to stop in front of the Italian restaurant.  Across the street, sitting on a car hood was the two-tailed cat.This was the third time.She frowned as the cat darted left and into an alley.

Sitting at one of the outside tables of the restaurant, she rested her head against her hands, trying to keep her mind on track.

Control your curiosity!  Control!  The cat can wait.

She put a hand to her chest as her heart pounded; the hopeless feelings hadn’t vanished, merely been suppressed.

These feelings aren’t new … Lori’s held these emotions in for a long time.  She can’t keep fighting whatever she’s facing.  I can’t believe it, but she actually hates Kari, hates just about everything, but doesn’t dare show it.  She’s almost burnt out … she’s been bullying me to just feel something, to feel in control.

The cat was already out of her mind, so she stood and walked into the restaurant.  Her connection to Lori was now starting to fade, but she still remembered them.

The sibling hatred must be Kari and her brother; which makes sense with Lori’s statement in the classroom about Devin.  There also seems to be a lot of broken promises and mediator work done by Lori—forced by Kari’s brother.  Also … something about her never being accepted?  Lori is Kari’s left hand, Jenny being her right … Jenny’s missing and that has Lori terrified for some reason—how can I think like this?  I’ve turned into a complete monster…

Sora’s emotional connection to Lori snapped as a waiter came up to take her order and realization hit.  “I forgot!  I didn’t bring my wallet.”  Sighing in exasperation, she waved apologetically at the waiter.  “I’ll be back.  I need to go back to my hotel.”

“Ah, got it,” the waiter said with an understanding smile.

She walked back outside, her stomach growling with the sudden directional change.  “Oh, shut up!  I’ll get to you in a bit.”  A passing couple looked at her questioningly, but Sora didn’t pay them any mind.  She huffily backtracked to her hotel, taking a different route that would lead her around the school.  She fought to keep Lori’s dilemma in mind, but it was becoming harder with every passing second as her hunger deepened.
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B1 — 10. Seven Days; Research


                Arriving at her hotel, the tenants called for the elevator.  Howie greeted her with a frown as the doors opened.  “Skipping classes again?  This isn’t like you.”

Sora grimaced as she entered.  “I know.  Maybe I’m hitting my rebellious stage … it’s just—there are some things happening at school that I just don’t want to be a part of.”

Howie looked troubled but inputted the commands to her penthouse.  “We’re all really concerned.  It’s like you’ve changed into a different person overnight,” he pressed.  “I’m sure your dad’s going to be really worried when he gets back.”

Sora was silent as she struggled to find an answer, fighting the monstrous impulses inside of her to say something snarky.  Arriving at the top, Sora nodded with a weighted sigh.  “I know, and I’ll talk to him when he gets back … I have a lot to tell him.  I should only be a second, though; I just want to get my purse.  Mind holding the doors?”

“Not at all, but … is there anything I can do?”

Sora shook her head before dashing in.  “Not right now.”  Running to her room, she snatched her phone and brought it out of sleep—nothing from her father.Blowing out a puff of air, she sat on her bed, hand to her forehead.

I should call him.

Staring at her phone for several seconds, she removed her hat, scratching her left ear before pulling her hair back and rubbing her neck.  “Gah, what am I supposed to say?  I have fox ears … I’ve been having a lot of pain at night … I’m going through changes—yeah, that would be taken out of context.  Argh.”

She brushed back her hair in frustration.  “How could he possibly understand what I’m going through?”

Howie called into the penthouse.  “Sora, someone is trying to call the elevator.”

Sighing, Sora yelled back.  “Go ahead.  Thanks for waiting.”

Sucking on her lower lip, she brought her phone out of sleep and smiled.  Opening the messaging app, she made a cute face and took a selfie.

Licking her lips, she wrote:  Hey, Daddy.  Just grew fox ears.  Crazy, right?!  We got some ridiculous things to talk about when you get home!  Love you!!!  She sent the message.

She pressed her phone against her face.  “That was insane … I am insane.”  She felt tears gathering in the corners of her eyes.  Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she pushed back the tears.  “Right, I’m just a little emotional because of Lori and whatever I did to her.  I’m not fine.”

Taking a few more minutes to compose herself, she dropped into her cushy bed; hair fanned around her as her hat slid off.  I’m a fox girl, and other crazy things are going on that I can’t explain.  I should be freaking out a lot more, but every time I really start to panic, it just vanishes.  Is this a part of being a fox girl?

Rubbing her temple, she huffed.  “I’m fine; I just need to do a little study!  If I study, reward myself with food—study then I eat … hear me, Monster!”

Hoisting herself up, she went to her desk and sat down, fighting her rebellious urges to head to the restaurant.  Pulling up her laptop, she typed in the password.  Spotify popped up to play classical music.  Sora pursed her lips and clicked the Stations tab.  Hovering over several stations, she clicked hip-hop and smiled as the beat of the music sent a shiver down her spine that made her want to move.

Swaying back and forth, she opened Chrome and typed ‘fox monster.’  Several images and pages popped up, most about a sports brand.  She paused over a wiki page on ‘Kitsune,’ the page description catching her interest.  Clicking the link, she read the opening article.

Sitting back, she bunched her lips to the side.  A Japanese fox monster that is smart and gains paranormal abilities as they age.  They can take on the shape of humans and can range from tricksters to friendly ordinary fox people.  I don’t have any tails, but my ears came in time; why not tails?

A shiver ran down her spine.  Easing the stress in her neck, she moved to the origins section.  Dad said Mom was Japanese … It was always pretty odd that we didn’t have any pictures of her.  If Mom was a Kitsune … why wouldn’t Dad tell me something like that?  Seems pretty important!

She tried to calm the heat rising in her chest.  I’m way too emotional these days!  Deep breath.  Who knows, maybe Dad didn’t know, or perhaps Dad’s the Kitsune?  Hey, his success at business would be easy if he had supernatural powers, right?

“Mhh … I shouldn’t jump to conclusions like this,” she sighed while staring up at the ceiling.

Turning back to the page, she read through the Etymology section.  “Eh?”

Legends state that Kitsune would change into one’s wife and bear children?  Was Dad tricked?  One of the translations could also mean stench.

A bad taste entered her mouth at the thought of Kari’s gang always saying she smelled.  “Hmph!”

It could also mean ‘ne’ as in ‘neko’ or cat … nope, not a cat.

Her mind shifted to the two-tailed cat.  Opening a new tab, she searched ‘two-tailed cat.’  Two wiki links hit the top of the search results, ‘Nekomata’ and ‘Bakeneko.’  Reading the descriptions, it stated Bakeneko only had one tail, while a Nekomata had two.  She clicked the Nekomata link and read through the article.

So … if I’m to believe all this folklore stuff is real…  Sora scratched at her left ear with a frown.  …Which I have decent evidence of.  Then that two-tailed cat could be a Nekomata, or, as it says, these Japanese legends come from Chinese legends on the Senri; it could be both.  A leopard, cat-like creature that gains divine spiritual power as it grows older and the stronger it is … its ability is linked to how mistreated it was and vengeful it is.

That’s not scary at all.  It’s supposed to eat people, or at least is known for it.  Maybe the area around the Italian restaurant is its hunting grounds … but it says Nekomata are more prone to live in mountain forests.  Maybe it lives in the national park?

“Hmm.”  Returning to the page on Kitsune, Sora started reading the article.

She crossed her arms as she finished reading the Characteristics portion of the column.  There are two kinds of fox spirits, in Japan at least, Kitsune and Nogitsune.  Kitsune are considered good foxes, while Nogitsune are more neutral, I guess.  Are they free to their own morals?  Then there are all these powers: lighting, fire, time and space manipulation, illusions.

  Her mouth creased into a frown as she reread the last line.  Other Kitsune have characteristics reminiscent of vampires or succubi and feed on the life or spirit of human beings, generally through sexual contact … no, thank you.

Shifting back to the part about dogs, she worked out her stiff shoulders.  So, Kitsune hate dogs … Kari could be some kind of dog monster.  She hated me the moment she saw me … but how would she know I’m a fox when I didn’t even know … Smell, I guess, but why didn’t I notice her from the start?

Filing the information away in her mind, she continued through the article.  Kitsunetsuki … basically, the state of being possessed by a fox … Some of the descriptions hold true, but most of it doesn’t.  I don’t have any strange bumps that have a life of their own, just ears that I can use at will.  I do crave food, though, and rabbit seems to be a big attraction to my taste buds right now.

Lips dry, she slid her tongue across them, feeling the growl of her stomach.  Fighting her urges to head back, she pressed on.  The only changes seem to be my senses, odd behavior, and these ears.  It seems to happen at night when I’m sleeping, and I get all that pain … likely my body changing, like these ears.

She leaned back with closed eyes and a loud sigh to release tension.  How can I be calm like this?  I’m kind of stressed, but nothing like I should be.  I’m hungry, feel like I’m starving, but I’m calm right now … mad if I think my dad lied to me, but calm that I’m a fox.  I might be possessed; who knows?  Maybe the cat will know if I ask it?  Maybe it’s just an average cat with a tail mutation, and I’m overthinking it…

“I need to find some kind of expert … easier said than done.”  Getting up, a smile returned to her face as she closed her laptop.  I did my study, now to eat!

She grabbed her purse and donned her hat before heading to the elevator and calling it.  She smiled at Howie’s bright greeting.  “Wow, you look like a girl on a mission.  Plans?”

Stepping inside, Sora nodded.  “Yup, I’m going to hit up the town and confirm a few things.  Oh, I left a message for my dad too.  It’s like three A.M. in South Korea right now … not like he’ll get it until he gets his phone back.”

Pressing the button for the ground floor, Howie nodded slowly.  Sora got the impression Howie was worried her father’s recent business project was the source of her rebellious attitude.  “Good.  By the way, what happened to your friends?  Are they going to come back anytime soon?”

Sora shook her head.  “I don’t know how soon, eh-heh, yet, that is.  They’re a strange bunch, but I do hope they want to come back.”

Howie laughed softly.  “I’d like that too.”

Reaching the bottom floor, she left the hotel and made her way back toward the restaurant.  I’ve seen the cat twice near the restaurant.  I might as well check and see what’s going on after I eat, no use in waiting, and if it wants to eat me, it’ll get what it wants eventually.  It does know where I live...

Reaching the street, she lifted her hat a little and pointed her ears, scanning for the bell sound.  She heard the tingle across the road in the same alley.  She folded her ears down and replaced the hat but felt conflicted in which direction she should go.  Food or cat…

Her curiosity broke through, and she darted across the road into the back alley.  Lying down on some boxes sat the black two-tailed cat.  The cat looked up as she appeared but continued to lick its paws nonchalantly.

Sora frowned as she stopped a little into the passage.  “Well—I wonder if you’ll eat me or try to … maybe you’re a leopard cat?”  The cat’s right eye narrowed as if to say ‘really,’ its two tails weaving back and forth.

Finding a large box by the left wall, she sat and watched the cat, speaking to it as if it understood.  “There’s been a lot of strange things happening lately, Nekomata cat.  Honestly, I don’t understand it … I mean, I’m worried, but I’m not.  It’s all so confusing.”

She huffed, shaking her head.  “My personality has changed so much over the last few days, but my life has somewhat improved … So, why should I complain?  See!”  Flipping positions, the cat began licking its stomach, its tails going stiff.

“I have fox ears!”  Sora exclaimed and then jumped slightly, looking back down the alley.  She sighed, not finding anyone walking by, and turned back to the cat.  It was staring back, most likely alerted to her tone of voice, its large, luminescent amber eyes clear.

Sora sighed in defeat.  “And now I’m talking to a cat.  I should institutionalize myself; maybe I’ve just cracked from all the stress Kari’s put me through.”

Her head darted up as she heard the cat meow and watched in disbelief as it leaped from wall to wall and disappeared over the roof.  “The cat—just jumped up the alley walls.”  She nodded.  “Right, a normal cat can do that.”  She started shaking her head.  “Actually, no, a normal cat can’t do that.”

Taking a deep breath, she looked behind her at the street; no one was watching her.  “Alright, I’m insane … monster cat … monster fox.  Right, I’m a monster fox … A vicious, completely lost … monster fox … Yay, me.  Jumping up a wall should be easy!”

Taking a few deep breaths, she jumped and found herself leaping over half the wall length in the single bound.  Caught completely off-guard, she panicked and waved her hands in front of her; bouncing off the wall, she fell to the ground.  Legs buckling as she landed, she felt a jarring sensation shoot through her butt.  Groaning, she rubbed her bruised area and looked up in pain.  

“Maybe—I better practice a bit more before trying acrobatics.”  She mumbled.  Pushing herself up, she double-checked the damage.

Just a bruised butt … I’m more durable than I thought.

Searching for another way up, her focus lingered on the chain-link fence, almost as tall as the roof.  Climbing up while taking care to not dislodge her hat, she hoisted herself over and looked around, her focus being taken by a strange child.
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B1 — 11. Seven Days; The Fox and the Cat


                Sora was shocked to find an elementary girl sitting on an air-conditioning unit, examining her fingernails.  More shocking was her black and crimson-tipped cat ears and ruby-ended two tails that weaved behind her.

The girl looked up at Sora as she made it to the roof.  Her ink-black hair reached under her jaw and halfway down her neck, curling in.  Her bangs covered most of her forehead and extended in between her eyes at the center.  The sides of her hair formed around her ears and curved in under her large feline eyes, framing them.

Her left cat ear had a golden ring on the outer section, just above the center point.  The slim girl appeared Chinese, with a slightly flat nose, curved mischievous lips, and fair, extremely smooth skin.

She wore a short, sleeveless, red summer cheongsam with golden bow-ties sewn around the edges.  The slits cut in the dress were pronounced by fluffy bloomers that extended halfway down her thighs with frills at the ends.

Awkwardly, Sora straightened.  “Hello—umm—how are you?”

The catgirl tilted her head and spoke in a high-pitched child’s voice.  “Nilly’s fine.  Who are you?”

“My name’s Sora.  Wait, is your name Nilly?”  she asked, slowly removing her hat and pressing it to her chest; twisting around her fingers, Sora fidgeted a bit.

“Fox ears!”  Nilly shouted, her eyes somehow opening further.  “You’re a fox!”

Sora shifted nervously.  “I guess … Can we talk for a bit, Nilly?”

Nilly’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.  “Nilly didn’t give fox Nilly’s name!  How does Fox know Nilly’s name?”

“Because, uh, you keep saying your name aloud—like—third person?”  Sora tried to explain.

Nilly pursed her lips in a manner that said she was unconvinced.  Nimbly hopping off the air-conditioner, she dashed across the rooftop at a shocking pace.  “Wait!”  Sora yelled as she pursued.

Nilly leaped off the building and flew over fifteen feet to the next.  Landing on one foot, she continued at the same astonishing speed across the next rooftop.

I don’t know what she really is, but she could answer some of my questions.  I can’t let her get away!

Taking a deep breath as she hit the edge, Sora jumped across the gap and ruefully thought, And I’m going to die.

A film of exhilaration washed over her as her feet left the ground and soared twenty feet into the air to tumble across the rock-covered roof of the next building.  Stopping, she breathed a long, painful groan, followed by a sigh as her eyes caught the fleeing girl.  Nilly simply changed directions on a dime and jumped to another rooftop, continuing her acrobatic race.

Straightening, she examined herself and was surprised to find only a handful of minor cuts, though her body felt a bit strained.  Grimacing, she examined the spilled contents of her purse, dusted her clothing off, and looked toward the direction Nilly had gone; she’d already disappeared.  However, her ears were up and tracking every tingling ring of Nilly’s bell.

Retrieving her purse and hat, she patted them down too, frowning as she saw a few cuts in the leather.  Replacing the items and stuffing her hat inside the bag with a frown, a short huff shot through her lips before walking to the side of the building and looked down at the alley.  Hopping down, she landed on her feet, smiling at the acrobatics.

I don’t know why I can’t handle leaps, but I can handle drops fairly well.

Scanning the multitude of sounds, she found Nilly’s specific tingling ring and began tracking her through the streets.  She didn’t care anymore if someone saw her ears.  She continued her hunt without paying much mind to the tourists and locals around her.

It took over an hour of tracking Nilly’s movements before she finally stopped at the youth center’s playground.  Sora was shocked how much of the city Nilly could cover in such a short amount of time.  Lying on a slide, Nilly seemed to be sleeping; however, when Sora stepped onto the street just before the playground, she opened her eyes and lifted herself.

Sora was stunned to find Nilly had aged years; she now looked like she was in middle school and her attire had somehow adjusted itself perfectly with her development.  She also had gained a new golden earring, just above the base of her left cat ear.

Nilly’s eyes followed Sora as she neared.  “Who are you … oh, a fox?”  she asked suspiciously, glaring at Sora’s ears.

Frowning, Sora said, “We met on the rooftop … I think … my name’s Sora … maybe you’re Nilly’s older sister?”

The girl’s brow furrowed as she seemed to be thinking hard on her words and a few seconds later, she shook her head.  “Nope, Nilly doesn’t remember Sora and Nilly doesn’t have any sisters!”  Sitting up straighter, she said, “How do you know Nilly’s name!?”

Humming thoughtfully, Sora tapped her lower lip with her thumb.  Short-term memory?  How about I try a different approach.

“You told me your name, Nilly.  We’re friends!”

Nilly looked taken aback and her large eyes narrowed as she studied Sora closely.  Both hands resting on the sides of the slide, she pushed off and flipped into the air.  Landing on the slide’s edge with dexterous balance, she leaned forward.  “Fox friend … does Nilly have a fox friend … Nilly does, but you’re not Nilly’s fox friend?”

“Sora could be Nilly’s fox friend,” Sora offered, kneeling to look up at her.

A bright smile lit Nilly’s cheeks.  “Yes, Sora can be Nilly’s fox friend!”  Hopping off the slide, she nimbly walked over to the swings and started pushing herself back and forth.

She’s the most frivolous person I’ve ever met!  Even my recent changes can’t compare.

Going over to sit on the swing next to her, Sora asked, “So, what kind of fox is Sora, Nilly?”

Nilly hummed thoughtfully as she bobbed her head side to side.  Her twin tails weaving with the motions.  Smiling, she said, “Sora’s a fox and a fox is a fox!”

She suddenly frowned and narrowed her eyes questioningly as she leaned back to study Sora.  “Why doesn’t Sora have a fox tail?  Foxes have tails,” she started counting with her fingers, “one tail, two tails, three tails, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine tails!”  She exclaimed the last number and seemed to realize something.  “Yes … why does Sora not have fox tails?”

Swallowing, Sora remembered what the Wiki page said: Kitsune usually have nine tails, and that signifies age and power.

“I don’t know.  I just got my fox ears today.”

Nilly’s face dawned with understanding.  “Nilly sees, Nilly sees, nine tails, nine days, nine stuff … foxes like nine.”

I didn’t even realize it!  That first pain I had … it was three days ago, most likely at the start of the ninth day before my birthday.  I don’t understand why sixteen is important for this to start happening, but it seems it is.

“Do foxes like the number sixteen?”  Sora asked hopefully.

Nilly stared up at the sky and stiffened; Sora felt a strange shiver run up her back and prickle her hair.  “Nilly needs to go!”  she hastily stated.

Dismissing the sensation, Sora asked, “Why?”  But Nilly had already dashed toward the youth center, jumping over bushes and fence lines to get there as quickly as possible.

Silently following, Sora frowned as a familiar sound echoed across the park as if expelled from a speaker, the sound of a raindrop.  A smile spread across Sora’s face.

She doesn’t want to get wet.  This will give me time to get more information.  Why is she even in the city?  Don’t Nekomata usually enjoy mountainous terrain … but that would be pretty rainy too?

Walking around the fence line, she hurried inside the building.

Entering, Sora listened for Nilly’s bell, ears twitching.  She got a few wide-eyed looks from children around the entrance, but the parents didn’t pay her any mind.

Why are there so many kids here?  School shouldn’t be over yet?

Finding Nilly a few rooms in, she followed the tinkles.  Nilly was standing on a chair as she watched kids bowling, staring in fascination as the ball would hit the pins and come back.

Walking over to her, Sora asked, “Do you want to bowl, Nilly?”

Nilly’s head darted around.  “Fox!  Fox!  What are they doing?”  The kids were eyeing Nilly with interest but kept bowling.

“They’re playing a game,” Sora explained, sitting across from her.

“Can Nilly play?”

Going with Nilly’s flow, Sora said, “Sure, Nilly can play, but can Nilly first answer Sora’s questions?”

Dropping down to sit, Nilly nodded earnestly.  “Nilly answers, then Nilly plays!”

Smiling, Sora asked, “Why has Nilly been following Sora?”

Nilly took a concentrated expression as she weaved back and forth.  Folding down her cat ears for a full minute before opening her eyes, she gave Sora a blank look.  “What did Sora ask Nilly?”  She kept looking over at the bowling balls.

Sighing, Sora, followed her gaze.  There’s no use in getting information out of her when she’s hyped up like this.

“Sora wants to play with Nilly.  Follow Sora.”

Nilly hopped six feet into the air, doing a flip, and cheered.  “Nilly plays!”  The kids’ jaws dropped open.

Smiling, Sora brought her over to the counter; the attendant was looking at them uncertainly.  Breaking the silence, Sora said, “We’d like some shoes and a bowling ball.”

The man’s eyes locked with Sora and his face altered, a wide smile appearing.  “Yes—yes, of course!”

Nilly snickered.  “Foxy fox magic.”

What?  Did I just do something to him?

She watched in disbelief as the man started gathering handfuls of shoes and dragging them across the counter.  He started gathering several bowling balls before Sora said, “Wait.”  The man instantly halted his actions, halfway bent over.

“Sora’s not a really good fox!”  Nilly snickered.

Anxiety welling in her chest, she said, “Please get us two bowling balls and wait.”  The man complied.

Finding her own shoe size in the mass of footwear, she helped Nilly find shoes to her displeasure.  “What’s wrong with Nilly’s shoes?  Nilly likes Nilly’s shoes!”

“If you don’t have these shoes then you can’t play the game,” Sora stated.

Her expression instantly changed.  “Oh!  Ok, give Nilly shoes.”

She’s worse than dealing with a child!

Getting Nilly and herself into shoes, Sora stared at the man in fear as he stood still, waiting expectantly.  Please say I can reverse this … did I just turn him into a slave?

“Nilly—how does Sora stop—fox magic?”

Rolling the bowling ball around the floor with glee, Nilly shrugged.  “Nilly doesn’t know.  Foxes use foxy magic then stop foxy magic.”

Sora massaged her temples as their antics started drawing a crowd of children.  All I did was ask for something, he looked at me, and he suddenly became my slave … What is that?  My eyes had some kind of effect on Lori, but this seems completely different.  Before … I just walked away from Lori … but I did something different to Lori; I could feel everything Lori felt.

Smiling at the man timidly, Sora said, “Thank you for your help.”  Turning to Nilly, she said, “Alright, let’s g—” she cut off as an elementary kid stepped up to her.  He was glaring up at her ears.  

“You’re too old to have fox ears!”

Well, that’s rude!

Sora sighed, and bent down to his level, a wry grin spread across her lips and she leaned in to whisper in his ears.  “They’re real ears.  Touch them!”

The boy’s eyes opened wide as he slowly reached forward and poked her ear.  A tingling sensation shot down its length as they twitched.  The boy leaped back and then moved closer, rubbing them with an awed expression.  Pulling away, she winked at him and put a finger to her lips.

The boy nodded, looking like he had an important secret.  He motioned to his friends; they followed expectantly, asking if her ears were real.  They ran off, leaving Sora with a smile.

Sora yelped as Nilly jumped on her back and started playing with her ears.  “Nilly likes fox ears but likes fox tails better.  Foxes need fox tails!”

Sora slowly got her off but found that Nilly was half the weight she should have been.  Laughing, Nilly ran over to a lane and threw her large bowling ball without an ounce of strain.  It raced down the path and knocked every pin flying; Sora was worried it had done damage to the machine.  Nilly cheered, dancing around in a circle.

Nilly’s going to wear me out!

Sitting down, she glanced back at the man behind the desk.  He was shaking his head as if in a daze, staring down at all the shoes with a confused expression.

He doesn’t remember any of it.  I think what I did with Lori was different than what I did to this man.  With Lori, I exploited her emotions, her weaknesses.  With this man, it’s like I hypnotized him … but I didn’t even mean to.  It’s dangerous not knowing how to control my new … abilities.  I don’t know what else to call it, Nilly and even Lori called it fox magic.

Sora’s eyes snapped open.  Wait, Lori knew about me being a fox!  Why didn’t I question it before?  Because of the link?  So … Lori knows about this fox transformation, maybe for years.  Kari and her pack have called me a fox since almost the start.  Lori herself seems different and now after my change, I realize a very distinct horrible smell that surrounds Lori and even Kari to some extent.

Her attention snapped back as a shadow appeared inches from her face, leaning backward in surprise, she found Nilly’s grinning face.  “Such a bad fox!”  she giggled, dancing away, tails twisting around her hips.

Working around her jaw, Sora swallowed nervously.  “Nilly, are … foxes bad?”

Nilly giggled.  “Foxes are foxes!”  she repeated while throwing Sora’s ball down another lane, cheering as it dropped every pin.  “Nilly’s good at the game!”

Sora smiled.  “Right, foxes are foxes.”

I decide my own actions … At least I hope I do.

Ears pricking, Nilly looked to the exit and shouted.  “It’s over!  Nilly chase time.”

Chase … as in hunting?

Sora pointed her ears toward the door and listened; she found only light pattering from drips.  That was a quick shower.

She sighed as Nilly slipped her shoes back on and ran through the door.  I have a feeling that I’ll see her again, at some point.

She checked Nilly’s and her bowling shoes and balls back in at the desk; the man didn’t even seem to recognize she’d gotten shoes or bowling balls.  Humming with concern, she went to the Italian restaurant.  She ordered rabbit to satisfy her unruly stomach, and after finishing three servings went back to her hotel, Howie was out for lunch, another staff member filling in.Turning on the news, she watched more political drama happen between Congress, the President, and the House.

Her thoughts turned to Mr. Quest.  He always made the comment that the power should be returned to the states.  The country was called the United States, not the United Government.  Sora herself didn’t care, which was what Mr. Quest said was the biggest problem with today’s generation, but the thought of him made her smile.

Back when things were at least a bit normal.

Sora giggled as she heard the President state that he wouldn’t negotiate any further with the House.  “That’s a little childish,” she laughed further when they started talking about polls and who was to blame for the possibility of a shutdown.  She felt oddly amused at the debates, trying to pretend everything was normal.

She sat up straighter as she switched to local news.  Mr. Quest’s face popped up after a few minutes and the reporter said:

“Earlier today there was some kind of animal attack at Miami Beach Senior High School.  There have been no sightings, but the wounds received by school teacher Henry Quest were sustained by some form of rabid animal.  The emergency response teams are searching Miami Beach for any traces of this predator.  It’s considered to be very large and dangerous.  Specialists suggest something the size of a tiger, be aware and please call…”

Sora bit down on her thumbnail.  Could that have been Kari’s brother?  She did do that damage to the classroom?  I’ll have to talk to her about it tomorrow … It looks like my confrontation with her will be sooner than I thought.

She finished the night on the balcony couch, watching the sky and ocean. They gave her a peaceful sensation, and the slightest hint of panicked thoughts that had crept in vanished without her noticing.
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B1 — 12. Five Days; Resigned to Fantasy
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                Sora’s eyes shot open as sharp electricity coursed through her body, spine rippling with simultaneous stimulations that sent a jolt of pain throughout its entire length.  Eyes squeezing shut, Sora’s breath exited with heated whimpers.  Her fingers dug into the couch as spurs burrowed into every inch of her body.

Not again!  How many more—nights will this happen?  ‘Till my birthday?

She lost track of time, the pain making her toss and turn, blood boiled within her veins.  She didn’t know what to grasp to ease her torment; ice and fire permeated every fiber.  Once it passed, she felt utterly exhausted; she didn’t want to twitch, her lungs worked hard enough.  It didn’t take long to pass into a fatigued sleep.

 

* * *

 

Waking, she felt sore.  Lying still for several minutes, she was shocked to find herself in bed, not the balcony.  Looking over at her digital clock, she groaned as it filtered into view.

Five fifty-three A.M.—Saturday.  Two days gone again…  She weakly grabbed one of her pillows and forced its weight against her face, moaning, “So annoying!”

She removed the pillow, brow creasing as she recognized a familiar scent in the air.  Nilly brought me inside … why?  How long ago?

She took a few more sniffs.  “Hmm, I’d say ... two hours ago,” she muttered, “so, three thirty-ish?”

Why is she following me and then shows no sign of knowing who I am?  Maybe it has to do with her changing age; who knows with a monster cat…

Throwing off her blankets, she began to slide to the edge of her bed and yelped as her bottom back cried out in pain.  Quickly shifting to her side, she looked down to find a fluffy, white-tipped reddish-orange tail resting on her bed; it trembled slightly as she watched it.

Dropping to her side, she rested her head against her mattress, hair bunching around her left ear, folding against a pillow.  “Congratulations, Sora,” she grumbled, “you’ve got a tail.  Nilly will be ecstatic.”

Sliding off her bed, she found it hard to keep balance; her weight seemed to have shifted.  Struggling to stand, she dropped to the floor, belly first.  Huffing, she pulled back her hair to see, her body still telling her it was exhausted.  “Fantastic, now I can’t even walk right.”  Swinging to her side, she examined her trembling tail.

I guess it’s like my ears.  I needed to get used to them, and now I need to get used to a tail.  At least I don’t need to soak in the spa for an entire day!

Shakily getting to her feet, she had to latch herself to her closet door to not fall again.  Looking back at her tail, she found it had moved her pajama bottoms down slightly.  She judged that it was about at her beltline on most of her pants or maybe a little below.  Taking several minutes to learn how to move it back and forth, she smiled.  “I’m a natural!”

It took her several more minutes to thoroughly learn how to maneuver it.  She giggled as she brought it up to brush against her neck, the fur causing a tickling sensation to prickle across the stimulated area.  It felt no different to move it than her fingers or feet, just natural, but it did seem to affect her balance.

Letting go of the door, she unsteadily tried to figure out how the tail helped her balance.  She soon found that her tail not only helped her balance, but her weight distribution had shifted, and her tail movement affected her momentum.  Slowly trudging to the balcony, she collapsed on her sunbathing chair; she sighed with relief as the open sky seemed to energize her.

I feel so much better!  What is up with the sky?

She relaxed for thirty minutes, enjoying the dark night sky just before sunrise.  Feeling a little better, she walked back into her room and grabbed her phone before returning to the balcony.  Taking special care to position her tail, she dropped onto a couch with a sigh.

Now, let’s see if Dad got my message.

Unlocking her phone with fingerprint ID, she frowned.  He really is dark, no messages.

Sora smiled wryly.  Maybe he’ll stay longer this time when he finds out I’m a fox girl.

She dropped the phone to her side.  Right, because when he gets back, he’s going to wonder why his daughter has fox ears and a tail … Does he know anything about this?

“Like he wouldn’t warn me if he did,” she scoffed, but doubt ate at her heart.

Shaking her head, she put the thought out of her mind and got up.  “Well, I better start getting used to this tail.  It seems the open sky has some kind of healing effect on fox girls because I feel great now!”  Hopping around and running through the penthouse, she slowly became used to the new movement style.

“Hmm,” she walked to her room and took out a black knee-length skirt, trying it on.  Bending her tail to poke out under the frills, she tried to walk.  It worked if she didn’t move too fast.

I’m going to have to cut holes in all my pants and shorts.  I might as well add my dresses and skirts with it.  Though, if I wanted to, I could hide my tail if I wear a long skirt, but it would also make my movements limited.  And great, my standard belts are useless now … why am I thinking about modifying my entire wardrobe?   Should I even try to hide it?  I might as well just incorporate it … it is attached to me.  Wow, what a thought…

Her lips pursed as she examined her bushy tail.  “Well—Nilly doesn’t seem too concerned with who sees her tails.  Why’s that?”

The only answer she could think of was that she didn’t care.  She thought back on Nilly’s clothes; it looked like her dress and bloomers were made with an exit for her tails.

Thinking about it for a moment, she bobbed her head back and forth.  “I did walk around yesterday without a hat.  I mean, it’s Miami!  People do much crazier things.”

Taking off her clothes, she took out yellow undergarments, a half-hem yellow short skirt, flip-flops, and a light green closely fitting V-neck t-shirt.  She took care of her morning routine before grabbing her purse to head out.

I feel like I’m done being frightened of Kari.  I’ll finally see what’s been plaguing me all this time … whatever she is.  It’s Saturday, so she’ll probably be at the gym … she’s always at school doing something, probably to stay as far away from her brother as possible.

Punching the elevator button, she smiled as Howie appeared.  “Howie!  What a surprise.  Taking over for Ron?”

Howie nodded cheerily.  “I took yesterday off, so I’m covering a bit for Ron today.  He’s with his wife.”

“How’s Stephanie?”

Howie nodded with a half-smile.  “Ron told me she’s the arch-nemesis of ice cream; she’s killing them by the hundreds.  How about you?  I heard you’re feeling sick this week.”

Laughing at his joke, Sora nodded.  “Yeah, lady problems,” she said with a wink.  “Not something men like to talk about.”

Lips pursing together, Howie nodded again with a raised brow.  “I appreciate the pass.  I see you’re feeling better, though?  What’s with the tail, too?”  he asked while bringing them down to ground level.

Sora shook her head with a grimace.  “Depends on the day … I’m sure it’s the same with Stephanie.  Probably why Ron took the night off,” she said, dodging the tail question.

Licking his lips uncomfortably, Howie rubbed his right shoulder.  “You’re not … telling me you’re pregnant, are you?”  he asked shakily.

Sora’s eyes popped.  “Oh, no!  Heh, no, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean for it to come out like that.”

Howie breathed a relieved sigh.  “Glad to hear that.  With Stephane … I think you’re right about her needing Ron.  Last time I saw her, she had this … look.  I didn’t want to stay long or butt in with her and Ron, so I booked it.  I heard she likes cold baths and crime novels, though...”  he said in a mystified tone.

“Isn’t a cold bath bad for the baby?”  Sora asked.

Howie shook his head with a shrug.  “I asked the same thing.  Apparently, their doctor said it’s fine, but normally he’d advise against it.”

“Odd,” Sora commented, “but if the doctor said it’s fine.”

Examining her ears and tail again, Howie asked, “What’s up with the new accessories?”

“Just a fashion statement,” Sora mused, giving him a wink as the doors opened to the ground floor.  “See ya, Howie,” she said while darting out of the elevator.  She froze as she entered the lobby; her nose picked up something bizarre.  Taking a deep breath, she analyzed the scent.

What is this smell?  I can’t describe it.

“Everything okay?”  Howie asked.

Waving behind her, Sora muttered, “Yeah, see you later.”

Walking over to the lobby, she focused on a single woman that sat in a comfortable armchair, an elegantly designed parasol next to her, and resting on the arm of the chair was a closed paper fan.

She was wearing a black slit dress and black mob cap with a large black bow.  The hat sat on bleach blonde hair that was tied into several locks with thin black ribbons.  Her waist had a black non-reflecting belt around it and the layered dress folded around her curved form.  Fingers to wrists, the woman’s hands were covered in black silk gloves that flared at the edges with strange designs.

The long sleeves and high neck were very out of place for Miami, and her face was hidden behind a newspaper.  Sora’s sharp eyes caught the writing on the paper; forget the language, it was covered in odd symbols in mismatched places.

The woman’s fair long legs were bare and shifted to cross the opposite way, emphasizing her black four-inch ankle crisscross-strap stilettos; the motion made her tiered dress flutter.

Frowning as she studied the lady, Sora found her hands behind her back, drawing in deep breaths.  The scent was coming from her; it almost seemed intangible.  It was as if it was impossible to categorize.

The more Sora’s eyes traced her, the stranger her presence became.  Her outline seemed askew; it didn’t fit properly like the woman had been cut out of reality and pasted back into place.

Her eyes centered on the woman’s features as the newspaper lowered to show a soft, carefree face.  Sora placed her in her early thirties or late twenties.  The thing that snagged Sora’s vision was her irises, deep purple.  Staring at her for a moment, Sora snapped out of her reverie as the woman smiled curiously, resting her gloved fingers against her right cheek with a slight tilt of her head.

Smiling apologetically, Sora waved and walked out of the hotel.  Continuing onto the sidewalk, she suddenly realized that the woman’s actions had made no noise.  Not watching where she was going, she ran into a man.  She was shocked to find him thrown sideward and into the street, almost being hit by a car.  Sora frantically latched onto him as he shouted in astonishment.  

She managed to stop him from falling completely into the road.  “I’m so sorry!”  Sora apologized in worry.  “Are you alright?”  

He was younger than she’d thought, possibly close to her age.  He had a blue T-shirt, slim cream pants, and white sneakers; golden hair, solidly built, and no facial hair.

He looked down at her with an impressed grin.  “You have quite the pile driver there, girl!”  he said in a slight Russian accent.

“Hey, Aiden, you good?”  A young man ran up to them with concern; he looked like he was going for the thug look.  About five-ten, white sleeveless shirt with black baggy jeans; a gold chain and rings completed the look.  His sharp tone died off, brown eyes appraising her.  “Huh.”  He rubbed the semblance of a goatee.

Grabbing her shoulder reflexively, Sora laughed nervously, taking a step away from the guy.  Shifting her eyes to stare into Aiden’s deep blue irises, she stiffened as both their scents carried to her.

They don’t smell normal, not nearly as bizarre as that woman, but not like humans.

Aiden’s face seemed cheerful, but Sora instinctively knew something was hiding behind his eyes, a vortex of dark emotion that made her hesitate, yet he was handsome.

Aiden’s eyebrows rose.  “Whoa, you’re stunning, and the tail and ears make you look cute.  You must have all the boys on their toes,” he said with a dashing laugh.

The thug nodded while licking his lips.  “That’s what I’m saying; when did a Nogitsune get into town?  Nice.”

Sora kept a nervous smile.  Nogitsune?

Her attention was momentarily diverted by a sharp tinkling sound.  Looking beside the entrance to her hotel walkway, Sora found Nilly in her cat form.  She was licking her paws while looking up at her.  Her expression screamed the sarcastic statement, ‘such a bad fox.’

Aiden sighed with a sidelong glance at the guy next to him.  “C’mon, Devin, don’t be a creep.”

Devin scoffed as he took a step forward.  “Dude, I’m not a creep.  Am I, Honey?”

Taking another step back, Sora brought up her hands defensively.  “Eh, actually pretty creepy.”

“What!?”  Devin spat.

Aiden’s cheer dropped as he began to step between them; Sora felt her hair go on-end as her gut clenched; she knew something was about to happen but didn’t know where to run.  The black blurred form of Nilly shot into Sora’s vision as she slammed into Devin’s face, hind legs leaping off his mug to disappear into an alley.

Devin cried out in shock as he stumbled back into the street, car horns blaring as they tried to miss him.  Scrambling back onto the sidewalk while spewing curses, he yelled, “Aiden, did you see what that was?”

Aiden looked as startled as Devin.  “Yeah, I think a Nekomata just used your face as a launchpad.”

“A Nekomata in the city?  Cat messed with the wrong guy!”  Devin yelled as he ran into the alley.

Aiden sighed as he turned back to Sora.  “Sheesh, I’m sorry about my friend.  He can be a little temperamental.”

“And a bit of a creep?”  Sora asked with a raised brow while staring back into the alley as she heard his howls of rage and noticed several people hurrying to leave the odd scene.

He nodded with a light laugh.  “Yeah, that too.”  Looking back toward the alley, he frowned.  “Do you know that Nekomata?”

Sora cleared her throat as she looked away for a second.  He must be a monster or something … if that’s Devin, could he be Kari’s brother?  Devin called me a Nogitsune, and Aiden called Nilly a Nekomata.  They obviously think I know about all this stuff, but they don’t seem to know about me and Kari’s relationship.

Turning back to Aiden, she smiled.  “Yeah, I met her recently.”

“Is that so?”  Aiden asked with concern.  “I might need to go stop him…”

His words trailed off as Devin came running out of the alley, hands over his head in panic.  Devin’s shirt was ripped to shreds, and scratches were evident all over his skin.  “Lay off—freaking cat!”  he screamed.

“Huh,” Aiden breathed while examining his friend.  “Did you just—run away from a Nekomata… in the form of a domestic cat?”

Devin’s features shifted, slowly realizing the implication.  “Eh, yeah, no, but I couldn’t even see it!  That monster was all over me, man!”  Gesturing at his clothes.  “You see this?  That happened in like seven seconds!  And my back burns like…”

“Alright,” Aiden said with a shake of his head, “turn around.  Let me see.”

As he turned, Sora’s breath caught; blood ran down his body from dozens of scratches, but there was one scratch on his back that glowed with a faint green light.

Aiden clicked his tongue.  “Ack, she got you pretty good with her Ghost-Light; that’ll burn for a few days.”

“You kidding me!?”  Devin seethed.  “Dude, it hurts so much!  Way worse than it should.”

“Heh, don’t be a baby.”  Aiden scoffed.  Turning to Sora, he said, “Hey, sorry about this, but we should probably split.  My name’s Aiden.  What’s your name?”

Smiling apologetically, Sora nodded.  “It’s Sora, and I’m really sorry about running into you.”

I want to ask more questions, but I’d rather not be around Devin.

Aiden’s smile seemed to dampen slightly at her name but was quickly reinforced as he held out his hand.  “It was nice to meet you, Sora.”

Nodding, she took his hand, her stomach twisting with uncertainty.  “Yeah, you too, Aiden.”

Should I have taken his hand?  I clearly sensed some dark things underneath all that charm, and he definitely recognized my name!

Breaking away, Aiden said, “Anyways, we’ve got somewhere to be.”  Nodding, Sora watched them leave with a wave; ears pointed to listen in on their conversation.

“Dude, you’re not going to tell anyone about this, right?”  Devin asked, groaning with pain as he rubbed his back, people eyeing his ripped clothes with concern but not approaching.

Aiden laughed.  “If I told them you got your tail handed to you by a Nekomata—and in the form of a domestic cat … I’d lose credibility.”

Sora hummed thoughtfully as they turned the corner; she pursed her lips and looked around at the multitude of tourists who gave her appraising stares as they passed.

The last few days have been crazy … very crazy.  I’m running into crazy people all over the place … I have ears attached to my skull and a tail … This is not how I planned my life.

Nilly had disappeared; her ears caught the lingering tinkle as it chimed around the area.  Walking toward the edge of the sidewalk, she turned down the nearest alley.  Reaching it, she stopped, finding Nilly in human form leaning against the wall with a wry grin in place.  She had a single earring in her left ear and looked like an elementary student.

“Sora’s such a bad fox.  No awareness at all!”

She called me by name at least and no awareness … has she even noticed I have a tail?  She even brought me inside!

Sora shook her head.  “Thanks for taking care of Devin, but why are you here, Nilly?  Why did you carry me to my bed … where do you even belong?”

Nilly winked up at her with a giggle.  “Nilly belongs where Nilly is and where Nilly goes is where Nilly belongs!  Nilly’s Nilly!”  she exclaimed while scratching the base of her cat ears with a purr.

Humming thoughtfully, Sora asked, “Did you know them or that purple-eyed woman in the hotel?”

Nilly’s smile turned mischievous.  “Nilly knows some people but doesn’t know other people.  Nilly knows what Nilly knows and doesn’t know what Nilly doesn’t know.”

Head drooping in defeat, Sora said, “Alright … I’m betting that this is not the last time I’ll see you.  So, I’ll see you next time, Nilly.”

Nilly nodded with a beaming smile, and Sora watched in amused fascination as she leaped into the air and dashed up the walls, jumping from side to side.  You know … I couldn’t do it before, but who knows.

Walking a bit further into the alley, she took a deep breath.  She dropped her purse behind a trash can and took off her flip-flops before looking up.

This is crazy…

She tried to follow Nilly up.  To her surprise, she leaped twenty-five feet into the air.  Placing her toes on the side of the wall, she flicked her tail to the side and leaped off.  Completely balanced, she flew twenty more feet into the air.  Two more bounds, and she landed on the asphalt paved roof.

Nilly’s eyes were glowing with excitement as she landed, skipping a bit to gain her balance.  “Nilly didn’t think Sora could do it!”

She has two earrings now, in the same place as before, and she now looks to be in middle school.  Is it a time thing?  Moving from her cat form to human seems to happen instantly, and what are those earrings for?

Smiling with the thrilling sensations that twisted around her abdomen, Sora nodded.  “I didn’t think so either, but I think it has to do with my new tail balance or something.”

Nilly’s face lit up like a kid on Christmas day.  “Sora got her fox tail!”

Sora tensed as her hair stiffened; something was off, suddenly, even in front of her eyes Nilly vanished.  Her body told her to move left, but she couldn’t react.  The moment she realized Nilly was gone, her tail was being smothered by Nilly’s arms.

Standing in stunned silence with tingles shooting from her tail up to her spine, Sora couldn’t bring herself to even try.  She moved over twenty feet in under a second.  Forget jumping … I couldn’t follow with my eyes!

“I love foxy tails!”  Nilly purred as she rubbed her face against Sora’s rigid tail.  Her cheer diminished to sounds of disappointment.  “Nilly startled Sora … so foxy tail’s all bristly!”  Looking miserable, Nilly slunk back to the air conditioning unit.

Releasing her pent-up breath, Sora asked, “H-How did you move so fast?”

Nilly’s tone was uninterested.  “Nilly’s Nilly and Nilly’s really fast.”

That wasn’t just fast; that was impossible … Then again, I just scaled a building with nothing but power, balance, and momentum.  With her body size, though … How can she move that fast?  I thought I was fast, but that was beyond anything I thought possible.

Swallowing, Sora asked, “Hey, Nilly … want to race?”

Nilly’s features brightened.  “Nilly loves races … but Nilly never wins.  Everyone cheats!”  she huffed, her face puffing with a pout.

She can’t win races with her friends?  Just who are these people—monsters—Nilly’s with?

“Let’s go!” Sora said while stretching.  Nilly hopped off her seat and quickly moved next to her.  Taking a deep breath, Sora said, “Ready, set, go!”

She watched in disbelief as Nilly was gone; looking around, she found the cat eight-building away, waving with a broad smile before disappearing again.

Sora stopped at the side of the building and shook her head.  “What is happening to reality?”

Waiting a minute, she sighed and scratched the side of her scalp.  “There’s no way I’m going to catch her … I should just go and confront Kari,” she grumbled.

That’s cheating.  I swear!

Jumping down, she landed without a single problem.

At least I’m getting used to this.

Picking up her purse and slipping on her flip-flops, she left the ally and almost swore in shock.

            


B1 — 13. Five Days; D And Green


                Not five feet away stood Jin with the biggest man she’d ever seen; the man didn’t smell human either.  Jin had black pants and a white V-neck t-shirt on.  She had gained a few golden accessories too, a gold chain necklace and a few rings.

The giant next to her wore a black tank-top and shorts that extended a little past his knees.  He had black sunglasses and white shoes.  If Devin was trying to imitate a thug, this was a gangster.  Swole and intimidating with black hair and a neatly trimmed beard, he looked like he could crush Jin like a water balloon.

Sora couldn’t speak.  What the crap is up with today?  Is it meet in front of Sora’s hotel day?!

Jin’s smile broadened as she approached.  “Sora, I thought I smelled you nearby.  There are also some rather odd scents around here, so I thought I’d check it out.  Nice tail and ears by the way, what made you transform out of your human state?”

Sora grinned tiredly and was about to answer when the mountain next to her spoke in a deep, gruff manner.  “Yo, D.  We ain’t messin’ with the Miami Beach pack, are we?”

Jin’s features hardened as she looked up at the man.  “What, ya scared of some dogs, Green?  Didn’t think ya were such a punk!”

Sora’s grin became a line.  There she goes, adapting to whatever person she’s speaking to.  It’s actually pretty amazing.

“Naa,” Green shifted nervously as the people along the sidewalk and street gave them a wide berth.  “Ye hear ‘bout Sunny Side gang’s run-in?”

“Pfft, ya know I just landed in da’ Sun.  Ain’t no clue ‘bout this Sunny Side gang, sound like dewdroppers.”

“They weren’t like that, but after the Miami Beach pack finished up, they were dewdroppers.  Half the group was sent back in pieces.  I ain’t want a part in that.”

“This a friend of yours?”  Sora questioned, trying to get some answers.

Turning back to her, Jin shrugged, tone shifting.  “He helped Eyia and me out with a place to stay and some food.  I was going to help him get a friend back as payment.  He’s only a quarter Ogre, so he can have trouble with a few Orcs.”

“Orcs … in Miami?”  Sora asked in disbelief.

How many monsters are in the city, and, hold on, I thought she didn’t like getting involved in conflicts?

Green nodded gravely.  “The Thuggin’ Four.  I run the South Heart Gang … the Halin’ Roaches want a piece of the pot, so they snatched one of my crew.  Cowards wouldn’t do it themselves, so they brought in the Thuggin’ Four.”

Jin sighed while addressing Sora.  “I left Eyia back to protect the rest of Green’s group in case they showed up again.  Honestly, if I let her come … let’s just say she doesn’t take kindly to people kidnapping those that help her.  Also, the whole incident the other day with the girls in the parking lot … it just wouldn’t be good for Eyia to get involved.  We’ll pay you back some other way.”

Green nodded.  “Don’t wanna start a big war.”

“I understand,” Sora nodded.

Jin and Eyia are in the monster gang scene now?  Eh, more like they got help and are paying it back?

Jin shook her head.  “I don’t.  Green doesn’t want the war, but if we kill them all, then that’s that.  It’s over.”  Switching gears, Jin asked, “What’s up with those scents, though?  Did you meet with some other monsters around here?”

Sora hesitantly nodded.  “I don’t know what kind of monsters they are, but I’m pretty sure they’re a part of Kari’s brother’s gang.  One of them was Devin, which I think is pretty high ranked, another was Aiden.”

Green’s face paled.  “We should bounce.  I’ve heard of ‘em.”

“Man-up!”  Jin spat.  “I’m hot, so don’t piss your pants!  They wouldn’t step up with me,” she huffed.

Features softening as she turned back to Sora, she asked.  “That’s two scents, but what about the other?”  Her eyes narrowed.  “The smell … something extremely dangerous left recently—and if I’m saying that...”

“There was a purple-eyed lady in my hotel that didn’t smell human, but … she really didn’t smell like anything I’ve ever experienced.  You might be smelling Nilly; she was here recently,” Sora said with slight concern.

Jin’s face pacified.  “Nilly...”  She licked her lips before slowly looking around, obviously deep in thought.  Her vision centered on Sora, eyes seeming to penetrate right to her soul.

“A fight?”  Green asked, tensing.

Sucking on her lip, Jin shook her head slowly.  “Nah.”  Her tone shifted as she addressed Sora.  “You know a monster named Nilly?”

Feeling tingles shoot down her spine, Sora shrugged.  “I met her a few days ago.  She seems to be following me.”

Green looked lost in the conversation but didn’t interrupt Jin as she seemed to be contemplating something serious.  Her eyes shifted down, “Huh, that’s interesting.”

“Do you know Nilly?”  Sora asked, hoping to learn something about the mysterious cat.

“Eh, not really.  I just heard a rumor once about a Nekomata named Nilly, but it was a long time ago.  It’s not that important.  What’s up with your appearance, though?”

“Right,” Sora breathed, “my appearance.”  Debating whether to tell her the truth, she decided she needed answers from somewhere.  “Umm, it may be hard to believe, but I’m turning into a fox.  I was a perfectly healthy human girl until like four days ago … the night, well, the night I first met you guys is actually when it started…”

Jin’s eyebrow was raised in question as she mulled around her explanation.  “That’s—not normal.  You’re obviously a Nogitsune, but there are some very odd things about you that drew my interest.  Your spirit is completely out of sync, fluctuating in a very odd manner.”

The girl scratched her neck.  “In fact, it’s changed completely from the last time I saw you. I’ve never seen a spirit shift so drastically in such a short amount of time … and it’s like your spirit is forcefully altering your physical form. You’re devouring natural energy like a ravenous void too, way too much energy than you should … way too much.”

Rubbing her shoulders to ease, Sora suppressed a shiver at the thoughts running through her brain.  “Umm, Jin … am I possessed by a fox spirit?”

Jin’s studious expression broke into open laughter, tears coming to her eyes.  “Poss-possessed?  That’s hilarious!  Absolutely not.  Your spirit is the only one I can see in that body—bizarre beyond belief—but yours alone.

“No, you’re definitely going through a change.  When I first met you, it was hardly noticeable, but if I looked closely, I could tell you were a Vulpes, especially your scent.  I mistook you for a Kitsune because of the odd way you were absorbing natural energy.  You should be grateful to Eyia; I was going to rip your heart out when we left the store.”

Sora’s body went numb at her casual words.  “You—were going to kill me?”

Jin nodded without hesitation.  “Of course, I hate Kitsune.  But when Eyia pointed out you didn’t have white hair, I had to take a double look, and sure enough, you’re a Nogitsune.  Shocking in itself, most Nogitsune joined Inari and became Kitsune; you’re a rare breed.”

Sora couldn’t help but feel defensive after hearing Jin’s blatant plan to murder her.  “You … don’t plan to kill me now?”

Jin shook her head with a questioning laugh.  “No?  If I did, you’d be dead.  Your cluelessness about Eyia and me seems understandable now, though.  You had no idea monsters existed until just a few days ago … that you were a monster?”

Sora nodded.  “I’m trying to find answers.  My dad won’t be back for a few days, and I was told my mom died in childbirth.  What’s a Vulpes, though?  You said I was a Nogitsune and a Vulpes?”

“Ah, Vulpes is like your race.  You have Húli Jīng, Kumiho, Nogitsune … Kitsune is just a group; you could have a Kumiho be a Kitsune.  Kitsune are changed by Inari to be a part of her faction.  Each kind of Vulpes normally has their own specialty in magic or feats, but Kitsune have almost every Vulpes talent unlocked by Inari.”

“That’s crazy … how is all this kept secret?”

Jin shook her head.  “No clue.  I’d suspect it’s the humans that want everything kept quiet; monsters don’t really care—as far as I know.  I’ve just recently come into human society after all.”

“In just a few days it seems like my entire world was flipped upside down … I didn’t even know Kari was a monster until just recently.”

Jin scratched the back of her head with a deep frown as she averted eye contact.  “Yeah, best to keep Eyia and her apart.  This is supposed to be a vacation for Eyia … not a revenge mission.”

“Wait, what’s that supposed to mean?  Eyia doesn’t like Kari?  Do they have a history?”

Clicking her tongue, Jin breathed through her teeth. “Not with Kari herself, no.”

Green spoke up.  “D, we should get over and bust out Ian.”

A sigh left Jin’s lips.  “Yeah, sorry to leave so abruptly Sora, but Ian’s probably getting tortured right now.  We can continue this conversation later.  There are quite a few things about you that interest me.”  She waved goodbye as they walked off.

Sora waved after them with a deep frown.  Jin left me with even more questions.  I still feel like confronting Kari’s a good idea though.  I need to find out more about myself, and I feel a drive pushing me that way … instincts?  Why would my instincts want me to enter a confrontation with a dangerous monster?

She scratched the base of her ears with irritation.  I’m a Nogitsune, whatever that means.  The Wiki page makes Nogitsune seem bad or kind of neutral while painting Inari and Kitsune like saints or tricksters.  Yet, Jin, a real monster, absolutely hates Inari and Kitsune, while seems perfectly fine with me being a Nogitsune.  Devan was even turned on … ew.

Looking around at the crowd of faceless people passing her, she took a deep breath.  No more surprise monster visits?  Nope, all human.  How is that a normal thought?  Whatever, this is reality.

Anticipation shot through her body as she made her way toward school.  “This one-sided game is over!”
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                    Finally the confrontation with Kari.  Is it everything Sora hoped it would be?



                

                Sora’s heart was pounding as she entered the school; most classrooms were locked for the weekend.

I never thought this day would come.  Kari’s probably in the gym preparing to lift weights.

Her incident with Lori must have spread because everyone there for weekend practice couldn’t keep their eyes off her.  She slowed as some of the band boys stopped to look at her on their way to the bathroom.

They smell—interested?  Is it because of my new tail and ears or something else about my transformation?

Putting it out of her mind, she pushed the gym doors open.  Stepping in, she tossed her purse and flip-flops to the side.  Kari, Lori, and three other girls were inside, all in gym clothes except Lori.

Sniffing the air, Sora noted all of them had an abnormal scent about them and looked irritated as if she’d just interrupted a serious conversation.  That’s when she noticed Lori.

Sora’s eyes narrowed with interest.  “Mmh, did that happen after I left?”

Lori’s confident and dangerous demeanor had vanished; there were splints on her left hand and right foot, and bruises covering her open skin and face.  She’d undergone a vicious beating; her purple cheeks were wet with tears, clearly in pain.  She smelled scared, terrified.

“Kari,” Sora noted with surprise as she walked to the gym’s center, “I didn’t think you had it in you—or was it big bad brother?”

Contempt crossed Kari’s face as she sucked in her lip before looking her over.  “Sora—mmgm, why wait this long to show your true colors?  I was beginning to doubt you were even a true vixen.”

“Oh, don’t you know?  I’m a Nogitsune; Devin told me.”

Eyes hardening, Kari sniffed sharply.  “So, you know Devin.  How long have you been conspiring with my brother?  You don’t smell scared.  Yet, you know about my brother?”

Sora shook her head.  “You’re getting the wrong idea.  I had a little chat with Devin on the way over here … he’s a bit of a creep.”

Kari cracked her neck.  “A lone agent … sent by my brother to rub it in?”  Jutting her chin, the three girls moved around the sides of the gym to block off the exits.

“Excuse me—weren’t you listening?  I have nothing to do with your brother.  I just happened to run into him, I think, and Devin by my hotel, purely coincidental.”  Sora’s brow furrowed.  “At least I hope it was, hmm.”  Smile returning, she laughed.  “I know you don’t like Devin … you should have seen him screaming like a girl.”

Confusion shifted Kari’s features.  “Mmh, what do you mean?”

“A Nekomata I know almost threw him into oncoming traffic; pity he wasn’t hit, the guy does seem like a real snake.  He chased my friend into an alley and came running back screaming with cuts all over him.  Sounds like a pretty hard guy, right?” she laughed.

“Thanks for letting me in on that,” Kari said while circling her, “it’ll give me something to hang over his head.”  Stopping a few feet from her, Kari asked, “Now, what do you want?  I’m a bit out of patience at the moment, but I’m trying my best.”

Sora leveled a stare at her, stretching out as her ears pricked, tail still with her senses peaked.  “Just came for a chat.”  Her eyes shifted to the doors that the girls barred.  “I just wanted to know what you are and why you’ve bullied me all these years?  Just racism … foxism or something like that?”

Kari sniffed.  “Pfft, right, like you’re so innocent.  Foxes feed on souls to sustain themselves.  I didn’t want anyone in my territory being preyed upon by a lowly vixen.”

“Ah,” Sora nodded.  “I see, you know all about me and how evil I am … how I feed off imaginary people and use other invisible victims for my own benefit.  By the way, have you looked in a mirror.”

Lori’s pained voice echoed around the gym.  “Don’t be stupid, Sora.”

“No,” Sora felt her emotions rising.  “That’s why you’ve humiliated me … hurt me … terrified me for three years!  On some hunch, that I’d stomp all over your territory?”

Tears gathered in her eyes as her breath caught.  “You don’t know a thing about me!  I had friends.  I had fun.  I didn’t have to worry about getting anyone hurt that got close to me.  That all changed when you came into my life!”

Kari’s expression shifted as she looked at the ground, deep in thought, but Sora didn’t stop.  “Did you do all that to Mr. Quest?  They said it was an animal attack.  Did you put him in the hospital?”

Confused, Kari asked, “What are you talking about?  No, I had nothing to do with Mr. Quest.”

Sora laughed sardonically.  “Right, just like my psychiatrists and all the other people that were trying to help me.  All the people you threw in my face for years … There's nothing I can do about it.  You had to put your mark on everything!  Like some rabid dog.  A desperate cur that had to take everything I had to feel at home!”

“You don’t know anything about Kari!”  Lori screamed, wincing as she curled in pain.  

Sora momentarily attached an emotional link to Lori.

She says that, but still hates everyone, Kari included, typical.  She’s just clinging to the sliver of a chance she’ll live.

Kari’s teeth ground together as she looked back at Lori, rubbing the back of her neck as her teeth locked together.  Taking a deep breath, she turned to the three girls by the exits.  “Make sure no one comes in.”  The girls nodded and walked through the doors.  “You’ve picked a really bad time to start getting on my nerves,” Kari growled.

“So, what is it, you’re some kind of dog girl?”  Sora asked with a sneer.  “Maybe a werewolf or something because you and a few of your girls smell like wet dogs.”

Sora’s eyes shot to Lori as she spat.  “Kari’s a full-blooded Fenris Wolf!  Don’t you dare compare her to some mangy…”

“Lori,” Kari warned.

Lori cleared her throat.  “Sorry.”

“At least she gives answers,” Sora scoffed.  “Despite how she really feels.”

“Just—say it,” Kari growled.  “I can smell it all over you.”

“Tch, fine,” Sora huffed, stretching her legs.  “I came for a fight.  I’m done being bullied.”

Kari grinned savagely.  “Good.  I need to blow off some steam.  So, don’t disappoint me.”

Sora’s tail bristled with incoming danger as Kari darted forward.  Sora knew she was moving quickly for a human, but it was like she was moving in slow motion.

She’s nowhere near as fast as Nilly.

Nimbly dodging Kari’s swipes and punches, Sora yawned.  “C’mon, Kari … is this it?  You're disappointing me … you’re so slow—I could dodge you in my sleep!”  Sora stuck out her leg as Kari passed, tripping her.

Catching herself, Kari’s fists balled up in rage as she breathed through her teeth.  “You’re pushing it, Sora.”

“Oh,” Sora asked with interest, “is that how the Fenris Wolf thing works?  You rage out like some kind of freak?”

Lori’s tone was heated.  “Kari’s not even trying, and she’s no—”  She winced as Kari’s fist slammed into the gym floor, breaking wood and concrete as it sank a few inches into the ground.

“I’m done talking, Sora,” Kari growled, her amber irises beginning to illuminate with a fierce glow as she rose.

Sora’s vision moved to the hole as flakes of concrete dropped from Kari’s fist.

That’s pretty scary, to be honest.

Focus returning to Kari, Sora clapped.  “Glowing eyes,” she noted with an impressed nod.  “That’s actually pretty cool, and what remarkable strength you have.  Can you blow a house down with just a huff and a puff?”  Kari’s nose twitched with contempt.  “No, I’m being serious.  I haven’t met a monster that could do that yet.  I can admire your strength and still not like you.”

Kari sprinted toward her; Sora was slightly caught off guard with how much her speed had increased, but she could still dodge her attacks.  Tilting her head as she avoided another strike, Sora pondered.

Yes, I haven’t really given any thought on how to beat Kari.  It seems like she’s super strong; maybe I’m a lot stronger than I think too.  It was easy enough to shove Aiden and jump up buildings.

Vision flicking to Kari as she rushed forward again, Sora darted in.  Twisting around Kari’s right thrust, Sora brought her left fist into Kari’s stomach and yelped.  Dancing away, she cradled her throbbing hand.  “Honestly!”  Sora cried.  “What’s your stomach made of—steel?”

Kari grinned wickedly and took a deep breath while stretching out.  Sora heard several loud cracks, and with a swift action, she punched down at the ground.  Sora watched in disbelief as the smooth, polished floorboards cracked, snapped, and blew apart as dust billowed up from underneath the earth, the sharp sound of crumbling concrete echoing around the gym again.

That was a lot stronger than last time!

Hand coming back up, Kari flexed her fingers and shook out her arm.  Sora gulped as she stared down at the floor in front of Kari.  The kinetic force had blown a small crater in the ground twenty inches deep.

Sora took a step back as Kari’s eyes glowed a raging orange, her clothes swiftly receding beneath bristling, ink-black fur as her body expanded to become a six-and-a-half-foot-tall wolf.  She snarled, glistening white fangs bared as amber light illuminated her mouth from within her throat.

Sora swallowed, gut tightening.  Really ... She's bigger than a bear!

“So … a wolf then … now, now, Kari,” Sora said with a nervous laugh as Kari began circling her.  “You don’t really intend to eat me, right?”

Her ears pricked at Lori’s low whispers in the corner.  “Don’t compare Kari with some weak wolf.  She’s a pure-blooded descendant of Fenrir—a true legend.”

Sora huffed, fear dispersing, and let a low laugh bubble through her throat.  “Fenris-whatever, she’s just a dog without a master.  An oddity to society, the bite is stronger than the bark.  Maybe you should sharpen your tongue to compete!”

What am I saying?  My mouth’s moving before I can think!

Kari’s nose creased with fury, and Sora continued while sliding under Kari’s lunge.  “You have an enormous pack of girls at your disposal, enough power to destroy a tank, and you decide to take over a school?  I guess this is the story of a dominating beast with the brain of a goldfish!  Do you get by with stolen lunch money?”  Sora clapped merrily.  “Genius!  Maybe next you’ll expand to the public park—at least you’ll have more trees!”

Wait—no … stop talking!

Kari rushed Sora with a furious growl.  Her speed had picked up dramatically as Sora increased her own, dancing around Kari’s snarling lunges but feeling she was losing ground as Kari’s fangs barely missed the edges of her tail.

I can’t outrun her anymore, and I keep inciting her … what’s wrong with me?

An instinctual realization shot through her mind, and she imagined herself splitting off into two directions.  She watched in awe as an illusion of herself split off from her body and shot in the opposite direction, doubling back to attack Kari.  The thrill suppressed her fearful thoughts.

“Here’s a question!”  Sora giggled as she skipped across the floor with light bounds, leaping up to the ceiling beams.  Kari hesitated, uncertainly staring at the two images, and attacked the illusion moving toward her.  “Did big bad brother do all that to Lori?  I mean, if it’s you, that’s fine, right?  But how do you feel about your territory being pissed on?”

Oh, that was actually pretty good!

Sora shook her head.  “Tsk-tsk, you must really hate him.”  Hanging from a ceiling support bar with her left hand, she lightly swung back and forth, sending more illusions running around the gym for the wolf to chase.

“Have I struck a nerve?  You know…”  she cut off as Kari lunged up at her.  Sora’s legs swung up swiftly and kicked off the bar to land on a wall; using it to break her momentum, she did a front flip to land on the floor as Kari’s jaws ripped through a steel support beam, the sound of screeching metal resonating through the gym.

Continuing, Sora said, “Maybe if you were a little smarter, you’d be in a better position.”

I can create illusions to distract her, but that isn’t going to win me this fight.  I need to come up with something else … I guess you could say my bark is worse than my bite … seriously?

Kari’s growls grew at her words as she hit the floor and rushed Sora again.  Sending multiple illusions around her to create an opening, Sora flipped around Kari’s claws.  She pushed in with light, nimble steps, letting her tail slide across Kari’s nose and eyes.  Kari’s chest heaved, and her paws darted to her face as she tripped, slamming into the wall while choking and sputtering.  Sora’s legs felt Kari impact the wall, reverberations rippling through the floor, but the steel-reinforced concrete blocks held.

How is this so easy?  Is Kari even trying?  It doesn’t really feel like she’s trying to kill me...

Creating several illusions of herself around the area, Sora brought her hand up to her lips in thought.  “Talking about your position with your brother.  I mean, honestly … How hard is it to just stay clear of him?  He must have a marked territory.  That’s what you do, right?  Spray some fire hydrants … maybe some guy’s leg?”

Sora’s eyebrows lifted as Lori yelled.  “What do you know?  All you are is a filthy fox!”

Ticking her tongue, Sora’s tone was disappointed as Kari shook her head, trying to get rid of Sora’s strong scent she’d spread across her nose.  “Really, Lori … filthy fox is the best you can come up with?  You shouldn’t yell so much too; think about your health.”

Kari’s amber irises widened with fury, but it quickly turned to shock as an illusion of Sora appeared in front of her face, index finger tracing Kari’s jugular to her chin.  Wildly thrashing out, she let the illusion vanish with a giggle.

Kneeling and changing her tone to sound tired, Sora tried linking emotions with Kari, as she’d done with Lori, but the connection failed.  Expressing surprise, Sora asked, “I can’t see your emotions?  That’s odd.”

Lori laughed as Kari’s head appraised each of her illusions, burning eyes examining each one as her breathing calmed.  “Fenris Wolves are all but immune to magic!  Your illusions won’t help you anymore either.”

Sora hummed as Kari’s eyes centered on her.

Oh, is she following my scent now?  That isn’t good!  Wait, did I give her that idea?

Kari launched toward her, ignoring her illusions as Sora darted around the gym, trying to keep her distance.

I need to erase my scent, but how?  Looking up at the ceiling, she smiled.  It’s worth a shot.  I mean, I’m supposed to be able to use foxfire, right?

Kicking off the nearest wall, she leaped to the ceiling, Kari following after her.  Flicking her tail in a circle, Sora watched as red flames danced across its length and shot out across the beams.  Every sprinkler the fire danced under went off, sending a spray of water below, every other facet following their lead.  Swinging off the support beams, she barely missed Kari’s snapping jaws as she ate a portion of another support beam.

Sora landed on the floor, creating several illusions of herself in the process, and almost slipped as she hit the slick ground.

Crap!  If she finds the real me, then the water will trip me up, and I’ll get eaten!

Kari was trying her best to keep up, but the slight hesitations were pushing it out of her favor, the spray dampening her scent trail.

Dashing forward, she lit foxfire across her tail and sent an inferno toward Kari.  The fire didn’t seem to phase her in the lease; she simply charged through it.  Sora panicked as she dodged below Kari, part of her hair sliding through Kari’s jaws as they closed.

New plan!  That could work.

Smile twisting her lips, Sora imagined herself vanishing and several images of herself splitting off.  She phased every mirror image to crackle as if not real and imagined Lori shifting to look like her while a fake limping away in fright.

Sora shouted. “There!  Get her!”

Kari’s incensed expression glared at the disguised Lori with utter animosity.  Lori’s eyes grew to the size of saucers.  “No … it’s me!”  she screamed—it was too late.  Sora watched with glee as her trick worked.  Kari dashed at Lori and tackled her.

The wall behind them crumbled as they shot through the building.  Kari’s horror-stricken voice called out several seconds later.  “Lori?  Lori—no … Lori!”

Sora considered the skirmish over and grabbed her soaked purse and flip-flops from the corner.  She walked to the gym exit, water dripping around her.  Her glee slowly faded to be replaced with a hollow void as she threw the gym doors open.  Kari’s posted girl was running to the back of the gym, following Kari’s cries.

Light blazed down on Sora, making her feel absolute bliss; however, disgust began rolling around her stomach, tainting the feeling.  Trying to numb her turbulent abdomen, she only made it to the edge of the field before dropping to her knees and vomiting.  Coughing and spitting, she passively stared down at the waste, water dripping off her drenched clothes and hair.

How could I have done that?  Lori was already hurt, and with Kari’s power…

Sora’s body began to quake.  What’s happening to me?  What’s wrong with me!?

Kneeling on the grass, she trembled; the sun filled her with energy, but she felt cold as ice.  Shakily getting to her feet, she stumbled away.  Sora didn’t know where she was going; she just wanted to run.

Making her way into a restaurant as crowds of people gave her strange looks, she went to the bathroom and locked the door.  Leaning against the counter, she reluctantly considered the mirror.  Staring into her emerald eyes, she saw fear.

What makes me so different from Kari?  Hurting her, exploiting their emotions, and humiliating her … I could have killed Lori.

“I’m a monster.”
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                Drying herself off as best she could with paper towels, she left the restaurant.  Slowly walking back to her penthouse, Sora pondered over her personality flips.

I don’t understand why, but I’m not afraid of Kari anymore.  Not even after seeing her power.  It just made me giddy with excitement, and I couldn’t stop taunting her … Even though I wanted to stop—did I?.

Her chest felt like an anvil was being pressed against it; her stomach twisted, and a corrupted film coated her body.  It almost felt like she was dying.

Turning down the street to her school, she stopped as she saw a group of girls and boys walking toward her, probably just finishing weekend practice.  When they saw Sora, they grinned broadly and waved.  A girl came rushing over.  “I heard Kari went to the hospital with Lori … and that you were the one responsible.”

“Is that what you’ve heard?”

Sora’s lips tightened with uncertainty.  Already rumors are flying around.  If I get linked with that incident, then I could get in a lot of trouble and have to tell an unbelievable story.

The girl waved her hand dismissively.  “You don’t have to worry about the school.  It’s just a rumor spread around by the students, and everyone’s keeping it on the DL; Kari’s getting most of the heat, but everyone’s more concerned about the state the gym’s in.”

Sora smiled weakly.  “Thanks,” she stated as she passed them.

That’s right.  Kari and Lori aren’t angels.  They’ve humiliated, bullied, and destroyed plenty of lives besides mine.  Why should I feel bad about what I did?  It’s been a long time coming.  I didn’t start this, and Kari forced my hand; she wanted it.

Feeling a little better, she examined her clothes.  First things first, I need to change.

Switching direction, she stopped by a clothing store and bought new garments and a knee-length, chiffon dress in a white and blue tie-dye style.  Putting her wet clothes in a bag provided by the store, she fixed her hair in their bathroom with the combs she kept in her purse, using the hand-dryer to dry her hair.

Smiling at herself in the mirror, she nodded.  That’s a lot better!  I don’t even need makeup to look cute, she thought with a wink.

Looking back at her tail and ears, she imagined them vanishing, and her human ears returning.  Humming with interest, she found a dazzling light surrounding them.  I’m bending light to make them invisible!  Everyone else won’t have a clue unless I release the illusion.

Demeanor changing, she felt her spirits rise as she left the bathroom, miasma fading.  Sora spent most of the morning in shops but didn’t find anything that snagged her interest.  She caught the faint scent of Aiden and Devin with several others that resembled Kari’s pack, but they were old.  Lunch quickly came, and she made her way to the Italian Restaurant.

Sora frowned as she stepped onto the street to spot a large crowd; her sharp eyes scanned the group to find a good portion of Kari’s gang.

Sniffing the air, she frowned.  All of them are human.  I guess with the higher leadership gone, they’re trying to pull together.

Ears pricked and scanning, she found the spokesperson and smiled.  Heather, trying to lead thirty-five girls.  I wonder what Kari would do to her?

Heather talked lowly to the girls that had rallied to her.  She sat in the middle with her boyfriend, who seemed to be enjoying the company.

Sniffing the air, Sora caught Fletcher’s scent and made her way toward him.  “Fletcher, I’d like a seat.”

Smiling as he recognized her, Fletcher nodded.  “Sora, you’ve become a regular customer!  The usual?”

“Yeah, that would be great and an extra portion, please,” she said, sitting in the seat he guided her to, taking care to properly position her tail.  Listening to the conversation outside, she hummed to herself while waiting; she knew some of the girls had spotted her.

Heather’s voice was heated as she spoke to the group, “Does anyone know what happened to Lori?  Why did Kari only bring some of the group?  Can anyone answer me?”

“Sorry, Heather,” Sarah whispered, “but they wouldn’t tell me.  They just said to go home.”

Brianna’s eager voice spoke up, “I heard it had something to do with Sora.  Olivia was swearing up and down about her.”

Heather sounded incredulous.  “Sora’s a beanpole.  What could she do to Lori?”

Another girl chimed in, “It might not have been Sora that hurt Lori … I think Tiffany said something about Devin and Kari’s brother.”

“But,” Brianna broke in, “I know I heard Oliva say Sora’s name.”

One of the other girls whispered in Sarah’s ear about Sora being inside the shop, making Sora giggle.  She thanked Fletcher for the water he brought.  “Oh, and a heads up, those girls out there don’t really like me.  They may come in and try to cause a scene, but don’t worry, okay.”

Fletcher looked slightly dazed as he listened to her.  “Yeah, no problem,” he said with a nod.  “I won’t worry.”  

Sora hummed as he left to serve another table.  Did I just do something to him?  I didn’t look into his eyes to hypnotize him.  Was it like the bowling alley guy?  It’s staying active this time, though.

Her thoughts shifted as the door opened to admit the group.  Sora crossed her legs as they began to surround her table, Heather standing up to face her.  “Sora!  What’s going on with Kari and Lori?”

Taking a sip of her water, Sora appraised the crowd, taking a deep breath.  All of them are nervous about confronting me, even with Heather’s boyfriend and a gang behind them.

She smiled as her ears picked up Fletcher, reassuring some of the staff as they gathered.  “Don’t worry about it, guys.  Sora said it would be fine.”

That’s pretty handy.

“Did you hear me, Freak!”  Heather said, slamming both hands on her table.

Sora’s hand darted out to stabilize her water.  “Careful, Heather.  You don’t need to be violent.  Why are you so nervous?”

Heather swallowed hard before looking at the girls around her.  “Nervous—why would I be nervous?”

Sora shrugged as she leaned back to appraise her.  “Beats me.  Why are you nervous?”  She felt threads connect to all the girls present, their emotions easily read.  “Oh, you don’t want to go home because your mom brought back another guy.  So sad, Heather.”

Heather’s face went scarlet.  “What—what are you talking about—that’s not true!”

Sora shook her head.  “No need to hide it, Heather.”  Examining the emotions of the group around them, she sighed, “Most of this group already suspected it.  I mean, Sarah did start the rumor; she’s feeling pretty guilty about it now.”

Heather’s eyes shifted to Sarah with disbelief.  “It was you?”

Sora took a sip of her water in the ensuing silence, eyebrows lifting as she watched the live-action drama.  Sarah was speechless.

“Was it?”  Heather asked.  Sora could feel her shields drop as her emotions became vulnerable.

Oh, this is going to hurt, and here it comes—queue the noisy attention seeker.

“It’s true,” Brianna eagerly interjected, taking a step away from Sarah as if in disgust.  “She told me about it.”

“She’s the only one I told, Heather.  I didn’t tell anyone else!  I swear!”  Sarah pleaded.

“Well, I didn’t tell anyone,” Brianna said with a huff.

Sora giggled.  “Right, tell the truth, Brianna.”

Brianna scoffed.  “Oh, okay, fine, yeah, it was me!  I mean, it was so funny.  Miss ‘perfect boyfriend’ and all.  Heather, the spotless.  I had to spread it around.”  She suddenly looked horrified.  “Wait—no, I-I didn’t.”  The group stepped away from Brianna as the customers began taking an interest in the conversation.  “Please—I don’t even know why I said that.”

Fletcher came bustling through, carrying Sora’s dish.  “Excuse me, pardon me.  Ah, here you go, Sora.”

Sora nodded.  “Thanks, Fletcher.”  Turning to Brianna as Fletcher returned to the back, she asked, “But is that really true, Brianna?”

Brianna’s face instantly became etched with contempt.  “Of course not.  I spread the rumors; I mean, I can’t stand her.”  She clamped her hands over her mouth, vision shooting to Sora.  “Stop it!”

Heather’s lower lips were trembling as she began to hyperventilate.  Her boyfriend showed sudden concern as he put a hand on her back.  “Hey, Heather, calm down, breathe!”

Sora cut a piece of her rabbit and took a bite as Sarah hugged herself defensively, staring at her.  “What are you doing, Sora?”

Swallowing, Sora hummed.  “I thought it would be obvious—I’m eating while watching a drama.”  Turning to Heather, Sora added, “Oh, spoilers, your boyfriend’s cheating on you with Tonia behind you … he thinks she kisses better.”

“You’re a monster,”  Tonia breathed in a fearful tone.

Sora nodded as she cut another piece of her rabbit.  “You know … I’ve been feeling more like a monster lately.  Thanks for noticing, but,” looking over at her, she huffed, “aren’t you really the monster?  Being a boyfriend thief and all.”

Looking up at Heather as she began to hiccup, Sora sighed.  “You’re getting a bit too worked up.  Relax.”  The group’s breath caught as Heather instantly calmed.

Popping another piece of rabbit into her mouth, Sora chewed and swallowed.  Turning to look at Heather again, she said, “Here’s a thought—go to the nearest supermarket and balance some eggs on your nose while rethinking how you should live your life.”  Everyone gasped as Heather started moving toward the door, several girls following, pleading for Heather to stop, her boyfriend close behind, spewing apologies.

The girls began to shift uncomfortably before a few started to leave but froze as Sora commanded.  “No, don’t leave.  I’m not done.”  Fear permeated the air.  “Don’t think about bullying anyone else, okay.”  Her eyes shifted to each girl as she leaned back in her chair, folding her arms.  “Everyone you’ve wronged, you’re going to go confess to and ask for their forgiveness.”

Humming lightly, Sora shook her head.  “I won’t tell you to do whatever they say … because there are probably some that would say, go die, and we can’t have that.”  Debating if there was anything else she wanted to add, she shook her head.  “You don’t have to go out of state or anything, just in the area—I think that’ll do.  Carry on.”

The group of girls quickly left, leaving the restaurant a buzz of low mutters.  Sora paid them no mind as she finished eating; she felt more alive than ever as emotional energy enveloped her.  Leaving with a hundred dollar tip, Sora made her way back to her penthouse.

This feeling is so intoxicating—the thrilling atmosphere of tension and chaos … but this isn’t me!

The thought only lasted a second before it vanished as she began skipping down the sidewalk, feeling every eye her aura attracted as she walked.  The sun’s enriching glow filled her with so much energy; she felt like she was going to explode.

Getting two blocks, she couldn’t take it anymore; dumping her sandals in her bag, she zipped it up and dashed into a sprint.  Turning into an alley, she threw her damp clothes into an open dumpster, leaped twenty feet to the roof, and raced along rooftops.

With the wind whipping past her hair and stimulating her ears, she could clearly distinguish between millions of different noises around her, easily associating them with their cause.  Countless smells sent shivers down her spine with vivid new clarity, and her skin felt alive as air rushed past her, energizing sunlight heating her skin.

Cheering, she made her way up to taller and taller buildings.  Leaping thirty feet at a time as she flew across town, she flipped around in random directions as she whipped her tail.

How can I feel this good?

Landing on a hotel balcony, she halted and realized something strange about her fingers.  “I have claws!”  She watched in disbelief as her fingernails extended and retracted on desire.  Her fingernails grew, toes pawing against the concrete flaking away as she slowed herself.  Smiling, she dug her nails in and leaned back.  The vibrating sensation of vertigo filling her stomach.

Releasing her grip, she fell back, using her tail to whip into a backflip; further extending her nails, she dug into the side of the balcony below, skidding down a few inches to a stop.  Readjusting her purse, she kicked off to fly back over the street, landing on a roof; she continued her run, eyes scanned everything as she leaped around the city.

Finally making it back to her hotel, she jumped up several balconies to her penthouse.  Dropping into the balcony sofa, she breathed heavily, relishing the rush she felt.  “This is crazy!  So, I’m a Nogitsune.  Does that mean Mom was a Nogitsune?  If so … does Dad know?  Why wouldn’t he tell me about this?  Maybe he thought it was insanity to believe in this kind of stuff—I mean, I can’t wrap my head around it, and it’s happening to me!”

Sighing, she suddenly felt tired.  Curling up on a sofa, she tucked her tail around her front and under her head, mind drifting with the sound of the sea.

 

* * *

 

Waking, Sora blinked blurrily and found it nighttime.  She stretched, feeling wide awake as she hopped to her feet and moved to the edge of the balcony, leaving her purse by the sofa.  Looking up at the sky and moon, she shivered with the energetic sensation filling her body, slightly different but just as powerful as the sun.

It’s like I just finished a full course meal.

Looking over at the spa, Sora smiled and imagined herself in the water.  She wasn’t surprised to find an image of herself appear; even the water rippled as if disrupted.  Shattering the illusion, the water shifted and now ran smoothly again.

I can make illusions that well, and that last until I dispel them!

Leaping up on the edge guard, she balanced dexterously on the beam.  Laughing giddily, she said, “It’s just as simple as standing on solid ground.  Is this how a cat moves around so elegantly?”

Nilly popped into her mind.  Yeah … Nilly is different, like me.  You also have that woman, Kari, and some of her gang, Aiden and Devin … even Eyia and Jin.  See, I’m not alone!

Kneeling, she looked over the dim ocean view, clearly seeing the people walking across the beach.  She pondered on her change.  She could smell like a bloodhound, hear with acute accuracy, her sense of taste was clearly enhanced, and her sight was vastly improved; even the wind against her skin felt crisp and new.

She sniffed the air again before a hum rumbled in her throat.  “I can smell some kind of difference between monsters and humans … Does that mean I’m no longer human?”  A frown creased her lips.  “If Nogitsune, Nekomata, Ogres, Orcs, and Fenris Wolves are real … does that mean other monsters are real too?”  Sighing, she shook her head.  “One problem at a time, Sora … one problem at a time.”

Flipping her tail around, Sora twisted it in a circle; a red trail of energy flew out.

That wasn’t fire … electricity?  No, that was more like light.

Flicking it around again, the red light returned.  Picking up the rhythm, she flicked her tail out, and a brilliant spray of red lights shot into the distance and quickly faded.

It’s like a light show or flares!

Thinking about lightning, she whipped her tail around as reddish electricity crackled around her fur; the energy left her hair bristly and feeling uncomfortable as it crackled across the air.  Cutting the electricity off, she thought about foxfire and twisted her tail over the railing.  A flick of red fire blazed across the sky and died.  Yes … I’m a monster.

Shrugging with a smile, she flicked her tail around in circles bobbing back and forth on the railing, laughing as red lights danced across the sky.  Getting bored, she dashed inside and moved into her bathroom.  Turning on the mounted tablet and opening Spotify, she flipped to the Pop Rock station.

Nodding her head from side to side, she considered the mirror and began imagining herself looking different; green hair, blue, blonde, black.  She played with illusions for a good hour, laughing at all the strange contortions she created.  Giggling as she imagined herself having nine tails, she watched the illusion manifest; she could tell what was an illusion and what wasn’t, which took a little fun out of the experience.

Humming to herself, she raced back down the hall to the balcony and, without hesitation, jumped.  Laughing as she flew across the sky, she felt time almost slow as she neared the ground.  Landing with both feet, she dove sideward, flying over the street and onto the nearby shoreline, sand kicking up all around her as she skipped to a stop.

Breathing heavily, she grinned, heart pounding.  “Why’d I do that?  Man, but what a rush!”  Ignoring the wide-eyed looks she received, she hopped back up the bank and walked to the sidewalk to stroll the streets.  Playing pranks with illusions and shocking people with dazzling displays of red light, Sora continued her nighttime run.

            


B1 — 16. Four Days; Angel or Trickster?


                Sora continued through the night; scaring people with hideous phantasmal monsters to legendary creatures of wonder, she played with Miami Beach’s nightlife citizens and tourists.  To some, she switched signs around, to others entire streets, to one couple she made them think they’d disappeared into a fantasy world.  The experience, emotion, and expressions gave her an exhilarating thrill.

Slowly Sora made her way through Miami Beach to Venetian Causeway.  Walking across the bridge, she stopped halfway and looked down at the water and docks as the sharp, cold breeze blew her hair and dress back.  The chill didn’t bother her; it was no different than the knowledge of it being cold while looking through the windows of a warm house.  What am I doing?  Sucking in her lips, she breathed deeply, smelling the host of ocean scents.

Hopping down to the docks, she noticed a few people fishing out of sight from the roadway; they were dressed warmly.  Normally, I wouldn’t even consider it, but I want to talk to someone.

Approaching them, she was surprised they didn’t notice her until she dropped beside a man.  “Whoa!  Girl, you scared me.”  He took a calming breath, a few of the other fishers jumping too, shifting as they returned to their business.

Sora hummed as she examined the underbelly of the bridge, studying each of their emotions.  Homeless, trying to get something to eat without fishing licenses, they’re pretty tense … Seems like they’re new in town.

The man next to her glanced sidelong with concern; he wore a warm jacket and gloves, with blue jeans and boots.  He was Caucasian; a beanie covered his hair, and he had the beginnings of a dark beard growing.  His brown eyes were clear to Sora in the darkness, and she knew he was worried about her being alone on the docks.

Clearing his throat, he said, “Hi, my name’s Dutch.  Not that it’s my business, but what are you doing here all alone—it’s pretty late.”  Noting her dress, he shivered.  “You’ll catch a cold dressed like that and barefoot … have anywhere to go?”

Sora was silent as she continued analyzing their emotions.  They’re good guys.  The man behind her was trying to figure out how to give her his jacket, while the man next to him was working up the courage to light a fire for her, even though it could expose them to the police.

Both men were dark-skinned.  Through their emotions, Sora could tell they were close.  The man that wanted to light a fire cleared his throat.  “I’m kind of cold.  You guys?  Why don’t we light that wood Jeremy got?”  From his emotional shifts, Sora knew the man that wanted to give his jacket to her was Jeremy.

Jeremy nodded and mounted his fishing pole before getting up.  “Yeah, this wind is freezing my … uh, it’s cold,” he said while shivering and glancing over at Sora.  “Joe, you got the lighting fluid?  Isn’t it supposed to be warm in Miami?”

Joe breathed through his teeth.  “No, couldn’t get any today.  You, Dutch?”

Brow creasing, Dutch shook his head as he mounted his pole.  “We’ve managed without.”

Sora looked down at the dark water before gazing across the endless ocean, bare feet lightly kicking out.  The view was interesting in the dark with her enhanced vision.  Not as bright as in the sun, but the moon gave the water a strange, mysterious sheen that played on her mind.  They’re willing to risk getting caught to help me.  They think I ran away from home … which is kind of true.  I bet Ron’s worried sick; I haven’t seen any of the staff for a bit.  I’m likely to get a tongue lashing when I head home.

Getting to her feet, Sora noted the steel drum that had paper and wood stuffed inside by the wall.  Sora lit her tail with foxfire, masking it from sight with illusions; she flicked it; the fire flared into an arc and slammed into the barrel.  A burst of fire expelled from the barrel’s top, the sound making the men jump.

“What was that?”  Dutch cried out, shifting nervously as he stared up at the bridge.

Erasing the illusion to the men, they stared at the barrel in shock and fright.  Jeremy patted Joe on the back.  “Hey, Joe.  Did that barrel just spontaneously combust?”

Joe shook his head.  “I guess.  I didn’t see anything, you?”  Both Dutch and Jeremy shook their heads as Sora walked next to it and held her fingers out to show them it was fine, tail and ears hidden behind illusions.  They looked at each other questioningly but soon joined her.

Shifting uncomfortably, Dutch asked, “So, what’s your name?”

“Sora,” she responded softly.

“That’s a nice name,” Joe stated while rubbing his hands together.

Jeremy cleared his throat.  “So, got a destination?”

Sora shook her head.  “No, I’m not running away from home, I … just needed to figure some things out.”

They all nodded.  “Been there,” Dutch muttered.  Sora could feel their search for meaning and purpose that seemed to have brought the three together.

Jeremy unzipped his jacket and handed it to her.  “Here, and don’t say no.  I’d kill any man who didn’t give a jacket to a girl dressed like you in this chill.  Cold as the arctic!  Didn’t expect Miami to have wind like this...”

Taking it with a smile, she wrapped it around her shoulders.  Looking at the brooding features of the three as they each tried to figure out what to say next to help her, she giggled.

An unsure smile lit each of their faces.  “What’s up?”  Joe asked.

“You’re all so connected.  I can feel the hardships the three of you have suffered together—it’s nice being able to feel that kind of—love,” Sora said as she looked up into the sky.

They sighed as they looked at each other, emotions troubled.  “I’m sure there are people that love you, Sora.”

Sora nodded.  “There are … I just can’t share what you have with anyone my age … not without getting them in trouble.”

Joe breathed a heavy breath.  “I feel you.  When I was your age, all I had was a gang family and—they weren’t much of a family.  They almost got me locked up several times, but I just wanted somewhere to belong—then I met Jeremy and then Dutch.”  He smiled at his friends.  “Been a family since.”

Nodding, Sora smiled at Jeremy as he tried to hide his shivers.  Taking the coat off, she handed it back to him.  “I’m really not cold, as hard as that may seem to believe.”  Thoughts turning to Wendy and all the pain she had to go through with her mother, she sighed.  Maybe I could talk to Wendy about this … but would that be putting too much of a burden on her?  Setting the coat beside the barrel as Jeremy stubbornly refused, she walked back to the dock edge and began scanning with her ears, focusing them toward the water.

The three looked at her with concern.  “You should come back by the fire, Sora.”  Dutch urged.

Finding what she was looking for, Sora pointed at a spot in the water.  “Dutch, can you cast your rod there?  That’s where the largest school of fish are right now.”

“Um, alright...”  Dutch said hesitantly.  Moving to his pole, he reeled it in and cast it at the spot she pointed.  They waited for a few minutes before Dutch tensed.  “I got one!”

“What!?”  Joe and Jeremy shouted in unison.

They rushed over to Dutch as he fought to reel it in.  “It’s a fighter!”

“Watch the line,” Joe warned with excitement, “we don’t want it to snap!”

Smiling warmly, Sora turned around and jumped thirty feet over the water, claws digging into the bridge side; she launched up to toss her legs over the rails, landing on the sidewalk.  Leaning against the guard, she listened.

“I got it!  Get the box!”  Dutch said.

“That’s huge!”  Joe laughed as he rustled around, grabbing the box to put it in.  “Got it!”

“Hey, guys,” Jeremy asked, “where did Sora go?”

“I don’t see her anywhere…”  Joe trailed off.

They all dropped down by the flaming barrel with a huff.

Dutch’s voice became choked.  “Do you think—was she an angel?”

Joe’s voice was strained.  “I don’t know—but we haven’t eaten in days, and we’ve been praying.”

“An angel that was trying to figure some things out, though—not feeling loved by those her age—and like—taking a break from heaven?”  Jeremy questioned.

Dutch cleared his throat.  “I guess even heaven has its problems.”

Joe breathed, trying to collect himself.  “Sora, whoever you are or wherever you are … thank you,” he said, half in tears, with Dutch and Jeremy expressing their gratitude, too.

Sora looked across the road to the sea.  How can I play tricks on people so casually and then have this urge to help people … my thoughts of Wendy?  What am I turning into?  

Continuing her stroll, she came to the edge of Dodge Island.  I’ve walked further from home than I ever have.  Sora froze as a familiar odor caught her attention.  Double-checking, she confirmed the scent.  “Aiden is nearby—I guess this is a good enough time to see if he really is Kari’s brother.”

Following the trail, she found herself at a cemetery, and to her surprise, her sharp eyes caught a light dazzling in the distance.  Leaping over the fence in a single bound, she walked toward the strange multicolored glow.  Ducking around trees, she stealthily made her way to the source; Aiden’s scent grew stronger with every step.

Jumping into a tree, she began making her way from tree to tree with light bounds.  Sora wrapped herself with illusions to be invisible.  Silently landing on a sturdy branch, she peered across a ten-meter space to where Aiden sat.

The entire area was lit like a bonfire.  The light was coming from something on a grave in front of him, from what Sora could see.  Ears twitching, she listened intently.  I know he’s not human.  I don’t know what he is, but I know what he’s not, and he smells nothing like Kari.  Listening to him talk to himself, she waited.

“Hey—I remembered your birthday.  A dozen roses for twelve years old—or what you—would have been.  But … I just came to talk for a while.  I have some things...”  Aiden let a bitter chuckle carry on the wind.  “Tiri—I know this isn’t your grave, just some shell that I purchased, but—it’s hard.  You know … I guess,well, I’d do it all different if I could … but all I have are my feathers—these stupid feathers that cage me—and they can’t help make amends,” his voice cracked.

Starting to feel unconformable, Sora shifted nervously.  Why’d I even come over here?  Just because I’m curious?  He’s having a private talk with a dead loved one … it’s not something I should intrude on.  Sora’s ears shot up, and her hair bristled at his following statement.

“Kari’s been going through a rough time lately.  Maybe if you were here, things would be different … then again, maybe they wouldn’t.”  Is Aiden Kari’s brother?

“I’m not so blind to think that heaven’s gates will open for me.  If anyone would get into heaven, it’s you … if it’s real.”  Sora’s focused hearing could distinguish Aiden’s hard swallow.  “Just look how pathetic I’ve become … crawling on all fours and reaching for you … as if you can save me.

“These four walls are closing in on us, and it terrifies me.  Kari’s on her last leg, there’s going to be a confrontation soon, and I don’t need a sign to know how that will end—I want her to be safe, but she’s so stubborn.  All I seem to do is fall with broken wings, and this city has no love for me.  All I see is smog that clouds…”  he sighed, “that clouds what direction should I take...

“One of the girls Kari protects—she got hurt today … pretty bad, and it’s really tearing her up.  She’s petrified; if another one of her girls gets hurt like Jenny—I’m afraid she’ll snap.  She still doesn’t even know what happened to Jenny, and I know it’s killing her.”

A heartbroken sob escaped Aiden’s throat.  “I can’t say goodbye yet.  You drifted away as I broke in two.  You believed in me … I told you it would be fine, but I couldn’t stop it.”  Sora stiffened in shock as he started shimmering, and rainbow-colored lights began dancing around the area as tears fell from Aiden’s eyes.  “My hesitation caused all this pain … a simple word, and I couldn’t say it.”

Sora felt something strange pass through her, an emotional surge that sent shivers up her spine and prickled her skin.  A dull knife dug into the side of her heart, and a burning sensation ate at her body.  A torrent of self-disgust washed over her consciousness in such a wave that it made her lose balance and fall, illusions unraveling.

I’m better off dead…

Before hitting the ground, a face crossed her mind, the image of a cute eight-year-old girl with long brown hair.

She yelped, causing Aiden to jump and look back.  Sora didn’t know what to do; she felt boxed in, trapped inside.  The world was closing in on her, and there was nowhere to hide.

Wiping away at his cheeks, Aiden tried smiling.  “The Nogitsune that almost got me killed is now spying on me … Sora, was it?”  He frowned, brow furrowing when Sora didn’t answer, tears streaming down her cheeks.  “Ah—I see.  It’s not very smart to link emotions to someone as emotionally sick as me.  It can quite literally kill you, but you seem stronger than I first thought.”

Sora’s quaking fingers lifted to her chest as her heart pounded against her ribcage.  Swallowing, she asked, “That’s how you feel?  That’s horrible.”  She couldn’t hear the screams that echoed around the air but felt them pressing in, an internal war that dwarfed her emotional struggles.

Closing his eyes, Aiden sighed, feeling the cool night breeze.  “Follow me.”

Sora shakily got to her feet and nodded while rubbing her tears away.  She reapplied her illusions to her ears and tail.  Easing back her tether, his feelings faded away, and she looked at the grave. It was unmarked, and a multicolored feather rested on it, shining more brilliantly than her foxfire.

Walking with Aiden, he guided them to a bench.  Sinking heavily into it, Aiden offered her the other side.  Sitting, Sora waited.

“So, how did you happen across me?” Aiden asked, looking across the dark graveyard with a passive gaze.

“I was … just on a walk.  I caught your scent and got a little—curious…”  Sora cut off.

“I see, and why did you decide to probe my emotions?”

Sora’s face flushed at the word, and she started playing with her dress.  “I-I’m new to my abilities.  I actually just learned I’m a Nogitsune from Devin’s statement, and—I’m still getting used to it.”

Aiden hummed lowly.  “That’s an odd story.  From everything I know, Nogitsune learn about their abilities very slowly as they turn into humans.”  He glanced at her.  “You’re hiding your ears and tails with illusions—that’s unusual.”

“How so?”  Sora asked.

“Nogitsune shouldn’t be able to bend light—usually you could only do that if you were made into a Kitsune, having your abilities unlocked by Inari or by being a Húli Jīng.  You don’t have white as a sign of Inari, and you don’t have black hair, the sign of being a Húli Jīng.  How did you skip that process?”

A bit confused by his statement, Sora hesitated.  “I—don’t know.  I’ve always been a human—not a fox—at least as far as I know, I have,” Sora said tentatively.

“Oh,” Aiden expressed dully, “I’ve never heard of a Nogitsune born in human form … unless you possessed a pregnant mother before birth.”

Sora’s face went white.  “Did—could I have?  I was told that my mother died in labor.  What if I … d-did I have something to do with it?  Being a Nogitsune?”

Aiden shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I wasn’t there.  From what I know of Nogitsune, they’re always born as part-spiritual part-corporal fox pups and slowly develop their shapeshifting abilities.  I’ve never heard of a human turning into a Nogitsune, not even if you possessed a human.  If you took over a baby’s body, then you couldn’t use any of your abilities; you’d be like a normal human.  Yet, you have a tail and ears, as any normal Nogitsune would develop through shapeshifting.”  Aiden shrugged, still looking into the darkness with a hollow expression.

Sora clutched at her chest as pain gripped her heart, tears coming to her eyes.  “Did I—kill...”

She jumped as Aiden’s hand rested on her shoulder.  Looking up, she found warm, tormented green eyes.  “Honestly … I doubt that’s the answer.  If you possessed a human, even a baby, you couldn’t have altered its physiology that much—not unless you had at least six tails.  If that were the case, you’d have six tails right now, not one.  At least, I think that’s how it works—I’m no expert.  As far as I can tell … you’re unique.  And keep those emotions out of your heart.  Strong emotions like being caged and self-hatred can kill Vulpes, given time.”

Wiping away at her eyes, she smiled.  “I see—I’m just unique.”  Is this really Kari’s brother?  I got the impression that he was a horrible person from her.  Maybe I don’t know Kari’s story.  When did I even start thinking I did?

Softly muttering, Sora asked, “If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand, but when I was … feeling your emotions.  I saw—I saw a little girl with brown hair.”

Aiden swallowed, voice hoarse.  “Yeah … her name is—was—Tiri.  She was a very special person to me and—things happened—things I could have stopped.”

Sora didn’t know why, but she felt an instinctual compulsion to continue.  Idiot!  Stop it!  Don’t ask!  “She’s related to Kari in some way?”

Aiden’s vision sunk, and his body sagged.  “You do know Kari … then you must be the troublesome fox she’s always talking about.”  Sora kept silent, and Aiden sighed forcefully.  “Yes … Tiri was Kari’s younger sister, and I’m their adopted brother.”  Sniffing, he rose.  “I think I’m going to retire for the night.  Goodbye, Sora, I’m sorry if you were the victim in any of Kari’s vents.  Goodnight.”

Sora watched Aiden leave without a word.  Why did I ask such a painful question when I told myself not to?  Again, I did something I don’t like!  I did confirm their relationship, though—adopted brother.  He said Tiri was Kari’s younger sister—so she has siblings.  He’s adopted, which means he’s not a Fenris Wolf.  He smells … strange, like energy … I don’t exactly know how to describe the smell, but that’s the first thing that comes to mind.

Frowning, Sora walked back to Tiri’s grave.  The brilliant feather had faded and now only kept a dim sheen.  Examining it, she pursed her lips.  It’s a reasonably large feather, like something the size of an eagle.

Reaching out her left hand, she caressed the feather’s edge and hummed as the sheen shot into her fingers.  It didn’t feel bad, just warm.  A warmth she’d just recently felt; she knew that it was an emotion, love.  Did I just absorb emotional energy?

She sighed in disgust.  “Fantastic.  I’m a blunt girl that spies on people’s emotions and grave robs feelings.”  Flipping her tail to the side with annoyance, she dropped to her back and stared up at the welcoming sky.  “Am I good or bad?”

Continuing to consider the starless night, she let her eyes glaze.  The sky filled her with energy, revitalized, and helped her internal struggle.  “Is it right to let all these things I’m doing slide, to just go with the flow of events?”  She shook her head.  “I don’t know … I just don’t feel that bad … which also isn’t right.”

Lying still for a few minutes, she finally rose and made her way back to her hotel,  playing a few weak tricks on some nighttime strollers along the way.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    ^_^7 You are all awesome!



                



B1 — 17. Four Days; Am I A Monster?


                Scaling her hotel’s balconies, Sora landed back in her penthouse and went inside to plop into a couch.  Scratching the base of her right ear, she growled in frustration.  “Three years, I’ve been doing everything I could think of to get away from Kari.  I hated and feared her and everyone in her pack.  Now … I don’t really care, everything they’ve done, all the horrible things.  I just … don’t care.”

Sliding to her back, she stared up at the ceiling, flicking her tail back and forth in the air.  “I’ve searched for a direction to run, for something—anything to get away.  Now … nothing bothers me; I just feel like … living.  Not planning, but living in the present—the moment.”

Biting her lower lip, Sora hummed deep in her throat.  “But is that really alright?  It’s just not me.  I mean … I’ve been skipping school lately … which isn’t that big of a deal.  I’m ahead of most students anyways.  I’m not afraid of Kari anymore, and after hearing what Aiden said … I’m not exactly sad either.  I just don’t care.  I don’t understand how I can just wash away feelings like this—it’s scary—mm, but I feel fine?”

Licking her lips, she pursed them to the right.  This has to be part of my transformation.  I haven’t felt any physical changes since yesterday.  Has that stage stopped, and now it’s all emotional?  Nilly said that nine is an important number for foxes, and it did start nine days before my birthday.  So, in correlation … I’ll change somehow further in the next four days.

Jumping off the couch, she moved to the balcony and spread her arms wide as she walked to an open section, the sky filling her with energy.  For some reason, the sky gives me a warm sensation … actually, not even that, it’s more energizing—full … satisfied?  Another effect of a fox spirit … but I’m not a spirit?  What is a spirit?

Tilting her head and glaring down at the beach, Sora’s arms rested on the guard, the back of her hands supporting her chin as she slid into partial splits.  Aiden was confused too.  Obviously, that’s an important clue to my enhanced fox abilities and possibly my transformation.  Yet, only Nilly commented on the nine days?

Stopping in thought, she mumbled.  “No, Jin was pondering something when I told her.  Does she know something?”

She felt alone while following a few boats in the distance with her eyes; she wanted to talk to someone about her crazy life.  It’s Saturday … Wendy should still be up … her mom, though…

Taking a deep breath to relieve some tension, she closed her eyes, trying to shut out the world.  I do need someone to talk to.  Monday’s too far away to meet with Mary, and I don’t feel like calling her either … I just need to speak with someone about this … No, I want to talk to Wendy.

Resolving herself, Sora opened her eyes and turned back to stare at the front room door.  I could have a staff member drive me there … I don’t want to deal with Ron’s questions, though…

Deciding it would be quicker to run there anyway, she hopped down the balconies of her hotel and ran across the rooftops, cloaking herself with illusions.

She made her way to Normandy Island, branching to 72nd Street, before reaching Wendy’s apartment on Rue Granville.  Wendy’s mom rented a two-bedroom, one-bathroom apartment.  She lived on the right side of the second floor, just as you went up the stairs.  

Sora noted a few boys hanging out near a car with an open hood in the parking lot when she neared.  With her illusions active, they didn’t even glance her way as she went up the stairs.  Taking a deep breath, she knocked on the door and released all her illusions, except for her tail and ears.

Please, let me in…

The air in her lungs froze as she heard and felt footsteps coming to the door, her ears twitching nervously.  A slightly obese brown-haired woman in her forties opened the door; Sora’s eyes were instantly drawn to the coconut rum bottle in her right hand as she leaned against the door frame.

She didn’t seem to be too drunk because her speech seemed normal, but Sora smelled the alcohol on her breath.   “Well, if it isn’t Sora,” she stated dully.

Sora cleared her throat.  I should probably go with Ms. Elise instead of Jane.  “Ehm, hi, Ms. Elise.  Is Wendy home?”

“Yeah,” she stated.

The silence stretched for a few seconds, making Sora swallow uncomfortably under the woman’s cold glare.  “Can—can I see her?”

Making a popping sound with her tongue, Jane hummed.  “Well—Wendy has an early job tomorrow.  She’s getting ready for bed.”

Sora sucked on her lower lip for a moment, staring at the wall.  Does Wendy have another job besides working as a school janitor?  Just how much free time does her mom give her?  It just doesn’t seem fair.

“So, I think you’d better come back another time,” Jane said as she began to close the door.

I tried it the easy way.  “Stop,” Sora commanded.  Jane’s muscles tensed as the door came to a halt, halfway closed.  “Let me in.”  The door opened to show Jane’s confused face.

“Come in,” Jane gestured, clearly shocked at her own words.

Walking inside, Sora saw the bathroom light on and heard a blow dryer running.  She must have taken a shower before bed.

Sora apprehensively turned to the woman.  “Go sit down at the table … quietly.”

Jane complied, looking a little scared.  She set the bottle of rum on the table, fingers white and shaking.

Closing the door, Sora went to sit across from her and crossed her legs, feeling more in control.  “You don’t have to be scared.  Act a little more courteously towards me, and you can speak freely.”

Jane swallowed hard, showing confusion.  “What … what are you doing to me?”

Sora leaned back and hummed thoughtfully.  “Honestly, I don’t know.  If I want someone to do something, then I can make them do it.  Another interesting thing I can do is feel your emotions.”  Applying an emotional tether to Jane, she sighed.  “Which is how I know you hate me, literally hate me.  Why?  Why can’t Wendy be my friend?”

Jane’s features creased in a manner that said she didn’t want to speak but spoke nonetheless.  “You’re rich.  You don’t have to worry about anything.  You’re a terrible influence on my daughter—giving her unrealistic expectations, you were teaching her things she’ll never be able to experience once she grew up—something I never experienced.  She went on vacations with you to Tahiti while I’m stuck working a nine-to-five every day.

“You live in a penthouse with a private five-star restaurant; you don’t even have to go out to eat or even attend school if you really wanted to.  Any problems you have fixed with a snap of your solid diamond wand—staff on call to your every whim.  Privacy and protection, there’s nothing you don’t have, and I want that, and if I can’t have it, my daughter can’t.  She’ll know what it’s like to live in this rotten world.”

“That’s enough,” Sora said with disdain, making Jane snap her mouth shut.  Biting at the skin on her lip, Sora felt a little heated.  “You have no idea—my life is anything but perfect.”

Sora could feel Jane’s sneering disbelief hit her like a truck; the spiteful and envious woman’s emotions told her everything.  It actually hurt in her chest, and she had to fight back tears.  I don’t want someone … Do other people feel this way about me at school?  It’s suffocating.

A shocking revelation hit her as Wendy came out of the bathroom that made her cut the emotional link with Jane, her skin crawling.

Wendy seemed stunned as she saw Sora at the table with her mother.  “Sora?  Why are you here this late?”

Sora couldn’t answer as she stared at Jane in disbelief.  How can a mother hate their child this much?  Why … why does Jane hate—despise her daughter?  No … I know why, but how—how can she envy her youth and want to take that away from her?  She wants to make Wendy’s life … I dreamed of having a loving mother, but this … this is just wrong.

“Yes,” Jane asked politely, but Sora knew the emotions underneath.  “Why are you here this late?”

Clearing her throat and regaining control of her emotions, Sora licked her lips, vision shifting from Wendy to Jane.  Making up her mind with a heavy sigh, Sora asked, “Could I have a private talk with Wendy?”

“Oh, but I’d really love to sit and chat with you girls,” Jane stated, eyes burning.

Sora’s jaw locked for a moment in frustration.  She added a little more force to her voice while trying to remain calm.  “I would like to talk with Wendy alone.  I’m sure you’ll agree.”

Jane’s face showed anything but agreement.  Her voice didn’t show the emotions she was expressing, which made Wendy’s face go white.  “Of course.  You girls have a wonderful talk—in private.  I’ll go outside, where I can’t listen.”

“Thank you,” Sora sighed heavily, “it would be best if you stayed close enough so I can find you when we are finished.”

“Your … wish i-is my … command,” she politely breathed, but with significant pauses.  She made Wendy flinch as she slapped the door on her way out, making the walls shake.

Sora rested her elbows on the table and cupped her cheeks, massaging between her eyes.  “I’m really sorry about that.”

“Wh-What happened to my mom?”  Wendy asked, sheet white as she stared at the door, rubbing her shoulder nervously.

“You might want to take a seat,” Sora advised, leaning back.

Nodding, Wendy moved to sit across from Sora, taking her mother’s seat.

Sora stood and walked a little ways from the table.  “I—umm, I guess the best way is to rip the band-aid off.”  She released her illusions on her ears and tail.

Wendy’s eyes came together in question and then opened with shock.  “You—where—did you just magically gain a tail and ears?”

“Actually,” Sora shrugged with a nod, “yes.”

“You’re serious?”  Wendy questioned tentatively.

“I guess seeing is believing.”  Sora applied the illusion and removed it several times.  “They aren’t actually disappearing, but I’m making illusions, so it looks that way.  I can even be completely invisible, see?”  she stated, vanishing from Wendy’s eyes.

Breathing out a long breath, Wendy ran a hand through her hair.  “I—how?”

“I’m a Nogitsune—surprise,” she said with a forced smile.

“What’s a Nogitsune?”

Releasing all the illusions, Sora retook her seat.  “In other words, I’m turning into a fox monster spirit thing … It started on the ninth day before my birthday—when all my hair spontaneously grew back—and has been getting worse every night.”

Wendy took a deep breath, taking a moment to process her words, eyes flipping between her tail and ears.

“You can touch them if you want to make sure … They are real.”

Getting up, Wendy slowly inched forward and poked at her ear, making it twitch.  Sora brought up her tail for her to stroke and hold.  “It’s so soft,” Wendy whispered.

“It keeps my hands warm at night,” Sora noted with a light laugh.

Nodding, Wendy moved to sit back down, dropping heavily in the chair.  “So, you have magic powers then?”

Sora nodded.  “I guess you could call it that.”  Deciding not to tell her about Kari and any other monster she’d met recently, she explained her powers.  “So far, I can shoot fire, electricity, and light out of my tail, make realistic illusions, hypnotize people, link emotions—understanding someone’s feelings—even force feelings it seems to some extent, and, uh, brainwash I think to a certain extent.  I can also feed people illusions, like make their mind think something is there when it’s not, not just visual illusions with light.”

Wendy’s coloring face whitened again.  “Did you—to my mom?”

Sucking on the corner of her lip for a moment, Sora averted eye contact.  “I guess, um, yeah, I did … she wasn’t going to let me in, and I really wanted to talk to you about this.”

“Will she be okay?”  Wendy asked with genuine concern in her voice.

“So far everyone’s gone back to normal once I tell them they’re free.  It seems like there are different levels to my … brainwashing...”

That isn’t a really flattering word … I need to come up with something a little softer sounding.

“Your mom really hates me … like, really hates me…”

I can’t tell her her mom’s real feelings about her … I couldn’t handle it if I found out my mom felt that way about me.

“You also linked emotions with my mom?”  Wendy softly asked.  Sora’s vision shifted to Wendy with concern at her tone.  “Are you doing any of that with me?”

“No,” Sora quickly replied.  “I wouldn’t do that to you.”

Wendy looked at the floor, rubbing her shoulder again.  “This is—a lot to take in.  I don’t know how I feel about it…”

Sora was about to suggest that she could read her emotions and tell her what they were but stopped as she realized what Wendy was really saying.  She doesn’t want to hurt me, she’s scared of me … or maybe she’s afraid of how I’ll respond.

Trying to put on a convincing smile, Sora nodded.  “I get it; you’ll need time to process this.  I mean, finding out monsters are real … not that I’m a monster—just turning into one…”  She trailed off while staring down at the table.  “I’ll go—give you some time to think.  Call me when you—when your mind clears.  I know this is a lot to dump on your plate.”

She got up and started walking to the door but hesitated as Wendy asked, “My mom, she’ll…”

Swallowing nervously, Sora tried showing a reassuring smile.  “I’ll tell her she’s free.”

Leaving through the door while applying her illusions, she took one last look at Wendy before closing it; she looked unquieted.  Feeling disheartened, Sora looked across the second-story railing to find Jane leaning against it, drinking from the bottle.

“Finished with my daughter?”  Jane asked, sniffing sharply before taking another swig.  “Hmh—what are you?”  she wondered, scratching above her eye.

“Don’t worry about it—eh, after I leave, go back to normal, but don’t punish your daughter.  You hear me?”  Sora asked with dark feelings touching her tone.

“Yup,” Jane stated, mocking a salute.  “If I were able, I’d call someone a monster, but that’s not polite. So, I’ll wish you a lovely ride home, and I hope a car doesn’t hit you, or you get kidnapped, but that can’t happen because you’d just tell them to kill themselves, right?”

Sora’s nose was twisted with disgust.  “You gave birth to Wendy … how can a mother feel that way … know what, I don’t want to know.  Just don’t punish or harm Wendy, and you can do whatever you want.”

Jane clicked her tongue with an uplifted expression.  “And look at that.  I can now call you a monster—a freak—the devil…”

Sora left as she began shrieking curses after her.  Wendy’s scared of me … she has a right to be, though…

Sora backtracked her steps to her apartment, slowly this time.  Leaping up her hotel’s balconies, she went up to her room with hollow eyes.  It’s obvious I’m not human anymore … if I ever really was, and real monsters have called me a Nogitsune.  It’s the only clue I have, yet am I actually a full-blooded monster, or am I transforming into one for another reason?  Nothing online was very helpful; sure, it said I had some abilities, but nothing was consistent with my transformation.

Eyes flicking to her computer, she took it to her bed and opened a browser, typing: sixteen, Nogitsune.  The results showed nothing related to answer her queries.

Thinking again, she typed in: Nogitsune, nine days.

She growled as no information popped up.  “Why isn’t the internet helping!”  she seethed while pressing her fingers against her brow.  “If you don’t know something, then the internet will teach you, but it’s been all but useless!”

Puffing out a breath of air, she leaned back.  “Well … I guess it doesn’t matter.  Most of what I’ve read just doesn’t add up, but some things seem true.  So, I guess not everything is false, but what can I believe?”

Her negative emotions sporadically faded.

Grinning, she leaned back.  “I guess trial and error is the only path for me.  Is being a Nogitsune really that bad?  It seems pretty fun so far; maybe I should just stop resisting and go with my instincts.  Wendy was just shocked about it; I mean, how can I blame her for being a little scared?  I’m scared!” she laughed.

Closing her laptop, she stretched and flicked her tail around to stroke it.  The feeling left a warm sensation tingling up its length to her spine.  “Yes, I think I’ll get clear answers from dad when he gets back.  ‘Till then, I’ll just go where I end up.”

Yawning, she stretched again and walked to her room.  “Come to think of it; I’ve been wearing these clothes for way too long.”

Shedding the attire, she got new garments and put on nightwear.  She glared at the light starting to sheen through the polarized windows.  “Welcome Sunday—goodnight Sunday!”

She hummed with a grin as she leaped onto her welcoming bed.  Snuggling into her blankets, she relaxed on her side with her tail resting beside her head, atop the pillow.

She quickly slipped into fantastic dreams that continued to flitter to and fro.  New adventures continually opened up before her, with new characters joining her.

            


B1 — 18. Two Days; Overwhelmed


                Sora’s eyes snapped open as she heard the elevator doors open. She stretched out with a blissful sigh as her tail wiggled under the sheets. Sitting up, she threw out her arms, feeling the burn in her back. Scratching at her ears, she hummed with pleasure as tingles shot to her brain. She frowned while opening her eyes, quickly adjusted to the blackness.

She followed the footsteps of someone walking upstairs and to the door. Rubbing her neck, Sora yawned. I slept through the day.

Knocking sounded down the hall, followed by Ron yelling, “Sora, are you home?”

Twisting side to side, she hopped out of bed and lifted the back of her heels to put weight on her toes. Bending down and up, she did a front flip and landed neatly on her toes.

Smiling, she glanced at the clock. Nine P.M. Monday … There’s a whole day gone again. At least there wasn’t any pain.

Calling back down the hall, Sora yelled, “Yeah, I’m home. Let me get ready, and I’ll come down.”

Her bed shook as she dropped back, staring up at the ceiling, tail swishing above her. I was using my abilities a lot on Saturday; maybe that’s why I slept through the day.

Shrugging, she walked to her bathroom and threw off her nightwear, shooting them across the room into the laundry chute with expert skill. Flipping on Spotify, she switched to Imagine Dragons station.

Going to the mirror, she studied her on-end hair, bobbing her head back and forth. “I guess even Nogitsune get untamed hair in the mornings.”

Sora turned on all the showerheads, watching the water spill in interest; she could distinguish drops of water splashing against the tile in fine detail. Growing bored, she stepped into the hot water and began washing, taking care of her ears and tail. She laughed as her tail flung water around the shower, sending orange-colored lights in circles that reflected off the water and walls.

Finishing, she patted herself dry and began taking care of her skin and hair, leaving out makeup altogether. She completed her daily maintenance, pulling her hair into a high ponytail. Doing a final check, she frowned and lifted her tail over her head, momentarily bobbing her ponytail back and forth with it.

Examining its length with narrowed eyes. “Hmm, I know it was a little shorter when I went to bed.”

She could now touch her ears with the tip. The action sent a tickling sensation through her skull, making her press her ears down with a giggle. Pushing it out of her mind, she swept her tail back and forth, feeling the moist air passing over it. Done, she walked back to her room and looked at the different clothing at her disposal, not bothering to turn on the light.

Letting a rumble escape her throat, Sora sighed in disgust. “Ack, with my new tail, a lot of my attire is completely useless. I need to get them changed to fit me, and I’d probably mutilate them if I tried myself.”

Tapping her lower lip, she smiled. “Then again, I can always get someone else to do it, and the sooner, the better!”

Getting her phone out of her pocket, she hesitated as she caught sight of three voicemails, one from Mary, one from Wendy, and one from an unknown caller. Wait, isn’t dad supposed to be getting home Tuesday morning?

Tapping Wendy’s voicemail first:

 

“Hey, Sora. I—umm, my mom’s been acting kind of strange since you left. She’s been oddly passive whenever she speaks to me—even if she was laughing before speaking … she hasn’t been asking me to do many things either … I just … did you … my mom mentioned that you told her something before you left … you said she’d go back to normal? I … guess I’ll talk to you later...”

 

She breathed through her teeth as the message ended. I told her to not punish Wendy … and with how she feels about her, I guess almost everything could be considered spiteful. Did I just make it worse for Wendy overall?

She irritably scratched behind her left ear. If I tell her to be herself, then what will she do? I think that’s what Wendy wants … but … I guess I could see if the magic works over the phone. If it’s still active on her, shouldn’t it just be me wishing it to go away that dispels it? I don’t want to … but I guess Wendy doesn’t want her mom to be a zombie around her … should I … no, no, I can’t tell her.

Lightly biting down on her lower lip, she went to her contacts. I still have Jane’s number on my phone … if it hasn’t changed.

Calling her, she waited, feeling a tad nervous.

“If it isn’t the devil herself…” Jane responded as the call connected.

“I-I’m a little surprised you picked up …”

“Well—I’d rather talk to you over the phone than in person. Who knows what you’ll have me do…”

Swallowing, Sora shifted uncomfortably. “I just—I don’t want you punishing Wendy…”

“I haven’t—can’t—not after whatever you did to me … so, calling to rub it in or something?”

“No—Wendy was concerned about you … so, I—you don’t have to follow whatever I told you before … you’re free.”

The silence stretched for several seconds. “Look at that … I can write down a note for Wendy to clean up the house...” She didn’t sound happy. “You can influence people over the phone, too … What kind of devil are you?”

Sora hung-up. How—it’s cool … I guess, but I feel so dirty giving her permission to walk all over Wendy … but why should she be my slave in the first place...

Sighing, she texted Wendy: I called your mom. I told her to not punish you when I left … sorry if that upsets you. I just wanted you to have a little breather … I freed her completely. She can do whatever she wants, sorry again for all this. I want to be a friend…

She stared at the text for a minute before sending it. Looking at her voicemail list, she sucked on her lips. Maybe I should get dressed first.

Setting her phone down, she dressed in new undergarments and slipped into her lowest riding blue shorts, which just barely fit under her tail. Donning a seafoam green sleeveless shirt, she added ankle-strap sandals to her feet. Listened to Mary’s voicemail, she pursed her lips:

 

“Sora … you weren’t at school. There are—I think we need to talk about a few things. Including Jenny … call me when you can.”

 

She huffed. Right, Jenny was blackmailing Mary somehow. Maybe she was threatening to kill her or something? Didn’t Jenny disappear, though? Aiden mentioned it too. Maybe I should see how I can help Mary tomorrow morning? That would be a good thing to do … right?

The thought slipped her mind as she listened to the following voicemail.

 

“Mo mhuirnin, it’s dad … I know I said I’d be back Tuesday morning, but … things got a little complicated. I’m calling from the Chairman’s phone. I will absolutely be back on Wednesday afternoon! I’ll make it for your birthday, so don’t you fret. Alright, gotta go. I love you so much!”

[i.e. Mo mhuirnin - My dear]

 

Sora frowned. I could call the Chairman’s number back to get in touch with him, but … why am I hesitating? A few days ago, I’d leap at the opportunity to get him on the phone … why?

A heavy sigh shot through her lips.  I have so many questions…

Looking down at the floor, she found the disappointment fading. Vision returning to her closet, she huffed. “Well, I need to get these modified anyway.”

Calling the front desk, Sora said, “Yes, this is Sora. I’d like a few people to come up with a bunch of suitcases. I need to adjust my entire wardrobe.”

She laughed at the man’s response. “I know that’s a huge undertaking. If you can arrange that as quickly as possible, I’d appreciate it. Alright, I’ll wait for them to get up here.”

Hanging up, she concealed her tail and ears while walking into her bathroom. Staring at herself in the mirror with a beaming smile, she formed an illusion around herself. She continued to morph her visual appearance until she was satisfied with her new look. Anyone who saw her would see her as a few years older. Winking at herself in the mirror, she moved to the front room and waited a few more minutes for the sent attendants.

They entered and halted with wide eyes at her appearance, and one asked, “Hello, uh, Miss—are you related to Sora?”

Grinning, Sora said, “Yes, I’m Sora’s cousin, Vivian. She went out already and asked me to oversee her wardrobe readjustments. Thank you all for your assistance.”

They all shook their heads, enchanted by not only her older appearance but the glowing aura around her that she knew she produced. My abilities seem to be getting more powerful every day, and I still have two more days of enhancements.

Winking, she asked, “You can go up to Sora’s room and take all the clothing in the closet … By chance, do any of you know a refitting shop that’s open around this time of night?” Laughing lightly, she added. “I’m not that used to the area.”

“Y-Yeah!” one of the men said with an emphatic nod. “I know one place that might.” 

Nodding, Sora made a welcoming gesture for them to continue down the hall. “It’ll be up the stairs and to your left.” She watched them hurry through the penthouse with a few carts filled with suitcases.

Her vision turned to Ron, who was studying her with an unsure frown. He must be wondering when I arrived and how Sora left without him knowing.

Moving to the elevator, she stopped and leaned against the back of a couch. “How are you, Ron?”

Ron’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh—you know my name?”

Smiling warmly, Sora nodded. “I arrived in Miami yesterday. Sora told me a lot about you.” She pushed her persuasive influence over him.

Ron’s expression eased, and he returned her smile. “I see. Where did you come from? Sora’s never told me anything about family members. I’m glad to see so many people coming into her life lately … to be honest, I was starting to worry.”

Sora’s smile faltered slightly. “What do you mean?”

He frowned at the elevator as the doors tried to shut; he pressed the counter button and stepped out to talk to her, removing his key. He must be concerned if he’s leaving his station.

Rubbing the back of his neck, Ron said, “I don’t know how to put this … but Sora’s been a solitary girl since middle school.”

Replacing her smile, Sora continued to act completely innocent about her own life. “Oh—you must have worked here a long time then? I’ve only recently started talking to her, so I don’t know much about her early life.”

Ron shook his head sadly. “She’s a secretive girl and doesn’t want to burden others with her problems. I was hoping that high school might help her break past whatever’s been tormenting her. Which—in my opinion, must be bad girls at school—every once and a while, she’ll come back with cuts, sheared hair, and other odd things, but she always had an excuse. I have my suspicions, but she won’t confide in me, and I can’t seem to get any evidence to bring to her dad.”

Sora swallowed a lump in her throat as her smile faltered again. “Is that right. I … had no idea.”

She felt a pit grow in her stomach at the lie. I never intended to lie to Ron for so long, he’s a really nice guy, and he’s truly cared for me most of my life.

“She’s strong, and I’ve seen her mature very quickly over the last few years, and I heard from other staff that she brought up friends a few days ago. To be honest, I was relieved. I thought she was finding a place where she could belong, but … after talking with a few attendants. How do I say this … She’s been acting, well, very strange lately.”

Sora’s stomach knotted. “Strange, how?”

“She’s skipping school, and I know her dad’s been worried, but he’s also swamped trying to finish up some management meetings and paperwork. He has to work twice as hard to get a few days free to come back to Miami. I don’t know what’s happening lately—she doesn’t really open up about these things to me. I just thought that if she’s getting close to you and—you’re her family—that maybe you can guide her a little bit, give her some advice.”

Sora felt the pressure ease off her chest. “You really care for Sora—don’t you?”

Ron smiled fondly. “Yeah, I’ve seen her almost every day since she was six—so you could say that I think of her as my own daughter. She’s given me pretty helpful advice with my wife too. She’s a good girl, and I don’t want her getting into trouble.”

Sora nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Ron seemed to be holding back tears, but he nodded, clearing his throat. “Thanks, Vivian. I’m glad you’re here. She really needs some family close by.”

Shifting her head to examine his eyes, Sora tentatively asked, “Sora told me your wife’s pregnant. How’s she doing?”

Ron’s smile deepened, and a distant light flicked in his eyes as he wiped back a tear. Sora could feel the love he felt for his wife burst into an aura of adoration that crashed into her like a tsunami. She didn’t even want to link emotions, maybe because of its pure radiance or the slight influence she pushed on him earlier; she seemed to have subconsciously latched a tether onto him.

“She’s my sunrise. Every day I wake up with thankful tears in my eyes as I look over at her and the daughter she carries. Oh—she makes me work, but it’s the kind of work I could die doing. She’s my kingdom, everything that shines in my eyes. I couldn’t live without her.”

Sora swallowed with awe as his resplendent ambiance showered her. “Being in the same room with her is glorious. She’ll always remain in my heart forever young, her beauty never scarred in my memory. Stephanie is something I would conquer the world for. Her kiss is like golden honey from the fingertips of God, and her touch, the caress of a goddess. She lights the darkness in my world and shows me a vision of paradise. She brings me love; she lifts me up, and every time I look into her ocean blue eyes, I tremble with…”

Ron jumped, a deep flush spreading across his face. “Excuse me—I don’t know what came over me.”

Sora jumped as well, almost losing control over her illusion. “N-No, it’s fine. I’ve never felt—heard anything like that—I hope someday, I do.”

Ron chuckled with embarrassment. “Yeah—she’s my world.”

Rubbing the back of her neck, Sora looked down the hall as all the men carefully brought down suitcases filled with her clothes, talking lowly and glancing back her way.

She internally berated herself. I absolutely need to control my abilities! I know I must have drawn out Ron’s feelings, and somehow it felt like they were literally washing into me … like I was draining them. That’s something I don’t want to do to Ron. He really feels that strongly about Stephanie? And he still has enough room to worry about me? Ron truly is amazing.

Ron cleared his throat. “I—should get back to my position—thanks for the talk, Vivian.”

Sora nodded with a smile as she waved him goodbye. “I’ll see you around.”

He waved back as he pressed the button. “Here from nine to nine most nights!” he exclaimed with a laugh as the doors opened, and he entered, the doors shutting soon after.

Sora’s vision faded out as she walked upstairs and watched the men put her clothes in penthouse cases. She could still feel Ron’s emotions within her, embracing her, and could almost hear the sweetest melody her ears had experienced playing in the background.

This is real love … if it were to have a taste, it’s like I’m tasting happiness, pure and true.

Licking her lips while shaking, she moved to sit down in the flex room. So, it exists, and I’ve just caught a glimpse of it.

Tears came to her eyes, and she held them back, clearing her throat. I feel like I just trampled on something sacred … only Stephanie should feel this from Ron. 

Taking a deep breath, Sora went into her room to grab her purse and phone, sticking her phone in the appropriate pocket. Returning to the couch, she shook her head, ponytail swinging as she tried to get the feelings out of her chest. Every time I focus on it … I tremble. For Ron, his love is his survival. I … want that, but I can’t take it from Ron.

“Get ahold of yourself!” she whispered as she pressed her hand against her forehead, noticing how hot her skin was.

Rubbing her shoulders as chills ran down her ears to her tail. She sat petrified for several minutes while tremors ran across her body as she digested the emotion. Her mind snapped back into focus as one of the staff walked back in with a cart filled with penthouse cases. “We just finished grabbing everything in the closet.”

Nodding, Sora added a charming smile to her illusion. “Great. I’ll follow you to the shop then.”

She followed them, making slight flirtatious small talk as they made their way to the adjustment shop. Arriving, she found that one of the men had run on ahead and had woken up the shopkeeper by climbing the side of the building and rapping on her window.

Sora brought her palm up to her forehead in exasperation, but as the woman saw the enormous number of bags she had to be resized, she perked up, inviting her in.

Smiling apologetically, Sora said, “Thank you for making an exception for me.”

“My name’s Gina, and don’t worry about it.”

Instructing the staff to drop off the luggage, she had them return to the hotel. She gave explicit directions regarding what to do with each type of clothing. Gina jotted down all her orders. Finished writing all of Sora’s instructions, the manager repeated back her list.

Nodding, Sora apologized again. “That’s correct, and thank you for taking my order this late.”

Gina nodded. “No, thank you for the work! Can you bring Sora soon, so we can get started?”

“Ah,” Sora breathed, “You do need to measure her, don’t you?”

Gina nodded again. “I’d like to be as accurate as possible.”

Sora hesitantly looked around the empty shop. I guess there’s no other way.

Staring into Gina’s eyes, Sora said, “I’d like you to measure me in the back. Figure out how best to modify my clothes to accommodate my tail.”

Sora was relieved to see Gina’s expression pacify. She nodded and guided her to the back room. Releasing her illusion, she took off her clothes and let Gina measure her dimensions for the modification. Once finished, she stood up and watched Sora expectantly. Redressing and applying her illusion again, Sora said, “Thank you, Gina.”

Gina blinked with confusion as she stared down at the paper in her left hand and measuring tape in her right. “What—did you say?”

“Oh,” Sora said with a smile, “I gave you that paper with the appropriate measurements for the modifications.”

Gina nodded, still looking bewildered. “Okay, if this is what you want to be done, then I’ll do it. You want it done with every item, right?”

“That’s right,” Sora said. “I’m willing to pay upfront if that is alright.”

Confusion vanishing, Gina nodded with a bright smile. “If that’s fine with you.” She took a few minutes to calculate the exact cost as she sorted through the clothes before giving Sora the bill.

Smiling, Sora nodded. “Two-thousand eight-hundred and fifteen-fifty, that sounds fine. Do you take debit?”

“Yup, we do, and any problems or changes, once the order is finished, are free … within reason, of course.” Sliding Sora’s card, Gina returned it and shook her hand. “This actually helps a lot. Thank you!”

Sighing as she walked out of the shop, she stared up at the dark revitalizing sky. It’s like I’m eating every time I’m under the open sky … although, there’s probably more to it.

Licking her lips, she looked in the direction of the beach. I’m not tired, so I might as well go listen to the ocean … and I smell Eyia that way.
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B1 — 19. Two Days; Meeting


                Walking onto the beach, Sora observed several couples as they brimmed with emotion.  Why don’t I have that?  What do I need to do? I’m okay with friendship; it doesn’t have to be love.

She rubbed her left shoulder.  Will Wendy forgive me … can we still be friends?

Sitting down on the sand, she noticed her footprints were lighter than she remembered.  So many strange things are happening that are cool, but it’s like a wall’s building around me at the same time.

Sora looked up at the moon with longing eyes.  How cliché … I’m comparing myself with the moon.  She has the stars, though, hmm; I guess technically, she does feel the heat of the sun.

Sniffing, she kicked at the sand.  Stupid analogy...

Closing her eyes, she listened to the waves crash against the shore, sending a symphony of music to her keen ears.  The cool ocean breeze carried its salty smell to her nose, mixed with millions of recognizable scents.

Her eyes opened as a slight shift in the air made her tense.  Should I go meet Eyia?  She seems at least as strong as Jin by how they talk, and I kind of feel like Jin isn’t scared of anything.

She gulped.  Looking to her right, she took a deep intake of air.  Vision centering on a sandhill, she focused her hearing; the sounds of displaced sand being kicked up at uneven intervals, slow breathing, and an even heartbeat fed back to her.

She doesn’t seem agitated, more serene.

Rising, she walked up the dune to see Eyia sitting against a washed-up log.  The tide was quickly rising to the spot she sat.  She was wearing the same dress that she’d given her several days back, but it seemed washed.

Slowly kneeling, Sora pursed her lips and stared at Eyia for several minutes as she looked out at the ocean with a passive expression.  Where’s Jin?  I don’t smell her anywhere nearby.

She took a deep breath.  Now or never.

Sora straightened and walked over to Eyia.

Fifteen feet from the girl, Eyia’s head turned; she didn’t look surprised to see her with the welcoming smile on her lips.  “Sora, do you like to sit by the ocean too?”

Smiling back, Sora nodded.  “Occasionally, but usually, I watch it from my balcony.  It seems your speech has improved since I last saw you.”

Eyia grimaced.  “Yes, but Jin’s lessons have been—lacking as of late.  I have not found her for all of yesterday.”

Sitting down next to her, Sora said, “I think you mean I haven’t seen Jin for two days.”

“Ah—thanks,”  Eyia said with a light laugh.  “You’ve wrapped yourself in … mirages,” Eyia commented, looking for the right word.

“Oh—you can see through my illusions.  I guess you really aren’t human then … a lot has changed over the past several days.”  Sora noted with a small expulsion of air.

Eyia nodded.  “Yes—since you have appeared, Jin is seeming abnormal.  Jin is—mumbling about Sora and … unusual powers.  She is talking about you lots.  You also has a tail and ears,” she noted, trying to get the words out properly.  “You did not have those when we met first.”

Sora’s brow furrowed.  “So, Jin’s been acting abnormal and has been mumbling about my abilities.  Do my unusual abilities interest her that much?”

Eyia frowned as she analyzed Sora’s questions.  “I don’t know why.  Jin just mumbles and been going by herself lots.  She is searching for stuff, and she finds stuff—gangsters stuff gives her.”

Scratching the back of her head, Sora hummed lowly.  “She’s been getting things from gangsters, and she’s been looking around for information … She's an odd one.  I guess I’ll see her sometime soon.”

Questions now floated around her brain.  “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to, but what kind of creature are you, Eyia?  You didn’t seem to like Kari, and she’s a Fenris Wolf…”

Sora cut off as Eyia’s eyes started to glow a crystalline blue, and an intense frosty atmosphere filmed from her body in light tendrils of fog.  She started speaking Asgardian with a sharp tone but calmed down as Sora nimbly leaped away and stared at her uncertainly.

“I am—apologize,” Eyia said with a disgruntled tone.  “No—I do not like—Fenris Wolves.”  Her voice told Sora she more than disliked Fenris Wolves; her words breathed enmity.

Staying where she was, Sora tentatively asked, “Why not?”

Huffing in disgust, Eyia reverted to Asgardian before a hitch caught in her throat.  “I keep—forgetting—you do not speak my language.”

Sora chuckled nervously.  “Nope, I do not speak Asgardian…” she trailed off as Eyia glared into the distance with such a chilling gaze that she thought it would freeze the ocean.

“Jin says, hmm,  I should … not explain...”  Eyia stated.  Well—she doesn’t need to tell me what she is to make me a little scared.

“I see,” Sora said with a slight frown and a shiver.  “That’s okay if you don’t want to tell me.”

Eyia’s blue irises shifted to drill into Sora’s.  “You battle Fenris Wolf?”

Shifting uncomfortably, Sora nodded.  I didn’t expect Eyia to be this intense about it.  Are Fenris Wolves really that hated by her people?

Eyia scowled and looked puzzled.  “Sora cannot victorious Fenris Wolf.  How are you life?  Is this reason for Jin’s interest?”

Troubled at the response, Sora hummed.  “No—I think you’re right, Eyia.  I hurt my hand just trying to punch her.”  Eyia looked even more confused as she stared up at Sora, struggling to get the words out.  “I didn’t really—beat her—beat a Fenris Wolf,” Sora admitted, “I just tricked her into—hurting her friend.”

Understanding dawned on Eyia’s face.  “I understand!  Smart tactic—keep you life,” Eyia commended with a brimming smile.

She must really not like Fenris Wolves.  Also, why can I not feel the cold until I’m around Eyia?  She makes me shiver like I’m naked in the middle of a blizzard!  I guess it’s one of her powers.

Smiling back and feeling the cold vibes leave, Sora grinned.  “Want to see something cool?”  Eyia nodded, looking a bit uncertain about what she was trying to say.

Sora flicked her tail; beams of red, yellow, and orange lights danced across the water, shooting into the foaming liquid and across the open space.

Eyia’s face lit up with wonder as she watched the lights twist and turn at Sora’s command.  The light show continued for a few minutes before she sat back down beside Eyia.

Nodding with a grin, Eyia said, “One reason for Jin’s interest.  Abnormal powers.  She—say you cannot do those with one tail and—race?”

Sora thought back on what Aiden said.  “Yeah, I think I heard something about that.  Someone said I shouldn’t be able to bend light because it’s not a natural Nogitsune thing—it’s a Húli Jīng thing.”  She smiled at Eyia’s emphatic nod.  “So, even Jin thinks I’m odd—I’m odd for a monster.”

“Yes,” Eyia said with a bright grin as she began waving her hands at the sky, “but it’s pretty!  Like walking in city or North lights, but lights bend around air.  It’s—cool?”  she posed the last word as a question, testing it on her tongue.

Laughing, Sora nodded.  “Yeah, I think it’s cool and pretty too.  Do you know anything about Foxes and Fox Magic?”  Sora questioned hopefully.

Eyia shook her head.  “Never seen fox like you.  Jin has lots of knowledge; she tells stories.”

A nervous chuckle shook Sora’s chest.   “No—not yet, despite being so small, she scares me a little.”  

Eyia nodded with bunched lips.  “Yes, she first wants to rip heart out of you—but I say she does not have white hair—Jin agreed.”

Sora swallowed hard at Eyia’s words.  Jin really was going to rip my heart out!  White hair means Inari, right?

“Yeah—after hearing that—I’d rather stay away from her.  Do you, by chance, know why Jin hates Inari’s followers?”  Sora carefully asked.

Eyia shook her head.  “Cannot speak in your tongue, but mine.”  She spoke in Asgardian for a moment before Sora put her hand up.

“Sorry, Eyia.  I wish I understood Asgardian.”

“Understand.”  Eyia frowned.  “Jin young, though.  She not know all things—maybe she like Inari one day.”  She seemed to be thinking for the right words and gave up, drawing a number in the sand.  “Jin wrote this to teach me.”

Sora pressed her tongue against her lower lip as she noted the number.  “Ah—ninety-nine-years-old is she.”

Jin just called her young—how old does that make her?  Forget friends my age!  Who knows with monsters…

Sora sighed.  “Thanks for the help, Eyia.  Do … you have a place to stay?”

Eyia frowned.  “Here?”  she asked.

Sora shook her head.  “No, umm, home?  Sleeping place, rest, uh, cottage, maybe?  Shack, or, wait, bed?”

Sora continued till Eyia’s face lit up.  Nodding frantically, Eyia said, “Yes, bed—Eyia have with Jin—Jin found beach bed—she did not come back … yesterday?”  she posed it as a question, and Sora nodded.

They’re sleeping in a beach shack … I don’t recall any beach shacks on this beach.  Maybe she made one—she’s pretty old, she probably knows how.

“Alright, I just wanted to make sure,” Sora said with a smile.  “Just so you know, you can always stay at my place—it’s an open offer.”

Eyia nodded warmly.  “It appreciated.  Jin not like favors—comfortable.”

“It is appreciated, and Jin doesn’t like favors. It makes her uncomfortable,” Sora corrected with a wink.

“Oh—thank you, Sora.  It is appreciated.”  Eyia nodded with triumph.

Rising, Sora said, “It’s getting late, and I need to look up a few things.  So, thanks for the chat, Eyia, and I hope we meet again.”

“Salu—goodbye,” she corrected herself with a furrowed brow.

Chuckling, Sora nodded and walked back to her hotel.  I wish the internet could help me understand Asgardian.  Maybe it can give me some clues … It’s been somewhat vague about most everything, but I am searching myths as if they were true.

She stopped as another familiar scent crossed her path.  Aiden again?  He passed by this block today and not long ago.  Does he live in the area?

Bending down, she sniffed again.  “Not an hour has passed,” she whispered.  Suddenly a frown creased her lips.  “How do I even know these things?  Have I turned into a bloodhound?”  she asked in despair.

Well—at least I’m a cute bloodhound!

Sighing, she got to her feet and shifted her bag to a more comfortable position.  “What does it matter?  I also smell Nelly’s scent, but that’s two days old … I didn’t ask her why she was in my penthouse!”

Folding down her left ear, she huffed in exasperation.  What’s happened to my mind lately?

Taking another deep breath, she exhaled, mumbling, “Maybe it’s because they have such odd odors that I can pick it up so easily.  My abilities are strengthening further still, and my personality keeps shifting.”  She hummed.

Going into the hotel, the attendants called the elevator.  She shifted her illusion to show her in different clothing and a new hairstyle while reverting to her actual appearance.  “Hey, Ron!”  Sora greeted.

Ron grinned back with a lifted eyebrow.  “It’s a little past midnight, little lady!  It’s a school night!”

Sora scoffed.  “I have been missing a few days lately, but you don’t have to worry.  I’m going to start homeschooling soon; I think I’m entitled to a small break!”

Ron slowly nodded with closed eyes.  “Hard to argue with logic like that.  You’ve been working really hard these past few years and are ahead.  Oh, by the way!  I met Vivian, why didn’t you tell me about her?  She’s a lovely woman … in my opinion, a little too lovely; she should watch where she goes around this time of night,” he muttered.

Woman, eh, I guess it was what I was going for, and it worked perfectly.

Sora sighed while shaking her head.  “I know; I just found out about her a few days ago.  Yesterday was the first time I met…”

She cut off as the doors slid open.  They were still on the first floor; Ron hadn’t pressed the button to her penthouse, and this elevator was specific for the upper penthouse residents.

A man and woman came stumbling in, clearly not of penthouse class; the woman almost fell on top of Sora, and she instantly noticed the strong scent of alcohol on both of them.  The smell felt intoxicating, her mind going blank.

She snapped out of her stupor at Ron’s voice.  “Whoa there!”

The man grabbed Ron to steady himself, sputtering, “Foor sevpol ulnetooooon.”

Ron chuckled with a slight edge of exasperation as he directed a stare at Sora, whispering, “He occasionally gets into the wrong elevator.”

The man mumbled something even more unintelligible than his last statement.

“No, Mr. Yalix, your penthouse is forty-three,” Ron grumbled, clicking the fourth-floor button; they rose.  “Sorry about this, Sora, but I think we’ll have to cut our conversation for a moment.”

Sora laughed lightly.  “Yeah, no, I get it,” Sora said, trying to sink into the back corner to escape the strong scent of alcohol that was numbing her mind.

The elevator stopped; Ron watched with raised eyebrows as the man and woman took one step and toppled over each other.  “On second thought—Sora, can you wait a moment while I help Mr. Yalix and his … guest to his penthouse?”

Sora took a moment to recognize Ron’s words before nodding with understanding.  She watched Ron take out the elevator key and, with a grunt, took Mr. Yalix under the arm and began guiding him to his room.  Her sharp ears followed his random mumblings all the way to his penthouse around the corner.  Ron returned a few minutes later and helped the woman to the same room.

Finished, he returned and inserted the key again.  “Sorry about that, Sora.  It doesn’t happen often, but there are times when people come back without their minds—were you in different clothes?  I thought Vivian wore...”

Sora nodded silently before realizing her illusion had shattered.  “I don’t think I changed,” she said, feeling woozy.  Ron frowned but didn’t pursue the topic as they rose.

Stepping into her hotel, she waved Ron goodbye, watching the doors slide shut.

She stood still for several minutes as her mind returned to the alcohol.  Their smell wasn’t bad … but it wasn't good … it just felt like a time-lapse.

Shaking her head, she felt her ponytail whip around her face and lightly slapped both her cheeks.  “Snap out of it, Sora!  I wasn’t drunk; they were!”

Walking to her room, she shook her head again, sitting down on her bed with her laptop.  Switching the Spotify station to Awolnation, she tried to get the sensation out of her mind.

Opening her web browser, she brought the back of her hand up to her lips.  Jin is ninety-nine years old, young, hates Inari and those that follow her.  She can speak any language and is intelligent.  That’s all I know about her.  How can I use that information to narrow down the list?

Bunching her lips, she typed can speak any language into the search box.  Scanning down the list, she hummed with interest as she clicked on a wiki link labeled Omnilingualism.

Reading down the information, her lips bunched to the side.  It’s interesting but doesn’t really tell me anything about possible creatures with the ability.  Well—unless Jin’s Santa Claus … I don’t know how else to figure out what she is.  What about things that hate Inari?

Searching it, she browsed down the links and sighed.  Nothing really, just things Kitsune may hate.

Scratching her ear, she decided to move away from Jin and look up more information on Eyia.  Thinking for a moment, she typed in Asgardian.  She wasn’t too shocked to see a wiki link for a fictional race and skipped it to the Wiki link for the Norse religion, quickly reading down the information.

So, these Æsir people lived in Asgard, and when the Vanir broke down the walls, they all made a truce by hostages?  This is getting super complicated; giants, norns, vættir, elves, dwarves, gods, and goddesses from two separate godly factions.  Frost Giants?  Eyia does put off a super cold atmosphere; could she be a Frost Giant?  I’m not seeing anything to do with a Fenris Wolf and Frost Giants.

Returning to the search engine, she typed Asgard and Fenris Wolf.  Skipping by the movies, she clicked the Wiki linkfor Fenrir and began reading down the information.

Well, no wonder Eyia doesn’t like Fenrir; he basically marks the end of Asgard … it still doesn’t get me any closer to her identity.  She could be a goddess or a giant … Still, Kari sounds a lot scarier.  Fenrir ate the moon!  And Kari’s like a descendant of Fenrir?

Breathing a sigh, she leaned back in her chair.  “Kari definitely was scary as a wolf.  Who knows anymore?  Maybe he did actually eat a moon in some mystical dimension.”

Deciding to amuse herself, she went to the superpower wiki page on Omnilingualism and typed in the search box Fenris, clicking the first suggested link.

Furrowing her brows, she scrolled down the many different links it offered until she found Hellhound Physiology and scrolled down to Fenrir, reading aloud.

“Monstrous wolf so large that his upper jaw touches the sky while his lower one touches the earth when he gapes … able to kill Odin.  Yeah, if you can kill the head of all the gods … I’d say you are dangerous.  This is supposed to be Kari’s grandpa or something?”

Continuing to the Fenrir Wolf’s abilities, she breathed through her teeth as she opened them in different tabs.  “Absolute Condition the upper scale, eh?  So, Fenrir is basically the apex of his species, top physical condition … basically super-strong, super-fast, and super durable.  Kari was all of those.”

She moved on to Elemental Breath.  “Hmm, she can breathe fire or ice?  She didn’t do that to me, but her throat was glowing … maybe she’s just young like me and doesn’t have that yet?  I mean, that’s nothing special, right?  I mean, I can make foxfire and generate red electricity!”

Her eyebrows lifted as she read the following ability.  “Kari has an eating disorder … to the point she’ll eat a sun … they left out the moon part.”

Giggling to herself, she licked her lips at the next ability.  “Divine Slayer or Divine Ingestion by eating Odin and Domino Effect for starting Ragnarok or the death of most gods.  She can also just keep growing like crazy.”

Tapping her fingers against the mouse, Sora sank a little in her seat as she absently moved her tail to the music.

She’s just a super physically powerful wolf, not much magic besides the breath thing—a fast tank.  She might be all but invulnerable; she is super strong, she was getting a lot faster as we fought.  Lori said my magic wouldn’t work on her, but bending light worked, so it’s just against her personally, I assume.  Her senses seemed sharp, and supposedly the bigger Fenris Wolves get, the more powerful they become.  Sure, some impressive feats, but how much of this is true?

Stretching with a puff of air, she shut her laptop and started to get ready for bed, her stomach growled, but she ignored it.  She didn’t know why, but she was exhausted.  Not physically or even mentally; she just wanted to get some sleep.

Walking into her room, she found the rays of sunlight reflecting off the ocean to her window.  Dad will be home tomorrow … Maybe I’ll finally get some real answers.

Yawning, she jumped into bed and quickly fell asleep.
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                She felt herself wake, but it was as if she were in a lucid dream.  Energy brimmed over itself within her, rushing out in a stream of power, her vision blacked.  Flashes echoed across her brain like droplets of water on a still pond.  A large group of people dancing around her—loud sounds and lights—Nilly on a turntable, and finally emptiness.

 

* * *

 

Sora hissed as if a screw drilled into her brain, and she groaned groggily.  Opening an eye, she found nothing but light.  Shielding her vision, she waited for it to adjust to the brilliance, and soon discovered that it wasn’t quite as bright as she’d first thought.

She studied her surroundings, blankly examining iron bars.  Several women were around her looking sick.  Wincing as another spike drilled into her skull, she asked, “What happened?”

All heads turned to a short blonde-haired woman that was stretched out on a bench.  She eyed Sora questioningly.  “Vivian, is that you?  You seem a lot younger … are you underage?”

Sora shook her head, unbound hair swinging across her vision.  Pressing her palm against her forehead, she tried to think, but that hurt.  “I—can’t remember anything from last night.”  She started to feel the urge to vomit from the cell’s lingering smells, the scent of waste and alcohol permeating the air.

The woman laughed, making several of the other women stir and groan.  “I doubt you would!  You downed over thirty shots last night … and that’s what I saw.”

“What?”  Sora asked.  “I don’t drink.”

The woman shook with silent laughter.  “Don’t drink?  You drank three men to the hospital!”

“I’ve never had alcohol in my life.”  Sora insisted but brought her hand up to her mouth and puffed out a breath of air.  She almost choked, and her vision glossing as the overpowering scent of alcohol coated her senses, and she felt like throwing up.

Laughing again, the woman said, “I don’t know how you drank that much, but you’re one crazy girl.  Dancing and drinking over eight hours, and somehow you kept the party going all through the night—even some cops got in on it.  The best time I’ve ever had, but it got insane near the end.  Fires and lights everywhere, eight blocks of city power were cut—I think I might have been too drunk to remember properly, but you kicked down a wall and started several fights.”

Sora felt sick.  “No—there has to be a mistake.”  Making her way to the bars, she called out for someone.  The other women in the cell groaned and leaned up against the walls, staring at her in confusion.

A guard walked over and stared down at her with a deep frown.  “What do you want?”

Sora swallowed at the man’s stern face.  “I—I think there’s been a mistake—why am I here?”

The guard huffed and scoffed.  “Your name’s Sora Moore, age fifteen, sixteen tonight, and your father’s name is Jarlath Moore?”

Sora was taken aback.  “Yes—but how did you know that?”

The guard frowned, shaking his head.  “It was on your State ID.  Now sit quietly and wait for your dad to bail you out.”  He huffed, muttering, “If my kid racked up eighty grand in bail, I’d let them rot.”

Sora felt anger flash through her mind and shouted, “Hey!”  The man turned with a lifted eyebrow.

“What do you...”  He cut off as Sora made eye contact with him.

Snarling, Sora said, “Let. Me. Out!”  The other women in the jail watched with gaping mouths as the guard took out a set of keys and unlocked the cell, allowing Sora to leave and closed the cell door after her.  Staring into the man’s eyes again, she said, “Guide me to the exit!”

The man began walking down the hall, gesturing for her to follow.  He showed her to the back door and opened it for her to walk through.

Sora sighed with relieved bliss as she stood under the open sky and the sun beat down upon her.  Stretching, tail stiff, she sighed with relief.  It was a little past noon on a beautiful sunny day.  Her headache faded instantly, and her nausea evaporated.  Energy brimming again, Sora’s worries vanished, her brain cleared, and joy washed over her.

Turning to the man with a wide smile as energy radiated from her, she said, “Go find some music and more alcohol!”

Smiling as she grabbed the man’s keys, she ran back into the station with renewed vigor.  “The party doesn’t stop!”
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                Jarlath frowned as he awoke, looking out the window to see the open ocean on a one-way trip to Miami, Florida, he’d been aboard a private jet, flying for nearly twelve hours.  He’d slept the whole flight, exhausted from two days without sleep.

Sora will be shocked that I’ll be staying home for a while.  I hinted at it, but I should still be in the clear.  It may be time to tell her about her mother … Every year, it gets harder and harder.  It may even be eighty more years before she starts showing any signs … She’ll think I’m crazy, though…

He glanced down at his new phone.  It had been downloaded with a full restore since he’d left.  During the week, the Chairman had dropped his previous phone on a marble floor by accident, causing the screen to shatter.  It was taking forever with satellite download speeds through the flight.

He stopped a flight attendant while rubbing the sleep from his eyes.  “Can I get some brandy, oak, fifty, fifty-five.”

The woman looked apologetic.  “The oldest we have is sixty-two, Sir.”

Waving his hand, Jarlath nodded.  “Aye, that’s fine.”

His eyebrow lifted as his phone rang.  The new Chairman of the now merged corporations had replaced it just before he’d passed out when leaving Sheol.

Glancing down, he didn’t recognize the number that popped up.  Finally, it’s finished downloading.

Sighing, he answered.  “Aye, this is Jarlath Moore.  What—there must be some mistake.  Aye—you’re sayin’—my Sora’s incarcerated at this moment?  On what charges?  I’ll have my lawyer—eighty thousand dollars’ worth in fines … what did she do?”

Jarlath’s heart sank as the woman listed the accused crimes.  “Aye, I understand.  My lawyer will be in touch.  What—what do you mean there’s something wrong?”

Bringing his phone away from his ear, he found that the call had dropped.

Pressing himself against the seat, Jarlath ran his hands through his feathered ginger hair.  “The change must have started … but why didn’t she tell me?  Was she afraid?”

He cursed under his breath as he saw his missed texts and calls, reading Sora’s as quickly as possible.  I should have been there!  Why this week out of every week, why on her sixteenth birthday?  Is it supposed to happen this early?  Why didn’t Mia warn me?

The woman returned with the glass of brandy, and he downed it in a single shot; feeling the burn shoot down his gullet, Jarlath cleared his throat.  “Another,” he said with a deep sigh.

She frowned but complied, going back to fetch another glass.  Calling his lawyer and friend, Tom Karpeth, Jarlath explained the situation exactly how the woman had told him.

Tom sounded incredulous.  “The department is really throwing those kinds of charges at a fifteen-year-old girl?  There are so many holes in their story that I should be able to get her off with a simple underage drinking charge.  I may be able to haggle them further to a simple warning.  I’ll see what magic I can pull with some of my friends, Jarlath.  Don’t worry about your daughter.  I’ll have everything taken care of by the time you land!”

“Aye, thanks, Tom.  This means a lot,” Jarlath said with relief, but he was more worried about the talk he’d have with Sora.

“No problem, Man!  What are college buddies for anyways?  A lot more than bumming booze before midterms!”  Tom laughed and said his goodbyes.

Putting down his phone, Jarlath accepted the stewardess’ second glass with a nod.  How am I supposed to tell her … how do I explain why I waited this long?

“What a mess.”

Fretting about the talk and what approach to take the entire flight, he landed in Miami at four past noon.  He rode his prearranged car to the department that was holding Sora, calling Tom.  “Tom, how’s it goin’?”

Tom sounded cheerful on the other end.  “Yeah, after reading over the report about her breaking down a wall with her feet and shooting fire from her, quote, tail.  I was able to get almost all the charges disbanded by the Chief; he’s sending over the paperwork.  I’ll meet you by the station.”

“Thank you, Tom, you’ve been a real friend,” Jarlath said with a sigh.

“Aye!”  Tom joked.  “You better not stick out on me when Saint Patty's comes around!”

“Aye, you got it, bud,” Jarlath replied warmly.  “I’ll meet ya at the station.”

Hanging up, Jarlath made his way to the building.  Once arriving, he got out, telling his driver to wait.  He met Tom at the front.  “Jarlath, you ready for a war that’s already been won, buddy!”

Nodding, Jarlath said, “Aye!”  He patted Tom on the back as they both made their way into the building.

Entering the lobby, they found it all but empty.  Tom lifted an eyebrow.  “Well … this is odd.”

They made their way to the receptionist, a woman with black tangled hair; she seemed flustered.  Tom initiated.  “Hey,” looking down at the desk tag, he continued, “Becky.  My name’s Tom Karpeth, and I’ll be representing Sora Moore.  She’s here, correct?”

Looking up with a rattled expression, Becky said, “Ah, yeah, one second.  I just got in, and it looks like the previous attendant left with half their work done.”

Tom’s brows rose.  “Oh—so, has Sora even been checked in yet?”

Swallowing, Becky said, “I see a Sora Moore on the list.  She should be back in holding.  I’m a little busy…”

Tom cut her off with a quick push in his voice.  “You can guide Mr. Moore back to see his daughter and give me the paperwork that the Chief forwarded.  That would work wonderfully.”  Speechless, the girl hesitated before Tom said, “Becky—I’m rather disappointed.  A lack of onsite personnel and backed-up paperwork with staff negligence, I could add your name to the file in the investigation of this precinct … Becky Tolem, is it?”

“Investigation?”  Becky asked, turning pale as a ghost.

Tom pursed his lips as he looked around.  “Have you seen the lack of order in a house supposedly dedicated to the act?  I think my good friend Polan, the High Court judge, will have something to say about your work ethic.  I may even bring it up with my pal John when I have lunch with him next … Mayor John Kelly.”

A lump dropped down Becky’s throat as a terrified expression lit her face.  Leaping up and rummaging around several stacks of papers, she handed Tom a form.  “The Chief did forward some paperwork,” Becky muttered with a fearful glance at Tom.  “Mr. Moore, if you could follow me.”

Patting Tom on the back, Jarlath followed Becky into the building.  Tom followed them while glancing over the paperwork.  All their brows creased as the sound of music started to filter down the halls; not a single person could be seen in any of the rooms they passed.

“Celebrating a holiday?” Tom questioned as they passed another empty room.

Becky’s face grew whiter still.  “No, I-I don’t know what’s going on.”

Walking into the incarceration section, the three froze.  Inside were office workers, police officers, detainees, and citizens.  All of them were dancing, drinking, and in general, partying inside the ample space.  Alcohol was housed all along a cell wall with tables filling the sides of the room with food, a DJ station was set up on the second story, and movable lights were spaced around the dark room.

Becky sounded frantic.  “I-I-I had no idea—no idea!  Please—I need this job!”

Tom whistled beside Jarlath with a large expulsion of air.  “Jarlath, my friend, we’ve just stumbled upon a capital nightmare.”

Jarlath frantically looked around for Sora.  This is far worse than Mia ever said it could get!  Did Sora really cause all of this?

Tom had a rueful smile on his face.  “I don’t think we’ll need the bail papers,” he said while tossing them to the side.  “Heads are going to roll when John hears about this; he’ll let your girl off scot-free and try to sweep this whole thing under the rug.  I’ll make the call.”

The three of them hesitated as Sora leaped from the second floor and landed in front of them with a nimble flip.  Smiling, she winked at Tom.  “Join the celebration!”

Jarlath took care to not catch his daughter’s eyes, keeping careful track of his emotions.  “Sora—we need to go—we have a lot to talk about.”

He gasped as Tom smacked him across the back.  “What are you talking about, Man!  Just like Oxford!  Loosen up, Jar!”  Jarlath sighed with exasperation as Tom roared with vigor.  “Big T’s hitting the floor—watch out, ladies!”

Grabbing Sora’s arm, Jarlath led her out of the room and into the hallway, still not making eye contact.  “A stóirín … we need to get back to the hotel.”

[i.e. My darling]

Sora looked somewhat dazed at his comment.  “Daddy?”  Shock and horror crossed her face, and she dropped to her knees, making Jarlath pause.  “Daddy!  I’m sorry—I’m so sorrrrry!”  She suddenly giggled and leaped up with a flourishing twist.  “But I love to party!”

Swallowing, he felt a rod stick into his heart as he yelled, “Sora!  Follow me to the car.  Now!”

Eyes pooling, Sora asked, “Daddy—what’s wrong?  I said I was sorry.”

Tightening his grip on her arm, he guided her back through the halls.

Sounding heartbroken, Sora said, “Alright, alright, Daddy—we’re going home—don’t be angry!”  she pleaded.

Refusing to say another word as internal torment wracked his soul with Sora’s manipulations, he led her to the car and opened the door, gesturing for her to get in.  He solemnly noted her tail and ears.  Looking whipped, Sora got in the car, and Jarlath slammed the door, emphasizing that he was in control.

Walking around to the other side, he got in and told the driver to take them back to the hotel.  Through the rearview mirror, he saw the hurt and tear-filled face Sora directed at him, which only shot more spikes into his chest.

It’s for her own good.  She’s not herself, and she can sense that I don’t like doing this, but I have to fight through the guilt.

Stopping off in front of the hotel, he told the driver that was it for the night and expectantly waited for Sora to exit, which she did with dragging feet.  Stomping his way to the elevator with her arm in his grip, he nodded for the attendants to call it down.

Howie appeared with a worried expression as he saw Jarlath.  “Everything alright, Mr. Moore?”

“Aye, to my penthouse, Howie.”  he exclaimed in such a sharp tone that even Howie flinched but pressed the button without a word.

Sora continued to sniffle and look up at him with pleading eyes the entire trip to the top.  Stopping, he exited with Sora in tow and sat on the first sofa.

 “Is there anything I can do, Mr. Moore?”  Howie asked.

Jarlath shook his head.  “No, Howie.  That’ll be all.”  Nodding, Howie pressed the button to go back down to the ground floor.

The silence stretched, which was only broken by Sora’s sniffles.

Rubbing the back of his neck, Jarlath stared at his daughter’s forehead to prevent eye contact.  “I’m sorry I had to be that way—but you’re going through some—changes, and I need to talk to you about them.”

Sora’s face scrunched up.  “Oh—so, you did know I was a Nogitsune?  Why didn’t you tell me!”

Taken aback, Jarlath sat back.  “Aye, w-when did you find that out?”

Sora sniffed.  “Oh, well, um, I just found out from a werewolf—that’s all.”

Confused and a little frightened, Jarlath asked, “A werewolf approached you?”

“Oh, that’s minor stuff, Dad—I’ve been bullied by a Fenris Wolf for years!  Of course, you never knew because you’re never around!”  Sora yelled.

Jarlath’s face paled.  “What?  Why didn’t you—why are they bullying you?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Sora said derisively.  “I took care of it—for now anyways—I think I pissed her off by tricking her into hurting her friend, though…”

Jarlath was utterly lost.  “How did this happen in less than ten days?”

Sora laughed mirthfully as she leaped to her feet, starting to pace.  “How?  How could any of this happen—at all?  I have ears that can hear miles away.  I had to soak in the spa for an entire day just to adjust to them!  I have a tail that I can use to whip fire, lightning, and lights like playthings!  I can make perfect illusions with just a thought, see in the dark, smell like a hound, and jump off roofs like a superhero!  Why didn’t you tell me?”  Sora was becoming manic.

Failure sank into his chest as Jarlath took a deep breath pressing his hand against his forehead, strong urges pushing him for a drink.  “I—didn’t know where to start.  I didn’t even know your mom wasn’t human until I proposed to her.”

I need to calm down; her powers are out of control.  She’s manipulating my emotions.

“So, Mom was a fox!”  Sora exclaimed, doubling over with laughter.  “Did she tell you why I’m a freak?  Even for a Nogitsune—a monster!  Jin and even the internet says I shouldn’t be able to do all these things.  I’m even strange for a monster!”  she chuckled, tears forming in her eyes again.

“A stóirín,” Jarlath slowly massaged between his eyes, “you need to calm down.”

[i.e. My darling]

Sora took a deep breath and glared at Jarlath; the venom in her stare hurt.  “You’re right, Dad!  I need to be calm, so you can explain to me why all of this is happening.  A calm conversation about real-life monsters!”

Jarlath closed his eyes and scratched his forehead, trying to calm down.  “Alright—sit down, and I’ll tell you everything I know, and then you can tell me what has been happening, and we can come up with a plan.”

Sitting down, Sora went silent as she listened.  Even though Jarlath wasn’t staring into his daughter’s eyes, he could feel the cold heat from her empathic tether.  “I met your mother when I was finishing my work-based training, shadowing another management advisor in Japan, right out of Oxford.  It was a few days before the end of the training, and I met her in a ramen shop, a bit of a cliché.”

He found his heart starting to soften with warmth at the thought of Mia, even with Sora’s icy tether.  “She was beyond beautiful, witty, and kept me on my toes.”

Shaking his head with chagrin, his mind lingered on the image of the beautiful woman in his mind.  “She was something else; I’d never met a woman like your mother, even still.  She countered me on every debate with ease in that little stand.  We talked well into the night…”

Sora’s tongue cut through his scene with a butcher’s cleaver.  “I didn’t ask for your romances, Dad—I asked why I’m growing ears out of my head and tails out my butt!”

Wincing at her tone, Jarlath took another deep breath to stay calm.  “Aye … You want answers, and I’m getting there.  Well—after we went out for a few months—I was sure she was the woman I’d spend my life with.”

He paused for a moment, trying to fight through the feelings Sora fed him.  “I bought the ring and presented it over an extravagant show I’d built up for her.”  Hesitating, he looked deep into his past.  “And … your mother turned me down.”

Jarlath went silent as the memory and emotions returned with razor clarity, with Sora drawing upon them with her magic, but surprisingly she didn’t pressure him further—a knife buried into his chest as the hurt returned.

Staring down with a mournful expression, Jarlath swallowed.  “The thought never crossed my mind—that she’d say no—and so bluntly.  I walked out and drank myself stupid—cursed your mother—cursed my life … cursed God—everything just fell apart around me.”

Jarlath licked his lips before tucking his lower lip under his teeth to keep it from trembling as the re-lived emotions slammed him against the ground.

He let a humorless laugh escape his throat.  “I threw away my job opportunities, started hanging out in bad bars, fighting—a lot of fighting, and … a fight I was supposed to lose—I didn’t.  That had its consequences—I got shot in the back alley after, and I welcomed the pain—the void.”

A dark grin crossed his face.  “But—your mother had different plans for me.  I woke up in the hospital—a miracle they called it.  Part of my heart had been ripped through by the bullet, and somehow all the muscle was healed.”

Sora’s voice was breathless.  “You—almost died, and Mom saved you?”

Nodding, Jarlath grinned and considered his daughter’s tear-struck, searching eyes.  “After I awoke in the hospital and they told me I’d survived by—miraculous means—the very next night I was fighting in that same bar again.  I was so bitter,” he breathed, “hated the miracle that robbed me of the death I wanted.

“Within a week’s time—I should have died eighteen times over—I was stupid.  They called me the walking miracle—said I had the luck of the Irish if you believe it.  I called it the devil’s hand—a tormenting curse.  On the nineteenth time—your mother came to me in a dream and asked me to just live on—continue with my life.  I spat on that—I wanted to die and demanded why she had the right to tell me how to live my life.”

Tears dripped down his cheeks.  “You, you know what she said?”  Throat catching, he coughed as the memory surfaced as if Mia was right in front of him.

Sora’s voice came out confused.  “She said, ‘you’re right, Jarlath—what right do I have to keep you alive.’ ”

He laughed.  “Me—I was speechless—that wasn’t the answer I’d expected, then I woke up.”  Nose turning red, he sniffed back tears, but they fell anyway.  “Your mother was standing over me and said—if your offer still stands—I’ll be your wife.”

Jarlath went silent as Sora’s abilities brought the moment back.  “I was stunned—it was like a mountain that had buried me suddenly lifted, and the stars showered upon me.  All I could say was a weak ‘A-Aye.’  That’s when my life was turned upside down,” he said with a hard swallow.

Mind returning to the scene, Jarlath chuckled.  “She cautiously, shyly even, showed me that she was a Nogitsune and asked if I still loved her.  Now, I don’t know if my feelings for her before were caused by some sort of magical aura, but it didn’t matter to me.  I, of course, at that point, was willing to accept it if she was The Morrígan or a banshee.  We got married, the Irish way, of course, and then had you—but there was a string attached that I didn’t know about.”

Jarlath worked around his mouth, licking his lips a few times nervously.  “Your mother—has been serving something for a long time, paying off a debt.  I don’t know what they are—but they’re powerful, and your mother is beyond powerful, but whoever—whatever—she serves—they’re something else.”  He looked up to find Sora’s features confused and frustrated.

“I-I still don’t understand!  How was I born?  Why did it take this long for my powers to start showing up?  Why—hasn’t she come to help me?”  she asked with tears rolling down her cheeks.

Jarlath felt helpless.  “You were born like any normal baby … The talk that we had a few years ago.”

Sora laughed, wiping away her tears.  “I knew how babies were born a long time before you told me, Dad.”

Scratching the back of his head, Jarlath nodded.  “Aye—I bet you did.  Anyways—no, you were born normally—which, I guess, isn’t normal for Vulpes.”

“I am a Vulpes … why didn’t you tell me?”  Sora asked, breaking back into tears.

Puffing out a breath of air, Jarlath shrugged.  “I’m sorry!  From what your mother told me, a Vulpes is like—calling me a human.  There are diverse kinds of humans.  Caucasian, American Indian, Asian, and it’s the same for foxes.”

Sora nodded, sniffing back her runny nose.  “I know about that part.”

“Okay … I don’t know why your powers are starting to act up now.  I thought it may begin when you were eighteen or twenty-one, not sixteen—your mother just told me that—at some point, your human blood would be converted to Vulpes blood.  Vulpes DNA overrides human, I guess,” he said with a shake of his head.

Sora took a deep breath.  “So—I was born normally as a human, and now I’m turning into a Vulpes.  I’m apparently more powerful than I should be, and now I know my mom’s out there—somewhere.”

A spark crossed her eyes.  “Wait!  Does Mom have blonde hair and dress in black clothing?  Did she carry around a paper fan and parasol?”

Confused, Jarlath shook his head.  “No—your mother had the same color hair like you—copperish—it was what initially caught my attention.  Your mother also liked to dress in more modern attire—at least when I was around her, she wore modern clothes.  No paper fan or parasol.”

Sora bit her lower lip, thinking hard on something.

Jarlath rubbed the back of his neck.  “I haven’t really talked about Mia that much.  In fact, I haven’t really been a huge part of your life.  To be honest—you really reminded me of your mother, and it kind of scared me.

“I thought that you’d just turn into a Vulpes and disappear someday—just like her.  So, I tried to keep my distance to avoid the same kind of heartache.  I know it’s not fair to you, and I’m sorry—I’ve come to terms with it lately.”

Sora looked at him in a rancorous way as Jarlath continued.  “Look—I want to be a part of your life, and I know I first need to tell you more about your mother.  She had ears and a tail like yours, but Mia’s tails were much longer, and she had nine of them.  Normally she had her tails and ears hidden behind illusions, but occasionally, she’d show them to me.”

Sora covered her head with her hands, scratching at her ears with irritation.  “Mom was a nine-tailed fox.  That’s supposed to be the most powerful, and there’s someone even stronger than her?”

Jarlath nodded.  “I know this is a lot to take in, and I know that you’re unstable right now.  She told me that the final day would be the hardest.  It’s the final change, the loss of all your human blood, and there’s a lot of hormones going through you right now … I don’t know exactly what kind of hormones, but…”

Sora’s face went red with fury.  “I’m unstable and hormonal right now?  I just learned that my entire life was a lie!  That my mother’s not dead—you told me she was!  I’m turning into a Vulpes, and now you’re saying I’m the one to blame?  You have no, no, idea what I’ve been through!”

Jarlath was lost entirely.  “No—A stóirín, I didn’t mean…”

He stopped in stunned realization that she was gone.  He felt the chill of a cool breeze, looking at the sliding glass door, it was open, and Sora was gone.

Groaning in frustration, he growled, “What did I say?  I’m so stupid … Why didn’t I tell her sooner?  She’s going to hate me...”

His head darted up as a familiar chime sounded, and he looked at the balcony in astonishment.
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                Sora’s mind was a mass of confusion and frustration.  I’m hormonal?  What does he know?  I’m the one with a tail and ears!  I’m the one that monsters want to kill!  I’m the one that’s not human!

She knew her dad hadn’t meant it in a bad way, knew he truly wanted to help her, but she needed something to latch onto, something to rage at.

Why did I read my dad’s feelings … It's so confusing!  How can he feel all those things and when he thinks about mom … she’s not even here!  How could he love her?  She abandoned us for something else!

Jumping up, Sora ran as fast as she could to the balcony, throwing open the door.  She wasn’t even surprised to find Nilly, in cat form, on the rail guard; jumping over the barrier, she ignored the Nekomata.Soaring through the open air, she smiled as the sky filled her and the air rushed past her hair, the energy drowning her turmoil.

Landing on the sidewalk, Sora kicked sideward to the beach.  Flying over the street, she skidded to a stop just before the beach edge.  Huffing, she looked up at her hotel with spite.

Her head darted around as she caught the sound of gasps.  A large group of people was quickly gathering around her, mostly tourists, which was evident by their bags and clothing.  They had dropped their items and were gaping at her in shock.

Not caring, she turned and walked away, not going anywhere in particular.  A few people called out to her but didn’t chase when she turned around the first corner.  Jumping up onto a three-story building, she sat at the edge and passively watched the world go by.

“What am I doing?”  Growling in frustration, she looked up at the sky.  “Why’d I do that to my dad?  It was so confusing … painful, it wasn’t helpful at all!  And … I really did hurt him, and he wants to make things right.  C’mon, it’s only chemicals!  Get it together!”

Scratching at her head, she screamed in frustration.  “Why is he so sincere?  I can’t blame him!”  Seething, she folded her ears down with both hands.  “There’s so much noise—I feel too many things—I’m so hungry!”

Tail bristling; she looked down; a familiar scent distracting her from her collapsing world.  Glaring at the boy staring up at her, she snorted.  Why do I keep meeting the same people randomly around town?

Aiden was staring up at her curiously.

Dropping down from the building, she heard gasps as she landed next to Aiden and glared up into his green eyes.  “What do you want?”

The boy questioningly observed her.  “Is it wise to be performing like that out in the open?”

Sora gave him a derisive smirk and shrugged.  “Hmm, I don’t really care.  People see crazy things all the time and discount it as a trick of the eye or hallucinations.”

“I see,” Aiden said slowly, “Is this a … girl thing?”

An irate flush crossed her cheeks, and a growl rumbled in her throat.  “No!  It’s a monster thing!”  

Hands coming up in defense, Aiden smiled.  “Whoa there, Ms. Tigress.  Don’t bite my head off.”

A smile itched at the corners of Sora’s mouth.  “Tigress?  I’m a Vulpes.”  She noticed a different scent on Aiden that she’d smelled before—it was like Kari, but different.

Is it a Fenris Wolf’s scent?

“Oh—so you’ve finally come to terms or figured something out?” Aiden asked with a chuckle.  “Eh, you really didn’t know what was going on then?”

Sora’s lips fell, nodding while shifting uncomfortably.

A hum projecting his uncertainty, Aiden glanced at the crowd they were attracting, and he reached out, grabbing her hand.  Sora yelped at his hand closed around hers, and he led her inside the building she’d been sitting on.

Getting inside, he looked back into her eyes with a grin.  “Would you let me take you to dinner?”

Smile coming back, Sora regarded him incredulously.  “Are you asking me out?”

Making a deep sound in his throat, Aiden scratched his hairless chin with a grin as they slowed.  “Maybe.”

Sora held out her arm.  “Well then, lead the way, Mysterious Feather Person.”

Chuckling, Aiden took her arm and sarcastically said, “Oh—not even a first name basis.  You know my name.”

Walking further into the building, she saw that it had a branch of small businesses inside.  He guided her to a door and opened it for her, a variety of smells coming from inside and causing her to blush as her stomach growled.

Hiding her face by looking in the opposite direction, she waited for the server to come, and trying to get her emotions under control, she looked left to see Aiden examining the restaurant with an amiable expression.

Clearing her throat, Sora asked, “Have you been here before?”

Aiden pursed his lips as he did a quick sweep of the restaurant.  “Nope, but it looks like a nice place.”

She agreed with a short nod but didn’t reply as the server walked over to them and asked their numbers.  Aiden replied, Sora’s mind in a fog, and they followed the man to an empty table.

They sat, and the server handed them menus.  “My name’s Rick, and I’ll be your waiter.  What would you like to drink?”  They both answered water, leaving Rick to fetch their glasses.

Considering Aiden for a moment, Sora asked, “So … why did you stop to look up at me?”

Aiden looked out the window while answering.  “To be honest … I wasn’t looking forward to getting to where I was going, and—heh, I guess seeing a pretty girl on the rooftops caught my attention.”

Trying her best to prevent the heat from rising to her face, Sora cleared her throat.  “My dad came back—and I learned a lot of new things.”

Eyes moving back to study her, Aiden sighed.  “Was it really that bad?”

Feeling a depression enter her stomach, Sora shook her head.  “No, I think I was a bit unfair to him.  I found out that my mom’s still alive—she’s just in the service of someone else—that’s why she's never come around.”

Adjusting himself, Aiden frowned.  “Oh, what’s your mom’s name?  I know a little about Vulpes culture.”

Sora bit the inside of her lip and looked down at her hands, which were trembling slightly.  “I don’t know her maiden name; her first name’s Mia.  My dad said she had nine tails and had hair the same color as mine.”

When Aiden didn’t answer, she looked up to find his face white.

Swallowing, Aiden looked down, sucking on his lower lip.  Feeling a little impatient, Sora asked, “What?  Do you know something?”

Clearing his throat, Aiden hesitated.  “Uh, your mom’s name is Mia—has nine tails and has copper-colored hair?”

Hope sparked within her, and she eagerly nodded.  “That’s what my dad said.”

Slumping back against his seat, Aiden puffed out a long breath.  “Well—there’s only one Vulpes like that in all history, at least of what I know of and…”  He seemed unsure as he stopped.

“What do you know?”  Sora pressed, yearning to know more about her mother.

Lips pulling in, he hissed, “Mia, the red-tailed Nogitsune is said to be—let’s just say ages old.  Going back before Japan was even created and—she’s said to be the younger sister of Inari, the oldest Vulpes alive.”

Confused by the information, Sora asked, “Then—my aunt is Inari, the rice deity?”

Aiden looked a little spent.  “I guess.  I know Mia and Inari had a falling out, but the details are scattered to the wind.   There’s hatred between them that spans obscure legends and myths amongst our community.”

They went silent as Rick brought them their water and asked what they wanted to order.  Absently opening the menu, Sora picked the first item that had chicken in it, Sweet Potato Chicken Curry.  Giving the server their menus, she waited for him to leave before continuing.

“Our community,” Sora repeated with excitement.  “So, is there a city or area where all the monsters are?”  Sora asked expectantly.

Aiden’s senses seemed to return.   “Yes—and no.  There are long-standing cities that have been referenced through legends like Babylon, Avalon, and Asgard, but I have no idea how to get to them.  More commonly, you have small clans here in this world, and it can be dangerous.  A lot of the time, you have loners, like you.  I guess they just integrate into human society.”

Sora hummed with interest.  “What about my mom?  What else do you know?”

Shaking his head, Aiden’s cheeks scrunched to the side.  “She’s the most powerful Vulpes known, besides Inari, that is—legends and stories tell of her serving someone, but I don’t know who.  There’s a certain—class rating, I guess you could call it.

“To us new and weak creatures, the information is scarce, and I’ve got a lot more knowledge than most, but my education was … let’s just say cut short.  Then you have demigods, gods, and Titans; that’s when you start getting real information.”

“Start?”  Sora asked.

Aiden nodded.  “There are things more dangerous than gods and Titans, but they’ve receded into myth and legend inside our own community.  Mia and Inari are some of them.”

“Where did they go?”  Sora asked, taking a sip of her water.

Shrugging, Aiden chuckled.  “Who knows?  They’re either dead, lost interest, or off doing their own thing—probably the latter.”

“When did that happen?”  Sora asked, really starting to enjoy her first real conversation about the new world opening to her.

Leaning back, Aiden took a moment to answer as he examined his memories.  “Well—Inari is somewhat active in the human realm as far as I know, but more through a proxy than herself.  The other myths, like your mom … I think the story dates back twenty-six thousand years.

“A civilization was ruled by Titans before being destroyed in an instant; I believe the people that worshiped the Titans were called Mu.  After that, it was the wars between the gods and Titans—the other figures vanished.  Normally, it’s not good discussing things like that because it can draw the wrong eyes,” he mumbled, looking away; clearly, he knew so much more than he was willing to say.

Sora’s hands tightened against her lap, hoping for just a little more.  “So, that’s the last report of those beings?”

Aiden frowned and shook his head back and forth.  “I guess—I mean—my adopted mom was one of those beings, and she said the Ancient Greeks had some kind of knowledge of them, but she never expanded on it.  She’s where I learned about Mia.”

Nodding, Sora leaned forward.  “Adopted mom?  You mean Kari’s mom?”

Aiden choked on the water he was drinking.  “Yeah—she died a few years back.  Being an ancient Fenris Wolf—she knew pretty much all there was to know about our world, but I wasn’t really interested in the stories at the time.  Now—I can’t ask her.”

Sora’s eyes dropped, understanding his tone.  “Sorry.”

Shaking his head, he said, “I have mixed feelings about her—I just didn’t understand her or her choices.”

Feeling the conversation turning sour, Sora shifted directions.  “So, you said, us new monsters—so, how old are you?”

A smile spread across Aiden’s features.  “Would you believe me if I said I was a thousand years old?”

Pursing her lips, Sora studied him with narrowed vision.  “Honestly—I don’t know if I can trust you at all—you are the adopted brother of a girl that bullied me for years.”

“Ouch.”  Aiden’s laugh died off.  “I understand—Kari has not had an easy life … still, no excuse.”  Producing another smile, he winked.  “I’m seventeen, by the way—one of the few monsters born in the technology age.”

“Oh,” Sora questioned.  “Are there not that many creatures born anymore?”

Aiden spread his arms wide.  “Have you seen many so-called monsters around Miami?”

Sora snorted.  “More than I expected.  You, Devin, Lori, Kari and her pack, Eyia, Jin, a woman, and Nilly.”

Aiden frowned, tasting the names on his tongue.  “I haven’t heard most of those names, and eh … heh, a woman is very descriptive.  Usually, I’d know when newcomers arrived; that’s actually pretty odd that I don’t know about them.”

Sora lifted an eyebrow.  “And why’s that?”

He chuckled nervously.  “You’ve just reminded me of something I need to do.  It’s been wonderful talking to you, but I’m afraid I need to go.”

Sora huffed haughtily.  “The food hasn’t even arrived!”

Aiden laughed as he set two twenty-dollar bills on the table.  “I’m not hungry; I just needed a way to break the ice with you.  I bet we’ll meet again.”

Starting to leave, he half-turned and added, “Some advice from your elder, make up with your dad; you’ll live a lot longer than him, and regrets can kill foxes like you.”

Winking, he left Sora to sullenly sit alone at the table.  A few minutes passed, stuck in her bitter mind before the food arrived.  Picking up her fork, she bit into the curry with savagery.

I’m always left alone, the story of my life!

She fumed at every glance she received from the staff and customers around the room.  Every stare showed pity, every one of them thinking that Aiden had been her date or boyfriend that had left before eating.

Why am I always the one to pity!  Staring passively down at the delicious chicken, shecouldn’t even enjoy it.  I have powers of illusion, lightning, fire, light, seduction, hypnotism, and still, I’m the girl that needs sympathy!

Unable to stand any more compassionate understanding vibes, she left with half her food eaten.  Storming out of the restaurant, she walked to the back and went into the bathroom.

Pacing back and forth, she let seething tones rumble in her throat.  “Aiden just comes out of nowhere and just uses me to pass the time—as a distraction!”

Flicking her tail back and forth with irritation, she raged at how unfair her life had been.  After a few minutes of smoldering curses, she realized the distinct smell of burning cloth.  Frowning, she looked back and yipped.

Her tail was on fire, orange and yellow flames blazing down its length.  Worse still, her gray shirt started smoking and quickly caught fire; she couldn’t feel the heat at all.

Smothering the flames along her tail and burning cloth with a thought, she slid her shirt off and ran it under sink water, breathing deeply to calm herself.

An exasperated groan left her throat, tears running down her cheeks.  “I can’t even get angry without causing myself problems!”

After a minute, she took some paper towels and dabbed at her eyes, patting down her shirt.  She held it under the air dryer, her lips pursed.  “I’ve turned bipolar!  In pure bliss one second and vexed the next.  What am I going to do?”  she whimpered.

In misery, Sora examined her partially destroyed shirt.  “Only the back is burnt—I can still wear it; my tights aren’t damaged.”

Putting her shirt back on, she felt a little bit of discomfort, knowing what was exposed, and an idea suddenly popped into her mind.  “I can just make an illusion!”

She turned to examine her backside in the mirror, imagining the shirt whole again and found some measure of comfort and solace in watching the illusionary fabric slowly fill in the burnt areas.  “I guess being a Vulpes isn’t such a terrible thing.”

Breathing deeply, she slowly let it out.  “Alright, Sora!  It doesn’t matter anymore; I’ll be fine.  I can live with being a Vulpes!”

Nodding to herself, she put on a slight smile and exited the bathroom, walking past several clothing stores on the way out.  If only I brought my purse…

Stopping at the window in shock, she realized she didn’t even know where her purse was.  Palm striking her forehead, she tried not to cry.  “It’s probably back at the police station … They should have it in holding.”

            


B1 — 23. One Day; Life Lesson


                Sniffing the air as she walked into an alley, Sora let go of a sad sigh, trying to release the tension that gripped her chest.  No one in the area, and they have a terrible rat problem … I should call Nilly!

She forced herself to giggle while jumping on top of the building and racing across rooftops; wrapping herself in illusions to be invisible, Sora made her way to the police station.  Why was Nilly at the penthouse, though … Could she know my dad or mom?  She did say she had a fox friend…

Arriving at her destination, she frowned as she studied the video cameras.  Do my illusions work on cameras?  I mean, why wouldn’t they … I’m using light for these illusions, not a trick of the mind.

Unraveling her invisibility apart from her ears and tail, Sora walked in through the front doors to find a very flustered woman sitting at the desk.  She caught her name on a plate atop the desk—Becky.  Most of the building was empty, but there were a few very disgruntled and depressed-looking police officers in the background by the sounds in their voices.  

Walking up to the front station, Sora tapped on the wood to get her attention.  “Hello, Becky.”

Becky jumped and looked up.  “Oh—I’ve seen your picture—you’re Sora Moore?”

Sora nodded.  “Yup.”  Looking into Becky’s brown eyes, she asked, “Can you guide me to where my belongings are?”

Becky’s gaze glossed over.  “Yeah—one moment.”  She lifted from her seat, and Sora followed her to the holdings area.  On her way over, she passed a room with a substantial body of people inside.  There was a big man with a mustache, yelling vehemently.

Did I really cause all of this?  Some of them will probably be fired over this kind of incident.

“I really caused a catastrophe,” Sora whispered as she caught sight of a man crying in the room.

“What was that?”  Becky asked in the same trance-like state.

“Nothing,” Sora softly replied.  “Continue to the item holding area, please.”

Arriving, Sora mesmerized the guard to give her purse back, and a thought occurred to her.  “I want you to forget that I’ve been here.”

The guard nodded, and Sora guided Becky back to the room with all the officers and office workers.

Turning to Becky, Sora said, “I want you to ask the Chief to come out.  Tell him there’s an urgent matter.”

Nodding, Becky went into the room and called the Chief out.  Both Becky and the Chief exited soon after, and he looked down at her with a lifted eyebrow.  “This is the urgent matter?  I thought the incident got leaked, Becky!”

Waiting for the door to shut, Sora moved closer to focus on the man’s irises.  “I want you to listen to me carefully and answer all my questions.”

The Chief’s hard eyes pacified, and he nodded.

A hard lump dropped down her throat at the thought of what she was about to do.  “Who would be dispatched to deal with an incident like this?”

He answered in a monotone voice and expression.  “IID.”

“That doesn’t help me,” she grumbled.  “What’s that?”

“Internal Investigations Division, they’re…”

Sora cut him off.  “Alright, whatever—did you already report this incident to the IID?”

The Chief shook his head, and Sora sighed with relief.

“Good!  Okay, go in and tell them I’m from the IID.  Tell them that I’ll be performing separate interviews with everyone involved in the incident today.  Is there a room I can use?”

He nodded and pointed at the door across the hall.  “You can use this room here.”  

“Great…”  Sora took a deep breath and wrapped herself in illusions to make herself seem in her mid-twenties.  “Very well—you can introduce me as Vivian Reign,” Sora said, using the last name of her fifth-grade teacher.

Hesitating, she turned to Becky.  “Oh—Becky, go back to your desk and continue about your day.  I’ll be with you later.”

Walking into the room with the Chief, Sora shifted nervously beside him as she waited for him to introduce her, hiding her nervousness with illusions.

In a rough and commanding voice, the Chief said, “This is Vivian Reign.”  He let the statement hang ominously for several seconds as he glared around the room, sniffing sharply. “Ms. Reign is from Internal Affairs.”

The response was gut-wrenching.

Sora stiffened as every eye locked onto her, raw emotional terror hitting her like a tidal wave; the fear was palpable to Sora’s senses.  Dread crossed every pale face, and the room went deathly silent.  Sora could feel the space enclosing around her as their feelings radiated.

Is Internal Affairs really this scary?  It’s like their lives are literally over!

The Chief cleared his voice.  “Now—Ms. Reign will be questioning each and every person that was involved in this department today.”

Turning to a woman with rips in her clothing and alcohol stains on her shirt front, the Chief yelled, “Tamie!”  The woman jumped, trembling as she stared into the Chief’s stern face.  “Get Ms. Reign a list of every person on and off staff that was involved in this incident.”

Nervously, Sora cleared her throat but made her mental impression strict and demanding in their minds to keep up the illusion.  “I want this kept quiet right now; no leaks.  I don’t just want those involved in the incident brought to me; I want everyone involved—citizens, officers, and those being detained.  I want to talk with everyone that knows anything about this incident.”

The Chief firmly nodded.  “Right—Tamie, you heard the woman—what are you waiting for—get on it!”

Jumping out of her seat, Tamie ran out of the room, tripping on the way out.

Sora took a deep breath, wincing at her emotional spike.  “I’d like everyone to go about their normal routine, but be ready at any time for questioning.  Again, not a word of this incident—we don’t need rumors.”

The Chief nodded approvingly.  “Right; crime never sleeps.”  He eyed the room with disdain.  “Not even in a place of law.”

Clearing her throat, she held her hands in front of her to keep them from trembling.  “I’d like everyone to go about their business now—one of you, make sure Tamie knows I’ll be setting up the investigation in the room across the hall.”

She was shocked by how quickly the room emptied after dismissing them.

Turning to the Chief’s disgusted face, Sora looked into his eyes again.  “I’d like to talk with you first if that’s alright?”

He nodded and moved to the door; opening it, he gestured for her to follow.  They both moved to her temporary headquarters; the Chief closed the curtains and offered her the chair behind the desk.  She took the seat, and he sat across from her, silently waiting for further orders.

Licking her lips, Sora examined his blue irises.  “I want you to listen very carefully.”

The chief compliantly nodded.

“I want you to stay in the office; you’ll be the last person I talk to after I finish with everyone else.  I want you to go into the Captain’s office and put his mind at ease.  Tell him that you have inside information that this may all blow over, that he still has his job.  Just stay in the office and have an enjoyable time with him ‘till I call you.”

He nodded without question and left.

Sitting back in her chair, Sora puffed out a long, tired stream of air.  “I can’t believe I’m doing this … Do I have enough energy to mind control this whole thing under the rug?”

Taking a deep breath, she loosened up.  I have to … It’s my mess, and these people don’t deserve to be hurt by my mindless actions.

Sora had to wait several minutes before Tamie came panting in with a stack of papers.  She took one look at the list before whimpering, and her head sank to the desk’s cool surface.  “I’ll be here for hours...”

Tamie stood ready for instructions, watching Sora with trepidation.

Groaning again, Sora straightened and added a forced smile.  “Tamie.”

She felt sorry for the woman as she flinched, and quakes started running down her frame, and suddenly, she burst into a confession, tears rolling down her cheeks.  “I-I don’t know what came over me!  I just, I-I couldn’t—not drink and dance, I-I don’t have any excuses—but this is the only source of-of income in my house!  Please!  I-I have no excuse—but I need this job!”

Sora defensively held up her hands.  “Whoa!  Calm down, Tamie; you’re not in trouble.”  

Tamie swallowed her tears and sniffed back snot, clearly confounded.  “I-I’m not?”

Sora shook her head.  “No!  Not at all.  Now, sit down.”

Tamie hesitantly complied, and Sora looked her in the eyes.  “I want you to forget about the party—forget that it ever happened.  I want you to blackout that area and replace it with a normal night’s work.  I want you to erase any evidence that’s linked with the incident.  If someone asks you what you were doing, direct them to me—immediately.”

Tamie nodded at every command, and Sora set her off, asking for the first person on the list.  Going down the document, she watched the hours of the day slide by as she cleaned up her devastation.  She used police resources to track down the citizens involved in the incident and compelled several criminals to give an honest testimony or explain their innocence to help speed up the process, giving her more manpower.

After several hours, she finally finished talking with the Chief to cover everything up and erase all evidence.

Slumping into her chair as he exited the office, she groaned with exhaustion; her entire body felt drained.  Mentally, spiritually, physically, she felt utterly spent.  “I never realized how weak a body could feel … And I’m not even human…”

She didn’t expect using her abilities so often could sap her to this extent.  I guess continual illusions and hypnotism can really work me, but I haven’t been outside for hours … Maybe when I get under the sky, I’ll feel better.

Slowly getting to her feet, Sora groaned; suddenly feeling dizzy, she stumbled into the desk.  Her back was stiff and tight; she didn’t even have the energy to prevent her tail from dragging across the smooth tile floor.

Hoisting her purse over her shoulder, she slowly made her way to the exit, leaning against the wall for support.  She had to stop a few times as spots danced before her eyes, but eventually, she made it outside.

Sora chuckled with relief; it was twilight as she exited, and energy poured into her.  She was still spent, but the spots left her vision, and she felt good enough to stretch out.

It’ll take some time to start feeling good again, but I’m feeling a little better every second.

“A few hours of blacked-out memories gave me this much work … I never want to party again,” she irritably mumbled before making her way through the city.  

She took her time walking to the refitting shop, letting the sky recharge her, and thinking about her dad.

I should apologize … I was being a bit unfair.  I was able to feel the love he has for Mom … still.  Experiencing a bit of their relationship as it built … it’s all so confusing … I could feel the fear he had of me leaving him, of me hating him.  Why does it have to be so complicated?  Why can’t Mom just be with us, and we can be a family … Why does Kari have to harass me to feel in control or something … Why am I in the middle of all this craziness?

Resting against a building, she groaned, stretching again to ease her tight muscles.  I’m a Vulpes … What does that really mean for my future?  I don’t know how I can plan for anything anymore.  I guess that’s why Dad wanted me to tell him what’s been happening, so he could come up with a plan.  We’re both shooting in the dark.

She grunted.  “Humph, I need to get him up to speed.  Maybe he knows how we can get in touch with Mom?”

Looking back at her burnt shirt with an annoyed flick of her tail, she grimaced.  “I could barely keep the illusion from coming undone back there … First things first, I need a new shirt.”

She made her way to the refitting store and had Gina give her a dark blue shirt dress and denim shorts, going into the changing room to put it on.  Thanking her, Sora threw the destroyed shirt into the recycling bin before leaving.

Taking her time on the way home, she looked up at the sky with a weak smile.  Life isn’t that bad for me right now; Dad’s back, and he’ll probably be around for a while.

Arriving at her hotel, she gazed up at the massive structure with a heavy puff of air.  Time to own up…

Walking into the building, she cheerfully waved at the attendants; word seemed to have spread about her father pulling her upstairs because the staff looked worried.  Calling the elevator, Sora waited for the doors to open, leaning against the steel panels.

Hoisting herself away as they opened, Sora greeted Ron.  “Ron … what’s up?”

She hesitated at the door, eyes glossing over as she realized it was Ron and not Howie.  Wait … Why is he on duty right now?  He should be with Stephanie at this hour.  It should be another hour before he’s scheduled.

Ron gave her a questioning look.  “How the—how did you get down here?”  Ron mumbled, absently looking up as he searched for an answer.  “…I don’t recall you coming down?”

Sora bit her lip.  Crap.

“Emergency stairs … Has my dad left?”

Ron shook his head with worry now crossing his brow.  “What’s going on?  I’ve never seen your dad like that, and why would you go down the emergency stairs?  They're only used for—well, emergencies.”

Breathing deeply through her nose, Sora said, “It was my fault—I’ve done some pretty bad things lately.”

She hesitated, her tail fur standing on end as an odd scent carried through the air from Ron’s skin.  It didn’t smell human, but it wasn’t Ron.

Did a monster rub up against him?

Still looking concerned, Ron hummed as they rose.  “Hmm, you’re not wearing your ears and tail anymore.”  He hesitated for a second.  “I think I’m beginning to get what’s going on … Do you want to talk about it?”

Smiling up at him, Sora shook her head.  “Thanks for your concern, Ron.  I know you have been really worried about me.  I just need to make up with my dad right now.”

How do I even approach the topic of monsters … Maybe if I can get him to invite me over to eat dinner with Stephanie … No, get your mind right!  Talk to Dad first!

Nodding with understanding, Ron didn’t press the topic as they finished their ascent.

The doors slid open, and the calm, warm thoughts that she’d felt washed away, fear gripping Sora’s chest.  A sharp crash sounded from inside the apartment, shards of glass striking the granite floor flashed across her mind from the sounds inside.  Her dad’s surprised shout followed.

Legs tensing, she launched toward the front room.
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                Sora’s breath caught, following the horrific scene as it unfolded; three brown coated werewolves ran into the front room, Devin at their center.  Her dad flew across the room to strike a couch, flipping it over before tumbling into a wall.

What … Why are they…

Turning with a grin, Devin seemed happily surprised to see her.  “Oh, great, you saved us the trouble…”

Feral rage bubbled up Sora’s chest as her fur bristled; she could hear her dad’s heartbeat, but he wasn’t moving after hitting his head.  Foxfire birthed at her tail, time slowed while creating an illusion of herself running right; she darted left, bending light around herself.

Skipping a step, she twisted, flicking her tail to send a red and orange combustion toward the nearest werewolf.  The inferno struck the small werewolf in the side, sending it flying back into the balcony and smashing into the bar; it yelped, splintering the wood and dropping the granite countertop on its head.

Her heart froze as Devin moved toward her father.

No!  No!  No!

Sora tried to intercept the boy, her fur prickling as red lightning sparked around her tail, making it two steps before a mass of hair barreled into her.  Her blast of electricity went off-course, splitting the ground while they flew back into the entry hall to slide across the smooth granite.

Bearing her teeth as they flew through the air, Sora’s claws instantly extended to screech across the polished stone when she landed, but the werewolf was on top of her in an instant.

The lightning messed up my senses!

As she slowed, her clawed right hand ripped into the body atop her.  “Get off me!”

The werewolf screamed as her sharp nails shredded its chest, blood dripping across her front.  Swiftly scrambling away, Sora pushed herself up, wild eyes widening as a chair shot straight for her face.

Feeding power to her legs, she leaped to the ceiling, clawed toes, digging into the sheetrock as she scanned for her dad.  Her heart plummeted; Devin had her dad’s throat in his grip.

“Now, now!  Let’s settle down.”

“Devin!”  she yelled, preparing to launch at him, but his expression and tightening grip caused her to hesitate; the terrifying mental picture of her dad’s throat being ripped out played across her thoughts and forced her to drop back to the floor.

“Stop!”  Sora pleaded, chest heaving as panic started settling in; she couldn’t think, tears coming to her eyes.  “Please, just … Why are you doing this?”

She watched the recovering werewolves shakily collect themselves as Devin appraised her.  Please … don’t hurt him … I can’t … I can’t lose him!  Illusions?  No—I can’t risk it!  Please … Please…

“Woah,” he whistled.  “Lori didn’t say anything about foxfire or illusions like that, Man.  I guess it was the right move to grab your other friend too.  Wanda, was it?”

Sora’s gut dropped; frustration and fear crept into her tight chest.  “You—kidnapped Wendy?”

Breathing through his teeth, Devin nodded.  “That’s it, Wendy—boring name, but she wasn’t all that pretty, I guess.  Yeah, she’s been real compliant,” he snickered.  “She lives in that rundown place in Normandy.  Right?  Heh, it’d be awkward if we got the wrong girl, ya know!  Eh … guessin’ by your expression … Good, yup, bingo!”

Sora’s ears twitched as she heard Ron moaning behind her, uncertainty digging at her core when she caught the scent in the air.  Nilly left a while ago, and … human blood, Ron’s bleeding!  Wendy, Ron, and my dad?

“Why is it always me?!”  Sora cried.

“Woah!  Man, killin’ the mood here.  Gah, whatever—I was gonna nab you, knock you out, and take you back, but that seems like too much work now,” he mumbled with a short laugh.  “I’ll tell you what—why don’t you follow us.  Eh?  I’m sure you can follow our trail; unless you’re the worst Vulpes in existence!  Maybe your friend Wendy will be alive when you show up—that’d be nice, right?  Really depends on how long you take.”

Easily lifting her dad, Devin held his fingernails close to her dad’s throat as he slowly backed toward the balcony.  Should I use illusions?  Mind control?

“Stop!”  Sora commanded.  Devin wincing, and she felt her body sag.  No … am I too drained?

Fingernails extending to claws, they pressed against her dad’s throat, drawing spots of blood.  “What the—that’s new!  Try that again, and your dad’s dead—on the spot!  I have a killer headache now...”

He glanced over at the werewolf she’d hit with foxfire with a sneer.  “Figures he was useless.”  The werewolf’s fur was scorched as it weakly crawled out from under the granite top; furniture had caught a bit of the flame, which was starting to spread..

Sora’s face went white as she turned; the hallway to the elevator had the shattered remains of an armchair strewn across it.  Ron was lying on the ground with blood dripping down his face and a splintered section of a chair leg penetrating his side.  “No!  Ron, you’ve—you’ve been stabbed!  Why am I so useless!”  Sora exclaimed in horror.

Devin breathed through his teeth with a tick of his tongue.  “Too bad.  You close to the guy?  Gotta say I’m enjoying this ‘woe is me.’ ”

Ron weakly rubbed his forehead in shock, looking at the blood on his palm.  “Am I—bleeding, Sora?”  Coughing, he cleared his throat, pain shooting across his face.  “Good thing it’s not that bad.  Huh?”  His eyes moved down to his stomach, “Oh—crap.”

Sora was locked in place, her mind blank; she didn’t know what to do anymore.

Ron groaned.  “This—crap, that hurts.  Stephanie—she’ll…”  Looking up at Sora with a concerned frown, he cleared his throat.  Coughing again, he spat up some blood to his side, trying to shift a little.  “Look, Sora—you need to—to go.”

Devin laughed behind her.  “That sounds like a good plan because she needs to follow me!  If—you want to see your father and friend again, that is.  You’ve been summoned.”

Turning to the burned werewolf, he snapped, “Stop her with your life!”  Giving her a derisive wave, he leaped out of the window with the other werewolf following.

Sora was frozen in place, lungs heaving with panic as she tried running to Ron.  Her senses warned her, but she was too flustered to react; the smaller werewolf tackled her.  Rolling to a stop, it pinned her with its body.

Becoming manic, Sora cried.  “Get—off!”

A frantic lack of mental clarity broke the fragile chains holding her reality together; she couldn’t feel her heartbeat.  Flicking her flaming tail around, she pressed it against its face.  “Die—I don’t care!”

The werewolf screamed and shoved her away.  Claws screeching across the granite while she slid, fingernails meeting the wool blend carpets and ripping into it.  She lurched to Ron, forgetting about the werewolf entirely.

“Ron, I-I need to call an ambulance!”

Ron took a calm breath before shaking his head.  “Look—you need to go after your dad.  Stephanie—she’s all kinds of hormonal-pregnant scary right now, and i-it would be, gah, awful for anyone to be here when…”

Sora’s ears twitched as she heard a small boy’s whimpers.  Looking back, she found the werewolf had reverted to an eleven-year-old boy.  Black burns ran from his face to his chest as he began to convulse.  

Her barely functioning heart shattered, mind becoming hollow.  “Did I just—kill a kid?”

Ron groaned as he pushed himself against the wall, examining the boy.  Grabbing her leg to refocus her, Ron grunted, “Sora—just trust me—okay.  Take that boy and heal him—you can do that!  Stephanie’s occupied, but she should be sensing…”

He cut off as his pain and concern-filled face deepened.

Sora’s hair stood on end as a chilling aura exploded across the entire area, and her breath began to mist from her mouth.  She couldn’t breathe, her blood felt as if it was frozen, and a massive, terrifying pressure tightened around her entire frame; the air was compressed into solid ice that defied gravity.

Sora blinked in shock as Ron gripped her shoulder, ice creeping up his stomach.  “Stephanie will not be in her right mind—she’s…”  he cut off, bright glittering ice crystals appearing around the room.  “She’s locking the area into her dimension—you just need to go—now!”  Ron yelled.  “This is only reactionary—when she learns … go!”

Questions flooded Sora’s mind, but she didn’t hesitate.  Running to the boy, she lifted him with surprising ease.

Her world was collapsing.  Stephanie’s a monster that’s strong enough to have her own dimension?  Is everyone in on monsters but me?

Sora’s jaw locked as the shimmering crystals began to multiply, and it became harder to push forward; it felt like a tsunami was washing over her as she became heavier and heavier.

Fighting through the mass of force, she felt what little energy she had draining at an alarming pace, her vision going white as her senses started to vanish.

Am I going to make it?

She suddenly broke through into the open air.  Tensing with sudden vertigo, her tails locked in place as they started free falling, energy rushing into her as they hit the open sky.

Looking down, she saw a truck stopped in front of the hotel.  Bracing herself and clutching the boy with all she had, she landed in the bed; she felt a chunk of energy leave her as the shocks broke their fall.

The frame violently rocked, her ears catching curses from the passengers and outside attendants.  Leaping out and jumping over the barriers, she ran onto the beach as fast as she could before anyone could identify them.

Breathing heavily, Sora sat the seizing boy behind a mound, gauging the damage she’d inflicted.  He’s just a kid, and Devin threw him at me like trash!

Her lungs froze; fourth-degree burns traced across his face and neck, and the smell caused her stomach to twist with nausea.  She tucked in her lower lip as she followed the horrifying burns down his chest.  He wouldn’t stop shaking in her arms, mind unable to process the pain.

I did this to a little boy…

Thoughts returning to Ron’s instructions and her dad’s story, she closed her eyes and wished to heal him with all her heart.  The energy within her shifted, flowing to her tail.

Eyes snapping open, she brought her glowing, deep blue tail around, hovering it over the boy’s face; power drained out of her faster than the sky could recover, yet the burns turned to ash as new skin and organs replaced it.  Sweat gathering at her temples as she finished healing his burns

The boy gasped, fearful eyes flying open to gaze up at her; whimpering, he started to struggle in her arms.

She set him down, instinctively wincing as he hit her across the face with his flailing fists, but she didn’t feel any force behind it.  That was more draining than I thought … The sky’s giving me a lot of energy right now, and it still sapped me … should I have done it?  How can I even think that!

Lip tucking under, tears fell down her eyes again.  What’s right and wrong anymore?

The boy backed up a few feet before feeling his face and chest; his gym shorts had shrunk but were still a bit big, loosely hanging around his waist.  “You—healed me?”  Fear still in his voice.

Taking a shuddering breath to release stress, she tried to smile.  “I didn’t want to hurt you.  I just—just wanted to save my dad.  Are you—feeling okay now?”

No, I should go … I need to save him—there’s too much … too much…

He nodded, looking around with fright.  “I’m supposed to stop you—I don’t want to hurt anyone else,” he sobbed.

Taking a deep breath and sniffing back her snot, Sora looked into his brown eyes.  “Can you tell me where Devin is taking my dad?”

The boy’s fear faded as he relaxed.  “Devin said to meet him at the golf course if we got separated.”

“North or south golf course?”  Sora pressed, clearing her throat and trying to be strong.

“North.”

Slowly nodding, Sora used the back of her hand to dry her cheeks.  “Okay, I want you to go where it will be safe—and make sure you’re safe getting there.”

“I’ll go somewhere safe,” the boy repeated.  Getting up, he ran toward town, and a sad smile moved Sora’s lips upon seeing the top of his butt, wondering if his shorts would make the trip.  Getting up, Sora hummed while looking after him.

I hope he doesn’t get hurt.

“Get it together!”  she screamed, smacking herself to try and stop the shakes in her arms

Feeling slightly better as her energy continued to be refilled and feeding off the starry sky, she wrapped herself in illusions, rushing toward the North Shore Open Space Park.  She became faster with every passing second; her heart pumped again as the panic subsided.

Making it to Fontainebleau Miami Beach Hotel, she ran to Collins Avenue and sprinted across a short dock to leap across the waterway onto a slow-moving boat.  Her claws dug into the wood to steady herself.  Gaining balance, she jumped the rest of the way to Pinetree Park.

She breathed deeply, finding her dad and Devin’s scent.

Gritting her teeth, she continued through the park, leaping atop the red-tiled roof of a mansion.  Devin’s odor was getting stronger—she was making headway.

Tail bristling, Sora shot left as a teenage Nilly appeared next to her with a wide grin.  “Nilly?”  Sora panted, pressing forward to Pine Tree Drive.

“Nilly will always win against bad foxes like Sora.  Practicing won’t help!”  she giggled.

Hope filled Sora’s chest.  “Nilly—have you seen werewolves tonight?”

Nilly wasn’t breaking a sweat, starting to do acrobatics beside her.  “Wolfies?  Yeah, Nilly saw lots of wolfies.  Sora knows wolfies?”

Shaking her head while slowing a little, Sora swallowed hard and panted, “No—the wolfies took my dad!  I need to catch…”

Sora cut off in confusion as Nilly’s head tilted up with excitement.  At the same time, Sora noticed a sharp and familiar scent that was like Kari.

“Nilly needs to go!”  Nilly clapped excitedly before doing an Arabian double front, followed by a round-off back handspring double layout with a half twist.  “Nilly’s playtime!”  she cheered.

Sora couldn’t say a word before Nilly touched the ground and vanished.

Cursing under her breath, Sora sniffed the air and caught Devin’s scent again; she could faintly smell her dad’s blood with it.

Taking a deep breath, she continued her chase.  It’s better Nilly doesn’t get involved, but is she going to hunt a Fenris Wolf?  Nilly seems a lot stronger than I thought.

            


B1 — 25. One Day; Introduction


                Unnerved by how empty the streets were at this time of night, Sora raced after her father’s scent.  Miami Beach is always busy at night … Where is everyone?

It took Sora five more minutes before she caught sight of Devin, leaping across rooftops on La Gorce Drive.  Gritting her teeth and extending her claws, she jumped into the air, flicking her tail to aim a red beam of light around the werewolves to get their attention; her father was still unconscious.  She needed to make them stop somehow because she was losing strength at this pace.

Devin snarled and diverted his path.  “What’s up with that speed?”  Jumping off the rooftop, he shouted at the two werewolves with him.  “Keep her busy!”

Sora hesitated as images of the little boy flashed across her mind, and she braced for a fight.  He didn’t want to fight me or hurt anyone … Devin’s somehow forcing them.  Are these just normal people?  What’s going on?!

One of the werewolves charged her, but he was moving slower as she decreased her speed, and her energy recovery stabilized.

Sidestepping him and jumping over the second, she left them blinded with a streak of light from her tail.  Not wanting to waste too much effort on them, she followed Devin onto the La Gorce Golf Course as the two werewolves pursued.

I can’t use lightning or fire; I’ll hurt my dad!  What can I do?

Picking up her pace again, a stitch broke into her side as her energy leaked out; fighting through the pain, she dashed toward Devin and slashed at his leg.  “Let—go of my dad!”

Howling with rage and pain, the boy toppled to the ground, and Sora watched in horror as her father went skidding across the grass.  Running to him, she looked him over real fast, breathing sharply; he was okay, but now she had Devin and his werewolves to deal with again.

Turning her attention back to Devin and his accompanying werewolves, she cursed, seeing the cut she’d given him swiftly healing, and to make matters worse, her side stung, reminding her how low she was on energy.

He was on all fours as he landed but smoothly rose to his feet.  “Shit … You’re a lot faster than I gave you credit for—your dad’s pretty bulky, though...”

Sora bared her teeth through the pain and flicked her tail, a trail of foxfire burning across its length.  Hair bristling, her ears twitched as they picked up hurried footsteps around her, stomach tightening while following the noise to the north; twenty werewolves were running her way.

No!  Is that the pack?  How many more do they have?  I need to get out of here, but there’s no way I can carry him and outrun the pack!

Her chest pumped while scanning for an escape route, yet Devin and the other two werewolves were already closing her in.  There’s Wendy too … If it’s just me, but there’s nowhere safe, I can drop him off.  Maybe Eyia or Jin … but I don’t know where they are.

She licked her dry lips, swallowing the lump in her throat.  There’s nothing I can do but wave my tail around threateningly!  That won’t hold them back long unless … I could buy some time…

Keeping Devin’s confident sneer in her sights, Sora grunted, hoisting her father over her shoulders.  “Are you serious—ugh, all this for just me?”

Devin chuckled.

No joke … I am a lot stronger than I was, but how heavy is Dad—no, it’s more like he’s … bulky…

Hating the thought of agreeing with Devin on anything, she imaged the two of them invisible.  Disappearing before their eyes, she saw Devin’s sneer vanish and took the opportunity to jog between two of the werewolves, trying to make as little noise as possible.

Devin swore.  “You're playing pretty hard to get, Sora—but I can respect that in a girl.”

Her ears twitched, following the pack's movements as they met with Devin making snarling and grunting noises to each other.

“Idiots!”  Devin quickly silenced them.  “She’s invisible, not gone.  Use your noses!  You know what to do—now get to it.”

Sora’s heart froze as they sniffed the air, finding her scent.  Can I ever catch a break?!

There wasn’t anywhere she was trying to go; she just needed to get away from the threat on her heels.  I need to find a good place to defend while recovering, but there’s no way I can drop my dad off somewhere—they’ll just follow his scent … And how in the world am I going to save Wendy?  Devin said I’d been summoned, but why would Aiden send them after me like this?  Is there someone above him pulling the strings?

Tightening her grip on her dad as they made it to the fence line, she gathered her strength and jumped it.  Her dad’s weight shifted in the air, and she landed as softly as she could, using her legs to try and cushion the blow, but a sharp gasp escaped her father’s unconscious lungs, nonetheless.

Shifting his weight, she groaned.  Her ears pricked, and her tail bristled.  Fantastic, they’ll be here any second!

“Wh-what’s … goin’ on, ugh, Sora?”  Her father asked with a sharp wheeze.

Ears folding back, Sora set him down.  “Dad!  You need to run!  I’ll try and keep them away from us, but I can’t carry you anymore.  They’ll catch us,” she cried, liquid coming to her eyes.

Staring back at their pursuers, her father grimaced; the pack was sniffing around the edges of the fence.  “I see … They can’t see us?”

Sora shook her head.  “Not at the moment, and I’m trying to mask our sounds from their minds, but…”  Sora dropped to her knees with a sharp intake of air, wincing as the draw grew stronger.  “It’s getting harder and harder to keep up the illusion.  I don’t have enough energy!”

Her father nodded and, with a single, swooping motion, swept her off her feet.

A yelp escaped Sora’s lips at the action; the shock almost made her lose control over the illusion.  “Dad?  No, what … You need to run away!”

She stopped as he chuckled, the rumbling in his sturdy chest transferring to her body, and he ran down Alton Road; the werewolves close on their heels but taking time to follow their scent.  “What kind of a father would leave his daughter to fight a pack of beasts like that?”

“No, Dad…”  Sora recognized a slight limp in her father’s steps, but she couldn’t finish her sentence, tears falling down her cheeks; a warm prickling sensation filled Sora’s body as her father’s emotions filled her, giving her more strength.  “Dad—I’m not a normal girl—I’m a Nogitsune—a Vulpes.”

He chuckled again as she looked into his determined, smiling face.  “You could be the devil incarnate, and you’d still be mo chuisle chroí … You are the pulse of my heart!”

[i.e. my heart pulse]

Sora didn’t have the words to respond, and with her father’s swift but strained strides, they started outpacing the wolves.

“Hey, Sora—did you lose a few pounds with that transformation?  You’re a lot lighter than you used to be.”  He laughed as she lightly hit him on the chest.

“That’s … The last time you carried me was when I was in elementary school!”

“No, I’m serious!  You’re a lot lighter than you should be…”

He cut off, expression falling with hard eyes as they entered a partially built construction site off 63rd and Aqua Avenue.  Several men were waiting around the place, and they weren’t wearing construction equipment.

Sora stiffened as one man looked straight at them, an expectant grin on his face; they should have still been invisible.

Stopping, her dad set her down, and she released the illusion with a discharge of air; there weren’t many options to run—they were cornered.  She bitterly appraised the men, trying to ease her racing heart; she had her dad, but they were far from out of danger, and Wendy still needed her help.

Is this why Devin wasn’t worried?  Was he leading us toward an ambush the entire time—boxing us in?

“A setup … I assume that one is the leader,” her father whispered, looking at the man in the center.

“Very astute,” the man mused.

Sora’s eyes leveled with the man; he was in his early twenties and surprisingly well-built for his age.  Standing by the men around him, he was a giant at six-foot-seven.  Long, silky brown locks fell down his back and front; he parted it down the center, leaving his dark blue eyes clear.  His chiseled face was filled with pride and amusement.  Pride oozed from every word he spoke.

“So …you’re the Vulpes my dear sister’s been plagued with over the years.  Your magic is astonishing for a single tail.  Consider me intrigued.”

Kari’s brother—it was his gang that wanted me?  The one Kari’s gang was so frightened to speak of … So, it’s not Aiden.

Teeth coming together, Sora couldn’t see a way out of the situation as she examined their surroundings, hearing more movement all around them.  Her world was falling apart.

I’ve used a lot of my energy already.  It is filtering back, but not at the pace I need.  We’re surrounded, and there’s no way to cover my dad from all these werewolves.

Her tail bristled as her hearing confirmed their confinement; the group from behind had caught up, and more appeared at their sides.

My only way out is negotiating with Kari’s brother; at least, he seems a lot more talkative than her.

Taking a deep breath to calm her racing heart, Sora added a smile and took a more comfortable posture.  “You must be Kari’s older brother.  I must say that I haven’t heard much about you—really, all I have are Kari’s tantrums over your very name.  So … In conjunction with what you’ve said—yes, I am that Vulpes that’s been—eh, abused by your sister over the years.  Heh, nice to finally meet you!  My name’s Sora,” she said with small pauses for light entertainment, hoping to catch him off-guard.

He seemed to enjoy her floristic introduction with silent laughter.  “Yes, you’re definitely a Vulpes.”  His tone hardened but still held delight.  “The vixen will bare her teeth when cornered and resort to carefree witticism to see another sunrise.”

Thinking quickly, Sora felt her options narrowing.  He knows my dad’s someone important to me, but I don’t think he knows how we’re related … Do they have Wendy at another site?  I can’t pass him off frivolously, or they’ll just kill him for seeing what they are.  What to say?  What to say?!

Her eyes centered on Devin as he circled them to stand beside Kari’s brother.  “Eric, sorry I made you come all the way here, but she has some strong magic.”  Pointing at her dad, he added, “Took her dad to draw her here faster.”

Sora resisted biting her lower lip.  I’m beginning to understand why Kari hates Devin; what a snake.

Eric’s smile didn’t falter.  “You did well to bring her to me, Devin.  Lori didn’t give us all the information; this fox could be more interesting than I thought.”

Looking to his right, he said, “The newest recruit returned without a scratch too—unlike the others I sent with you.”

Sora’s breath caught as the eleven-year-old boy she’d healed walked out to join the crowd of men.  His eyes were lowered as if unable to look at her.

No!  I told him to go somewhere safe … Why did he go back to Eric?  I put him under my influence!

“I told you to go somewhere safe,” Sora pleaded, despair filling her breast.

The boy shifted to look away in shame as Eric laughed at her comment.

“You don’t understand anything about Germanic werewolves, do you?”  Eric asked, rubbing his chin.  “The only safe place is beside me; otherwise, he’d turn into a monster and kill everything around him … Such is the curse of a human turning into a Werewolf.”

“You’re blackmailing him to join your gang?”  Sora mumbled with disgust.

Devin laughed.  “Don’t get the wrong idea.  I’m a Wolfwere, not a werewolf.  A pure-blooded Wolfwere is a wolf that transforms into a human-wolf or human.”

He glanced around with a derisive glare.  “These mutts around you are just shells, human werewolves—or partially infected—turned by a pure-blooded Germanic werewolf.  Mutts can’t infect anyone, and they can’t leave the side of the Alpha for more than ten miles without direct prompt unless they want to lose control of their minds.  It’s simply hierarchy.”

Thinking about his words for a moment, Sora hummed.  “So, Eric is a Fenris Wolf, and you are a Wolfwere—then who’s the Germanic werewolf that turned all the humans?”  She caught sight of her dad, still studying the situation around him, looking for a way out.

Eric held up a hand.  “Impressive, knowing about Fenris Wolves, and from everything I’ve heard—you don’t want to ruin all the preparations I’ve made.  This is a big night...”

Her dad put his hand on her shoulder, whispering, “Look—you have a chance to run, you take it!”

Sora already knew she wouldn’t leave her father, even if it cost her life.

Eric snickered, showing a wicked grin.  “Oh—don’t worry about her getting away, Daddy—it won’t happen.  We also have her friend.  Who knows; maybe I’ll have her turned.”

Teeth grinding together, Sora shouted, “Why do you want me so bad?”

“Why?”  Eric questioned.  “I thought it would be obvious, Little Nogitsune; I suppose you don’t know all that much about Fenris Wolves?”

Sora huffed but kept her lighthearted tone alive.  “I know the fleas must be unbearable!  Also—maybe the lack of women in your group isn’t due to your hairy, eh—predicament—but with the rancid skunk-soaked stench you put off.”

Unable to control her tongue, Sora scratched her neck, glancing at a small gap that was just filled with Werewolves.  “Honestly, have any of you seen water?  If you warm it up it’s quite enjoyable—you know, with fire—fire; it’s a neat little invention!”

Sora was taken aback as Eric broke out with spurts of mirth; he doubled over, clutching his stomach as his face turned red.  Gasping for air, he wheezed, “That’s—so refreshing!  It’s been so long since anyone has spat such words at me.”

Frowning, Sora pursed her lips to the side with agitation.  “I see—so, you arranged this little get-together to be made fun of?  Personally, I’d suggest a bikini and a crown of flowers while walking down Main Street.  Hmm—maybe a miniskirt and schoolgirl uniform would be a better fit—oh, and wear some panties on your head.  You’d be the talk of the town!”

His smile slowly faded as she spoke.  “I think you’re running your mouth too much now, Vixen.”  Wicked grin returning, he lifted his hands to point at a particular werewolf.  “We have quite a few women in the group, by the way; in fact, I think you know one … Mary, is that your name?”

Sora’s mind chilled as she remembered Mary’s voicemail.  No … Mary?  They forced Mary to turn … because of me?

The werewolf Eric pointed to returned to her human state; Mary’s shameful eyes avoided her as she rubbed her left arm, tears running down her cheeks.  “I’m sorry, Sora…”

She couldn’t feel her heartbeat at the thoughts running through her brain.  Has everyone been affected by just being associated with me?  How many more?

Before Sora could reply, her tail bristled, and she heard shifts in air pressure above them with the sounds of flapping wings, forcing her ears to twitch.  Looking up, Sora saw a radiant bird descending from the sky; rainbow streaks emanated from its trail, creating brilliant colors behind its descent.

The bird landed beside Eric and produced a discharge of bright hues that veiled the bird from sight.  As it faded, Sora found Aiden at its center, and his soft glimmer slowly dispersed.

Aiden considered the scene with an emotionless look.  “Eric, what’s this about?”

Is he a friend or foe?
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B1 — 26. One Day; Tension Breaks


                Sora was even more at a loss at the look on Aiden’s face.  He really doesn’t know what’s going on.

Eric lifted an eyebrow while appraising Aiden.  “I’ve barely seen you the last few days.”

Devin chuckled, leaning over to leer at the bird.  “Yeah, he’s been hanging out with the vixen to dodge you—I could smell her on him.”

Eric’s smile vanished.  “You know this Vulpes?  I do smell her on you...”

A sigh exited Aiden’s lips as he turned to look at Sora.  “I do.  We met a few days back.”  His eyes snapped to Devin with a deep frown.  “Devin was with me … I assume he was the one that brought her to your attention.  Can you make an exception?”

“An exception?”  Devin jeered.  “No—do you like her?  She may have him under her thumb already, Eric.”

“It’s not like that,” Aiden said as he squared up to Devin.

“Whoa,” Devin took a step back while laughing and raising both hands.  “Touchy, are we?”

Sora licked her lips.  Why do I feel so nervous about this conversation?

Her eyes shifted to her dad as he scanned the pack enclosing them; he seemed to be brooding on something.  There’s no way we can outrun him with his entire group … We need to talk our way out. 

“You know exactly where I’ve been, Devin, don’t twist that,” Aiden spat.

“The fake grave you had made for Tiri,” Eric stated in a thoughtful tone as his eyes shot between Aiden and her.  “You have to understand how this looks, Brother.  A Vulpes—that you’re speaking up for.”

Aiden stepped back to appraise Eric, frown in place.  “It’s been nice talking to someone outside of the pack.  That’s it.”

A faint hum left Eric’s throat.  “I’ve seen her use fairly strong magic—odd magic for a Nogitsune.”  He was silent for a moment.  “Did you promise anything to her?”

Aiden seethed through his teeth.  “I can’t break a promise, Eric—you know that very well and that I am only pledged to your family—specifically, you.  I cannot promise her anything...”

Devin cut in, “I don’t know … she tried messing with my mind back at her place…”

Eric shook his head.  “That’s concerning—Vulpes mind control can be very potent, especially seeing her magic.  Though, you’d be resistant—so, perhaps I’m worrying over nothing.”

“You are worried over nothing,” Aiden huffed.  “Your plans were for Kari, not Sora.  Is it that much to ask for you to just let her go?”

“Sora—she has a name, does she?”  Devin snickered.  

“Shut up,” Eric stated, making Devin’s eyes drop to the floor with a nod.  “I would have let her go—if you had made this case about four minutes ago before she insulted me.  Not only that, but I already had my eye on her from Jenny’s reports.”

Sora’s eyes closed as she breathed a tired sigh.  Wonderful, thanks, tongue!

Clearing her throat, she said, “I’m really sorry.  I-Is there anything I can do to make up for it?”

Aiden’s jaw set.  “She had no idea…”

Eric cut him off.  “I’m done talking about it, Aiden.  Go sit down and watch.”  In frustration, he walked over to a pile of cinder blocks and sat, looking frustrated.

Sora took another deep breath, looking for openings.  Seems Aiden’s powerless against him … There are more wolves in hiding, too.

She looked up as her father put a hand on her shoulder, squeezing, which only made Sora more nervous.  He doesn’t see a way out of this either?

A grin twisted Eric’s lips as he glanced over at Aiden.  “Remember the promise you made my mother.”  Aiden folded his arms.  “You belong to me, not to my sister or some Vulpes.  You know my aim.  Connect the dots; your power, a Vulpes with theatrical magic, lands in my lap.  One and one make a meal.”

Sora swallowed.  I don’t like that ‘meal’ bit…

Aiden didn’t answer, Sora could vaguely sense a deep hatred that burned within him, but it was for himself.  Her eyes snapped between Eric and Aiden as Eric held out his hand.  “It’s been a few days.”

Aiden didn’t look happy as he rose and walked to Eric, holding out his hand.  Sora watched in wonder as the whole construction site lit up with dancing rainbow sheens of light.  He held out a shimmering feather to Eric.

Eric took it and dropped it into his mouth, the light disappearing as he closed his jaws and swallowed.  Breathing out with satisfaction, he patted Aiden on the back.  “That was delicious!”

Aiden’s shoulders sagged, and he looked tired.  Did Aiden give Eric energy?  Is that what he wants from me?  I’m some kind of energy pill for him to take.

Sora’s ears twitched as a loud howl sounded in the distance.  Even more are coming?

Eric’s joyous expression brightened as he turned to the man next to him and tilted his head.  Sora watched the man grit his teeth, arch his back, and change into a werewolf, his clothes ripping with a bulk of the transformation.

It only took seconds, and after he finished, he dashed into a side alley.  Was that howling something bad, another pack?  Then was that Kari?

Waving a hand, Eric signaled to one of his men.  A man in his late forties ran into the construction area and returned a few moments later with a foldable chair.

Sitting, Eric appraised Sora.  “What do you think, Aiden?  She really has my interest piqued.  You talked with her, right?  Reddish hair, not affiliated with Inari, and Japanese, meaning she’s a Nogitsune.  Yet, hmm, she can manipulate EM waves, and they are shockingly powerful for a single-tail.  I’d class those illusions close to a four-tailed Húli Jīng.”

Aiden didn’t respond, and Sora felt her father’s hand tighten on her shoulder.  He’s going to do something…

Her mind flashed back to his story and how he used to fight.   I need to find some way out of this before he gets hurt!

Shifting direction, Sora asked, “So—why does your sister hate you?  You seem like a real likable guy; big, intimidating.”

Smile playing at the corners of Eric’s mouth.  “Praise where insult fails?  Why does she hate me?  Probably because I killed our little sister,” he bluntly stated, and Sora’s blood chilled as he continued.  “Of course, you probably couldn’t even call her our sister since she had so little Fenris in her that she could be considered human!  A disgrace.”

She couldn’t respond—Sora didn’t know how she could—her heightened senses catching Aiden’s fist tighten and jaw lock.

Aiden’s trapped by his word.  He apparently can’t break a promise, which has him shackled to Eric … that’s horrible.  That little eight-year-old girl I saw.  He’s more of a monster than I thought.  What can I do?

Her hair bristled as she heard snarling behind her, down the alleyway.  She didn’t twitch as a werewolf was thrown beside her, tumbling across the ground behind her back.  He jerked several times, whimpering from broken bones.  Kari’s scent carried across the breeze, and she heard footsteps entering the area from behind her.

Aiden looked pale as he watched Kari approach.  The footfalls stopped, and Sora turned to see Kari’s stone-cold expression, but she wasn’t staring at her.  Her eyes bore into Eric’s with deadly intensity; she was alone.  Every man and werewolf backed away from her, tails between their legs.

Eric’s expression didn’t change.  “Are you finally coming to confront me, Sister?  It’s about time you stopped ducking around corners and try to take leadership.”

Kari responded with sharpness.  “Where’s Lori, and what did you do with Jenny?”

Chuckling lowly, Eric opened his arms wide.  “It’s been a week since Jenny went missing, and now you’re asking what I did with her—finally given up on our game of hide and seek?”

Jaw set, Kari’s nose wrinkled with contempt.  “I never play games with you.  I found Lori’s hospital room torn apart … what did you do to them?”

Eric ticked his tongue.  “Sister, Sister, have you learned nothing?  Why on our mother’s grave would I hurt Jenny?  She’s a pure-blooded Germanic werewolf; she’s just been misguided by your ideology.”

Sora’s breath caught at his statement.  Jenny’s the pure-blooded Germanic Werewolf … only she could have turned humans into werewolves.  Then everyone here—was turned by her?  How long has this been going on?  All of Kari’s girls that were changed...

Eric shook his head.  “Lori, on the other hand … an experiment, not a werewolf.  I mean—a little extension of the jaw and teeth, long nails, it just doesn’t add up to the real thing.  Interesting though, wouldn’t you agree?  Perhaps not.”

Sighing at his sister’s firm demeanor, he continued, “I’ve done all this for you, Dear Sister.  You have the purest blood linked with Fenrir, and since he's dead—you’re even more of a link than Mom, and that’s coming from her own lips!  I question that myself ... in any case, you should be mindful of your heritage and stop running with trash, not even trash, waste.”

Sora felt her stomach churning at every word.  Eric’s a purist?  Has Kari been dealing with this psychopath her entire life?  No … she does have a vicious side to her, but is she actually trying to protect the girls under her?

Kari’s expression darkened with fury.  “I have nothing to do with you or your plans. Why do you keep coming back into my life?”  she yelled.  “I move continents, and still you follow me!  Go back and have your war with your dad in Germany.  Leave me out of it!”

I’m finding out a lot about Kari—but there’s still no way for me to escape.  The only way is to beat Eric, and … I know I can’t beat him … I just know I’d lose.

Her father bent down.  “Sora, if you get the chance to run, then do it—do you understand!?  I’ll be alright, don’t worry about me.”

Sora shook her head.  “I won’t leave you, Dad.  I’ll come up with something.”

Eric burst out laughing.  “Stand there quietly, Nogitsune.  I’ll deal with you in a moment.  Your illusions won’t save you; these guys won’t lose your scent.  So, don’t try it.”

Sora growled, voice turning sharp.  “I still don’t get it!  What do you want from me?  Do you want me to feed your energy addiction or something?”

Her eyes darted to Kari as she huffed in revulsion.  “No—that would be too difficult.  He’s going to eat you alive.”

Sora’s skin tingled, and her muscles tightened.  “Great—first, someone wants to rip out my heart, and now someone wants to eat me alive.  I’m starting to regret becoming a Nogitsune.”

She took a step back as both Kari and Eric’s eyes shot to her.

“Becoming a Nogitsune?”  Eric questioned with interest.  “What were you before?”

Sora’s jaw locked.  I shouldn’t have said that!  What will they think?

She jumped as her father’s deep voice sounded above her.  “Nine days ago, she was a human.  Her mother’s blood started destroying her human cells, and now she’s almost a pure Nogitsune.  She will be once it strikes midnight.”

Eric looked astonished and excited.  “How?  How is she going to turn from human to a Vulpes?  That’s fascinating!”

“Dad!  What are you…”

She cut off as his grip squeezed around her shoulder again.  What’s he planning?

Her father shook his head.  “I don’t know the details; I’m just a man.  However, Mia told me it would happen.  I suggest you let us go; you know who Mia is, I assume.”

Eric sat back with a heavy sigh as he sucked on his lip.  “Huh … how would a human know about Mia?  She’s a myth among Vulpes, a hope, really.  Human knowledge of her died long ago.”

Without hesitation or fear, her dad said, “Will you tell yourself that when you’re staring into her eyes or when she rips out your spirit?  Maybe you’ll be lucky, and she’ll throw you into a shadow realm or trap you in your mind for eternity.”

Licking his lips, Eric grinned.  “You know quite a bit, don’t you?”

Thinking for a moment, he leaned forward.  “So, you’re saying this girl is the product of you and Mia?”

Eric laughed hysterically, starting to clap.  “I can’t believe it!  You almost had me considering your story, but I guess there are things you don’t know about Mia.  I haven’t had this much fun for a long time!  Probably since killing my father.”

Shifting in his chair, he folded his fingers together.  “You know, my mother knew Mia.  I’ve heard quite a few tales about her and her power.  Mia is a second-generation Founder—the younger sister to Inari, and most definitely real.  Because I know so much about her, I know your story is fake.  There are no Vulpes third-generation Founders.  Now, my patience is wearing thin.  So, be quiet and wait!”

Sora took a deep breath.  It wasn’t a horrible plan; we just need more proof.  If Dad had anything else to prove, then he’d state it.  Is Mom that much of a mystery, even to him?  Does he even know the legends surrounding her?  He may have been bluffing.

Her head darted up as movement caught her eyes and her skin prickled as the wind blew, tickling her nose.  From inside the half-built building came three figures: a lanky brown-furred werewolf, a girl with a bag over her head, and Wendy trembling beside her.  Sora knew the scent; it was Lori.  She tensed nervously at the low rumble in Kari’s throat.

Wendy’s cheeks were tear-struck, and she could smell and feel her terror.  Why does everyone I know get hurt!

The brown werewolf prodded them forward.  Lori was stumbling across the ground, each step sending a painful wheeze through her concealed mouth.  Her cast was split, and she was holding her arm with trembling fingers, dragging her right foot, whimpering every time she was forced to put weight on it.

She was wearing a hospital gown that was tied securely, but bloodstains marked several places.  Wendy frightfully gazed around at the werewolves, eyes locking on Sora, more tears appeared in her eyes, but she held her tongue.

Kari took a shuddering breath as she appraised the three; she looked hurt and lost.  “Jenny … Did you do this?”

Figures…

Jenny’s head was turned away from Kari in shame while she gently urged them along.  Does Kari know that Jenny has been turning humans into werewolves for Eric?  It doesn’t seem like it...

Eric looked pleased with his sister’s reaction.  “Jenny, be quick about it!”

Jenny tensed and started picking up Lori and Wendy’s pace.  Unable to keep the speed, Lori cried out as she fell.  Trying to stop with her right arm, she bit back a howl as her left arm slammed against the dirt.

Jenny made a single step to help before freezing, eyes slowly lifting to Eric.  Wendy was trembling but bent down to help Lori up.  A quake ran down Jenny’s body as she stepped back.  Kari bit her lower lip as her brother chuckled, blood leaking down her chin.

Eric’s voice held pleasure.  “Not looking well, are you, Lori—I wonder, who’s fault it is that you’re even here?”

Sora watched nervously as Kari took several steps toward her brother.  “Let. Them. Go. Eric!”

His face faked hurt at Kari’s words as he held up a hand, and Jenny put her claws against Lori’s throat, making Kari come to a dead stop.  “You can’t call me brother?  That stings, Kari.”

Kari’s eyes blazed contempt as her arms shook, hands balled into white fists.  She spoke slowly and dangerously.  “Let them go, Eric, or I’ll make you.”  Sora knew she wasn’t bluffing; her voice held a familiar edge she identified all too well.

Laughing, he ended it in a sigh.  “Kari, my dear sister, you can’t beat me at anything.”

Voice laced with steel, yet hiding a stinging edge, Kari said, “As you said, I have the purest blood since Fenris.  So that gives me a lot more power than someone like you; a half breed—a Germanic wolf, only a quarter Fenris.  The only reason for your strength is Aiden and you … eating Mom.  Siphoning energy from a Firebird to keep ahead of me and stem Mom’s power from devouring you.  How pathetic is that … Brother?”

Sora couldn’t help but feel slightly impressed by her taunt.  Not bad; maybe I did rub off on her a little.

Aiden’s complexion paled at her response.  I doubt he’ll take that lying down.

Eric’s eyes narrowed, but his smile stuck, tongue glazing over his white teeth; he sniffed.  “Aiden, stay where you are, be quiet, and don’t move until I’m done.”

Aiden’s jaw locked as concern etched across his features.  “You’re right, Little Sister!  I think it’s time I stopped thinking you’re a pup.”  Motioning with his right hand, he said, “Jenny, bring Lori here.  I think I’ve mistreated her.”

Wendy backed up a little as Jenny hesitantly helped Lori move to Eric before stepping away.

Eric smiled while pulling off her bag with the same wicked grin.

Sora winced; Lori’s face was purple and blue with gashes running down her cheeks and neck.  She shook with pain and fear as her one semi-functional eye darted around the scene.

Bringing his hand in front of her face, Eric slowly motioned for her to look up at him.

Convulsive flutters quivering through Lori’s frame as her neck rose to stare into his sinister blue irises.

Shaking his head, Eric looked carefully at the girl’s wounds, causing Kari’s breath to catch, and Sora’s ears twitched, hearing her teeth grinding against each other.  Kari’s eyes fixated on Lori’s back; her hospital gown was torn to shreds, and wet blood dripped down the claw marks raking its length.

Puffing out a deep breath of air, Eric shook his head.  “You know, Lori.  I think I was completely wrong about you.  You did do everything I asked, but I don’t even think you’re worth an example.”

His fingers straightened and plunged through Lori’s chest, his blood-soaked hand exiting the opposite side.  Lori’s head lowered to stare at the hand inside her.  She only let go of a single gasp before her body convulsed and fell limp.

Sora couldn’t move as Wendy fainted, crumpling to the ground.

Eric killed Lori.

She’d known Lori since sixth grade, and she just watched a man stick his hand through her chest.  Her father’s hand stiffened as Kari cried out in anguish and fury.
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B1 — 27. One Day; Thrash


                Time slowed in Sora’s eyes, heart pounding as she watched Eric pull his hand from Lori’s chest, sidestepping her descent to the floor.

Revulsion spread across her abdomen when Eric licked his fingers, a malevolent grin directed at his sister.

The time dilation only lasted a moment, and Kari dashed forward, her body changing to her Fenris form; her speed picked up dramatically to Sora’s gym encounter with the wolf.  Kari’s black coat bristled as her flaming amber eyes centered on her brother, glistening teeth bared in a vicious snarl. 

Eric’s body was instantly covered in dark-brown fur, half morphing into a Werewolf to run forward and meet his sister; dodging under her snapping jaws, arms wrapping around Kari’s neck, he spun and flipped her over his shoulders, sending her flying into the construction zone.

Kari slammed against a half-completed concrete wall, breaking through it to disappear with the resounding crash around the area.

His voice deepened by this partial transformation, the man laughed while shaking his head.  “I don’t even need to fully change, Sister!  You’re right, the stability I’ve gained from Aiden; it’s not even a competition with you.”

Jenny had fallen to her knees and turned Lori over in shock as Mary rushed to help Wendy.  Tears slid down Jenny’s cheeks while staring into Lori’s deadened eyes, and she bent over to wrap her arms around her body.

The werewolves around the area shifted nervously as they alternated their focus from Lori to Eric and the place Kari was thrown through.

Sora’s ears pricked at the sound of shifting rock and steel; Kari leaped back through the hole and began to circle Eric with bared teeth, her low growls resonating the air, and her dark fur was covered in dust, but Sora couldn’t see a wound on her.

Kari’s burning eyes centered on her brother with a feral intensity; Sora’s keen emotional perception was overwhelmed by Kari’s intent to kill that was absent in their fight at the gym.

Sora’s vision momentarily darted to Aiden as his fingers dug into his lap.  He can’t do anything because of what Eric ordered, but I can’t even sense his frustration with how emotional Kari is right now.

The wolf dashed forward, yet Eric slipped under her jaws again, grabbing the fur around her neck.  With enormous strength, he flung Kari into a front-flip, smashing her back against the dirt.

Sora braced herself and winced as she felt the shockwave ripple through the ground and heard Kari’s yelp.

Eric positioned himself under his sister’s head and pulled back on her throat, keeping her pinned.  She struggled against his grip, legs and tail thrashing while attempting to twist her body, but Eric wouldn’t let loose.

“Now, now, Sister!  I think it’s about time you started following my lead.  You’re not cut out for leadership until you get…”

Kari rocked forward and then back, catching Eric off guard; they both flew into an inverted somersault.  Eric managed to cling to her back as Kari bolted for a pile of steel beams and slammed her back against the bundle.

Eric’s sharp grunt could be heard throughout the site as the steel beams bent and scattered.  Slightly dazed after being choked, Kari stumbled to the side for a moment before advancing on her brother.

Sora cheered inside as Kari’s teeth came down on his torso, violently shaking her head back and forth to work her fangs in before flinging him at the same wall she’d been tossed through.  The concrete shattered on impact, and he disappeared into the interior of the first floor.

“That’s it!”  Sora grinned.  “Don’t let up!”

Kari paced in front of the hole, ignoring her shouts as the dust billowed around the entrance; she was breathing heavily, chest heaving with the air steamed from her jaws.

Sora groaned.  C’mon!  Go after him!  Why are you just waiting…

After a few seconds, she barked viciously, ending in a growl, and Sora caught Aiden slamming his fist against his lap, face white.  Her father soon pulled her focus, placing a hand on her shoulder while slowly inching them toward a break in the circle.

Oh … This could be a good chance for us to get away, but … What about Wendy?  Can I make an illusion to grab her?

With the energy she’d been gaining throughout the encounter, Sora spun the mirage to make them invisible, motioning to where Wendy and Mary were while creating replacement images to trick the werewolves.

If we can just get to the river, we can wash away our scents … I’ll have to come back and try to help Mary later…

They both froze as Eric appeared through the thick cloud, blood flowing from several deep cuts across his thin fur, but the wounds were swiftly knitting together.

He cracked his neck and shifted his shoulders around to pop them back into place, dangerous sapphire eyes darting to Sora and her father.  “What are you idiots doing?  Make sure the Vulpes and her father don’t run!”

“Kari … Mmgm!” he shouted, diving away from another charge by his sister.  “You’re drawing my patience!”

His shirt front was shredded, and Sora was stunned at how fast the man was healing; there were only light cuts on his skin now.

Her father cursed beside her when the werewolves closed the gap, sniffing the air for them rather than relying on sight.  Sora sighed in frustration and released the illusions; she didn’t have enough energy to trick all of their minds, and it was harder than with humans.

So, Eric can really see through my illusions—do I not have enough power?  I know I don’t have enough to compel them like I did to Kari’s gang—that makes this so much more difficult.

Studying the worsening situation, Sora fixated on Aiden, still dreading the fight between Kari and Eric.  I know he’d help if he could … Monster rules are stupid!  Why can’t he break a promise?  Why make a stupid promise like that?!

Devin’s hand tightened on the bird’s shoulder, eagerly watching the fight before smirking in Jenny’s direction as she moved Lori’s body out of the ring to the fenceline.  The trail of blood falling out of the gaping hole in her chest and the organs Sora could see made her want to vomit.

Mary was taking advantage of the distraction to move the unconscious Wendy down an alley.  Oh … She hasn’t been ordered to keep Wendy inside!  She’s trying to help us out … Okay, that’s good.  C’mon … I have to find a way out of this!  I just need more energy!  Hurry up, stupid sky!

Kari’s attacks were becoming more cautious now, which kept Eric on the defensive; thankfully, it seemed he was too proud to further transform and overpower his sister.  Still, the contest worried Sora.

No matter how I look at it, Kari can’t win … Unless…

Smiling, Sora used some of her gathering energy to make several illusions of Kari that prowled in a circle around Eric.

Even if he can tell they’re illusions, I can block Kari a bit from his sight and hopefully make a small opportunity for her to strike.  I could do more, too … These werewolves won’t do anything without Eric’s permission, and they were only told to keep us from escaping.

Making her father invisible again, Sora took a deep breath of air as her energy began bleeding out.  This is reckless, and I don’t know what I can do, but there’s no way out anyway.  I can’t last very long after this … Not with what I’m about to do!  Commit!

The air in her lungs expelled in a rush as she dashed toward Eric, making her illusions pounce.  Eric hesitated as the mirage passed between them, making it difficult for him to see their advance, and Kari actually followed her lead.

Tail whipping behind her, Sora’s hair bristled with the red electricity that shot down its length, making sure no one was using the chance to attack her while twisting on her toes.  Flipping in the air, she sent the red bolt at the murderous werewolf.

The bolt hit him square in the back, causing his muscles to lock while Sora touched the ground and skipped forward with another twist, red and yellow flames birthing across her whipping tail’s length.

The combustion surged toward Eric’s paralyzed back, exploding against it and forcing the man into Kari’s gaping jaws that locked around his torso.  Sprinting as fast as she could, Sora extended her claws and stabbed Eric’s back; it was kill or be killed … Except, her nails didn’t even penetrate the first layer of skin.

Sora’s eyes popped open with astonishment.  “Uh-oh.”

She danced away as Eric savagely pounded Kari’s nose, forcing a yelp out of his sister.  She dropped him and backed away, head lowered while falling to the ground, her paws covering her burning muzzle.

Laughing nervously, Sora mumbled continued to back away, “Eh … he-he-he, can’t blame a girl for trying…”

Slowly getting to his feet, Eric shook himself out with a long puff of air, cracking his neck; the gashes across his body were already healing.  Shaking his head, the man pressed his hands against his face and let out a loud, seething growl, turning her way.

“Heh, that … electrifying attempt—is going to cost you your life … here and now, Vul...”

Kari’s bulk slammed against her brother’s body, and Sora smiled, shielding her eyes while watching him soar over twenty meters to their left and into a bulldozer; the sound of the resonating, high-pitched impact still rang in the air as Eric shakily got to his feet, stumbling to the left.

“Homerun, Kari!”  Sora cheered.  “I think that’s a record human punt—or is it a wolf punt?”

Kari snarled, rolling her eyes, but they showed appreciation.

Humming thoughtfully, Sora used both hands to brush back her copper hair.  “My lightning really seems to do the trick … How about I be the spark, and you be the hammer?”

Glancing at her former bully, Sora grinned as Kari grunted her agreement.

Eric bore his teeth in their direction, coughing a few times while rubbing his head.  “Kari … you’re breaking my heart, Sister.  Working with a lowly Vulpes?  I need to retrain you!”

Letting a smirk slide across her lips, Sora whipped her tail around to brandish the crimson energy dancing through her bristled fur.  “Losing your cool, Wolf-boy?  Did little sis give you another boo-boo?  I can kiss it better!”

Expression twisting with contempt, Eric ran toward her.  “I’m sick of your mouth!”

He was a little faster than her, but Sora giggled anyway to further infuriate him, leading the man back and to the right.   Slipping by Kari, he was quickly gaining ground on her, and when he reached a meter away, she jumped into the air to get him off the ground and shot another bolt he couldn’t dodge.  It struck, locking his muscles.

They both fell toward the ground, but Sora did a swift backbend as Kari’s head rammed against Eric’s tased back, sending him flying over her.

Doing a back-walkover, Sora hopped on her tippy-toes as the sound of distorting steel echoing around the area.  Holding her hands behind her back, she flipped around to find a portion of the building collapse; tens of thousands of pounds of steel and concrete fell on Eric as dust billowed around him.

“Yes!”  Sora chimed.  Turning back to Kari, she whistled.  “Remind me to never take a head-butt straight on!  What’s your skull…”

She trailed off as a great cacophony erupted from the devastation inside the building, and her tail bristled with danger.  No way…

Sora jumped into an aerial twist as a steel beam shot from the dust cloud, missing her side by half an inch.  The large metal shaft cut one of the werewolves in two, breaking through the fence line and crashing across the ground to strike the side of a wall.

Turning her attention back to the cloud, she bit her lower lip.  Can he really take abuse like this?  How can we stop him if he can take that?!

Her attention shifted as her father grabbed her arm and began pulling her to the side.  “It’s time to go, Sora!  We need to get out of…”  They stopped as seven werewolves closed around them.

Sora’s tail lit with flames, and she formed it into a circle around them to blind their vision.  Making a quick decision, she grabbed her dad’s other arm and forced him over her shoulder to kick off the ground, hoping she could make it onto the nearby roof of a building.  

As she left the fire, her mouth fell open; Eric appeared before her, fully transformed into a werewolf.  His palm struck her side, sending her rocketing back into the construction site as her father flew off her shoulders.

Tumbled across the ground, Sora coughed, holding her throbbing side.  She tried to regain her bearings and look up, only for her breath to catch in her lungs when more danger signals flared in her mind—Eric was right over her, his claws aiming for her head.

Kari smashed into him as his claws reached inches from her eyes.  Falling over the dirt, Eric righted himself and launched for Kari with Devin booing from beside Aiden.

The pace of the rapidly increasing battle had Sora paralyzed.  Kari saved my life...

Her worst enemy, the bully that had tormented her for years, took another blow to her side to protect her; fighting through the pain, Kari’s jaws latched onto her brother’s arm, but Eric used his other to grab the scruff of her neck-fur, ripping it out of her jaws.

Blood-flecked the ground, but Eric’s free hand pushed under her chest, generating a colossal force that threw Kari spinning into the air.  Sora’s hands darted to her mouth as she crashed through the third, fourth, and fifth stories of what remained of the half-finished building before finally stopping against the sixth’s ceiling.

Sora could only watch in horror as Eric leaped to the sixth floor in a single bound and darted in.  Moments later, another explosion of sound sent Kari slamming through the rest of the levels to rag doll across the dirt, spraying clumps of dirt around her.  Kari struck the opposite wall to Sora, causing the wall to crumble under the force, partially covering her.

Reflexively swallowing, Sora watched in terror as the only visible parts of Kari turned from a wolf back into a human, bricks shifting as the area displaced from the excess kinetic energy; she wasn’t moving.

Stunned at the show of raw force, a quiver ran through Sora’s bones as a loud howl pierced the night, and Eric jumped off the 8th level to land between Aiden and her; his chest was heaving with rage as Devin’s claps echoed in the ensuing silence.

Eric’s glowing eyes were now yellow as they fixated on her.  Am I fast enough to keep my distance?  Not a chance…

            


B1 — 28. Happy Birthday; Disbelief


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    I decided I should finish the first novel today.  I'll start reviewing and updating the second novel for release next week.  Releases will likely slow down since the second novel isn't as complete as the first.  Enjoy!

^_^7



                

                The bruises across Sora’s body faded from her mind as Eric watched her; she’d used most of her energy trying to help Kari, causing hot air to puff out of her frantic lungs and sweat to slick her face.  Eric’s wet, crimson fingers kept snagging her focus; she was defenseless, yet the murderous wolf didn’t make a move while his pack continued to box them in.

I used so much energy in that last attempt!  What can I do?

Ringing started in her ears, and she felt like vomiting as her anxiety built; Eric wasn’t making a move.  It was challenging to center on anything but the werewolf.

What’s he waiting for?  Should I run?  How do I get Dad out of this … Did he kill Kari?

Her thoughts scattered, taking a step back as Eric reversed his transformation to his human state.  Disgust was on his face as his gaze slowly shifted to his little sister’s unmoving body.  “I lost my temper for a moment … Aiden, go check the damage—I was a bit heavy-handed.”  

Aiden lurched from his sitting position once given permission.  Dropping to his knees beside Kari, he muttered, “You’re taking all of this too far, Eric!”

Eric didn’t respond, working around his jaw while Aiden tossed bricks off Kari’s partially covered form; much of her clothes had rematerialized, but most of it had been torn away by the savagery to reveal cuts and gashes across her skin.

Devin whistled before giving the display an impressed chuckle.  “Dude, Eric, I haven’t seen you like that since you killed your father … Nice!”

Can we escape?  No…

Eric grunted, nose twitching a little.  “Just keep an eye on the Vulpes,” he snarled, causing Sora’s ears to twitch and her tail to lower a bit.  A frustrated growl rumbled in his throat when turning his gaze to her.  “That little … tag-team was getting on my nerves.”

He bit his lower lip, drawing blood that soon drifted to Sora’s nose.  “What to do with this … disruptive Vulpes?  I’m having to really think about it after what you tricked my sister into doing.”

Sora sucked in a shuddering breath, her focus darting to her father for a second to take the little time Eric was giving her to check his condition; falling over ten feet with the kinetic force behind Eric’s strike had taken its toll on him, even if she’d taken the brunt of it.

He’s unconscious again; his heart’s still beating, at least … he’s breathing—cut up pretty badly, though.

Unfortunately, two werewolves were standing over his limp form, ready for any order Eric might give them.  Quick scanning for Mary and Wendy, she discovered they were gone, and she couldn’t hear them nearby, but her senses were somewhat frazzled with her nerves.

At least Mary could get Wendy away; I should be thankful Eric hasn’t noticed … Am I actually going to be eaten alive?  Is there anything I can do?  If I try to run, then he’ll just move in quicker … Buy time to regain my energy?

Swallowing as a nervous jitter flipped around her abdomen, she returned her eyes to Eric as his lips pulled in, making a brooding expression.  It was only his twisted mind, working through how to kill her, that was giving Sora time to come up with any solution.

The wind had picked up, and the moon had risen further into the sky, yet still, nothing came to mind; she was stuck.

Why wait?!  I either run or fight, and obviously, I can’t fight him … He’s stupid strong.  Aiden would help if he could, but it’s like his body literally won’t allow him to cross the guy … Eric can see through my illusions to some extent, my mind powers won’t work on him, and my charms are probably useless like they were with Kari.

Lightning does work but requires too much energy, and he’ll expect it now.  Fire’s only a deterrent, and light … light … light could work!  I just need to make it to the river!

Eric’s scowl deepened.  “No, you’re too troublesome to keep alive.  Your weak energy will…”

He cut off with astonishment as Sora flicked her tail around, closing her eyes, and with everyone’s gaze on her, blasted their retinas with the strongest effulgence she could muster while saving enough energy for physical effort.

The man’s arm instantly rose to protect his face, stumbling to the left from the spots no-doubt assaulting his sight.  “What in … You’re testing my patience!”

Sora did her best to influence the minds of the werewolves around her to draw their confusion and created an illusion of herself slinging her father over her shoulders and running into the broken building.

Eric still needs to see if Kari’s okay … Maybe I’ll get lucky, and he’ll send his pack after me instead.

Her tank of magic dropped to fumes as she rushed to her father, pulled him over her back—for real, this time—and leaped to a nearby rooftop, pushing herself as hard as she could.  Tears fell down her cheeks with the pain that erupted from her injuries, but she fought through it.

Landing with a grunt, she wobbled, vision hazing; she couldn’t check if they were pursuing her out of fear of tripping, and blood pumped in her ears.

No!  You can do this!

Biting her lip, bitter liquid touched her tongue and dripped down her chin.

No … keep going!!

The muffled shift of air and grunts of werewolves landing behind her drove her to press forward, and she squeezed out another flash from her tail with the amount of magic the open sky gifted her.  Her legs felt like lead bricks, almost buckling as she jumped down to the street below, vision swimming.

Just … a few more times, and they’re going to start relying on their other senses; I need to get to the river!

Using every ounce of mitigated strength from the energy sources that fed into her, she managed to trick and elude the werewolves for another two minutes.  Eric wasn’t with them, but just as they made it to Indian Creek waterway, she slowed to a stop, legs trembling with the giant of a man standing between her and the running water.

“I was … so close…”  Panting heavily, Sora let her tears fall, and finally, everything she had was exhausted, wobbling legs buckling under her father’s weight.  “No … why … I just want to be with my dad…”

It took an incredible effort to just shift her father off of her as she crawled over him, puffing out shallow pants.  Once again, Eric’s pack circled her, but it wasn’t like she had much of anything left at this point.

There was a line of trees before some docks in a small field, and she could see the lapping rush of the waves that burned her ears and chest.  I was so close!  Why aren’t the police—or anyone here?  This is Miami Beach!

Eric didn’t look happy.  “You know—I’m honestly impressed.  I never imagined a single-tailed Vulpes could cause so much chaos.”

Devin chuckled as he walked beside him.  “Did you see how she manipulated their senses?  They were following a fake trail for at least a minute; you were right about her being something special.  What kind of Vulpes is she?”

“I did, Devin,” Eric mumbled, seemingly studying her spirit itself.  “You are one odd Vulpes.”  He sighed, walking forward with a disgusted twist to his nose and lips.  “I should have done this from the start, though.”

Sora struggled to her feet and tried moving to the right.

Just keep moving … Just stay—get him away from Dad.

She yelped as he neared and struck her across the face, sending her toppling across the ground.  Sora’s senses warned her, but she couldn’t move as a crushing force compressed against her right thigh, a loud crack burning her ears.

The pain came after she looked down; unfocused eyes froze at her broken leg.

“Mmh-mm-hmm…”  she whimpered, curling as best she could while clutching her leg, but Eric wouldn’t give her a break.

His hand closed around her writhing tail, lifting her by it; pain reverberated up her spine as he swung her back and forth, aggravated voice cutting through her cries.  “Honestly—you were so much trouble!”

Hair obscuring her vision, gravity shifted, and her body crashed into the sidewalk, skidding across it to land in a crumpled heap; everything burned like ice and fire rushing into her bones.

She couldn’t see, but one thing drew her spiraling brain into chilling focus—her father’s yell pierced the air, and she heard a grunt as something thrashed over the ground.

No…

Fighting past the pain, she cleared her vision to discover her father’s legs over Eric’s chest, holding his left hand in an armbar.  Strain evident on her dad’s red face, he pulled back and thrust up with his pelvis as hard as he could to no avail.

No … Dad…

Eric looked utterly vexed.  “Has everyone lost their minds!”

He roared, and with a sharp jerk, sent her father skidding face-first across the ground.  Getting to his feet, Eric stalked closer to finish the job.

“No,” Sora choked, “No—you wan-wanted me.  You wanted to … to eat me—right?  Just leave my dad alone!”

Eric slowed, and a wicked grin split his face upon looking back at her.  “Oh?  I suppose I could give you one last show.”

Horrified, Sora watched her father desperately get back to his feet and charge toward Eric.  “No!  Dad—don’t!”  Sora cried.

Without even glancing in her father’s direction, Eric thrust his blood-soaked arm down and through her father’s stomach.  Sora screamed, only seeing her father’s face as it turned to her, smiling apologetically.

Every cell of Sora’s body tingled numbly, and she felt something slide in place—a piece of her shift.  Power filled her soul with her fading pain, body rising higher and higher with the painted image of her father bleeding across her vision.

The entire area lit with pure radiance as fire embraced Sora, engulfing her in warmth, but it couldn’t fill the cavity in her chest.

Eric’s overwhelmed voice carried along the warm, whipped-up wind as he retreated.  “Nine tails of fire—flame consumed irises—and three ink-black whiskers on each side of your cheeks … You are the daughter of Mia!”

An inferno filled her cold heart, limitless force expanding her very core across existence while focusing her hate on Eric.  She wanted him dead—wanted him gone, and yet in the next millisecond, moments before enacting her furry, the endless energy was ripped away from her.

Bewildered, she slowly fell to the grassy soil and the radiance she’d generated turned into a pillar of fire that rose into the heavens to disappear.

Perplexed and in shock, Sora numbly trembled on the ground, hugging herself while staring at the concrete in front of her.  “Why—I had the power?”

Her head snapped up at Eric’s hysterical laughter.  “I understand!  Nine days, and the potential that’s hidden inside.  You have Mia’s blood, but your body isn’t strong enough to handle the power.”

Turning to one of his pack members, he asked, “What time is it?”

Sora instantly knew what he meant.  “Past midnight … My birthday’s over.”

Eric chuckled.  “Thank you for confirming it, Mia’s kin.  Your nine-day transformation is over, and all that innate power has burrowed within you—probably because your soul could no longer keep you safe from your own energy, but … but that’s fantastic!”

Slowly walking toward Sora, Eric spoke with exhilarated delight.  “Consuming Mia’s blood—tapping into that hidden Founder source with my mother’s blood … I’ll become a True Wolf Founder.  I’ll be Fenrir incarnate!”

Sora felt empty; she was completely healed from the outburst, yet one thing pulled her mind—the faintest of heartbeats.  Her focus darted from the advancing man to her father.

He’s still alive!

Tremors churned her stomach.

No … I can’t go through your death again … I’m about to die … I didn’t even apologize…

“Is this really my destiny … To be eaten?”  Sora whispered in despair as Eric bolted into a sprint, lips peeled back with eagerness as he transformed into a werewolf.

Swallowing, Sora closed her eyes; she wasn’t fast enough or strong enough to stop him.
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B1 — 29. Intervention


                A gust of frigid wind pressed against Sora’s body, causing her to shiver.  The sound of cutting air and Eric’s hiss filled her ears.  Opening her eyes, the first thing Sora saw was her own breath; the chilling atmosphere dramatically decreased by the second.

Sora’s mind blanked upon seeing a thick, swinging blonde braid appear after a veil of fog dispersed around her.  She followed the long, intertwined ponytail to a luminescent helmet crafted with bright white feathers.  Eyia was standing between Eric and her.

The girl was clad in a body of plate mail with a short skirt and boots that covered up to her mid-thighs; her armor released dazzling hues while perfectly melding with her frame and shifted like fluid as she changed her stance.

“A Valkyrie … in Miami?  Why … No, how does a Valkyrie wield Gungnir?  It was lost during Ragnarök!”

Eyia ignored the question, glowing sapphire irises sweeping the group of werewolves while spinning her weapon to generate a gust that further spread the mist surrounding them.  “Sister, are you unharmed?”

Sister?

A tremor quaked through Sora’s bones as her words sank in.  “I … I think so?”

Sora’s eye moved over Eyia’s seven-and-a-half-foot spear, loosely held with its point following Eric’s nervous pacing.   The weapon consisted of a glowing white shaft and gold rune-engraved platinum blade; it emanated a yellow and white glimmer.

Eyia flipped the shaft around in another flourishing motion as the werewolves crept forward a bit, leaving silver beams dancing in its path and releasing a dense arctic breeze.  “I sense a foul spiritual energy in this beast, Sister … Can you walk?”

A chill ran down the creatures’ frames, and the blast forced them back several more feet; Eric’s jaw tightened, taking two steps back while raising his hand in front of his face.  “Dammit…”

Sora shakily got to her feet, realizing Eyia was speaking nearly perfect English; her tone was cautious and cold.  “I … My body—leg’s healed … My dad!”

Turning her head, Sora’s ears fell back in confusion; a faint white glow surrounding her father.

“Do not fear,” Eyia said, and Sora followed the Valkyrie’s slow movements to her father’s side; her spear never left Eric.  “Your father will not perish.”

Sora cried out as two werewolves snapped their jaws and darted in from their sides.

Eyia’s spear smoothly twisted around her body, leaving silver threads lacing through the air and weaving around Sora’s frame to strike the advancing beasts.

Both werewolves stiffened as the threads passed through their chests, causing them to trip and tumble across the ground.  The fallen beasts didn’t cry out or move the moment the lines hit their bodies, and Sora couldn’t smell any blood from them; the two laid motionless upon coming to a stop.

This is the power of a Valkyrie?  They were supposed to be like death angels in Norse mythology … Are they dead?  I can’t hear their hearts…

The faint aura around her father grew stronger the closer Eyia came, while Eric and his werewolves circled them, keeping their distance; the chilled air started to rumble with their growls.

“Yo…”  Devin cleared his throat.  “Eh, Eric, this chick is no joke, Man…”

Eric seemed to be sizing Eyia up.  “Shut up.”

Worry fading, Sora puffed out a long, thankful sigh.  “You’re sure he’ll be fine?  I just … I can’t lose him, Eyia!”

Eyia’s assured hum comforted Sora’s racing heart.  “He will live for the time being.”

Concern evaporating, Sora turned to look at Eric and Devin.  They’re scared of Eyia, or maybe it’s the spear?

“Umm … Eyia, how did you find me, and—and why are you helping me?”  Sora asked.  “Don’t get me wrong, I could cry right now, but … but why?”

A genuine smile brightened the Valkyrie’s lips.  “We shared a feast; we are sisters!  Who would deny a sister in need?”

Unable to restrain them, tears slid down Sora’s cheeks as her heart burned.  All she could say was, “Thank you.”

A humming laugh resonated through Eyia’s throat.  “Do not thank me yet; the battle is yet decided.”

Eric grunted, jutting his head toward Eyia.

Eight werewolves broke off from the circle and charged toward them.

The temperature continued to plummet, and Sora’s eyes widened as ice crystals formed around them; snow in Miami.  Eyia twisted her spear around her body; the weapon blurred, its shaft bending slightly as it whipped wind and ice into a flurry around them.

Sora shuddered as the threads danced around her.  The silver lines extend fifteen feet past the spear, causing seven werewolves to drop to the floor just as silently as the first two.

Catching sight of the first, Sora swallowed; they started to frost over, their fur showing ice forming inside their bodies.  The last werewolf stumbled and fell, scrambling to its feet; it ran back to the circle.

Eric looked less frightened, but his tone still held slight reservations as he held his tongue to his lip for a moment before popping it.  “I … get it.  You can’t wield Gungnir’s power.  You’re only using it as a weapon—not using its supremacies at all.  Everything you’ve done so far is normal Valkyrie abilities.”

Eyia didn’t answer as she kept her blade pointed in his direction.

Losing even more of his nervousness, Eric hummed.  “I am not fool enough to think a Valkyrie isn’t dangerous—especially since you hold such a weapon, and that spiritual shell is … unusual, but you were better staying away from this little skirmish.  I think this will be a good test of my growing power.”

Vapor escaped Eyia’s mouth as she warned Eric.  “My death is not meant for this battle.  Fate wills it; I will not die.”

Smile shining across his peeled-back lips, Eric asked, “Oh?  How about my fate, Valkyrie?  Am I supposed to die this day?”

Eyia returned to silence, yet to Sora’s bewilderment, the girl suddenly relaxed; her glowing sapphire irises were stone-cold, but she rested the butt of the spear to the ground, dropping her guard.  Sora’s gut tightened.

“Do you want to die?!”  On cue, Eric leaped forward, transforming into his brown werewolf form.

What’s Eyia…

Eric was too fast for her to see, but five feet from Eyia, he shifted posture to look right and strike out with a hiss; Jin seemed to have appeared from nowhere.

The small Korean girl casually lifted her left hand with a bemused smirk on her face; Eric’s claws struck her arm, generating a rush of frigid wind that gushed past her cheeks and whipped back her bound black locks.  Jin didn’t appear strained in the least, taking Eric’s full blow.

Sora’s mind was spinning; Eyia and Jin both showed up out of nowhere.  She couldn’t sense their approach at all, and even now, it was difficult to hear their movements.

Eric leaped back as fast as possible, turning into his partial form; now, he gave an extensive berth.  “It—did cross my mind,” Sora hesitantly replied, mostly to herself, knowing Eric was focused on the armored angel.  “How?”

Jin grinned and hopped up to float in the air.  “I flew, of course!”  she said with a wink.

Sora’s brow lifted, utterly overwhelmed by everything happening around her.  “Wow—you can fly…”

Jin nodded and did a few flips in the air before landing.  “Yup,” she added a frown as she examined their surroundings.   “So, what was that huge spiritual discharge?  I’ve never felt anything that powerful—ever.”

Sora shivered slightly as the wind picked up and the snow thickened.  Jin let a long breath of mist expel from her mouth before glaring in Eyia’s direction and speaking Asgardian.  Jumping, Eyia laughed apologetically, and the temperature started to warm as Eyia stopped feeding the cold atmosphere.

Shifting nervously and not knowing how the girl would react after initially wanting to rip her heart out, Sora cleared her throat.  “That … was me.”

Jin’s eyebrow lifting questioningly.  “Uh-huh … And what’s the story behind that?”  She glanced around at all the werewolves.  “And these mutts?  Also—who’s the man you’re defending, Eyia?”  she asked, glancing behind her before pausing and shaking her head.  “Just summarize everything for me.”

Throat clogged, Sora cleared it.  “That’s my father and … and Eyia is saving him—I think.”  Pointing at Eric, she said, “He’s Kari’s older brother, and he may have killed her; I’m not completely sure.  He killed Lori, hurt my dad, and kidnapped my friend.  I—kind of—exploded, I guess.  Power just filled me, and then my birthday passed, and all the power faded.”

Jin followed Eric with tight lips.  “Okay, so he’s trying to eat you to gain that power?”

Sora nodded with a shiver.  She just instantly picked that up?

Puffing out another breath of air, Jin turned to Eyia.  “Well—how can we let a mongrel eat our new friend?”

“Friend?”  Tears started dripping down Sora’s cheeks.  Even Jin thinks I’m a friend?  I haven’t had new friends for such a long time!

“Eh-mmh,” the Dragon’s left eyebrow creased thoughtfully, “maybe friend is a bit much … Acquaintances?”

“She is my sister,” Eyia grunted in return.

“Eyia…”  Jin chuckled.  “Fine.  Fine.  I get ya.”

 

Eric’s gaze fixated on Jin’s left arm, and after a minute, he scoffed.  “You’re not of age yet.  You’re an Imugi … transforming any part of your body will cause severe consequences; you won’t be able to use your arm for quite a while.”

Jin huffed haughtily.  “Is he always this pretentious?  You can’t do this; you can’t do that.”

“And who’s pretentious?”  Eric snorted, gilding his confidence.

The Korean’s face darkened; the wind burst around them in a torrent as a sharp edge of danger enveloped Sora, her hair standing on end.

Jin’s voice echoed in a resonating roar that dominated the area.  “I’m a Dragon, you feeble cur!  Know your place!”

Every werewolf darted back several yards to the waterline, and Sora flinched as tingles shot up her spine; even Eyia’s eyes leveled with her.

Taking a deep breath, Jin sighed with a light giggle as she turned to Sora.  “I apologize.  My temper can get the best of me at times.”

“Y-You’re fine,” Sora shook her head, managing to choke past her gagged throat and wipe her wet cheeks.

Eric’s swagger returned, walking forward again.  “I think not—you’re playing a Dragon.  You won’t be using that arm for at least a day.”

Jin breathed an exasperated laugh while turning to face Eric with a testing grin.  “Alright, if the mutt wants to bite, come and spread your jaws!”

Eric’s expression faltered with his steps as he licked his lips.

Jin spread her arms wide, beckoning him on.  “I’m right here, Cowering Pooch; come flavor a Dragon.”

Jin’s goading Eric on; can she really deal with him?

Sora backed closer to Eyia, sharp prickles running across her tail and spine as Jin’s threatening aura deepened.  The blonde put her hand on Sora’s shoulder, nodding that it would be alright.

Eric snarled, working himself up.  “Have a high opinion of yourself with a damaged arm.”

A condescending sneer crossed Jin’s posture.  “So, you’re a belly dragging scrounger that digs around the trash with waste as company?  You should stay in the hole you call home; the sewers?”

Snapping his teeth, Eric leaped forward, fully transforming into his Fenris form.

Jin watched him advance with a leer.

The eight-foot-tall wolf jumped into striking distance, and Jin’s feet blurred while casually spinning in a circle around his jaws, her left heel striking the side of Eric’s body with a full roundhouse kick.

Sora’s eyes snapped shut as a concussive burst of air shot around the area, and the sound of cracking bones burned her ears.  Blocking her face with an arm, she tentatively opened her eyes as the pressure passed to witness Eric strike the concrete ramp, breaking it.  Massive pieces of concrete and dirt, all manner of debris, shattered iron, and steel bars were sent spraying across the area.

She examined the shocking crater in disbelief as dust flowed around them, carried by the sharp air currents whistling through the area.

Eric broke away from the mess in a tangled heap; he twitched once and fell limp.

The man’s arms and legs were clearly shattered from the impact, and Sora didn’t have to imagine his ribs must have been turned to shards from the strike, embedding into his internal organs since she’d heard it, and gashes covered all his visible skin while blood pooled off him.

Her vision turned to Jin as a slight gasp escaped her lips.  The Korean fell to her butt, black jeans showing wet patches as blood soaked into them.

“Jin!”  Sora cried, running to her side.  “Are you alright?  What should we do?”

Eyia didn’t seem worried but took a defensive stance as the werewolves restlessly stirred, unsure what to do without their leader.

Ashen-faced, Devin raced to the crater, screaming, “Eric!  Yo, Dude!”

Jin chuckled, showing a fraction of the pain she should have felt.  “Of course, who do you think you’re talking to?”

Glancing back at Eric, Sora swallowed and asked, “Did—did you kill him?”

Huffing with dissatisfaction, Jin scowled at the massive crater.  “When I struck him, he funneled a surprising amount of defensive energy to my point of impact and head.  I’m … a little ashamed to admit it, but he’s most likely alive.  I should have put more effort into it.”

She shrugged.  “There was a lot of collateral damage; with most of his energy protecting his internal organs, he wasn’t able to guard the rest of his body.  In other words—he’s out for the count.”

Sora looked back at the demolished area created from Jin’s raw power and found a new respect for the little Korean girl and even more fear.

She was able to do this from the start?  Jin even said she didn’t even put much effort into it.

The standoff continued as the werewolves stayed in place, and Eyia continued to stand ready for any one of their advances.  Jin had taken a more comfortable position as she stared around with a bored expression, and Sora didn’t know what to do as she knelt by her father.

What next?  My dad’s being saved by Eyia; Jin annihilated Eric, but it hurt her in the process.  The werewolves don’t know if they should retreat or fight, and this standoff continues!

Puffing out a long breath, Sora decided that she had to at least attempt to heal her father.

I feel entirely topped off on energy; I should be able to fully heal him.

Concentrating on her desires, her tail showed the sapphire aura of healing.  Jin followed her actions with interest, but Eyia focused on the werewolves, spear at the ready.  Tail hovering over her father, Sora felt her energy evaporate as she began to heal her dad.

What … Why is it taking so much!  What happened?  It’s like there’s a bottomless pit in him!

She sagged to the ground beside her father, feeling exhausted, and used her elbow as support to look up at Eyia, who looked slightly confused.

“Your father … he is out of grievous danger.  I can cease my temporal displacement.”

Sora breathed a sigh of relief as the white glow around her father dwindled.

Jin hummed with interest.  “Now you can heal?  You are one strange Vulpes.  I can feel spiritual energy filling you at an immensely unnatural rate, too.  Fascinating.”

Nodding before trying to steady herself, Sora rubbed her forehead.  “From what I understand, it’s because my mother is Mia, the nine-tailed fox.”

Understanding dawned on Jin’s features.  “You’re a Founder!  It finally makes sense,” she exclaimed, and sudden confusion struck her features.  “Yet—that doesn’t make sense.”

Shrugging with a low hum, the Korean shook her head.  “Whatever—if you’re Mia’s daughter, then we should be great friends!”  she grinned.  “Your mother hates her sister even more than the dragons.”

Sora was about to ask what she knew about her mother when her mind seized.  An aura erupted everywhere, so enormous and frenzied that it paralyzed her; it was as if her body was being consumed in a volcano of raw power.  Jin and Eyia froze in the same way, likely overwhelmed themselves.

It was beyond Sora’s understanding; she couldn’t feel anything but hopelessness.  There was no escape or fighting against this entity.

Then, in an instant, it vanished; it didn’t feel real, for something that endless to disappear and without warning leave her completely defenseless.

Eyia’s spear blurred into motion as she darted left, deflecting several objects that appeared around her, and Sora suddenly realized projectiles were coming from nearly every angle and at an incredible speed.

Four objects struck Eyia in the neck; stunned, her left hand released her spear shaft to brush against the contact points and pulled out a small dart.  “What is…”

Sora was utterly caught off guard as Eyia’s eyes rolled back, and she dropped to the ground, her armor and spear vanishing in a vibrant glow to be replaced with the dress she’d given her.

Warning signals shooting up her tail, she heard numerous objects passing through the atmosphere, and all the werewolves started dropping one by one.

Jin was hit soon after Eyia; she looked down at the object without understanding.  “Sora … what’s this?”

“Tranquilizers?”  Sora questioned and felt her neck get pricked.

What’s going on?

Fifteen more darts struck Jin in quick succession, and her eyes sagged as she dropped to the ground.  Sora lost the ability to keep herself straight, and her head rolled back to strike the ground, hair fanning around her.

Staring up at the stars, she felt her mind start to clear, the sky giving her energy back and combating the drugs; her ears faintly picked up the sound of spinning blades, and she saw helicopters entering the area.

Booted footsteps sounded around her, and a few moments later, a silhouette blacked out her vision of the sky.

A muffled male voice said, “Beta site secure.”  He held up a gun and shot another dart into her neck.

The lights blurred, and she felt her consciousness fade.
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Book 1 Fav. Char. End Review


                Out of curiosity, after finishing the entire book and being introduced to all the characters, I thought I'd do another favorite character poll. I will try to list EVERY character I can think of within the book, posting the more mainstream ones first (can only post a max of 20 options). Thank you all for reading through the entire first book! You are all awesome!

From the last poll ... I knew Nilly would be popular, but I didn't think she'd be that popular. Lol!

I've thought about doing a separate poll for Villain and Protags ... but I don't want to overwhelm you. I also fear the idea that you see your bell icon update and it might get your hopes up for the start of book two coming earlier than next week. xD
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                Gerard studied one of his personal monitors, showing the capture from Miami Beach, before glancing down with a disdainful leer while examining the folders atop his desk.  Rubbing under his bloodshot eyes, he tried unsuccessfully to stifle an involuntary yawn before looking at the monitor filled walls.  On one of the displays, there was a flurry of activity as the team returned from their Miami Mission, other monitors showing much of the evidence they’d been able to gather over the week.

Cracking his neck, he frowned as his lanyard shifted.  Tugging on it, he unclipped it and examined his picture with disdain, written along the bottom in red it read SPDC Regional Manager.  Tossing it across the messy table top in front of him, he leaned back, stretching; settling back in, he glanced at the piles of information he needed to sort through.  Is this a good time to retire?

Sighing, he scratched at his left temple.  How can the board expect me to make this many critical decisions in such a short time?  Now they’re forcing my hand with incorporating monsters in critical operations—I guess the U.S. has already been doing that for a short time, but with how they want it handled—they’re more ravenous dogs than trusted employees.  Give me something to work with besides fear!

Moving his mouse to a window on one of the eight screens in front of him, he opened the email sent from the Western Division Director:

 

I have just received notice; the board has decided that the best way to move forward with monsters retreating into hiding is to incorporate those captured into our ranks and exploit their knowledge.  Therefore, I have been instructed to initiate a pilot program to review and report how best each monster caught can be of use to the organization.

I understand this is an enormous task and you are no expert in the field, yet that is one of the reasons why you will be piloting this effort.  Your base has excellent researchers that specialize in specific monster fields, but I feel like you may need some help determining the uses of each specimen and containing them.  Therefore, I have sent for Diane to visit and counsel you on each of these monsters and their best function for your base.

I realize that this is a general directive and there can be many uses for them.  True, some may only be good for sport; the new investors do love their shows.  However, there will be great uses in indoctrinating these creatures into our operation.  We need them to cooperate, and the board has determined that a stern hand is the best method, Diane can help you with this.

 

On to another matter, as you know, with the establishment of a new U.S. Special Committee in 2003 that was appointed to oversee monster integration, secrecy, and protection, the government has placed restrictions on our previous methods.  Knowing that we are not hidden from the U.S. oversight and that they have since sent representatives to oversee our operations, we must proceed with caution.

With the previous Senator’s death, they have recently selected their new representative for your base.  He will be arriving within the week, and it is paramount that he does not learn of higher clearance operations.  You have handled privileged information well with onsite personnel, which is why I accepted your father’s recommendation ten years ago.

We expect remarkable things from you, Gerard.  Your father was a shining example of dedication; we know you can live up to his great name.  You are piloting this directive and will be the model for other branches.  I will be visiting the base within the month to see what progress has been made.

 

Gerard sighed as he leaned back.  Mentioning my father and noting how I was selected, he must be in a bind.  He was probably given the liberty to choose someone to pilot the initiative and out of all the other bases he decided I was the best pick, likely because of my dad and the recent captures.

His thoughts turned to his father with mixed emotions.  He was dedicated, even made it to the board before his diabetes took him; couldn’t stay away from the cream puffs and Mountain Dew.  Still, how could he choose my base when I have so many unknown factors leaping all over me?  A new Senator, a multitude of monsters that need processing, and all the new personnel problems, much less the investors’ demands.

Glancing down at a stack of yellow folders, he bit his cheek lightly.  They’re sending a special advisor, Diane.  She primarily operates out of the French branches, supposedly she knows her stuff, but the French Director did mention that she can be reckless to gain information.  We’ll see when she gets here.  She is supposed to be the best-outsourced asset in the organization.

A heavy groan rumbled in his throat as he shoved those folders to the side; he’d get to them later.  Tapping an LCD next to his desk he watched several monitors exit sleep around him.Monitors lined the walls, hung from the ceiling, and were stationed beside his desk.  Most showed less than valuable information; however, a few held pressing data.  Tapping his fingers against the folder filled desktop, he took care to not knock over his scotch as he swiveled his chair.

His gaze shifted to a monitor that held the same information for the past week.  It had been two weeks since he’d sent his division’s best team to capture a group of monsters that had appeared in the Appalachian Mountains.  There hadn’t been a group of that size seen in over sixty years.  It was also unusual to find unregistered monsters on U.S. territory after the mass extermination effort that had lasted till the late eighteenth century and cooperative effort that had recently taken place at the start of the twenty-first century.

Gerard’s eyes hardened as he watched the video play, only half of the team returned from that hunt—partly due to the board’s executive decision to capture, not kill.  They weren’t prepared for such numbers and the versatility of some of the beasts.  They finally managed to catch the more resistant ones when their energy ran low.

Henry, his previous Division Commander, had been one of the deceased.  In Gerard’s opinion, it was an irreplaceable loss.  Henry was the cautious type and thoroughly thought out his missions, which was the reason he’d been in the position for eleven years in an occupation with a mortality rate of the first few missions.

Working around his mouth, Gerard stared at the screen for several minutes before taking a sip of his scotch, savoring the burn; his mind drifted to memories of his friend.  He’d been the best man at Henry’s wedding, went to barbeques, activities with his family, and was even his son’s godfather.  It was a challenging task to tell his wife and son; he was committed to helping them.  It also left a prominent position empty, the Division Commander was the second in command, and he would've taken over temporarily if anything had happened to Gerard.

His face screwed up in disgust as he glared at the pile of folders he’d pushed aside.  One of the monsters in that stack had been the cause of Henry’s death, and he was expected to review its profile and determine how best to incorporate the beast.  The thought turned his stomach.

Sitting back in his seat, Gerard’s vision shifted to the monitor to his left.  It showed a strong man in his late twenties, blonde hair, hard features, and stone brown eyes; he was expected to take Henry’s position.  He wasn’t listed as an SPSD affiliate, which was odd.  He had to be somehow connected to the organization, but he didn’t know how.  The man was listed to have no monster background, yet the higher brass expected him to fill a key role in his division.  He wasn’t even considered a hero or listed with any government agency unless you counted his involvement in multiple espionage crimes in several countries' military operations.

Gerard read aloud, “Benjamin Crystiver:  Labeled a multinational terrorist, self-acclaimed mercenary regarding special jobs, and a man with over a thousand civilian lives on his hands, excluding an unknown number of military and private assassinations.”  Shaking his head with revulsion, he muttered, “This is the type of man that’s filling Henry’s position?”

Sadly, it wasn’t his decision; in fact, Benjamin was already in the position without his consent.  The higher brass had bypassed his recommendations completely and ordered Benjamin effective immediately, likely pushed by private investors.  Just as they expected this man in, Gerard was expected to sign off on the monster additions within the week.  At least he had some say as to what they’d do in his base, but with so many, he was having a tough time just containing them.

He sipped at his drink, focus returning to a few monitors on the right wall, showing the docking area.  He still didn’t know how big this new group would be, it was Benjamin’s first mission, and he’d been kept entirely out of the loop; possibly because he didn’t remember the hourly reports, but likely because he didn’t care.

“Has the entire monster society decided to come back into the light?”  Gerard grumbled.  Moving some papers to press a touch-sensitive sensor, he asked, “Betty, is Benjamin back from the hunt?  Did he capture all the monsters in the Miami group?”

Betty replied promptly, “It seems so—he just walked in now.  Should I send him...”  As Gerard was about to consent, the door opened to show the tall, muscular man.

Gerard passively watched the man enter through his oak door.  He was taller than Gerard by a good five inches and wore an exhilarated expression.  Before his second step into the room, Benjamin asked, “Gerard, have you seen the videos yet?  It was awe striking!  The devastation these creatures can cause and still look so innocent!  What I wouldn’t give to have one on some of my old jobs.”

In all honesty, Gerard had wished this man had died on his first mission.  Shaking his head as Betty stopped at the door, looking furious at being ignored; sighing, Gerard gestured for her to come in.  Vision momentarily shifting back to Benjamin’s excited demeanor, he looked back at Betty and asked, “Is the footage processed?”

Betty glared at Benjamin’s back but began examining a tablet.  “Yes, some of it, just give me a moment to put it on the center monitor.”  Both Benjamin and Gerard watched the screen shift.  Benjamin’s attitude had taken a turn; this wasn’t what he’d come to expect from the hard man.  He was jittery like he was coming off a high.  His first impression of the man was flippant, yet coldly severe.  The change was disconcerting.

As the video began to play, Gerard nodded for Betty to return to her station and Benjamin began to explain as she shut the door behind her.  “This is the footage after we’d put them all under and studied the area.”

Gerard’s eyes were instantly drawn to the massive crater of upturned gravel, concrete, and metal.  “What did that?”  Gerard cut in, watching several men investigate it.

Benjamin shook his head, and Gerard noticed his hands were shaking.  “Right now, we don’t know.  We began setting up right after that happened.  We were going to prepare more before taking them down, but I thought we were discovered when they all froze up, so I ordered the capture.  Although, from what some of the scientists on site speculated—” he cut off with a small gulp, “the force implied … let’s just say it’s a lot.”

Gerard’s stomach somersaulted as he studied the scene; the soldier with the helmet attachment moved around the hole to get multiple angles on the cavity.  He couldn’t remember a monster in his lifetime that held such power, not even the recent captures.  Clearing his throat, Gerard asked, “How many casualties?”

“None,” Benjamin said.

Brows knitting together, Gerard appraised the man with a frown.  “How did you manage that?”

“They were fighting each other,” Benjamin said with a gleam in his eyes.  “Have your secretary change it to the fight scenes we were able to obtain.”

Gerard repeated the request over the microphone, leaving the speaker on with a double tap.  He watched in shock as the screen popped open to reveal a tall girl in a glowing luminescent suit of armor.  She held a magnificent looking spear that seemed to pulsate with a white radiance.  Beside the girl was a man, a little girl that looked to be injured, and another girl with a tail and ears.

The tailed girl made his heart skip a beat.  “Another Vulpes?”

Benjamin nodded solemnly.  “I’m a bit disappointed; it was completely exhausted when we captured it.  I wanted to see how it would compare to the other.”

Gerard licked his lips and leaned closer as the camera panned out to show dozens upon dozens of werewolves.  “That’s a gigantic pack of werewolves,”  Gerard muttered.  Do we have the space for everything?

“Yeah,” Benjamin commented as his vision shifted over the group.  “That isn’t even the full pack.  We found others around the area and from what the investigation teams are telling me there are more within the city.  It looks like the original fight took place in a golf course then shifted to ravage a construction site, where we found a few others, and finally to the docking area, here,” he finished, pointing at the screen.

Gerard leaned closer as the camera zoomed to the crater and his breath caught.  “There’s a body in that?”

Benjamin bit his lower lip with an impressed and uncertain tone as he hummed acknowledgment.  “I was wondering when you’d notice.  We found a man in his early twenties in there, twisted like a jigsaw puzzle, but somehow alive.  Your specialists speculate it’s the pack leader.  The werewolves were in a mass of confusion when we arrived—but the real question is about his resilience … your scientists—the momentum involved to create that crater, well, it’s a bit unnerving, and he survived it.”

His dislike for Benjamin was lost in his thoughts as Gerard nodded saying, “Make sure they get processed without incident.  If we don’t know what caused that devastation, we can’t take enough precautions.”  Benjamin didn’t even let him finish as he turned on his heels and exited at almost a run.

Chewing on his lower lip, Gerard watched the multitude of videos for the better part of an hour before Betty’s voice jolted his reverie.  “Sir, Diane just arrived at the base.  She’s being guided to you now—the guards say she has Director Clearance.”

Leaning back with a large release of air, he studied his door pensively.  Diane, the legendary researcher.  Let’s see what she’s worth.  Clearing his throat, Gerard asked, “How long ‘till she arrives?”

“With her clearance, she’ll bypass all the security checks.  She should be here within five minutes,” Betty calculated.  “By the way, I just received notice from Senator Brickly’s personal assistant that he will be arriving today.”

Getting up, Gerard said, “Right, let me know when he arrives and personally show him around the base.  Senator Clearance areas only, of course.  When Diane arrives, let her in right away.”  His focus returning to the center screen, he found his tablet PC under the piles of folders and turned off the monitor, deactivating his microphone connection to Betty.

Trying to look composed, Gerard waited for Diane to arrive.  A woman in her mid-forties entered, promptly shutting the door behind herself.  She was as tall as Benjamin with very light blonde hair, fair skin, and bright blue eyes.  She’s supposed to be in her eighties, yet she looks so young.  What kind of treatment does she take?

Diane’s face was firm and scrutinizing as her sharp eyes darted around the room, taking in every detail.  Her clothing was that of a scientist, simple in design and around her neck was a shoulder strap bag.  Sitting, she turned to stare into Gerard’s eyes.  He’d heard that at one point she was a witch’s disciple, and now she was one of the most esteemed magic users in the SPSD, called upon for special assignments.

Gerard spoke first.  “Diane, what brings such a renowned academic to my district?”  He already knew the reason, but wanted a more detailed explanation.

It didn’t look like he was going to get it.  Diane spoke with a light French accent.  “You know full well why I am here.”  Eyes flicking to the stack of papers on his desk, she asked, “You have the files present?”

Suppressing a sigh, Gerard nodded and handed them to her.  She promptly flipped open the first file and huffed with disapproval, tossing it back on his desk.  “Kappa are not appealing.”  The way she said it made it seem like the monsters were on stage for an audition.

Opening the next, she paused.  “You have a Vulpes specimen?  Specifically, a Húli Jīng?”  Gerard nodded silently and Diane continued to study the information.  Nodding, she added it to another pile and opened the next.  Shaking her head at the file, she added it to the pile that didn’t hold her interest but lifted an eyebrow on the third.  “You captured a Bodach in the Appalachian Mountains.  How did you distinguish it from an animal or person?”

Sighing heavily, Gerard shifted in his chair.  “Actually, it was dazed when we found it.  It was by the Vulpes, so we assume she detained it.  We found all those monsters in the Appalachian Mountains, Tennessee specifically.  Not necessarily together, but close enough for suspicion.  We don’t even know how they made it into the States without being reported; the U.S. special committee usually keeps a tight eye on their land.”

Nodding, she placed the file on the Húli Jīng’s and moved on.  An eager smile lit her cheeks.  “I saw mention of this in the Húli Jīng’s file.  You not only found but captured a Bai-Hu?  Do you have footage; we have never captured anything close to the power of this!  The closest thing in scale would be the European dragon of seventeen-eighty-six.  Sadly, the dragoons dispatched that.”

A thread of unease wove into Gerard’s words and not only from the beast’s circumstances.  He assumed she didn’t know about the recent capture in Miami and he knew she’d be interested in what created that crater.  He hoped she would have answers once the topic came up.  “We didn’t capture it—parse that—it came willingly when it realized we had the Húli Jīng.  We’ve managed to keep contained with threats against the Vulpes for the time being.  They are separated, but we don’t know how to contain both long term or how long the threats might last.”

Eyes sparkling with fascination, Diane said, “This must be one of the reasons the Director called me.  I can handle that.”

She was cut off from adding anything further by Betty’s voice that came from the room’s hidden speakers.  “Sir, I have additional information regarding the recent case.  I think you should look at this; it takes place about two weeks before the incident and could conflict with the Senator’s arrival, the information might have been leaked to the Special Committee.”

Diane looked slightly irritated but waited silently for him to answer.  Internally debating for several seconds, he decided Diane would hear about the news soon enough, and it was best if he could get step by step information from her directly.

Clearing his voice, Gerard said, “Go ahead and put it on the center monitor.”  Swallowing, he considered Diane’s uninterested eyes.  “We captured a very large group of monsters last night; we haven’t seen a group this big in over two centuries.”  She appeared completely indifferent until he said, “In Miami Beach, Florida.”

“In such a heavily populated island?”  Diane asked, looking toward the center monitor as it flipped on.

Nodding, Gerard said, “What are the details on the video, Betty?”

The video began to play; it looked like something from a home recorder.  A man and woman were looking around a walk-in store.  Betty spoke over the speakers.  “This footage was taken eleven days ago and concerns some of the captured monsters.  The couple are committee agents from the Southern European Branch on vacation.  They sent the footage to their own branch, so it took some time to get processed and returned since we have advisement-jurisdiction over this area.”

Noting Diane’s dull expression, Gerard said, “Get to the point, Betty.”

Betty cut off for a moment and cleared her throat before continuing.  “They were shooting their vacation when they heard this conversation between two female teens.”

She stopped her explanation so they could listen.  One was the girl that held the spear, and the other was the small kid, however, in daylight she seemed older, a teen and Asian.

The girl in the glowing armor had some form of leather covering and a sizeable dazzling diamond necklace, while the smaller Asian girl had standard teen attire.  He couldn’t identify the language they spoke, it held an odd fluidity and was somewhat musical.  He was about to ask Betty when Diane’s hand shot in front of his face.

Gerard patiently waited for her explanation, but it didn’t come.  “Rewind that!”  Diane demanded, her accent thickening with excitement.  Gerard obediently complied, tapping a few keys on his tablet to return to the start of the conversation, still expecting an explanation with the events.

The folders in Diane’s hand slipped from her grip as she rose to stand before the screen.  She carefully examined every lip movement, facial expression, and muscle twitch the girls made.  Shaking her head with amazement, Diane whispered, “They are speaking fluent and perfect God’s Nordic.  Even the Korean girl is talking without flaw; no human could speak like that—not today, no human,” Diane continued to mutter.

Humming lowly, Gerard asked, “God’s Nordic?  What does that make them and how do you know she’s Korean?”  He started to become impatient as she watched the footage through several more loops with only soft mumbles.  Even if she was renowned for her knowledge, this was rude and to a Regional Manager, no less.  Gerard broke her concentration by clearing his throat.  “What’s going on?”  he demanded.

Diane glared in his direction before returning to the screen.  “Excuse me, but I am trying to puzzle out the words and phrases.  In case you did not know,” she stated in a very snooty tone, “the dialect is far extinct to the modern world.  All I know are fragmented words from early ciphered Ancient and Old Nordic symbols, while also relying on my old tutor’s rudimentary lessons on ancient language.”  Her grin brightened again as she turned back to the screen, “They are arguing between snack items, but here,” she pointed at the display as both girls looked off the screen toward the store entrance, “their conversation shifts!  They start talking about some beast or something to do with Inari, probably a Vulpes,” she said distractedly.  Watching two more runs, she laughed.

“What?”  Gerard asked irritably.

“The Korean girl wants to kill the Vulpes outside the store, specifically rip out her heart.  However, the Nordic girl pointed out that she does not have white hair and that puts pause in the Korean girl’s plan,” Diane exclaimed.  “Not only that but the Nordic girl’s features, clothing, demeanor.”  She paused for a second.  “I think—she may be a Valkyrie, potentially even some Nordic warrior goddess, some Valkyrie were considered goddesses themselves.  What gives me that impression is that unique necklace—what could it be?”  she muttered to herself.

Gerard almost choked as he took a drink from his glass, throat burning.  “What!”  he sputtered, “There was a Nordic goddess in Miami and now in my base?  How do I deal with something like that?”  His mind flashed to the pre-engagement report about a pillar of fire that shot into the sky.  In horror, he started imagining the Nordic girl surrounded by flames in her iridescent armor.

Licking her lips, Diane chuckled.  “In your base, you say—yet, that may not be your lightest problem.  The way the Nordic girl talks to the Korean girl and the fluidity of her speech … there is a possibility ... however, in this age?  It might confirm some of my theories,” she mused.

Gerard couldn’t comprehend her statement.  “What can be worse than a Nordic angel of death or Goddess?”  He could hardly grasp it.  From what he’d seen on the previous video, she had to be one of the two, and that terrified him.  He had no idea how to contain something of this magnitude.

Enthralled, Diane pointed at the Korean girl.  “She is definitely Korean by her features, but for a Korean creature to speak fluent God’s Nordic, without a flaw.”  She paused.  “It is bad in both scenarios; either she is extremely old, or she is omnilingual, and there are not many creatures with that innate ability.”

Fear ebbed into his gut at her words.  He wanted answers.  “Betty, play last night’s footage.”

The screen flipped to the video and Gerard watched Diane’s eyes grow in wonder at the sight of the Nordic girl, clad in her luminescent armor.  “Amazing…” she trailed off as her eyes locked on the spear.   “Pause the video!”  she yelled.

A few seconds later, the image froze with Gerard’s tap on the tablet and Diane moved closer still, trying to gain a clearer vision of the weapon.  “Zoom in on the spear, clear it up the best you can,” she ordered.  Out of his league, Gerard asked Betty to take over and the image enlarged.  Diane watched it with a wide smile growing across her lips.  “Just as legends say,” she muttered.

Gerard let her continue without interruption; this woman would be pivotal in this evolving situation.  He wasn’t prepared for this in the least.

Diane pulled a tablet from her bag and began playing with the touch display.  Gerard could see her reading through text at a rapid pace.  “Just as it describes,” she said with awe.

“Something worse?”  Gerard muttered, starting to feel tired as he massaged his temple and downed the rest of his glass, a headache growing.

“She has Gungnir,” Diane stated in wonder, staring at the pulsating weapon in almost reverence.

“I’m no Nordic major,” Gerard noted.  “What’s a Gungnir?”

Diane continued to study the spear as she talked.  “It’s the All-Father’s primary weapon, Odin’s spear.  It could be the most powerful weapon in Norse mythology.”

“Fantastic,” Gerard huffed, slumping into his chair.  “Any more tragic news?”

Diane ignored him, motioning for him to resume the video in a brusque manner.  She now watched the video full through with a furrowed brow.

“Gungnir vanishes when the Valkyrie falls unconscious, but her Necklace vanishes when a man goes to take it.  There are many things it could be, but there are no clear distinctions of a necklace like that—but it has to be something important!”

Watching through all the footage, she burst out with laughter.  “You want more bad news?  I do not think the Valkyrie created that crater—the Korean girl caused it.”  She paused for a moment and with a confused tone muttered, “That Vulpes is quite odd, blue energy from her tail?  I have neither heard nor seen a Vulpes producing blue light from their tails, and this Vulpes only has a single tail?”

For the first time, Gerard questioned Diane’s expertise, sitting up straight, awareness sharpening.  “That little Korean girl?  How can she cause such a large devastated area, and wait, isn’t she injured?”

A dark smile lit Diane’s features.  “Yes, she likely injured herself.  She might even trump the Bai-hu and Valkyrie in power; she is a dragon!”  she exclaimed with absolute thrill.

Gerard’s body went numb at the word, his breath catching, and blood-chilling.  He swallowed, whispering, “Dragon.”  Senses returning, he said, “We have to call the dragoons and alert the board.”  He was shocked to hear Diane laugh at his statement.  “This is no joking matter!”  he yelled.  “A dragon is nothing to think lightly of; only the dragoons can handle such creatures!”

“You misunderstand the importance of this discovery,” Diane calmly stated as she stared at the Korean girl.  “What you are thinking of is the Western dragons; she is something much more sophisticated.  A Serpent Dragon—and even greater, she hasn’t reached age; she is an Imugi!”

Gerard’s memory flashed back to some foreign movie that had made its way to the States years previous.  If he remembered correctly, it had two monsters known as Imugi that had terrorized New York City.  “You mean, she’s like a gigantic cobra monster?”

Diane chuckled lightly.  “Where did you get an idea like that?  No, she is a dragon, but she hasn’t matured enough to handle her power.  Her body harms itself when releasing her innate strength.  Her blood heritage has yet to fully manifest; this is the opportunity of a lifetime!  To study such high-profile creatures…” she exclaimed with glee.

Gerard firmly said, “That isn’t my decision to make.  The board will decide it, and I need to make a call to my new Commander for precautionary measures.”

Diane’s demeanor turned livid as she savagely glared at Gerard.  Pulling a cell phone from her bag, she said, “No need for you to call all of them, I’ll have the Chairman on the line in seconds.”

Hesitantly, Gerard complied.  She has a direct line to the Chairman and cell service this far underground?  The conversation was short, and in a language Gerard didn’t understand.  There was a victorious and enthusiastic tone in her voice.  Ending the call, Diane turned to Gerard and triumphantly stated, “I have an authoritative directive in matters dealing with the dragon and Valkyrie.  I will be meeting with your Division Commander now for a debriefing on handling arrangements.  You will have confirmation shortly.”  She turned and exited.

Gerard folded his fingers together and waited a few minutes, trying to puzzle out the appropriate measures to take.  He jumped as his phone rang.  Betty didn’t warn me of any calls?  Answering, he said, “Yes, this is Gerard.”

A deep voice answered.  “This is Ivan Duchin.”

Gerard swallowed nervously.  The Vice President?

Ivan didn’t wait for his response.  “Diane has priority regarding the dragon and Valkyrie.  However, if things start to get out of hand, put them down, any way possible, and by any means.  Contact the Western Director if Diane pushes things too far.”  Gerard sat in stunned silence as the connection cut.  After several seconds, he realized that he’d have to relay the information to Benjamin as well.

Betty’s voice spoke over the speakers.  “The Senator will be here within thirty minutes.”  His eyes rose to the ceiling as the lights turned red, signaling an emergency.  Gerard’s heart plummeted.  Please don’t be an escape!
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                    Alright, after going over your comments and the poll, I think I've decided what I'll do.  Based on the feedback, I'm going to be skipping the following POV:


	Gerard

	Brickly



They will still be in the scenes and you'll see a few instances of them.  Because of that, you won't get some information about the U.S. Special Committee, monster rights in the U.S., Brickly's monster bodyguard, further examination of the base, and his political stance on monsters.  You won't get further clarification on information from book one on shadowed events, and you won't see the start of a particular event, just the outcome from Diane's POV.

With Diane's POV you won't miss a whole lot, but there will be things skipped over and left to speculation.

I will add a chapter for Wendy to show how she feels about all of this.  I remembered that I do need to highlight a particularly nasty event for her that will seal her fate in the following books.  It might not be a long chapter, depends on the responses.
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                Kari’s blearily eyes opened as she recognized odd scents floating through the air.  Swallowing, she rubbed her eyes.  Rolling her sore muscles, she yawned, working out her mouth as she rose.  She looked around in utter confusion at the foreign space.  I was fighting Eric and … he beat me.  If I’m not dead ... where am I?

She was in a ten by ten barred cage.  Stretching again, she looked down at the plain cot bed she rested on and then down at her clothes, noting she wore a simple cotton gray shirt and pants.  Straightening herself on the frame, she examined the cage bars, eyes narrowing.  A cage?  Her cage was made of long, evenly placed railings.  Sniffing the air, she clearly identified the metallic scent of silver reinforced with steel.  Why would Eric put me in a silver cage?

Getting to her feet, she looked past her enclosure and into the dim room, her keen eyes penetrating the darkness.  She was alone, and she could smell a considerable number of humans she’d never identified before.  If I was knocked out then that left Sora to fight Eric and she could never win.  That means he ate her and took me here?  No, I don’t smell Eric anywhere.

Her eyes shifted to the door as booted footsteps fed into her ears and several seconds later the door opened to show a heavily armed man.  The lights turned on with his entry, momentarily blinding her.  Shielding her vision, she watched the shadow of the man walk a few feet in front of her cage; she smelled food.

His voice was gruff, “Food, Monster.”

Kari didn’t move as her eyes adjusted, vision clearing, she studied the man.  A soldier … Eric doesn’t have soldiers in his pack, and this man called me Monster?  He smells like a human.  She noted his strong demeanor and cold eyes, different from the defeated wolves around her brother.  Eric doesn’t turn people like this; they’re too hard to control, but if not Eric then who has me caged?

Momentarily chewing her left cheek, Kari asked, “Who are you and where am I?”

The man didn’t answer.  When he realized Kari wasn’t going to come forward, he set the tray outside the cage and exited.

For a moment, she struggled to hold back her instinct to rush the cage.  Sitting back on the cot, she closed her eyes and wrapped her fingers together, breathing slowly.  Gradually she turned panic into cold resolve.

She tried psyching herself up, thinking back to a few motivational speeches she listened to at practice.  I don’t know where I am … the hardest walk you can make is the walk you make alone, but that is the walk that makes you the strongest ... stay strong, keep going!  And if you show what you are made of, the right people will show up in your life.  You won’t be a lone wolf forever.  Feeling a little better, she sighed to release tension.  Now think!

Carefully examining the room, she noted a few cameras and more cages that were empty.  Containment meant for Germanic werewolves.  Did I get captured by some monster hunting group?  As much as I hate Eric, he’d never let that happen, if he had the choice, that is.  Something’s happened since I was knocked out.  Whomever these people are, they seem to think I’m a werewolf and they must be well funded.

Taking in another deep breath, she noticed odd scents and suddenly something else.  She couldn’t identify the smell but classified it as a scent without a scent, a bizarre thought to her.

Her eyes widened as a voice compressed inside her ears from all angles.  “So, it’s true; a near pure descendant of Fenrir.  Ah, now, Hati and Sköll’s obsession is clear … What an unfortunate girl.”

It was a woman’s voice, young, yet mature, lush, and commanding to the extent that it made Kari shiver.  She identified it as a woman, but at the same time, it almost didn’t seem human.

Her head darted around as she rose to her feet, trying to identify the source; it was in the room, all around her, in her head.  She found something in the only camera blind spot, darkness, pure and flowing.

Kari’s eyes couldn’t penetrate it, yet she knew it wasn’t empty.  It seemed infinite, swirling dark mist that shifted like liquid, drawing upon the room’s light.  Focusing on the spot, Kari found herself devoid of thought, emotion, and all senses.  The darkness seemed to wash over her in waves that made her numb as something hooked onto her, pulling.  This had never happened before; she was paralyzed.

The voice spoke again, all noise washing away.  “You must be one of Alva’s girls,” she paused as if in question.  “But—what else?”  The voice was silent for several seconds as her presence continued to send chills through Kari’s mind.  “Hmm, you bring about problems I did not foresee and what a unique facility—how strange.  So many unexpected things as of late … however, it can be set right.”

Air rushed into Kari’s paralyzed lungs as the black cavity compressed into itself until it vanished, sound returning.  Her shaking knees hit the floor, and she grasped at her convulsing chest, breathing sharply she realized sweat coated her body.  “What—another monster?”  she gasped.  “Not human…”  Swallowing hurt and made her choke.  “How did it do that?  It dwarfed my instinct completely.”  She couldn’t stop the tides of fear that pulled her mind under its influence.

Her legs were numb as she stared at the ground, envisioning the void in her mind.  Something was in there, more than one thing.  That voice, what was it?  She knew about Mom, and I brought problems she didn’t see … What did she mean by ‘set right?’

It took several minutes to calm herself.  She hesitantly looked back at the spot, vision spotted.  The presence was gone, but her mind still placed darkness there, something that couldn’t be seen.  She quickly turned away, shivers running down her frame.  Something seethed behind that wall of mist; behind that woman’s hypnotic words, something malicious and threatening.  It was the first time she’d completely lost the will to fight or flee, where she’d been completely overwhelmed.

Sitting back against the cot, she looked at the food in front of her cage, appetite gone.  That thing really took a toll on me, and I don’t want to be here if it comes back.

At the thought, her stomach tightened, and her skin tingled.  Fighting back the terror and convulsions in her abdomen as the urge to vomit hit, she clamped her teeth together.  I can’t shake this feeling!  Think about something else … Always be that wolf climbing the hill, always be hungry for more, always hunger to grow, always hunger to feed your mind, and rise to the highest level you can take yourself.

Slowly, she brought her hand up to her mouth, but it took her at least two minutes to open her jaw.  Finally getting her thumb between her teeth, she bit down until she drew blood.  She couldn’t feel the pain at all.

What do I do?  she thought in panic, unable to follow everything the being had said, and it took several minutes before the pain settled in and her thumb began to throb.  Hati and Sköll?  I don’t know who those people are, but … No, get a grip!

Releasing her thumb, she swallowed, tasting her blood on her tongue, and felt it run down her arm.  The pain lessened as her skin slowly knitted back together.  Collapsing back onto the cot, she stared up at the ceiling.  I can barely feel my legs; that’s an improvement.  How did she lock me in place?  I’ve never felt paralyzed…

Rolling on her side, she found her thumb had already healed.  At least my body is healing.  Her eyes moved to examine the meager meal of chicken, bread, and water outside her cell, she swallowed.  One thing’s for sure; I need to eat.  That shadow sapped my strength; it affected me on every level.

She nervously licked her dry lips, struggling to get to her hands and knees.  Locked her thighs, Kari tried to keep them from shaking.  “Control yourself!”  she growled.

Taking several more breaths, she got to her feet and took her first step and then her next.  Move!

It took a full minute to make it to the edge of her cage, and looking at the bars, she couldn’t stop from panting, her legs almost buckling as she sat.  I can’t touch the silver, or they’ll be suspicious.

Carefully, she reached through the opening, fumbling with the chicken, she slowly slid it back through the bars.  She had to force the larger section of the chicken leg through, which left grease across the barring.

Turning the chicken around in front of her eyes, she grimaced.  Deep-frying is such a waste of good meat.

She devoured it with disgust, which helped relieve her mind of the unknown horror and strengthen her body.  A low growl rumbled in her throat as she noticed the inner layer of the cup was made of silver.  I bet they’d get a kick watching me writhe after drinking water with flakes of silver.

Momentarily impressed by their cruel methods, she shook her head, trying to refocus.  I can’t tip them off that I’m not a werewolf so I’ll drink it as I’m about to escape.

Slipping the tall cup through the bars, she was careful to avoid shaking; it barely fit as it was.  She left the bread on the tray and looked up at the cameras.  They’re watching me, so I can expect resistance when I escape.  The man earlier was armed with a machine gun, a few knives, two pistols, several pocketed goods, and I saw two grenades.  Heavily armed, but they aren’t nearly as fast or powerful as me.  They’ll rely on weapons, and they probably have silver bullets, which won’t be a problem.

She shivered as her vision shifted to the blind spot.  Turning away, her heart rate escalated.  I need to get out!

Her eyes moved to the door as she heard footsteps.  It’s time; my body seems to be responding now.

Door opening, the lights flickered on, again momentarily blinding her.  Waiting for her vision to adjust, her eyes narrowed.  Two men came into view, one bringing her food.  The man on her left had a sophisticated looking collar in hand, while the second held a small gun that she assumed carried powerful tranquilizers.

Tranquilizers have almost no effect on me; they’re lucky Eric knocked me out.

The man held up his gun without an explanation.  Kari’s jaw set as she rose and downed the glass of water.  In this world, sometimes you need to do evil things to survive.

Kari’s body flooded with strength as she called it and she barreled into the silver bars, which snapped under her force.  The two guards barely hesitated as the left man dropped the collar and reached for his knife, the other leaped back, lifting his gun to shoot.

She grabbed both their vest fronts and lifted them off the ground; she threw them into the cameras near the wall’s roof, making them gasp as their heads struck the concrete.  Falling to the ground, they didn’t move.

Quickly turning to the door, she found it bolted, and the bright lights turned red, a siren blaring in the background.  She steeled herself while growling, “A fight’s what they’ll get.”

Fully transforming, her clothing sank beneath her fur as she launched herself at the door.  The steel bowed under her pressure, and the bolts snapped, sending it flying into the opposite wall.  Her head darted left as three men ran around a junction.  They held their guns up and fired on sight.  Snarls broke from Kari’s throat as bullets bounced off her dark fur.  Savage hatred burned inside her chest as she leaped on them.

Jaws closing around the first man’s waist, her teeth dug through his protective clothing and punctured his skin.  She tossed him to the left, the momentum ripping his flesh from her jaws and slamming him into the wall, bones snapping.

She leaped on the second, claws digging into his chest as she tensed her limbs to dart forward.  Her nails ripped his vest to shreds, her weight crushing his ribcage.  Shoulder colliding with the third, she sent him spinning through the air to strike the right wall then floor in a tangled heap.

Breaking through the next locked door, she stopped; the room was filled with scientists.  They looked terrified as they ran toward another door.  Reverting to her enhanced human form, she grabbed a woman and threw her against a wall.  Eyes filled with intent, Kari picked her off the ground by the collar of her white coat.  “Where am I?”

The woman’s lips quivered, and she only whimpered; eyes closing, the woman gripped tightly at Kari’s wrists, feet flailing.  Hearing more footsteps rushing her way, Kari scowled at the woman and tossed her to the side, making her slide across the floor.  How do I leave this place?

Exiting the room, she found several scientists running down the hall and two more guards rushing her way.  They engaged with the scientists still in the line of fire; the scientists dropped to the floor screaming.

Skin thinned in her enhanced state Kari felt the bullet’s sting her skin as it punctured her clothing.  They are as callous as I thought.  These men are trained killers, which makes this much easier.

Transforming, she darted into the line of fire.  Leaping over the scientists, she pounced on the closest soldier; her jaws ripped into his flesh.

The second tried retreating, but she easily overtook him and smashed him into the wall, crushing his body.  Continuing, she broke through another door and entered a checkpoint room.  The only man in the room threw a grenade at her, which exploded in midair.

Kari winced as the explosion hit and threw her off balance.  Righting herself, she stared at the man’s mangled body.  These men are well trained; they’re prepared to take their own lives.

Sparks danced across the room from the destroyed equipment; noticing paperwork on the wall, she studied a partially destroyed map, showing the floor layout.

Finding an elevator, she fractured the second door and continued down two hallways until meeting resistance.  A woman with three guards stood in the hall.  The woman looked to be as tall as her human form and put off an aura that set unease in Kari’s chest.  She held golden threads that glowed dully in her hands; they made Kari’s skin itch.  The woman started speaking in an odd language; Kari’s instincts told her this woman was dangerous.

The men instantly began shooting, and Kari jumped into action.  She made it halfway to the woman before the faint golden threads shot from her arm and around Kari’s body.  Tripping as the string wove around her; Kari was alarmed to feel her strength fading, and her body reverting to human form.  She tumbled across the ground to a stop, surprised that she felt bruised.  She struggled furiously but continued losing strength at an alarming rate.

Ordering the men not to fire, the woman slowly walked over to look curiously into her eyes.  Kari could sense her cold amusement, callous interest that burned for answers.  She spoke with a light French accent, “Yes, I think you will be worth a small portion of my time.”

Kari didn’t say a word as she growled and snarled, trying to break free of the golden bonds; however, the more she fought, the tighter they got until they began cutting her clothes as they melded back from her skin.

The woman hummed with curiosity, “Your clothes are attached to your transformation, interesting.  Not very many monsters have that ability.”  The woman spoke in a dismissive manner as she turned away.  “Tie her to the pillars two floors down; she won’t be a problem with the threads binding her.  When I free up, I will divert some time to this creature.”

Completely reverting to her human state, Kari began breathing heavily, feeling the bands compress around her chest.  “Who—are you people?”  Kari gasped, limbs going numb.  She didn’t receive an answer as the woman walked off.  Shortly after, the men began loading her on a portable bed, delivered by a shaking, scared scientist.

Kari’s jaw locked as she stared at the wall.  Again, I lost.  She couldn’t move an inch as they finished her straps.  What are these golden threads, and why are they not letting me transform!
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                Wendy stirred, opening her eyes, she was blinded by white; squinting, she looked around.  Her vision slowly adjusted and she shifted to look down, with a light moan.  There was a pulse between her eyes.  She was in some kind of hospital room.  Where … Was all of that a nightmare?

Groaning, she hoisted herself up with her elbows, sliding back to the headboard as she rubbed between her eyes.  She shivered slightly as the blankets dropped below her chest.  Rubbing between her eyes, she focused on her surroundings.

There were several empty beds around her in a straight line along the wall, and a large transparent window showed a bustling host of people beyond.  They all wore lab coats and were playing with lab equipment and studying tables or laptops.  She then noticed the IV in her arm to her right.  Was I in an accident?

A middle-aged Asian man entered through a sturdy looking door; he looked a little tired as he approached.  Wendy centered on the door as she heard it automatically lock with a strange whizzing sound.  She swallowed as he sat on the bed to the left of her.

He sighed as he studied her reaction.  “Wendy, feeling better?”

Clearing her throat, she found it fairly dry.  “I’m a little thirsty.”  She coughed.  “Where am I?”

“You’re in a treatment center.  We have some things we need to discuss.”  He scratched at his receding hairline.

Worry started churning her stomach.  “Am I sick?  Where’s my mom?”

Clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth a moment, the man breathed through his teeth before expelling another breath.  “You aren’t sick, but we need to ask you some questions.  Can you answer them for me?”  Wendy frowned but nodded.  “What do you know about monsters?”

Brow furrowing, Wendy shook her head.  “What—do you mean?”

“I mean—you were found being carried off by a werewolf, and we need to know why.  We pulled your state records, and it seems like you’re surprisingly active for a teen, you’ve worked several jobs.  We’ve talked to a few of your employers, and they all say you work hard.  You get decent grades in school and don’t have a fabulous social life—odd for a teen as hardworking as you.”

“I’m—really confused,” Wendy stared down at the plain white shirt they’d likely given her.  “I was being … Lori…”  Her face went white as the scene flashed before her eyes.  She leaned to her right, coughing as vomit shot up her throat.  Hacking to the side of the bed, she clutched at her collarbone, trying to get ahold of herself.  Tears gathered at the corner of her eyes as she trembled.  “Lori’s dead … he—he killed her…”

The man got up and started rubbing her back comfortingly.  “Yes—I did look over a report of a girl named Lori.  She was killed near the place we found you.  Did you know her?”

Wiping at her lips, Wendy didn’t know where to clean her hand; the man held up her blanket.  Sweeping it across her mouth and rubbing her hands against it, she tried to clear her throat.  “No—we weren’t close—but I knew … I knew Lori … why…”  She felt her tears coming back.  “Why’d he do that?  She was so hurt…”

Breathing a heavy sigh, the man sniffed sharply.  “Who knows why monsters do what they do.  So—take your time, but—does that mean you were at the scene?”

Wendy’s quakes escalated as she nodded.  “I—they—they broke into my home and—took me … is my mom alright?”  she asked, terror gripping her as she pressed a fist against her chest.

Sucking on his lower lip with a nod, the man said, “Yes, yes, she’s fine … My name is Doctor Joel Ang.  I’m sure your head is reeling with all of those terrible memories, but we need to know why you were there.  Why did they take you?”

Wendy went silent as she remembered the scene.  Sora … Kari said Eric wanted to eat her.  Why is this happening?  “Is Sora alright?”

Joel licked his lips.  “Yes—hmm—that’s one name that did crop up on our investigation—what do you know about Sora Moore?”

Wendy looked down at her lap, swallowing with difficulty.  Sora’s a monster, right?  He asked about a werewolf … a werewolf was trying to save me or—or maybe trying to take me somewhere to eat me?  A tremor ran down her frame.  Sora was with her dad … Why did all of that happen?  Eric was that big guy, and he was—like their leader…

“Please, Wendy.  We’re trying to figure out what’s going on so we can best help you.”

She tucked her lip under as she glanced at the man.  Am I giving up Sora?  What if she’s in trouble with these people … who even are they?

“Can—can I talk to my mom?”

The man took a deep breath through his nose.  “She isn’t here right now, but we have talked with her, and she’s aware of the situation.  We can’t let you leave until we know the full scope of these circumstances, your mother understood that and gave her consent.  I know it might take a little bit, but we really need to understand more about that incident.  Why were you being taken away from the scene by a werewolf?”

Wendy shifted a little, rubbing her right shoulder uncomfortably.  “I … my mom...”  I don’t know if I can trust these people … why do they know about monsters?  Should I tell them about Sora … I mean, it was a little scary what she did to my mom, but she just wanted to help me … she’s still my friend…

Joel took a deep breath before rubbing his eyes, slowly moving to his temples, whispering, “I didn’t want to … okay, I’m going to show you what kind of situation you’ve landed in.”

“What?”  Wendy squeaked, gripping her shoulder.

The man motioned at the glass.  One of the women noticed his waves and grabbed a tablet off one of the counters.  She briskly walked in and handed it to him, using the card attached to her breast pocket against a magnetic pad to exit the room without a word.  He flipped it around and traced a design to unlock it.  Playing with the screen for a second, he played a video, holding it up for her to see.

Wendy’s breath caught as she saw her mother.  She could see their small kitchen in the background, a few shards of the broken door evident on the floor from when the werewolves had broken in.  Her mom was sitting on a chair with two men sitting across from her.  Wendy watched the video play with held breath.

 

“So,” her mother said, “you’re telling me werewolves kidnapped my daughter.  That wasn’t some crazy guy in a suit, eh?”  She spat on the floor.  “Bet it was all that brats fault.  I told her to stay away from that rich girl.”

One of the men played with a tablet in front of him.  “Are you referring to Sora Moore?  We’ve been looking into her recently.”

“Yeah,” her mother sneered.  “That’s the girl—oh, monster.  Yeah, she’s one too … did some kind of mind control on me and made it so I couldn’t even tell my daughter to clean up her room.”  She swore, face twisting in contempt.  “You know, she was able to release her magic or whatever you want to call it over the phone … over the,” she licked her lips, shaking her head.  “Can you imagine what she could do with powers like that … no wonder she’s rich.”

One of the men was typing across his tablet, likely documenting her words.  “So, Sora’s the redhead with fox ears and a tail?  Correct.”

“Hmm, I didn’t know about the ears and tail part.  She didn’t look like she had some, but I wouldn’t be surprised.  So, she’s a fox demon or something?”

“Interesting,” the other man stated as he scratched his nose.  “You’re sure you didn’t see a tail or ears?”

Her mom shook her head.  “Nope, glad I didn’t.  Wish I never see her again … if only my daughter would stay clear of her … who knows, maybe that devil mind-controlled her into liking her.”  Wendy stiffened at her mother’s accusation, beginning to breathe rapidly as her heart quickened.

“You’re saying that Sora cares for Wendy?”  one of the men asked slowly.

Her mother shrugged.  “I mean, I guess.  I don’t know why, but all she wanted to talk about was Wendy and how I suck as a mom.  Heh, sometimes I wish I never had a kid … it was all Dustin’s idea, and he went and skipped out.”  Tears gathered in Wendy’s eyes as her mother continued, “Sometimes I think he had the right idea.”

“Is that right…” one of the men said, brow lifting and glancing over at his partner.  “Then, how about this?  We have an excellent program for kids and—it’s rare to find kids that have, let’s just say, monster friends.  In exchange for us taking care of her, we can offer you a settlement of, hmm, somewhere around four grand a month.  There are certain exclusive parties that you’d have access to with this program as well.  I mean, your daughter would be enrolled in quite the private program that is handsomely accommodated.”

Snot started dripping down Wendy’s nose as her mother leaned back, humming with interest.  “So, Wendy would be able to go off and do whatever with your guys’ program and I’d be free to live my life … with four thousand a month and free parties?”

The man nodded with a pleasant smile.  “Yes, and we have seats we can reserve for you on any sort of airline if you so choose, Delta is preferred, though.  Just in case you’d like a vacation somewhere; I hear Florence, Italy is nice this time of year.”

“So, what do I need to do to sign us up?”  her mom asked with a gleam in her eyes.

“We have the paperwork here, just need your signature.  It’s basically an adoption.  All those perks and, like you said, you’d be free, and she’d be a part of our very exclusive program.  I mean, if you want, I could have you on a plane to Italy within the hour, I’d even throw in a cleaning service so you’d return to a spotless apartment.  We’ve already taken care of talking with the owner and smoothed over all the ruckus.”

“Wow, you guys work pretty fast!  You’re some kind of secret government monster department or something?”

One of the men smirked with a sharp intake of air.  “Let’s keep everything on the need-to-know.  Just sign these papers, it’s all legalized and court-sanctioned.  A legal adoption, the perks we mentioned are all within the settlement.”

Her mother nodded with a beaming smile.  “Give me a pen!”  Wendy’s nose burned and her chest shook while she watched her mother sign her life over to strangers.

 

“Why…”  she whimpered.  “I did … everything … why…”

Joel shook his head tiredly.  “Look, you’ve basically been given over to an adoption agency … that doesn’t let go of their children.  There are many avenues for you to take within this program, but you need to cooperate with us.  Worst case … you could be given to some cartel for payment on taking responsibility for some terrorist attack a monster committed.”

Wendy’s face paled, and she felt like throwing up again.  “I … I don’t … Why is this happening to me?  I tried to be good…”  Tears leaked down her face as she trembled.

“Just tell us what you know, and maybe we’ll see if we can give you a decent life, but it all depends on your honesty and how you respond to the organization.”

Wendy tried to sniff back her tears, but they wouldn’t stop.  She looked down at the floor; she felt cold, her chest hurt.  My mom sold me … like I was some golden ticket to riches … I wasn’t even worth that much.  Four thousand a month with a few benefits … that’s what I’m worth?  Mom … why?

“Welcome to the SPDC.”

It took several minutes for her to collect herself, all future goals she had were smothered.  She didn’t know what the future held but knew if she didn’t give these people what they wanted then she’d be sent to live as a slave in some backwater country.  Vision unfocused, she asked, “What do I need to do?”

Joel scratched the back of his head with a little irritation.  “Ack, I didn’t want to be the one who told you all this … we need you to get to your Vulpes friend, Sora.  Once the organization’s research teams found out you had some form of connection to her, you were a target.  Tell me what you know about the incident that night, and then we can introduce you to your living space.  I won’t sugarcoat it; it’ll seem like a prison.  You can’t go out, and you’ll have an armed guard around you.  If your friend acts up … you’ll come into play.  Perhaps an example would need to be set to show that they’re serious; a finger or toe, depends on her or the person on guard.”

Wendy’s nose started to burn as she broke down into tears again.  This is all because I was friends with Sora?  Why … How is this fair?
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B2 — 3. Deemed of Interest


                Blurred sounds filtered into Sora’s ears as her consciousness returned; most noises blended in a myriad of unrecognizable sentences.  A few words, however, managed to jog some similarities in her memory; much of what was spoken was drowned out by her jumbled brain, yet it was slowly filtering back.

Her head rolled to the right, correcting itself, her replenishing energy seeping into Sora to counter whatever afflicted her; the flow was stronger than her body remembered, clearing her mind to mumble something unintelligible.

Swallowing and licking her lips, Sora tried, “W-Where am I?”

Her saliva had a bad taste to it which helped clear her scrambled brain while opening her eyes to fuzzed chaos; she winced and snapped them shut to escape the light shining directly over her before trying to rub them to find herself restricted.

The inability to do such a simple task irritated her, and forced Sora's eyes into a squint, trying to grasp what was happening to her.

A strange hum reverberated around her and a man in black clothing walked above her—no, beside her—and he was with a woman in a white lab coat.

They were walking through some kind of closed off space with seats and several men gradually came into focus with similar coats; lights blazed above her with the people hovering around her bed.

“A-Am I in the hospital?”

Mind clearing, she caught the man in black glance down at her, “Ahem, she’s awake, Doc.  What should we do?”

“Another dose won’t kill her,” the woman muttered with a querying look.  “Although, with what we understand about Vulpes physiology, she should be sleeping for several hours.”

Alarm crept into Sora’s muddled brain as reality started filtering through the dream and she realized she was on a closed off helicopter.  Before she could even attempt to struggle a light prick stimulated her left arm, and she returned to blissless sleep.

 

* * *

 

Light bumps shot up Sora’s body at regular intervals, warmth filtering into her body; the energy feeding into her was much stronger this time and different; the new mixture was softer, cozier, and gave her a sense of peace.

She tried swallowing but her throat was dry.  Her head was fixed in something now, restricting movement.

Slowly, she opened her eyes to a contrast of light that passed in a consistent pattern or maybe she was moving—moments later she realized overhead lights, like her school’s—she was strapped to a moveable bed.

They were proceeding down hallways at an even pace and the tile floor causing small taps to reverberate up the metal framework.  I was drugged…

Sora’s mind snapped into gear as her previous memories flooded back and her senses began to return; she’d been transported somewhere on a helicopter.  Hospital smells wafted into her nose as her eyes darted left and right; what appeared to be doctors were walking beside her, studying charts.

Feeling the need to escape she fed strength into her muscles, but she was securely fastened to the bed; she could barely twitch a muscle as she tested her restraints.

“Mmgm!”

Her wrists, elbows, knees, chest, and feet were bound.

She couldn’t see who wheeled her down the corridor but heard his concerned voice.  “D-Doc!  Doc, she’s awake again.”

Sora locked her jaw as the white-coated woman from before looked down at her in shock.  “How is she countering the magic-enhanced tranquilizers so fast?  That last dose should have kept her down for several days—the last Vulpes didn’t have a tenth of this dose, and she has two tails and was down for—”

Trying to wet her throat, Sora growled, “Who—who are you and where are you taking me?”

The woman ignored her question and fiddled with something by her head; a burst of panic hit her breast as she held up a needle and an IV tube.

I need to get out of this!

Her chest painfully began pressing against her bonds as her heartbeat quickened.  She’d seen more than a few horror movies like this, and it never ended happily for the monsters.

Pushing against the straps she heard the metal frame creak as it began to bow under her force.  She tried thrashing her tail yet it couldn’t wiggle free from the bonds, feeding her claustrophobia.  “Let—me—go!”

The bed stopped with a jerking motion as the woman leaped away with a gasp, several others following.

Sora’s tail radiated heat as foxfire ate through the straps, flailing with her efforts.  She continued to growl in frustration as the fire broke some of the underlying supports, making the bed lopsided.  “I want to see my dad!”

She tried pushing her influence over the people as a prick stung her neck and more struggles were heard; her restraints were released, and a man yelped.  However, slowly, unwillingly, her muscles and mind began to betray her will, and a short while later, her thoughts faded back into sleep.

 

* * *

 

Sora’s mind froze in shock as a rocky beach came into focus, making her instantly discounted Miami while looking back to see a large cloud covered mountain.

Snow hung around its base, and there were even clumps strung along the beachside; the cold atmosphere must have been below zero, but it didn’t bother her in the least.  A low mist hung around the midsection of the land, and all she could see was rolling tundra.

Looking down, she stared at her bare toes, pawing at the mossy rocks she stood on before her vision lifted to wander across the fathomless sea, observing a dimming sky, the sun falling from its already low position.

Thoroughly confused, Sora studied the rippling water for answers.  Where am I?  I was strapped to a bed, they were drugging me, and now … I’m here?

Frowning, she scratched her head, feeling the pleasant relief as she focused at the back of her left ear.  “Heh, now am I going to meet a white rabbit?  At least my stomach would be happy,” she snickered, trying to relieve stress.

Breathing in deeply, her sense of smell was severely diminished to her displeasure, only returning the scent of the ocean; the millions of scents she’d become accustomed to were gone, tickling her mind just beyond reach.  It wasn’t just her sense of smell; it was like she had earmuffs on, and the sensations of the wind against her skin had dulled—even the rancid taste in her mouth had diminished.

Left hand pulling back her wild copper locks as a gust caught it, she froze; constrained as her hearing was, her ears still twitched upon catching soft crunches of stony soil.

Her head snapped to the right; a hazed figure walked along the misty shoreline, letting the freezing water wash over their feet.  Her focus was redirected as the landscape hazed and vanished.

 

* * *

 

Warmth filled her body as her mind jolted.  Sora’s hands jerked, but again she was restricted.  Eyes flying open, she was temporarily paralyzed as she stared up at herself, which reflexively dampened all other senses.  It took her a few seconds to realize it was her reflection in a full-length overhead mirror.  Her skin began to prickle with unease as she studied her appearance.  She was barely clothed; the only thing keeping any form of modesty being a white strap around her chest and some kind of white elastic short-shorts, she felt her tail held by something underneath the table.

Swallowing with tension building in her chest, she tried to look right, but her head was fitted into a brace.  She had some form of ball fitted into her mouth and strapped to her head; small holes were punctured in it for breathing.

She was securely bound; they had strapped not only the parts from before, but also her shoulders and waist; even her fingers were tied to the metal table.  The uncomfortable metal slab was dwarfed by the sharp and oddly shaped utensils next to the table on a silver platter that she spotted in the mirror.  Sora almost choked as she tried desperately to struggle against her bonds.

A woman’s voice carried from beyond the mirror’s view.  “She’s awake again!  See, I told you, Doctor.  She just won’t stay under!  The last dose would have likely killed the Húli Jīng.”

An elderly male’s voice hummed at her words as he stepped into Sora’s view.  He had wrinkles all along his body and seemed to be shorter than Sora.  “You’re right,” he mused coldly, examining something near her head.  “Her physical strength is rising rapidly.  You were correct about her tail as well.  To imagine, hmm … a single tail using foxfire?  Fascinating.”

Sora was trying to thrash her tail free of whatever held it but found it useless.  The old man looked up at the ceiling mirror to consider Sora’s eyes; they were utterly indifferent.  She couldn’t sense an ounce of sympathy.  “Unless your foxfire can reach thirty-four hundred degrees Celsius, I’d stop wasting energy; tungsten is a rather resilient metal, and your tail has been locked in a casing of it,” he said with a dark smile.

Biting down on the plastic ball with frustration, she tried calling on all her strength to break free of the belts.  The old man looked impressed as he looked at a monitor next to her.  “You can exert two thousand pounds of force—that’s even greater than a four-tailed Gumiho—and as a Nogitsune?  Fascinating, you’ve broken all our records on strength for a Vulpes.  It will be exciting to see what makes you so special.”  

“Doctor Ranglor, she’ll break some of the restraints if she persists.  They’re only rated for twenty-five hundred pounds,” the woman said with unease.

Nodding, he said, “Give her thirty milliliters of cisatracurium besylate.”

Knowing her time was running out, Sora closed her eyes and strained her muscles as hard as she could, but after a few seconds, her body started to relax against her will.  After several more seconds, the woman continued, “She’s still putting out over five hundred pounds of pressure.”

“Give her another dose,” Ranglor ordered.  Gradually, her tension eased, and a whimper escaped her throat.  Her muscles felt like jelly, and her head was light.

Taking several deep breaths, Sora began to calm herself.  He just looked up, studying her, waiting for whatever she’d do next.  It took a few seconds for her mind to clear as the comforting warmth she felt rushed into her.  She began taking a subtler approach.  Linking emotions with Ranglor and the woman, she fed her fear into them and tried to make them understand her need to be eased, manipulating their emotions.

To her surprise, it was working.  She could feel their empathy rising, but it was as if something was fighting her with Ranglor.  Concern bit her as he picked up a syringe and extracted liquid from a bottle on the side counter.  Shortly following, the woman came into Sora’s vision.  She had a concerned expression as she looked at Ranglor then Sora, torn from internal conflict.

Clearing her throat, the woman asked, “Can’t—we just let her loose a little?  It looks very uncomfortable on that table, and her neuro-muscular system has been restricted.  She’s only a teenager—I think—and w-what about the bathroom?”

Ranglor pursed his lips as he flicked the plastic body and let a few drops fall back into the container.  “No, what we humans consider to be waste is incorporated into Vulpes bodies and converted with the aid of spiritual energy.  Although, perhaps you’re right, why don’t you loosen the elbows and chest a little, so she can breathe easier.”  Ranglor moved aside to let her pass.  Sora already knew what he was doing.

Smiling thankfully, the woman placed her hands on Sora’s right elbow strap.  Sora watched with sinking hope as Ranglor’s syringe swiftly stuck into the woman’s neck, his wrinkled thumb pressing the liquid into her bloodstream.  The woman fell to the ground, and Sora’s hopes fell with her.  With all my powers … I’m still helpless!

He walked out of her vision, and she heard a door open.  “Take the woman to the infirmary,” he instructed.  “Let the onsite doctor know that I gave her seventy milligrams of methohexital.”  A man dressed in military clothing came into view and picked up the woman with little trouble; he didn’t even look at Sora and was out within ten seconds.

He seemed to be talking with someone over a communications device.  “Yes, this is Professor Ranglor,” his conversation paused as Sora sent him illusions, trying to make him come back and look into her eyes.  “I need your—professional opinion and expertise, yes, the new Vulpes.”

Sora heard a woman’s condescending laugh on the other end.  “Seriously, Ranglor?  Alright, I’m intrigued.”

A consistent pressure slowly compressed Sora’s chest as silence commenced.  Ranglor didn’t come back into her view or make any more noises, despite her illusions.  Her attention was diverted as all the lights turned red and a siren blared, momentarily breaking her concentration.  What is happening here?  After a few minutes, the lights returned to normal, and she continued to pressure Ranglor.

At least ten minutes passed with Sora continuing to force her emotions onto the man, hoping for the slightest bit of sympathy before someone else entered the room.  Sora’s focus broke as a door opened, and a woman’s voice cut through the oppressive atmosphere.

“I just had a most stimulating encounter with one of the monsters in the recent capture; my time seems to be stretching ever so thin, Ranglor.  You are supposed to be the leading Vulpes expert in North America.  So, what is so perplexing that you need my assistance?”

The woman didn’t sound young, but not old and she had a slight French accent; she sounded slightly annoyed.  “I had to halt my previous engagement to deal with that escape and am losing my patience for more distractions.”

He cleared his throat and huskily noted, “She’s a fantastic girl—specimen—but her youthful appearance may be causing an internal emotional conflict … I believe she may be manipulating my emotions, but for a single tail to do so is, well, unheard of and she’s creating illusions.

“My magic dampening wards do not seem to be … effective.  I’m very interested, but, regardless, I need you to take over the initial examination; I need some time to sort out my, uh, thoughts, and to test my wards.”

The woman’s irritation turned into a sharp edge of interest.  “Are you actually asking me to take over, Ranglor?”  Silence stretched for a few seconds before she laughed.  “The Vulpes must be manipulating your emotions, and you say she is creating illusions?  Very well, go ahead and take your break.  I’ll proceed, in my own way, of course.”

 His voice sounded strained as Sora fed everything she had to him.  “Of course.”  Once again Sora despaired as the door opened and shut, indicating he’d left.

Sora tried connecting to this woman’s emotions yet was stunned by what she found; so much so that it severed her link completely.  The researcher was ice; not a single glimmer of empathy, as if she was being blocked by something; Sora could stare at Eric with more compassion than what this woman held.

“Fascinating,” she commented as she moved into view; the woman was tall, but Sora couldn’t be certain how tall from her angle.  Picked up the writing board and lifted an eyebrow, she hummed.  “Very fascinating,” she flipped through the papers in a thoughtful way.

The radial emotions she produced changed drastically—a cavity opened in her black heart—a hole that couldn’t be fixed and Sora associated the sensation with curiosity.

Salty tears fell down Sora’s cheeks as her chest convulsed against her straps and sobs escaped her throat; still, the woman paid her no mind.  Why are they doing this to me?  Who are they?  Am I just a monster to them?

Thinking back to her studies on Vulpes, she decided one last desperate thing.  Breathing in as deeply as she could, she tried to blow fire.  To her shock, the conflagration appeared; in a stunning display of yellow and orange flames, an inferno flew upward, eating through her gag and blackening the mirror above.

Something cold swiftly struck her stomach, and Sora’s energy seemed to slip through her fingers; it felt like a lake had suddenly dried up.  The fire died from her mouth, and she began having difficulty breathing as her vision hazed.

The woman’s word was a breathless whisper, “Riveting.”
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                Sora’s breathing was strained as her energy drained out of her.  She was blinded to the woman’s actions with the mirror blackened, but at least she could speak.  Working herself up, she asked, “What—did you do to me?”  Her dry throat seemed to deepen as she tried pushing her influence through her words, feeling no effect.

The woman hummed lightly.  “A healing blue light emanating from the tail, emotional links, abnormal Nogitsune strength, illusions, irregular recovery rate, foxfire from the tail and now the mouth … all with a single tail.  Yes, most fascinating, and I believe you just tried to push some form of influence over me.”

Still frightened, Sora tried to be brave and took a note from Tom’s book.  “I want to see my lawyer; this is illegal!  Kidnapping, assault, forced imprisonment, torture, and all to an underage girl!”

The woman acknowledged Sora’s statement with a light laugh.  “You want a lawyer?  I must say, this is the first time I have ever heard a monster say that.”

Trying to swallow her fear, Sora yelled, “I’m a United States citizen … you can’t treat me like this.  I have rights!”

Voice cold, the woman said, “Shush, what makes you think we are in U.S. boundaries?  Say we were, unregistered monsters have no rights, even in the United States; in fact, it would be a crime to be an unregistered monster in the U.S.  The fact that you were found within U.S. boundaries and discovered to be without registration gives us full rights to you by their own laws.  You were evading registration and cooperation and must be subjugated.”

Sora’s stomach twisted.  Aren’t these people with the government?  Then what do they want with me?  Wait … they could be with the government, but just don’t want to say they are.  No … I think they have to say they’re with the government if they are … I think?  They’re scientists, people; obviously, they’re trying to study what I can do, but what’s after the study?

Sora’s mind snapped back into focus as the woman began talking.  “I know you are panicking; who would not panic under such conditions.  So, let me be somewhat courteous.”

Shocked, Sora found her head restraint released.  Slowly working out her neck, she turned her head questioningly.  The woman had a pensive grin and a studious gleam in her eyes as she continued to stare at her.  Licking her lips, Sora asked, “Why would you do that—if you know I can breathe fire?”

The woman chuckled.  “My name is Diane, and I would like to know what you can do.  Your abilities, powers, gifts, whatever you call them, I would like to know all about them.”  Glancing back at the clipboard, she said, “Your U.S. records, found in your apartment and from our database, show you are registered under the human name of Sora, correct?”

Sora was frightened of this woman, she didn’t know entirely why, but something about her made her skin crawl.  I just need to calm down … calm down and think.  She must have a plan or something if she’s released my head brace.  I’m starting to feel a little better physically, but spiritually it’s like pouring water into a cracked glass.  My last hope is illusions and hypnosis.

Taking a deep breath, Sora created an illusion that the room was tilting sideward and Diane had to lean forward to stay balanced, then for fires to catch where her eyes were, trying to force her attention to them.

Instead, Diane only stared around the room with passive interest while muttering, “These are more than mere impressed psychological delusions.  My wards would block anything directed at me.  This is real EM manipulation, but of the Vulpes species, only Húli Jīng are said to manipulate light.  Fascinating, indeed, Sora.”

Sora felt her grip over the magic slipping with her energy being sapped away.  Releasing it with a gasp, she looked at Diane in utter bewilderment.  Why wasn’t she affected?  She said her wards would stop my influence … What are wards?

Diane ignored her expression as she pulled up a chair from a side desk and a tablet pc from her bag.  She began typing on the digital screen, occasionally glancing down at the sheets of paper attached to the writing board.

Picking at the bottom of her lip with her teeth, Sora closed her eyes, trying to keep her lungs in check.  Don’t panic, don’t panic, just think of a way out, it will be alright…

Despite her mental assurances, her skin itched to be scratched and a vice pressed against her chest.Unable to do anything, Sora frantically opened her mouth and tried to spit fire at Diane’s tablet, trying to grab her attention, fight back, anything to break the silence.  However, the only thing that left her mouth was a few dying wisps of weak red fire that quickly vanished.

Diane’s fingers didn’t skip a beat as she laughed silently.  “I placed two wards on your body during your last outburst.  One is to draw out your spiritual energy and the second to keep you within the confines of this base.”  Sora’s face turned white as she explained.  “If you leave the base, the first ward will become inactive and the second will activate, causing your own Spiritual Energy to rip you apart from the inside out, crude, but effective.”

Her body began to shake with the realization that there was no way out.  “You can use magic?”  Sora asked, completely lost with what to do as darkness crept into her heart, something that ate at her very soul.

“Of course, ma mie.  The foremost witch in human history trained me,” pausing, she looked up to stare into Sora’s fright-filled green eyes, “The Fae, La fée Morgan.  You may know her as King Arthur’s arch nemesis, yet that is but a fragment and gross misconception in most modern stories.”

[i.e. ma mie - my love]

The information only told Sora that Diane wasn’t to be trifled with, and Sora knew she couldn’t hypnotize her as she stared into Diane’s ice-cold eyes, she didn’t have the energy.  “What about my father; will you let him go?  He’s only human,” she pleaded, fighting the internal disease that began seeping through her body.

Diane’s fingers paused over the tablet, and for the first time, Sora saw Diane’s mild interest falter, confusion crossing her vision.  Diane pursed her lips, her studious eyes slid down Sora’s body.  She began muttering to herself in a low tone, but Sora’s ears were more than capable of discerning the heavily accented English.  “Father—father—Vulpes do not take characteristics from their fathers—Japanese—red hair, but something more—how?”

Sora swallowed the lump in her throat.  Should I have asked that?

Humming, Diane continued her one-sided conversation, “Yes, you are Japanese, of course, you would have to be; you are a Nogitsune, yet you also have other characteristics—how?”  Diane halted for a moment as she licked the top of her white teeth, trying to come up with an answer.

Sora took a deep breath.  It’s already too late to take it back.  I should try and negotiate my dad’s release.  “I’m half Irish,” Sora answered.  “And my father is a normal citizen of the United States.  Will he be released?”  As she asked, she almost tried to bite off her own tongue.

Why would they release a bargaining chip!  Stupid, stupid, stupid!

Diane’s eyes narrowed, and she let a low huff seethe through her lips.  “I was close to that deduction,” she growled.  She still didn’t look satisfied.  “Yes, your father should be in our custody; I have a record of it.  We also have an affiliate listed as Wendy.”

Sora’s chest shook with despair as she heard Wendy’s name, tears leaking down her cheeks.  Why … Why does Wendy keep suffering because of me?

Diane studied her reaction.  “I assume this Wendy is of importance to you.  I will say it is not looking good for her.  If you continue to act out then she could be put in great danger; toes and fingers cut off or internal organs used to offset the price the organization paid for her.  There are many methods one could use to offset an expenditure.”

Anger flared in Sora’s chest, strengthening her body a little as she glared at Diane.  “Don’t hurt her!”

A smile lit Diane’s cheeks.  “Wonderful.  Now, why do you have Irish characteristics?”  Sora could tell that this time she was asking her.

Debating how to respond as she settled down, Sora said, “I—don’t know.  I was just—born this way.”

 Looking off to the side, Diane scratched her head and asked, “You have never met your mother?”

Sora wouldn’t be caught off guard again.  I’ve already dug myself a deep hole … for me and my dad.  I don’t want to put Wendy in any more danger and who knows what they’ll do if they found out about Mom.  Eric decided I was a healthy meal when he found out my mom’s identity.  However I answer, she’ll go to my dad for more answers, and I don’t know what he’ll say.  Simplicity might be my best solution, just keep silent, but she may do anything to get her answers … like hurting Wendy.  I keep getting into these kinds of situations!

The silence stretched for several seconds before Diane sat back with narrowed eyes.  “I am sure I do not need to tell you—I get what I want, one way, or another.  For your best interests, and your loved ones ... I encourage you to be helpful.  I can be nice if you help me and you can see an end to those restraints.  The sooner you adapt to your new life, the sooner you can get past your—discomforts.”

Sora continued to stay silent as her anxious thoughts pulsed through her mind.  Diane sighed with a light shake of her head.  “Sora—as shocking as this may be to you, you are not my primary focus, nor of significant interest to me, at this point.  I could have that poor girl maimed, but perhaps some time in solitary will loosen your tongue.  It is a surprisingly effective technique to help vixen like yourself become more—cooperative.  After all, interaction is a part of your nature.”

Packing up her tablet, Diane walked to the door and opened it.  Sora’s heartbeat quickened as she gazed at the opened door and Diane’s cold expression.  She talked with a posted guard outside.  “No visitors and no entry.  Even if she dies, it is of no concern.  I will be back in a few days.”

Sora’s heart fluttered at the response.  “Days!  I need water; I’m already thirsty!”  she exclaimed in desperation.

She barely got the words out before the door shut and the lights dimmed until the only glow came from her monitoring equipment.  A whimper bubbled out of her throat as her eyes adjusted, and tears began leaking from her again.  First, I’m trapped by Kari and now these people.  Nothing’s changed...

A few minutes passed before she started paying attention to her nose.  The room smelled sterile and spotless; however, many different scents carried through the ventilation system.  One food that cried out louder than all the rest was pork.  She felt her lip start to tremble and her nose burned.  I’m caged again… and right when I tasted freedom.
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B2 — 5. Fascination


                Leaving Sora, Diane smirked.  Walking past the guard and into the hallway, she ignored shy greetings from several researchers as she continued her way to the maximum detention area.  Her mind was a flurry of thought, internally debating several different anomalies.

First the group of monsters in Tennessee and now this gigantic capture in Miami; why is the monster community so active at the moment?  How did that pack leader get so many werewolves into the United States without so much as a warning flag raised from their supernatural division?  There must be a new transport method, a dimensional gate?Some of the records pulled from a few of the infected make it transparent the pack has been in operation within Miami for the past three years, and without detection.  If they can stay undetected in Miami, there could be monster groups in every major city around the world.  It certainly is exciting!

She passively licked the inside of her teeth as she brought up her tablet.  She pulled up several updated reports on the werewolves as she moved.  What’s this?  There were a few werewolf surfaces after the initial capture.  A few casualties, but contained and covered up with U.S. aid.  Could these be the Germanic breed?  That would make sense, which means that man found in the crater would likely be the Alpha.  We’ll have to check them to find out who’s the carrier of the virus.  Which one is the purebred?

Her lips curved slightly as she added the information to the report, ordering testing done for the Germanic strain.  They couldn’t have handled it alone, though.  It was a good call for Gerard to request a joint Spiritual Pressure sweep with the U.S.  We’ll be able to check to see any abnormal spirits and lock down the city’s unregistered monster population.  What new specimens will they bring for me?

Now this Vulpes, a half breed, somehow … but is she really?  I’ve never heard of any story with a Vulpes of half-descent like this.  How is it possible?  Some stories have Vulpes offspring with fox-like characteristics, Vulpes mothers hoping their children don’t eat beetles and the like, but nothing like this.  Taking out a phone from inside her bag, she called Gerard.  “Gerard, some additional details are coming to light.  Keep that Irish man we found with the Miami group here under armed guard; I’ve confirmed he is the Vulpes’ father and I need information from him.”

Gerard’s gruff voice spoke with an edge of exhaustion.  “I’m sorry, but the man was pretty badly injured.  He’s already been sent to our Californian Branch Hospital for GI Surgery; we didn’t have the proper personnel on base to deal with his wounds.”

Diane’s teeth ground together as she seethed.  “When will he be transported back?”

Gerard huffed, “How should I know his medical diagnosis?  I’m swamped as it is and in a meeting with the new U.S. Senator.  Contact the branch yourself if you really want answers, and next time, contact Betty, I’m quite busy.”

She ended the call with a rumble in her throat.  Her displeasure boiled, but those feelings were suppressed as she rounded the next junction, and paused mid-step.  A short Chinese girl walked her way.  Every time she saw the girl, she had an amused grin in place that irritated Diane.  What is so funny under such conditions? It must be her nature as a Vulpes.

The girl’s night black hair was thick and silky, weaving back and forth with her movements.  Large yellow eyes darted around as she studied the employees that passed, winking at the men, which couldn’t help but trip over themselves at her strut; she had a way of walking that women usually obtained through heels.  Her two long tails laced around each other, swaying behind her.  Both tails were of contrast colors; one black with a white tip, and the other white with a black tip.  Large black, white-tipped ears were up and stiff, listening to conversations throughout the base.

Since she’d left her cage, she’d managed to shed her given attire somehow and found a dress.  It had the traditional Chinese style top in a mermaid cut and a traditional mandarin collar, sporting a floral design; naturally, it flowed with her magical figure and Diane guessed she’d made an exit point for her tails.

Stopping with a slight tinge of interest, Diane asked, “Why are you freely walking around, Fen?”  She’d just met the Vulpes a few hours previous when she’d bound her to the base and set triggering spells on the ward to keep her in check.  When she’d called her beast, it had earned her a sharp look that made Diane smile.  However, she wanted answers, so annoying the fox would only waste her time.

Diane judged that Fen wasn’t as diverse in abilities as Sora; however, she likely knew how to make use of hers to a greater extent.  Fen wasn’t the first Vulpes she’d met in person, but the first Húli Jīng and they were very well known for their bloody appetites.

Fen’s eyes narrowed, but her smile rose as her hands laced behind her back.  “Ah, Dio,” she said in her mild Chinese accent.  “I’m not alone,” she said with a bright smile and Diane heard a snap from her fingers, still hidden from view.

Diane licked her lips, repressing the slight tinge of alarm that crawled up her spine as a very tall black-haired man hurriedly walked around the corner.  He had a passive expression that bordered on docile, but she’d seen a small demonstration of what he could do in the arena.  She only hoped her seals on Fen, and her precautionary wards would keep him in check since she had to use the thread on Kari.  He held a cafeteria tray with a dozen steamed buns.  

Honestly, she was stunned by how well a Bai-Hu could take on human form; of course, most monsters had at least the ability to take the outer shape of humans.  He was a giant for current Chinese standards, standing over seven feet tall, a little taller than the other man recently brought in.

Well-proportioned to not be bulky, he exuded a sense of dominance around him, despite his lax demeanor.  His attire had also changed; he now wore the clothing they’d found him in, a plain white T-shirt that fit him well and custom made dark blue jeans with a tan leather belt.

Towering over Fen, he held a distance that allowed him to stare down at her.  “I have the buns, Fen.  Did you need anything else?”  His bright blue eyes shifted momentarily to appraise Diane before returning to Fen.  His voice was deep and rich but held no accent.

Looking up, she nodded with praise, chirping, “Wonderful work, Jian, and I do not need anything else at this minute.”  Turning to smile at Diane, she said, “I was just telling our good friend Dio that I was not alone.”

Jian’s gaze shifted to Diane.  “I see.”

Diane hid her light reserve with a smirk as Jian’s natural fear induction filtered past a few of her dampening wards.  It took a few seconds before her more powerful wards activated.  He’s actively using his intimidation aura against me, amusing.  It’s not like he’ll do anything, and if I take damage, so does Fen.  It’ll be fascinating to dissect their relationship and why he cares so much for a Vulpes.  Her eyes shifted from the two as three guards from a detainment squad rounded the corner.  They stopped several feet behind the monsters and watched wearily, breathing labored.

Restraining a sigh, Diane cleared her throat.  “Remember to behave yourself, Fen…” she paused, and her words slowly died as Jian moved past her to follow Fen, who had already broken the conversation with a turn of her back and a raised hand in a dismissive gesture.

She stared after them, watching the guards follow, but keep their distance.  Fen leads Jian around by the nose.  She has two tails, which means she’s at least one hundred years old.  White signifies she’s met Inari as well … What could be the story between them?  Curiosity ate at her for several seconds before she rearranged a few priorities.  Growling with frustration, Diane muttered, “So much to do!”

She continued to her previous destination.  Pressing the button on the closest elevator, she waited.  The wolf girl’s name was Kari from school records—why would Sora and her want to play school?  Kari’s certainly violent enough; she would’ve nearly escaped after she awoke if not for my intervention.  Curious though, she didn’t kill the scientists.  Wasted time or a conscience?  Thinking back on the incident, she smiled.  She is no werewolf, that is for sure.  She tore apart those bars and shrugged off silver bullets like flies.  She might be … but I should not speculate.  Information is key.

Getting into an elevator as the doors slid open; she glared at the occupants, it took less than three seconds for them to leap out of the space.  Pressing the key to the maximum detention floor, she stationed her eye at the retinal scanner for confirmation.  After it recognized her identity, she leaned against the back wall.

Most of the Tennessean monsters were willing to cooperate once they realized they were trapped; Kari didn’t even give me time to explain.  She wasn’t hesitant in the least in killing three men and putting four more in emergency care; one took his own life, so he can’t be counted into the equation.  Yes, she’s vicious; to make me use the thread Morgan stole from those dwarves in Scandinavia…

Diane pursed her lips as she thought on the unsealed report.  Yes, she is dangerous, but the way she acted after awakening—that fear in the recording.  What horrified her to that extent?  She doesn’t seem like the type to frighten easily … I’d even say she could give the Bai-Hu a tough time if recovered—perhaps.  Was it just waking up in an unknown place?  No, she took it very well, but a few moments into her study of the cell and she became utterly terrified.

Becoming irritated, Diane momentarily chewed on her inner cheek, muttering, “I know there’s something I’m missing...”  The board calls me to inform me not to wake the dragon or Valkyrie until the dragoons arrive … how am I supposed to gain any information!

Stepping out of the elevator and into the maximum detention floor, she examined the branch with disdain, thoughts shifting.  Why did the designers insist on having their most dangerous security cells housed on the same storey?  It makes no logical sense to have everything that can bring this center to its knees on the same level.  If one broke out, it could free the others.  An evacuation wouldn’t even be possible.

Making her way to the main security room, she went through a few safety protocols and finally made it into the monitor lined room.  To her surprise, it was a flurry of activity.  Stopping one of the men, she asked, “What’s happening?”

“The Valkyrie, they can’t administer any more medication to her!”  the man quickly said before holding his hand to his ear.  “Benjamin!  The scientists say the atmosphere surrounding the Valkyrie’s body has dropped to ninety-three kelvin!  Every sedative that comes near her freezes; the thermal suits are beginning to fail!”

Diane was momentarily stunned.  Ninety-three kelvin?  How is she doing this while unconscious … I have wards on her, don’t I?  Grabbing the man’s headpiece, she put it on and yelled, “Benjamin, why wasn’t I informed that my wards weren’t dampening her abilities?”

Her head snapped to the monitors, and her breath caught.  Ice covered the Valkyrie’s bed and crept outward, jagged shards branching out at a constant rate.  No, she can’t be using her abilities?  I locked her Spiritual Energy, did I not?  Starting to second guess herself, Diane bit her lower lip.  I don’t know that much about Asgardian physiology or their true abilities, but I put eight of my personal wards on her, each housing different suppressant functions, plus a few of Morgan’s enhanced wards.

Benjamin responded as thirty heavily armed men waited around the glass box that housed the Valkyrie, the camera’s visibility fading as frost coated the inner lining.  “I was only informed thirty seconds ago!  It only just started happening!”

Diane’s breath caught as she saw her wards frosting over across the Valkyrie’s skin.  She’s countering my wards … how?  There is nothing more I can do at this point.  I can only hope that the emergency wards will activate in time.  Diane swallowed, making her cough as the lights in the room and throughout the entire base went red, the siren blaring.

Her eyes widened as the box exploded and frost overtook all thirty men, coating their heat radiant suits, freezing them alive.  The few cameras that survived the destruction fed back rainbow hues, dancing in brilliant arcs across the Valkyrie’s luminescent armor and the crystal around her reflected the dazzling radiance of Gungnir in her hands.

Her head was high, and her glowing icy eyes appraised the room for only a fraction of a second before she bent her knees, causing her plate skirt to fold like water.

Effortlessly, she kicked off the ground and flew toward the upper observation room, dispersing in a cloud of fog; passing through the ballistics glass, everything the mist touched instantly turned to ice.

Rematerializing on the other side, the girl’s spear blurring into action to create bright lines that shot around the entire room, freezing the fleeing researchers in place as frost coated their skin.  Her spear’s imperceptible motion halted without warning, resting behind her back while emotionlessly appraising the restrained people around the room.

Diane’s stomach tightened as she obtained a clear visual of the Valkyrie’s entire body.  In dismay, she realized her wards had moved from the Valkyrie's skin to her armor.

She studied the girl, trying to determine which restrictions were left.  Out of all my wards, only three of Morgan’s are left!

Even as Diane watched, two wards shattered, falling from her armor and ice snaked up the edges of the last.  How can she be this powerful as a Valkyrie?  Do Asgardians use something more than Spiritual Energy?

Vision moving to the door, the Valkyrie swiftly closed the distance and again turned into vapor; the tempered steel instantly frosted and exploded into millions of shards as if it were a porcelain doll.  Reappearing on the opposite side, she continued without hesitation.  The shards struck the Valkyrie’s armor, but not a single piece scratched her skin as Gungnir seemingly vanished into action. 

Diane’s teeth closed around her thumbnail as her breath froze in her chest, three guards rounded the corner.  Before their eyes could even settle on the girl, silvery threads pierced their bodies, and they froze.  Her eyes shifted to the camera the Valkyrie was about to enter, Benjamin was waiting for her to come into view, holding an FN scar.  He pointed it at the death angel with a yell as she rounded the corner; he pulled the trigger, letting a string of bullets fly toward the girl.

Her spear vanished again from view as her hands blurred, and sparks danced across the air as she elegantly glided toward Benjamin with light steps.  The whip-like white light twirled across the hallway and struck Benjamin’s weapon, which locked as ice gathered across the muzzle and into the gun.

The weapon dropped from his hands and Benjamin didn’t even make it halfway to his pistol as the whip laced in front of his eyes; the Valkyrie had closed the distance in the blink of an eye.  The light reached inches from Benjamin’s face before dispersing.  The Valkyrie was locked in place with an expression of intense concentration across her face, Gungnir’s razor edge was held stationary less than an inch from Benjamin’s nose.

Diane and every person in the room leaned closer to look at the monitor with bated breath, and she noticed her final ward; it was one of Morgan’s special wards—she only had one of this greater strength.  Ice had crept up two-thirds its length, but after two more seconds the ice shattered, and the Valkyrie dropped to the ground, her unbound, bright blonde hair fanned out, covering her face and back.

Diane sank into a nearby chair.  With Benjamin and his men distracting her, they bought enough time for the ward to fully activate.  Diane estimated that she’d be unconscious for a good day with that ward’s strength, but she couldn’t be sure with what she saw.  Her glowing armor and Gungnir produced a bright light and disappeared, showing the spandex attire she'd been issued upon arriving.

Pressing a hand against her chest, Diane breathed a sigh.  I need to place many more wards on this Valkyrie; the more potent ones I have left from Morgan … some regarding her mind more than her spirit … those seemed to do better, and while not as powerful, hopefully they can contain her this time.

Benjamin fell to the ground, his shaking knees unable to support his weight; she didn’t blame him.

Several men entered the hallway with a stretcher and cautiously approached the girl, and after a few seconds, found enough courage to lift her onto it and wheel the Valkyrie to a new detainment room.

Diane quickly exited the room, following the instructions being issued over her stolen headset to the new holding area.  She passed Benjamin as he walked the opposite way, looking down at the floor, apparently deep in thought.

Arriving at the room, Diane took out three of her next most powerful suppressing wards and placed them on the Valkyrie’s body, watching the monitoring attendants and guards set up the new room.  Her eyes locked on the girl’s necklace, it was back.

Frowning, Diane ordered for robotic instruments to be brought in to remove it.  While she waited, she explained what the new wards would do to the chief observatory tenant and sketched an outline of the necklace on her tablet.  She eagerly watched as the right equipment was brought in and a robotic arm extended toward the necklace.

However, before the extending fingers touched the diamond, it vanished in a flash of pure white radiance.  The operators were completely lost as to the next step, so Diane dismissed them.

That confirms it.  That necklace is much more than a showpiece, but what then?  It must be extremely powerful.  It reacts to being taken off her neck, no matter the means, it seems, meaning it has some form of conscious thought or awareness.

Humming with irritation, she made her way back to the main observation room.  How was she able to break past my wards when she was unconscious?  It must have something to do with her abilities, but maybe it has something to do with her identity.  How can I even determine who she is if I cannot talk to her?

Diane ground her teeth as she searched for an answer, but found none.  If I try to wake her, she could easily escape any barrier with her ability to turn into that icy mist, and if she can combat my wards while unconscious, what could she do consciously?  Restricting wards, like binding her to the base, won’t work.

Shifting her thoughts to her weapon, she took a deep breath.  Gungnir was supposedly destroyed in Ragnarök, so why does she have it—and how?  Does that mean Ragnarök is actually Ragnarøkkr and Asgard was recreated, even Gungnir?

Reentering the observation room, Diane found a set of guards examining the screens with watchful eyes.  Everyone was on edge with first Kari’s incident and now the Valkyrie.  She glanced at the screen showing the slumbering death angel.  Her eyes narrowed as current information fed over her earpiece.

She did not kill a single person in her escape.  They were in a form of cryostasis that was released upon her falling unconscious? Why would she do that, she obviously had the means to kill, surely that must have diverted a portion of her focus?

Taking a seat, she glanced at the screen showing Kari; she was bound by Morgan’s golden thread that kept her tethered to eighty-ton support pillars.  The bonds were the only thing Diane had that could secure a physical beast that used little to no Spiritual Energy.  She’d tried a few other materials, but they failed miserably.  She had hoped to use the wire on Jian, but at least he was cooperating.

Shifting her gaze to the Dragon’s monitor, she dully studied the feed.  She was still asleep inside the dimly lit room; no one was allowed to enter.  She had been clothed with the standard elastic coverings and sat in a tank of drug-laced solution.  They had to continue to increase the medication keeping her under as her body continued to gain stronger immunities.  It was the strongest mental inhibitor the organization could create.  She’d have to put even more wards on her in the coming day, but if there were too many wards activated on a single soul, they would counteract each other; she had to be careful not to combine certain groups. 

Finally, her vision shifted to a blank widescreen display.  Sighing again, she said, “Put the Valkyrie incident on the screen.”  The tenants complied, and she watched the video play with a frown.

The Valkyrie had broken free of her restraints as her consciousness returned; somehow flash freezing all restraining measures.  Then Gungnir appeared in her hands, emerging from a single glowing pulse.  It immediately blurred with her hands, causing a sweeping wind to billow outward and ice over everyone and everything in the room.  The remote tranquilizer injection devices that had been placed on her had instantly frozen over beforehand, becoming inoperable, and crumbling as she moved.

In a matter of six seconds, she’d subdued every one of her captors.  A few seconds more and she merely passed through the ballistic glass fifteen feet above her, jumping the distance with ease.  She then immobilized the scientists and passed through the two-foot-thick steel door, which instantly frosted over and exploded.  All my wards were destroyed by this point and only Morgan’s were left, and soon only one will remain. Almost all containment attempts were devastated within seconds.

Benjamin appeared and fired his weapon on sight; she watched the Valkyrie’s spear vanish.  Dozens of sparks flashed as silver lines danced across the air with lightning speed.Dropping the frame rate to its slowest function, she followed the graceful motions of the spear and found that the shaft bowed.  Her movements are confident and purposeful, her hands fluently moving as if she knows exactly where danger is coming next.  The blade cut the air, leaving white threads that extended feet past its length before dispersing, giving the effect of a glowing whip.

Benjamin’s gun jammed as one of the threads struck the muzzle, and he didn’t even have time to put his hand to his waist for a new weapon before the silvery threads reached millimeters from his face and then—cut.  The Valkyrie fights my last ward for fifteen seconds before dropping to the ground unconscious.  Was it Morgan’s ward overtaking the creature’s will with the momentary distraction Benjamin had created—or, the more probable cause, all the focus she was diverting to the incapacitated guards and researchers—perhaps both.

Sitting back in her chair, she stared at the image of the fallen Valkyrie with wonder.  The warrior race of legend that hosts an indomitable will and ferocious tenacity.  I’d say we only saw a glimpse of what this girl is capable of.  She’s likely even more dangerous than the dragon from what we know right now; she’s so diverse, precise, and reacts without a moment’s hesitation, taking in her surroundings with ease.  Nothing like the monsters I’ve studied.

Passively examining the frozen scene for several minutes, she shifted her attention to the door as Benjamin walked in.  He first made a quick analysis of the room’s occupants than the monitors and finally moved beside her chair, staring at the display with stony eyes.  His lips were dry, and she could tell that just seeing the image of the Valkyrie put fear in him.

He spoke after a minute of study.  “I owe you for that ward or whatever it was.  I never guessed it would break past the containment measures I had placed—not like that.”

Chuckling humorlessly, Diane said, “Actually, it would have bypassed my wards as well if it had not been for your daring venture, and her perplexing decision to not kill your men.  Another second and it would have nullified the last ward.  Your intervention may have caused the slightest shift for it to activate.”

Benjamin nodded, and Diane could hear his hard swallow.  “I’ve been in some life-threatening situations before, but that … I haven’t even been on the job a week.”

Humming thoughtfully, Diane said, “That is something I cannot puzzle out.  She could have killed all your men with ease, but instead, she incapacitated them.  They are all fine?”  she asked.

“Astonishingly,” Benjamin replied with a gruff tone.  “They’re suffering mild symptoms of hypothermia, but that’s it.”

Nodding, Diane smiled, “It is exactly like the werewolves you found frozen at the capture site.  They reverted to human form and were completely unharmed other than a slight case of hypothermia.  We do not know much about the Valkyrie; we have never even encountered one in our history.  Perhaps they have some code of honor?  It would make sense with their legends.” 

Expelling a huff of disgust, Benjamin said, “I don’t know and don’t care.  This monster is too dangerous to keep around, even unconscious it is a risk.  How soon ‘till this one goes into the arena?”

Diane’s thoughts shifted instantly.  “If I have anything to say about it—never.  She should not be paraded around for investors, and whom would you suggest putting her up against?”  Trying to shift his train of thought, Diane said, “You saw what the dragon did to that werewolf leader—I am still unsure what he really is.  He does respond to silver, in a minor way, but he is not something to be taken lightly, surviving an impact like that.”

Benjamin’s mouth turned into a dark grin.  “Actually, I’d like to see the dragon fight against that tiger.” 

Diane would have protested, but even she was curious who would be the victor.  The Imugi was still underage, and the Bai-Hu had already shown its willingness to kill, and yet seemed tame, for reasons Diane didn’t fully understand, and what she didn’t understand made her curious.  Rising from her chair, she said, “I’ll be taking my leave now.”

Benjamin’s eyes defocused as he listened to something over his earpiece.  “Roger, I’ll be there shortly.”  Vision returning to Diane, he sighed as he rose.  “Gerard and the new Senator expect a briefing.”

She took one last look at the primary monitor above the security desk, showing the solution tank with the dragon inside.  Leaving, she and Benjamin took different routes as she began walking toward the maximum-security recovery bay.  The halls were filled with guards and the best researchers in the States, but Diane regarded only a few as true academics and rivals.  Entering the district, she made her way to the furthest section of the bottom level, a room with a meter-thick carbon steel door.  Verifying her identification, she stepped into the observation space.

Thick glass separated the area into two rooms, one high above for surveillance and the other for the creature receiving medical treatment.  Going through the second door, she walked down the retractable stairs and sat in a comfortable chair a few meters away from the bed.  Lying on the mattress was a very tall man that was bound from neck to toes in splints; only roughly half a foot shorter than Jian.

Diane studied his bemused expression with distaste; she found the more confident ones make the best information hubs, but usually, they were poised for a reason.  “Eric,” she said while taking out her tablet and opening his file.  “That is what you prefer to be called?”

A guttural laugh left his throat.  “Call me what you will, the outcome will be the same.”

Nodding absently, Diane asked, “You told the previous investigator you are a—Fenris Wolf?  However, in your blood work, we have found a virus that has a strong resemblance to the Germanic werewolf strand.”

Eric smirked at her question.  “There are many types of Werewolves, my dear.  The Fenris are no Man-wolf, though.  We are the oldest and strongest breed of wolf.”

A light smile touched Diane’s features as she noted Eric’s pride was where she’d find her notch.  “Oh—are you referring to the Fenrir of Norse legend?  Loki was said to have made the ancient wolves; you are a descendant of one?”

Eric’s face screwed up with fury, and the cast around his waist cracked as his body shifted.  “Loki never created Fenrir!”  Eric scoffed, “He took the credit in releasing and healing Fenrir, but Fenrir was alive before the birth of Odin!”

“Fascinating,” Diane whispered.  “Would you be willing to tell me the story of Fenrir and how mere gods could kill such a—beast?”

Eric’s vision narrowed, but his smile kept its place.  “You’re a slippery one.  Perhaps you took a note from those Vulpes you talked with, and how’s the Valkyrie?  I owe her a chat,” he commented wickedly.

Humming with interest, Diane typed a few notes.  “Your sense of smell is much keener than I thought.  Do you know that other—wolf girl?”  she asked, trying to shift his thought directive and seeing if he would verify her name.

“Which wolf girl are you referring to?  There are a few in my pack,” Eric asked with an expression of complete control.

Chuckling, Diane said, “I believe you know which one would cause us the most trouble.  She killed four guards and put three more in intensive care.  The three will take years to fully recover, if at all.”

Eric’s dark countenance sunk further, “You must be speaking of my sister; yes, you’ll have a lot of trouble with her.  Even I have difficulties with her at times.”

“That is not a good thing, Eric,” Diane shook her head regretfully.  “Her name is Kari, I believe, and if she is more trouble than she is worth—they will put her down.”

Eric burst out laughing, which was shocking due to his conditions, several cracks appeared in his casts.  “How do you plan on putting her down?  She’s even stronger than I am at this moment.  There are very few creatures that would pose a threat to a Fenris Wolf.”

Sitting back in her chair, Diane tapped her tablet pen against her lower lip.  “A Fenris Wolf is she...”  Humming lightly, she leaned in closer with a testing smile.  “What about an adult Bai-Hu?”

Eric’s laughter cut and his eyes narrowed dangerously.  “Is that the other scent I smell on you?  How on earth did you find and subdue an adult Bai-Hu in this age?”

Excitement crept back into Diane’s features.  Her tone thickened as she said, “That is an interesting question.  On Earth you say, where else could I find such beasts; I am assuming you are not talking about outer space.  That leaves pocket dimensions,” she said with a glint in her eyes.

Eyes slits, Eric’s smile returned.  “I see—you’re a woman of interest.  You want to know everything about us, and you want an insight into the monster community.”

Diane’s smile widened.  Clearing her throat, she said, “I think we could work out an arrangement.  If you have anything notable to share I’m more than willing to listen; such as how you could possibly be beaten.”

Eric’s lips peeled back to show his razor canines; he knew he had her attention. “We can start with better décor and how about some meat, I prefer monster.”
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B2 — 6. Glimmer of Hope


                Fen puffed out her cheeks as she sunk into the purple velvet sofa she rested in.  Growling with frustration, she glared at Jian next to her.  He sat comfortably in a large armchair, examining some book their captors had provided; his blue eyes casually scanned its contents, occasionally flipping between select pages to reference whatever he read.

Flipping to her back, Fen repositioned her tails to look at the white fur.  Her attention shifted again, pursing her lips as she smoothly lifted her legs to look at the utterly drab white pants they’d given her; she’d never taken the time to learn the rough material’s name.  Sighing, she let her legs drop to the cushions and looked around the oddly designed room in absolute boredom.

She could tell that it was a large empty holding area before their captors added a few objects and furnishings; trying to sell their speech about becoming a team.  Diane had met with her an hour ago and trapped her within the base, but at least she was with Jian and out of that oppressive cage.  Her eyes turned to the room’s single door.  Thick steel, but Jian could easily rip it open.  He won’t though … not while I wear these dispiriting wards!

She pulled back her extremely plain shirt to stare at her stomach with disdain.  She began to trace the intangible paper that was attached to her spirit.  “Jian, are you sure you can’t remove these stupid wards?”  Fen asked.

Jian’s gaze didn’t leave his book.  “Not right now.  I could attempt it if I focused, but I could just as easily damage your spirit in an attempt.”

Fen growled, she couldn’t think of a more depressing way to live her life than trapped by humans.  “If only that stupid portal would have transported us together!”  she seethed.  “All that work for a stupid tail!  She didn’t help at all...”

Closing his book, Jian looked at her questioningly, sitting back.  “We have escaped our pursuers, at least for the moment, and it wasn’t a complete waste,” he noted, staring at her white tail.

Fen hummed lowly as she twisted her new tail around to look at it.  “I still don’t think it was worth the trouble … I can’t pass her trial.  It won’t be long until Long Mu finds us and when she figures out we don’t know where Yìnglóng is—she’ll kill us for lying to her.  You know how desperate she is to find a dragon Founder.”

Jian continued to stare at her, and finally, she broke down.  “I know—I shouldn’t have even brought up Yìnglóng, but I panicked!  The meeting was starting so soon … and of course I wouldn’t have gotten an invite; I can’t pass those ridiculous tests.”

Returning to his book, Jian said, “It makes little difference.  We are trapped until I can remove those wards.”

Her head sank to the cushions, hair tickling her neck.  Her vision moved to the ceiling lights as they turned red and sirens shrilled around the base.  “I don’t know how long we have.  Someone’s trying to escape again, and I heard dragoons are coming.  If they are anywhere near as powerful as we’ve heard, we’ll be trapped for life.”

“We’ll meet each obstacle as it rises, right now, we wait,” Jian stated.

In frustration, Fen threw her hands down on the cushion, causing the wood supports to snap, which only made her more annoyed with the shift in weight.  Sinking into the sofa’s depression with a pout, Fen asked, “We could make that witch take it off?”

Jian shook his head.  “Too risky.  Her wards can even suppress my released spiritual pressure.  If she’s not frightened by that, then your control magic won’t either.  It’s as you said, dragoons are on the way, we need to be careful of our actions.”

Fen fumed silently for a few minutes before a terrifying scent carried up through the ventilation system, it smelled like a wolf.  Calm down—Jian can handle a wolf, but a dragon...  Lowly, Fen asked, “Jian, do you actually think they caught a Korean dragon?” 

“I don’t know,” Jian said with a deep frown, “but I can’t win if they put me against one, not if it’s matured—even if not matured, it would not be a one-sided fight.”

Fen examined her guardian for several minutes as he picked up his book again.  He was trapped here because of her mistake, because she decided not only to leave before the speech ended, but because she baited Long Mu for the information.  Her soul was bound to this base; if she left, the seal would kill her.

Head drooping to the sofa cushion, Fen sulked, “I just want out of this room … it’s so depressing.”  Glaring around the area, she added, “And the company is horrid.”

She made a note of each monster her vision caught.  First was a Kelpie, which was pensively staring into a body length mirror, mourning over her circumstance, while combing out her long blue hair.

There was a troll that had been shunned by the entire group and for good reason; he sat contentedly by himself in the corner, staring at the floor.  Why haven’t the Humans killed it by now; the stupid thug thought his rancid race could rule over Vulpes!  At least I was able to see Inari put them in their place.

A Kappa seemed satisfied with a constructed swimming pool on the left side of the room, sitting at the bottom, and finally, there was the Bodach.  The little pest had instantly started pestering her in every way possible.  She’d promptly grown tired of its bothersome antics and stuck it in a dream of its own making.  She watched it giggle to itself, which didn’t give her much amusement.  There had been more, but most that had refused to cooperate had died in the humans’ showcase they called the arena.

Drawing out a deep breath, Fen asked, “Jian, why are we staying here?”  She huffed at his creased brow.  “In this room, I mean—we’re limited to this base, not this room.”  Jian lowered his book and waited for her to continue.  Fen flushed as her stomach growled.  “And I’m hungry,” she admitted.

Jian sat back in his chair, brooding lining his lips; he glanced at the door, rubbing his hairless chin.  “What do you suggest?”

A grin spread across Fen’s face, she knew her hunger would get him up, and she truly was ravished with the wards continuing to consume her spiritual energy.  “Well, Diane said we could both move around this floor with guards.  I can only use a little of my charm with this spell attached to my soul, but I don’t need a lot,” she finished with a wink.

Staring at the door for a few more seconds, Jian sighed and lifted from his seat.  Before moving to the door, he glared down at the vexatious little Bodach, “You’ll have to end its dream to conserve energy.”

Fen didn’t particularly want to; she knew he would want to join them and Diane had specified that only Jian and she were allowed to leave.  Sighing heavily, she snapped her fingers, releasing her magical impression.  Quickly moving to Jian’s side, Fen said, “Right, let’s go!”

She cringed at the Bodach’s high pitched voice as it lifted from behind her.  “Oh—where fox and tiger going?  Clach wants to come!”

Lowering her voice, Fen whispered, “C’mon, Jian, let—” she cut off with a discomforting yelp as the little imp grabbed her black tail.  Her tail whipped to the side, flinging the creature off to tumble across the ground.  Wrapping her tails around her body, she hugged them protectively.  “Miserable little fiend!  I’ll have Jian eat you!”

Completely undeterred by her statement, Clach jumped back to its feet and scurried over to them, whispering, “Clach can be useful; Clach can turn into things, tricky things!”

Fen sniffed, “I can as—” she cut off as a plan ebbed its way into her mind, a very unpleasant idea, but it could give her a bit of entertainment.  She knew the imp couldn’t transform itself while sealed, but perhaps if she gave him the energy, just maybe, they could pull it off, and it could provide Diane with a nasty headache, the thought alone was enough to tip the scale for her.  It would be an appropriate trick, something that would lift my spirits if successful.

Grimacing with the thought, she motioned for Jian to bend down, and whispered her plan.  He lifted an eyebrow as he straightened, clearly doubting its success, but didn’t disagree.  Reluctantly, Fen bent down to Clach’s level, keeping her tails as far from him as possible.  She explained her plan to him and watched his excitement grow as he danced around in circles screaming, “Clach can do it!  Clach can do it!”

Rolling her eyes as the other monster’s heads darted their way, Fen made decoys while wrapped them in illusions to keep the other monsters oblivious to her actions.  She knelt and ushered Clach forward, biting her lower lip with repulsion while watching its jaws eagerly open.

Disgusting…

Her bead was a part of her body that could be separated and housed a stored portion of her energy, meant for desperate times—times like this.

She put her lips an inch from the creature’s foul mouth, and almost choked as she inhaled; fighting the urge to vomit, she blew into its mouth a portion of her bead’s energy.  Finishing as quickly as possible, she straightened and covered her nose with her shirt sleeve.

Never again!

 Fen caught Jian’s ever so small grin and glared at him, which only made his smile grow.  Melding her illusions to flow into their actual positions, she released the mirage.Clearing her throat, Fen muttered, “Right, let’s get this over with.”

Just to make sure her plan would work, she winked at Clach and smiled, pushing her influence over his weak will.  She animated their illusions to the proper spots as the fiend eagerly hurried beside her, the two invisible while walking to the door to join her.

Speaking up, she knocked on the door.  “Hello, I’d like out, please.”

“You know the drill…”

She sighed and made an apparition of Jian moving to sit in the armchair again, and another with the Bodach still lazing around, and the door smoothly slid open, which caught the attention of every monster in the room.

The three of them quickly went in, following their Fen’s illusion; the other creatures moved to the door with surprising swiftness but didn’t attempt to pass through.  They merely watched it shut with longing eyes.

They were now in a secondary restriction area, just before the research room; Clach started to morph within her illusion until he became a perfect mimic of Diane.  Say what you will about Bodach, they do have their talents.

Several of the staff seemed hesitant to let her through the second door but complied as guards positioned to escort them—the next door opened as the first shut—and the fake Diane strode further in.

Fen released her illusions around him, tying off his illusionary dozing image in the last room; it would hold for a few hours.

All of the researchers’ surprised gazes were on her illusion with Diane, making them jump as Clach spoke with perfect harmony to Diane’s persona, causing every eye in the room to pop as their heads whipped to study the fake as she passed through the opening door.

“I’m rather disappointed you didn’t notice I was inside the entire time,” she briskly stated in the standard Diane manner.

“D-Diane, the whole time—how did—”

“Figure it out yourself, fools—the incompetence of wasting my time in this facility is astounding—I’m taking the Húli Jīng and Bai-Hu with me.”

Fen bit her lower lip at his comment.  Did I not push him hard enough?  He does take on special characteristics of the people he morphs into; maybe he’s resilient to my charms now?

The men and women in the observation room looked utterly confused.  One woman asked, “Diane—really, when did—two monsters … Isn’t it just—yeah, just the Vulpes,” questionably staring at the observation screen, “the Bai-Hu is still in the room?”

Fen couldn’t help but smirk at how perfect Clach was at imitation.  His voice was sharp, unforgiving, and cold, yet still held her slightly thick accent, “Are you blind?  Fen!  Quit your tricks!  You are wasting my time.”

The researchers and guards were baffled by Clach’s statement and even more when Jian appeared behind the fake Diane as she loosed all the illusions beside the fiend’s, still in the room, and causing the guards to raise their weapons.

Clach didn’t skip a beat, “There, satisfied, or should I demonstrate that wasting my time is a bad career choice?”  Glaring at the guards, Clach snapped, “Put those down, you imbeciles.”  The men hesitated at her words, but slowly lowered their guns as Clach continued, “I have them perfectly under control.  They have accepted the terms to cooperate with the organization and will now be sanctioned for stage two of the incorporation act.”

The woman hurriedly typed on her keyboard Diane’s instructions.  Briskly turning to the door, he motioned for Fen and Jian to follow, while shouting orders, “The monsters inside are to be given no food until they accept the terms, and where is my armed escort?”  The room fell silent for a moment as the men and women looked around in confusion.

The fake Diane’s face twisted with irritation.  “I said they were on stage two, not members of your team!  They will be monitored for commitment ... I’m taking two monsters through the base, and I will leave them in someone’s care!  Are you all morons?”  Pointing at two guards, Clach motioned for them to accompany them.

They quickly left the room and passed through several checkpoints to reach the main base, Clach opening them with ease.  Fen suppressed a laugh as Clach took a cellphone out from its pocket, stealthily snatched from a researcher as they passed.  Grimacing, he muttered, “Incompetence.”

Pointing at the two guards with an expectant and intense glare, he said, “You two, watch them.  Get them comfortable and accustomed to base life.”  Clach’s eyes narrowed at their questioning looks, before speaking in a demanding tone, “Or is that too difficult, maybe you’d like to get another guard for security?”  Clach huffed at their unsure demeanor, skillfully faking exasperation.  “Do I need to babysit you both?  I have things to do, important things!  So, do your jobs, and initiate stage two of the Incorporation Act!”  Clach bluntly stated in a dangerous tone.

The two guards snapped to attention and nodded.  Clach passed Fen and Jian with a wink as he muttered, “Simplicity.”  Fen was thoroughly impressed.  I won’t downrate Bodach talents, but their hygiene is another matter.

Energetically turning on her heels, Fen winked at the two guards.  “Right, why don’t we start with new clothes!”  Jian uncharacteristically rolled his eyes, which made Fen giggle.  “Don’t worry, we’ll eat, but priorities demand new attire!”

Carefully manipulating the guards with select word choice and slight magical influence, she made them a little more susceptible to the idea, and they led her to the clothing department.  It didn’t take her long to find clothing that suited her taste; most couldn’t even pass as clothing in her eyes.  She also found Jian’s old clothes since nothing else fit him, and coaxed him into changing as well.

Her nose picked up a few oddly faint scents that made her a bit nervous.  The trail was faded but smelled a bit too much like a Vulpes, but mixed with varying chemicals that she couldn’t properly identify it.  Finishing her new apparel by slitting a line in the back for her tails, she carefully slipped them through to not rip the fabric.  Exiting the changing room with a smile directed at Jian and the guards, she twirled and asked, “How do I look?”

The guards were trying to keep their composure, but her magic was continuing to increase at a gradual level; her spiritual energy invigorated with her brightening mood, making both men turn away with blushes.  Fen’s giggle turned into a pout with Jian’s expressionless appraisal.  Humming lowly, she snapped her fingers, which brought the guards attention back to her.  “Why don’t you two go with Jian to fetch me some food.  I smell pork buns!”  Jian frowned and Fen was a little annoyed that he stood with the guards on this topic.

“No,” the first guard stated.  “We are here to guard you both.  You can’t leave our sight.”

A sly grin touched Fen’s lips.  “Oh—wasn’t I just out of your sight—behind that curtain?”  Both guards began spewing unintelligible excuses, which Fen cut off.  “See, I won’t try anything, and Jian can find me no matter where I am in the facility.  I can’t even step one foot outside anyways,” she said with a sad expression as her hands guided their eyes to her stomach.  “And,” she added with some fake tears coming on, “I can’t even get past a single checkpoint without you boys allowing it.  I’m trapped, and all I want is something to eat.”

The first looked unsure, but the second was a bit firmer.  “No.  We can’t.  Diane’s orders...” 

Fen interjected, folding her ears down to try and sell the look.  “Weren’t they to make us comfortable?”  Licking his lips, the second guard said, “It was … but—that doesn’t mean leaving you two alone.”

Smoothly walking to the door, Fen sighed, while leaning up against the wall.  “I just want to explore my new home.”  She had to focus not to spit the word with venom.  “And—again,” she pointed at her stomach, which drew both their eyes, “Diane sealed just about all my magic and bound me to this facility.  I can’t escape or cause trouble; I used all my magic to play that little trick on you before.”  She wasn’t entirely lying, she still had a bit of spiritual energy in her bead, but if she kept using it like this, it would disappear quickly.

The men still looked unsure.  Feeling her patience waning, Fen said, “Jian, will you go get me some food?”  She beamed at his nod and clapped her hands together.  “Right, will you let Jian, a Bai-Hu that is not sealed, go by himself to the weakly guarded kitchens?  Perhaps you can pick up another guard along the way and send him back for me?”

Slowly, but inevitably the guards relented, thanks to her subtly influencing their minds, and began to follow Jian, who didn’t need a guide to the heavenly smelling pork.  Looking around the space with a deep breath, Fen enjoyed her momentary freedom.

It took a little more energy than I anticipated to sway those guards.  These men really are something else, but in the end, they’re only men—and humans at that, she giggled.

Gracefully walking through the halls, she kept her keen ears listening, there was a network of information to learn from, and the room they’d been caged in was all but soundproof, even to her ears.  She was disappointed with what she was learning, though.  All she overheard were boring office conversations, guards’ small talk, and researchers talking about experiments, which she didn’t really understand.

However, something finally caught her interest, guards talking about an incident—an attempted escape—a wolf of some kind, but it was the other talk that made her nervous.  Licking her lips, she listened to the full conversation, slowly continuing down the halls.

Where and how did they find, subdue, and capture a Valkyrie?  Valkyries are a very loyal bunch; she will have powerful gods looking for her … she doesn’t sound powerless herself—quite the opposite—and Diane can’t control her.  It seems like all she can do is keep her under, which won’t last forever.

That means she will eventually be taken to that arena and Jian’s the only creature here able to even try to compete with such a legend.  Things continue to get worse… They also talked about a Korean Dragon, but it sounds like it isn’t mature.  Oh, great, now they’re talking about a whole pack of werewolves they have here.  A pack of werewolves, dragoons, a Valkyrie, and a Korean dragon, how much worse can it get for me?

Turning a corner, she forced a smile as she smelled Diane nearing.  What will my story be?  She was a little less than thrilled by the tall woman’s reaction; confusion and the slightest hint of curiosity.

Diane stopped in front of her and asked, “Why are you freely walking around, Fen?”

Fen’s vindictive emotions were beginning to overtake her will, and she hid her hands behind her back, claws extending.  Trying to keep herself in check, she smiled, “Ah, Dio, I’m not alone.”  She had heard Jian and smelled the buns turn down the last hallway she’d walked down.  Snapping her fingers as he neared the intersection, she watched with pleasure as Diane’s composure wavered ever so slightly.

Jian’s lovely voice spoke from above her, “I have the buns, Fen.  Did you need anything else?”  She shifted to look up at him as he appraised Diane.  Fen knew Jian’s glare, and he was glaring as he released his spiritual pressure, she could hear the heartbeats of the people around them escalate as they swiftly left the hall.

Nodding with praise, Fen exclaimed, “Wonderful work, Jian, and I do not need anything else at this moment.”  Turning to smile at Diane, she said, “I was just telling our good friend Dio that I was not alone.”

Jian’s scowl directed down at Diane.  “I see.”

Even under the influence of Jian’s dangerous aura, Diane’s nervousness was barely hinted at, but Fen enjoyed every moment.

Fen’s own composure slipping, she had to get away from Diane or she’d rip her throat out and watch her choke on her own blood.  Forcing her claws back in with effort, she lifted her hand in recognition as she broke the conversation.

“Remember to behave yourself, Fen…” Diane slowly broke off as Fen briskly walked to the end of the hall, turning down the next junction.  Fen breathed a heavy sigh, looking down at her trembling fingers while seething.

Jian studied her from above, his features once again unreadable.  “You almost lost control,” he stated.

Fen growled as the guards rounded the corner at a run, continuing to follow them and with an extra man, no less.  Running her tongue over her canines, Fen nodded.  “I almost did.”

She halted as a sudden scent carried to her; this scent was clear as day, one that turned her stomach and stopped her heart.  Fear leaked from her voice as Fen asked, “Jian—do you smell that?”  Jian’s calm demeanor had stiffened, and he didn’t have to nod for Fen to recognize his own fright.

Jian’s voice was aberrantly high.  “There are only two beings that have that scent.  Why is one of them here and—after the gathering?”

Shaking her head, Fen fought down her stomach, whispering low enough so only Jian could hear.  “I don’t know, but if—whichever it is—they can take us out of this place.”  Jian nodded, and they tentatively made their way to the scent, the guards quizzically following behind.
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                Sora’s body was lax; she didn’t know what to do.  She’d barely gotten to use her new abilities, and now they were restricted.  It felt so infuriating, and now both Wendy and her dad were hostages again.  She was more caged than she’d ever been with Kari.  A depression sunk into her heart.

Why is fighting even worth it?

The smell of the pork only made her more discouraged.  They leave me alone and torture me with food.

Minutes stretched in the ensuing silence.  They must know about my sense of smell!  Stop it!

Sora counted down another minute before her muscles started regaining strength as the drug wore off and the sweet scent of the pork kept getting stronger.  “This is cruel!”

Her ears pricked as she heard a noise from the doorway.  “This room is off limits, and why are two monsters—”  The man’s voice cut off with a grunt, and the door opened.

Sora was stunned to find a short Chinese girl tentatively entering the room as the lights flipped on; her eyes were instantly drawn to her black furry ears and two tails.  Her scent carried to her, and she was surprised to find it quite lovely, like the mixing of a few flowers.  She smelled someone else beyond the doorway that wasn’t human; he had a musk that tickled her nose.

Wide-eyed, Sora asked, “You’re a Vulpes?”

She was bewildered by the girl’s hesitation; she smelled fearful, carefully tiptoeing into the room, keeping Sora in her vision the entire time.  Next came the second largest man Sora had ever seen, only slightly smaller than Green and he held an unconscious guard in his left hand.  In his right were the most delicious pieces of food Sora had ever seen in her life, her mouth began to salivate.

Be cool, Sora, be cool!  Monsters, they’re monsters, just like me, and they aren’t supposed to be here.  That should be a good thing.

The large man shut the door behind him and dropped the man to the floor in a tangled heap.  Hope began to brim in her chest as she asked, “You two aren’t with Diane?” 

The Chinese girl gulped and looked very flustered as she asked, “Y-You wouldn’t happen to—to be—Mia?”

Confused, Sora shook her head.  “No, my mom’s name is Mia, the Nine-Tailed Fox.”  Her eyes snapped to the cameras.

Stupid!  Why am I so stupid?

Licking her lips, the girl slumped into a stool and glanced her over with unsure eyes.  Hesitantly, she kept stuttering and muttering to herself, trying to work through some mental struggle.  “Mia i-is your mother?  No.  No—that can’t be … there is no Founding third generation Vulpes.  There’s—there’s only Mia and Inari … the Vulpes Goddesses—the eldest.”

Sora was utterly perplexed.  She already gave it up anyway, so hiding it won’t help.  Why is the alarm not going off yet?

“Mia is my mom—Dad said she was … my mom’s a Goddess?”

Shaking her head, the girl bit her lower lip for a moment.  “No, no, no—you aren’t even fully Japanese—wait … why—how are you not Japanese?  You’re a Nogitsune—no white—and not fully Japanese?”  The girl looked to the large man for answers, but he seemed just as speechless as she was.

Glancing back to where the guard lay unconscious, Sora breathed a deep sigh.  Alright, Sora, game face!  You need to get free, and this is your best opportunity!  Putting on a light smile, she said, “If you get me off this table, I can tell you.”

The girl huffed and nervously chuckled to herself.  “Definitely a Vulpes, but not a Vulpes, half a Vulpes … how?”

Looking up at the man, Sora pursed her lips, feeling a lot better than before with company, importantly, another Vulpes she could talk to.

“Could you help me out, Sir?” she hummed as he stumbled back into the overhead cabinets, causing some of them to snap inward.  A few of the buns fell to the floor in his hurry to back away.  “I won’t bite!”  Sora pleaded.

The girl chewed on her lower lip for a moment before taking a step forward, then stopping, and stepped back.  Sora watched her with a mystified expression.  “I only have one tail,” she tried, looking at the girl’s tails.  “You have two; I doubt I could hurt you and I’m sealed by that … witch of a woman,” Sora tried to argue, attempting to look down at the two papers on her stomach.

 Working around her lips, the girl slowly nodded.  “I can see that.”  Finally, the girl drew out her breath and stepped forward.  Sora swallowed as the girl’s fingers came up to show claws and she cut the straps binding her to the steel table.

Smiling widely, Sora lifted herself and suddenly frowned as her trapped tail kept her from rising further.  Trying to get a better angle, she found that a hole was cut into the steel table and bronze clasps were holding her tail in place.  The girl was already searching through the drawers and found a plain white medical gown.  Frowning with dissatisfaction, she tossed it on the steel table.

Sora flipped her hair out as she tied the gown at her neck and back.  She growled as she renewed her efforts with her tail.  Huffing, she looked up at the man, trying her best impression of a puppy dog, pleading for help, which resulted in him bumping into the back cabinets again, crushing them.

The girl shook her head.  “Jian, if she really were Mia she would have already scorched this entire area to the bedrock.”

Jian nodded but still didn’t move.  “That’s true, but … Fen, she has red fur—she says she’s Mia’s daughter and she smells...”

Fen cut him off, “C’mon, don’t be rude, Jian.  Help the girl free her tail; it’s utterly irascible having your tail bound!”  Hesitantly, Jian complied, reaching down and snapping the tungsten shell.

Smile returning, Sora hopped off the bed and stared down at the guard quizzically.  “Is it alright to go around knocking guards out?  Won’t they sound an alarm?”

Fen huffed.  “Honestly, I’m surprised they haven’t already.  That imp should be running out of energy soon … unless he’s stealing some from the guards.  I wonder where he wandered off to?  Probably to extort some guard, maybe he’ll get himself killed leaving the base.”  Sora didn’t understand but kept her eyes trained on the guard.

She caught Fen’s shrug.  “Don’t worry about it; there’s four more in a closet down the hall—well one’s the cleaning person—he happened to be in the room when we dumped them off.  I thought—you were either Mia or Inari and thought you were here to—to help.  Though… I guess that was just wishful thinking—they wouldn’t waste time on someone like me,” she finished with downcast eyes.

Nodding slowly, Sora took a seat and apprised the girl that had released her from her steel prison.  “I said I’d tell you the story if you freed me.  Do you want to hear it now?  I also have more questions to ask, if that’s alright.”

Walking a bit closer to Jian, Fen folded her arms and scrutinized her.  “Perhaps it would be better to talk elsewhere,” she sighed.  “Mmh, but honestly, there’s no safe place to talk, and I’d say we’re on borrowed time.  So, here will do.”

“I figured,” Sora said, still looking at the unconscious guard.

Nodding, Fen sat on the stool again.  “Yes, I played a little trick on some of the staff, but it was a bit too easy … I suppose there’s something amiss.”

Looking at the top right corner of the room, Sora hummed.  “Cameras, I bet someone’s been following your actions.”

They paused as the lights around the room turned red, and a siren sounded in the hall.  Fen’s eyes narrowed.  “Was that the Bodach that was caught, or are we the ones that are about to be attacked?”Fen’s brow furrowed.  “How can they see us, though?  I don’t feel anyone watching me or hear anyone following down the halls?”

Sora shook her head and pointed at the room’s camera.  “That records things and sends it to screens so people can watch.”

Fen looked at Jian with worry.  “I’ve seen a lot of those around—even in the room we escaped from.”  Jian nodded with a frown as he stared at the camera.

Pursing her lips, Sora rested her hand against her cheek.  They already said my mom’s name, and I even said she was my mother.  Mom’s renowned or infamous from what I’ve gathered.  What will Diane do now?  Wait for more information and then grab me?  Or maybe they don’t know who my mom is; even monsters seem to have limited knowledge of her.

She eyed Fen as she looked down at the floor, concern written across her smooth features.  However, she said my mom’s the oldest Vulpes alive, after my aunt.

After several seconds the lights turned back to normal, and the siren ceased.  Looking around in confusion, Sora hummed.  “I guess it was someone else trying to escape.  Maybe that’s why they haven’t noticed us; their attention is somewhere else.”

Breathing a heavy sigh, Fen smiled.  “Probably that impish fiend.  The idiot probably ran out of energy and transformed right in front of someone.”

Sora lifted from her sitting position and stretched.  “Well, I guess it won’t take them long to figure out you’ve knocked out some guards and released me.”

She listened for a moment but didn’t hear anyone coming.  “No one is on the way, so they could be fishing for information or waiting for some other purpose, maybe they have their hands full right now with that other escape.  For now, we shouldn’t talk about things they either don’t know, or we don’t want divulged.”

Sora leaned up against the table, detecting a sudden change as Fen breathed a frustrated sigh, which she followed by scrutinizing her.  Her lips pursed for a moment before she said, “In the meantime, we should get you some clothes.  At least they gave me clothes, as plain as they may have been.”  Winking, Fen said, “It may surprise you, but modesty is the best initiator of charm!”

Chuckling lightly, Sora noted Fen’s curve-accentuating dress.  What is her definition of modesty?  More notably, Sora noticed Fen’s white and black tails.

She’s a two-tailed Vulpes and Chinese, which means she’s a Húli Jīng.  All the stories I’ve read said Húli Jīng are very tortuous and evil; am I just seeing a disguised personality?  Jin and even Eyia were first cautious when speaking with me; I should stay on my guard.  Sora’s eyes locked on Fen’s white tail.  White also signifies allegiance to Inari, whom Mom supposedly hates.  Maybe that’s why she feared me, thinking I was my mother?

Fen smoothly lifted from her position and motioned for Jian and her to follow.  “We’ll first go to the clothes area, and we can plan from there.”  On her way past Jian, she plucked a bun off the tray and tossed it to Sora.  “Your stomach has been screaming this entire time, please shut it up!”  Fen laughed.  “With your energy being drained you’ll need something to keep your body running.”

Catching the bun, Sora dug into its contents, following Fen into the hall.  She savored a few more buns as they walked down the halls.  She detected the guards were watching, but not questioning their movements.

Something is up, but what?  If I can find a guard, not in sight of a camera, I could hypnotize them to tell me … maybe I shouldn’t try, I’m not sure how much of my abilities are being suppressed.

Fen led them to the changing rooms and quickly picked out a few dresses, which Sora turned down.  “I’d prefer something I can move more freely in,” she said with an apologetic smile.

Fen nodded with an understanding look.  “Very well, how about these?”  She pulled out light blue low-riding skinny shorts that stretched slightly for comfort and a cream-colored top.

Sora accepted the two pieces of clothes and continued to search around the room until, in delight, she found her original clothing.  Then she realized how beat up they were; the fight made them unusable.  It had been placed in a locker with all her previous belongings, even her cellphone.  Quickly taking it out, she wasn’t surprised to find it dead.  Sighing, she pulled out her bra and purse.  Fen looked confused at her actions but didn’t question.

Going into a separate room, she changed, relieved the pants just barely came up to her tail; staring at her purse for several moments, she breathed a heavy sigh.  I bought this after one of Kari’s pack members stole my previous one.  I never thought I’d have it here, let alone be in this situation.

Resolving herself, she left the room without it.

Fen looked her up and down with a bright smile.  “Not bad; I haven’t seen women wear bottoms like that, but it does have a certain appeal, and it doesn’t cover your tail.”

Sitting on a bench, Sora nodded and asked, “What now?”

Fen shook her head.  “I don’t know.  I just didn’t want to be locked in a room, but with the wards, we are still locked in the base.”

Sora’s gaze shifted to Jian.  He’s not a Vulpes and not human.

Fen must have noticed her scrutiny because she said, “Jian is a Bai-Hu.”  Sora shook her head, signifying she didn’t know what that meant.  Looking slightly confused, Fen continued, “A Bai-Hu is, uh, like—a tiger?”

Nodding, Sora said, “So you can turn into a tiger like Kari can turn into a wolf?”

Fen’s left eye lifted at her statement.  “I guess or like we can turn into foxes; we just have harder times at hiding our non-human origins.”

Brow furrowing, Sora shook her head. “I can’t—” she cut off and looked around the room at the multiple cameras.

“What was that?”  Fen asked.

“Nothing,” Sora said, lifting from her seat.  “We should walk around a bit, listen and try to catch any odd smells.”

Fen’s demeanor turned nervous.  “I’ve heard some things about a Korean dragon being held on the lowest floor along with a Valkyrie.”

Sora’s heart lifted at the news.  “Jin and Eyia are down in the basement?”  she asked with excitement, unable to restrain her relief.  She swallowed as she said it, looking back at the cameras.  Wouldn’t they have already realized we know each other?  We were captured together; I don’t even know how long they were following us or maybe they were following Eric’s pack?

She was baffled by Fen’s reactive step backward.  “You—know them?”

Nodding, Sora simply said, “I do.”  Again, Fen looked up at Jian with worry, and it struck her.  If she follows Inari—Jin won’t be too … excited to see Fen.  Tentatively, Sora tried to study Fen’s emotions.  She suddenly felt dizzy and began falling to the floor.

 

* * *

 

Sora’s eyes widened as she stared across a dark, fathomless ocean.  Looking around, she saw a shore covered with jagged rocks that stuck out of the ground like spikes; some were as tall as her hotel.  The mist had thickened and stretched over sections of the ocean.  Turning, she only saw a wall of white clouds blocking her vision of the mountains.  Examining the area thoroughly, she found snow beginning to fall around her that quickly escalated into a blizzard.  She knew she was cold, but it didn’t affect her as it should.  All her senses were dampened again, making her feel naked, unable to gauge threats.

The snow mixed with the fog and made her weakened vision nearly blind.  She trekked through the snow, noting that she left footprints.  Everything feels too real for it to be a dream.  Where am I?  Stopping at a cliff that dropped fifty feet, she followed its edge.  She didn’t know why she kept going, other than staying still wouldn’t give her answers; so, she walked.

The space seemed timeless, but it clearly passed with every falling ice crystal.  She started climbing a small hill that continued upward until it evened out onto an overhanging cliff that dropped onto a clouded cove.  At the top of the cliff Sora found a blurred dark shape, but what initially caught her attention was a glowing spear, Eyia’s spear.

 

* * *

 

She blinked and was staring up into Jian’s passive face.  She yelped as she was abruptly dropped five feet to the concrete floor, her head striking the ground.  Rubbing the back of her skull while tittering in pain, she asked, “What was that for and—what happened?”

Fen eyed Jian with a smirk.  His back was turned to her as he stared at the doorway.  Fen moved a little closer and knelt beside her.  “I apologize, but Jian’s been caring for me for some time.  He saw you falling and caught you.  You could say, against his will; it’s more of an instinct for him.”

“Then it was his will to drop me?”  Sora asked, lifting herself to a sitting position while trying to figure out what happened.

Eyia’s spear, then … it had to be Eyia, but why would I have … it couldn’t have been a dream; it felt too real, a vision?  Whatever it was, it was the second time I’d been there.  Why?

A mild laugh left Fen’s throat as she stood.  “That’s correct.  You might say he’s a little shy.  As to why you fell, don’t ask me.  Maybe you’re running short on spiritual energy.”

Sora frowned.  “I’ve been really low on spiritual energy before, but I can’t recall passing out because of it.”  Fen’s amused laughter annoyed her a little.  “It’s happened to you then?”  she challenged.

Fen nodded.  “Of course.  We’re essentially spiritual beings, meaning most of our nourishment comes from some natural source.  That means our bodies function off that energy.  We can get a little from eating and drinking, but it’s fractional to our energy attunement.”

Lifting her shirt, Sora frowned at the piece of paper.  Making up her mind, she attempted to peel it off.  Why didn’t I think about it before!

However, she couldn’t get her fingernail under it; it just seemed to pass right through it.

“Oh, to be young,”  Fen noted, amusedly watching her attempts.

“I’m sixteen,” Sora said in frustration, abandoning her efforts.  “Why can’t I get it off?”

Drawing out a deep breath, Fen said, “Sixteen—and to have that amount of energy drawing into you…”  She sniffed.  “Well, for starters, that ward is attached to your spirit, not your skin.  Remember, we’re spiritual beings, the spirit produces spiritual energy, if that’s on your spirit then it can suck out all the produced energy.”

Sora slowly nodded with understanding.  “So that’s why I fainted … my body is demanding energy to function, and this seal is taking most of it?”

Grinning with narrowed eyes, Fen said, “I assume you tried using your spiritual energy for something, and your body lost the energy it needs for minimum functionality.”

Lying on the ground, Sora stared up at the ceiling.  This just keeps getting better.

She straightened as Fen continued, “However, there is a very odd thing about you.”  Leaning closer, Fen lightly bit her lower lip, seemingly looking right through her.  “The amount of energy your soul is creating far exceeds my own recuperative abilities.  Yet, your body is using all that energy … Just for survival?”

Sora frowned at her statement and glanced at the cameras.  She really doesn’t know how to keep her mouth shut, unless she’s doing this on purpose.

Fen put a hand to her mouth, but Sora could tell she was hiding a smile by her eyes.  Yes, she’s telling me she has information that could get me locked up and studied more.

Starting to get a better understanding of Fen’s personality and not enjoying the direction the fox was taking their conversation, Sora said, “Let’s not try to get each other killed … C’mon, let’s go.”

Getting to her feet, Sora moved to the door and she suspected Fen followed out of boredom, if anything, and Jian just tailed Fen.  She walked down halls she hadn’t already taken, hoping to find a recognizable scent—hoping to see her father or Wendy—and sooner than expected, she did find a familiar smell.
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                Darkness spread around Aiden as he sat on a hard bed in a ten by ten space.  No one had come to see him since waking, and no sound could be heard.

He was left alone to struggle with his conscience, welcoming the silence.  I’m useless.  When did I start thinking Eric would change—that Kari was the key.  I’m the one who’s changed.  I’ve watched and enabled Eric; he couldn’t have come this far without my power.  What can I do, though?  It’s not like I can take my life … if only a car had hit me when Sora pushed me into the street, but of course, that wouldn’t happen.  

The chasm in his chest expanded, fracturing the walls around his heart.  Sitting back against the wall, he brought his knees to his chest, hugging them tightly.  It hurts, it always hurts!  I thought I hurt because it was slowly killing me to watch every slaughter, yet here I sit—still I won’t fight Eric.  Am I scared?  What am I without Eric?  It must be this stupid promise!

Looking aimlessly into the darkness, he tried to find answers to his old friend’s change.  Eric wasn’t always so cruel and ambitious.  He used to be a good brother that helped his family any way possible.  Kari will never stop hating him for what he’s done, and for good reason.  She was torn apart when she found Alva dead … Eric beside her.  It doesn’t make sense!  She tried to run, and Eric sent Jenny after her, coming to Miami as soon as he killed his father.

Why … Why is he so keen on power?  Just to survive and try to balance the unstable power he’d gained from Alva?  His father and mother’s genes didn’t match well; was he bitter?  Kari couldn’t stop him because of me...

Lowering his head, he pressed his hands against his face in self-contempt.  Yet … she hasn’t killed me.  Why hasn’t she killed me?  Eric had to expect she’d try; it’s only natural to cut off the source to kill the host.  Even if Eric knew that from the beginning, hoping to draw Kari closer, she hasn’t.  Eric really wants her to love him in some sick sense, but he wants her in a mold, and she’ll never accept that, ever.  Kari couldn’t handle the pain at first; she ran.  She’s changed since staying with the humans; she’ll never give in.  Kari reminds me of Alva in her stories; always looking for a real family … and now Eric killed one of the girls she connected to.  If she found out the truth...

He thought back on Alva; she’d rarely taken on the form of a human.  Tiri, Kari, and Aiden had grown up in their mother’s forest, locked away from human eyes by dimensional gates.  Alva had been known by many names to humans, but one that held importance to Aiden was the Gray Wolf.  The Gray Wolf that once helped a young prince steal a golden-maned horse, beautiful woman, and Firebird, his mother.

Alva had been a mystery to Aiden.  Her actions never made sense to him, but she was a good mother.  She taught Aiden a lot about her world, Kari and Tiri were too young to really care about her teachings.

His eyes shifted to the invisible bed as he thought.  I was given to Alva as a release gift.  I can’t even remember my mom; I’ve only known Alva.  My mother brought nothing but misfortune to the prince, so the prince gave her back to Alva, who then set her free.  Ironic, it seems like I’ve brought nothing but misfortune to Alva and her family.

He still didn’t understand why his mother traded him for herself but he didn’t hate her for it.  Alva treated me like her own son, asking me only to be a younger brother to Eric, a friend … and I promised to protect Eric.  In my childlike state, it was so easy … Alva was even surprised by my promise.  Maybe she knew something like this would happen.  It wasn’t until after I made that promise that Alva explained it to me; I cannot break my word.

Numbly, he thought about the eventual outcome of Eric’s plight.  Once he comes to understand that Kari will never love him, he’ll throw her away.  Tiri was pure in heart, a child, but she fell under Eric’s jaws without mercy.  Why!?  How?  I just don’t understand it; how could Eric kill Alva—it should have been impossible.  A nuke couldn’t kill her, yet somehow her weak son did?  Was it her broken heart at learning her son had killed her daughter?

His mind flashed back to the incident with sharp clarity, causing his stomach to turn.  He’d been walking with Tiri through Alva’s forest, talking, laughing when Eric showed up.  It was the first time Aiden had seen him in his full Fenris Form, large, brown-haired—and he had so much power.

Tiri was so innocent, running up to him but I knew something was different—it didn’t feel like the Eric I knew—the atmosphere, the gut-wrenching fear that coated my body.I want to believe it was an imposter—that he was being controlled … That he’s still being controlled … I’m so stupid—frozen in fear … Was it my curse, not being able to go against my promise or is that an excuse?  I didn’t even try … I felt utterly helpless.

He looked back, trying to find the cause of Eric’s change.  Was it his first time tapping into his Fenris Blood that changed him?  No, when did he change?

Searching his memories,Aiden clearly recalled the first fight Eric had with his mother.  When he discovered Alva had multiple mates—when he learned about his father—the reason he couldn’t transform like Kari.

Eric is the eldest of her children, odd for Alva’s age as a Second Generation Founder.  He has little of her Fenris blood, obtaining mostly his father’s Germanic genes, while Kari’s is so pure.  What was Tiri though?  Eric said she was a stain to Fenris Wolves, but what was she—she could transform, unlike him—was it jealousy?

Refocusing his thoughts, he closed his eyes.  That wasn’t even where he stumbled; it was when Alva called him in for a private discussion.  I was twelve at the time, Kari eleven, and Tiri eight.  That year, it all changed.  His mood darkened, he continued to go in and argue with Alva in private.  I know Eric has a hatred of his blood, being a Germanic wolf, but how could I know it was this bad?

It was the first time Aiden had been in a place where all he could do was think and ponder on his decisions with nothing else to distract him.  Eric was furious about Alva keeping in contact with his father.  A few days after that fight, Tiri and Alva died; Eric—ate his own mother, sister, and then his Father—all for power.  I didn’t know that at the time when he asked me to give up my energy.  Then again … I had no choice.  No … I did have a choice; I didn’t make any promises to follow Eric’s every word—at least not at that time … but I was scared.

His mind began spinning wildly as his eyes squeezed shut.  What if … what if Eric thought he was taking pity on Tiri?  Though purely wrong, in Eric’s eyes, what if he thought that killing her before she realized what she was—that it might have been a good thing?  Sick, but to Eric, maybe… Is he that psychotic?

Eric was confused—and then his ramblings about someone named Hati—but now … now he has no excuse.  The things he’s done … how much blood he’s spilled.

Aiden’s eyes snapped open, searching the black environment for answers that he already knew.  I can’t follow Eric anymore; I shouldn’t have since his fall into madness.  That sin is on me, but how do I escape, how do I break this curse?  There’s no way I can forgive myself.  He slumped to the bed, staring up at the fathomless ceiling.  I can’t break my promise.  I promised to help her family, but specifically Eric; to be a friend to him, a brother, to protect him … to follow his every word.

His eyes defocused in horror.  So many promises, so many ropes around my neck!  It was effortless in the beginning.  Now he’s soaked in virulent pools of blood, and I’m right there beside him … soaked with him.

If only I’d stopped Eric from killing Tiri.  That was the day he changed; that day, his cold, ambitious obsession with power, with trying to override his weak Germanic blood, killing his Father and his entire pack, kidnapping Jenny, turning hundreds of ordinary humans into slaves, uprooting their lives, destroying families.  The dozens of innocent monsters he’s consumed to keep ahead of Kari’s awakening power.  There’s just too much … way too much.  

A sickening cancer dug at his stomach as Sora’s face kept popping into his head; the moment she’d thrown him into the street, what they’d talked about at the memorial grave he’d made, and their restaurant conversation.

She was so cute, confused, a little angry—but innocent, sincere; in a way, she reminded me of Tiri.  Yet, she was just another sacrifice to Eric—and again, I did nothing!

He felt naked.  Lately, he didn’t sleep; all he saw were the blood-soaked faces of Tiri and Kari … now Sora was on that list, countless victims.  Yet, as much darkness as he found around him, he still believed there was something out there, a light to latch onto and pull himself up, he had to.

His eyes snapped to the door as bolts twisted to reveal a silhouette in dazzling light.  Shading his eyes, Aiden breathed a caustic sigh, “Eric.”

Eric had two arm splints on but walked straight, and his iconic smile was in place.  “Aiden, my brother.  Our captors have us pinned fairly well, wouldn’t you agree?”  he scoffed.  

Captors?  What’s happened ... How could Eric be captured, and who hurt him?

Hope brimmed in his heart, light twinkling in the distance.  Sliding to a sitting position, Aiden leveled his gaze with Eric.  “Does that mean—Sora is alive?  Someone captured us?”

Laughing heartily, Eric asked, “What, you thought I was keeping you in here?  Oh, that vixen is alive.  She’s fairly tenacious and had some—unexpected friends.”  Aiden breathed out, noticing Eric wore a grimace.

Aiden didn’t answer as his eyes lowered to Eric’s blood dried boots and pants.  More blood to add to the lake … but Sora’s alive!  

Taking a deep breath to ease the pressure in his chest, Aiden asked, “You escaped?”

Eric’s laugh bellowed around the room, and he stepped aside to show several armed men behind him, each had their fingers on the trigger, guns ready to fire.  Aiden noticed they were military types, probably human.  “Not yet,” Eric smirked.  “I’ve just—struck a deal with a witch.  Just some perks for a little information.”

Keeping his eyes trained on Eric’s bloodied boots, Aiden said, “I see.  I think I’ll stay here and think a bit more if that’s okay.  I have a lot on my mind … clear my head.”  He didn’t want to keep falling; there was a hatred inside him that ate at his soul.  He desperately wanted to save Eric, to protect him from himself, but he couldn’t find the answer.

Eric’s smile dropped, and he glared down at him for several seconds, before saying, “If that’s what you want, Little Brother.  I’ll allow it.”  He started closing the door but stopped as his body filled the opening.  “I’ll leave a guard outside.  When you decide to return to my side, all you have to do is speak, and the door will open.”

The doors shut, returning Aiden to embracing darkness.  Lying across the bed, he stared up at the ceiling with hollow eyes, dark spots lining his vision as silent tears fell down his cheeks.  When...

The endless misery, smoldering hatred, and self-loathing all seemed to be washed away as a flood passed over his mind, body, and spirit; fathomless darkness that compressed his thoughts, senses, and spirit into a vice.  That was when the voice appeared.

“I was correct.  A Son of Homā; the abnormalities in fate are recognizable.”  The voice resembled a woman’s, lavish, refined, knowing, but it held an edge of dominance that broke Aiden.  Something shifted in the darkness around him; something secreted away, subtly concealed beneath the woman’s words, darker than black and more evil than imagining.

Aiden couldn’t speak, he couldn’t breathe, but the woman’s voice returned nonetheless, soft, yet booming; everywhere, yet nowhere.  “Enthralling.  Such a simple bird can cause such a shift in the tides of time.  Enough to alter sections on the grand board, and even force me to move.  Pieces must be added, and a new game must be put into play.  Farewell, Son of Homā, your interference has been paramount on the alterations in fate.  Rejoice, your wish has been hastened.”  The presence seemed to vanish in an instant, leaving Aiden utterly stunned.

 

* * *

 

Kari’s breath wheezed through her lips, sagging against her restraints.  Sweat and blood coated her body; long, thin cuts marred her skin from her fruitless struggles.  Breathing deeply, she fed strength into her muscles again and tried transforming, but instantly felt searing pain shoot throughout her nerve system, her physical power draining out of her.  She was wrapped in the dimly glowing thread and tied to two massive pillars.

Falling against her bonds again, she snarled.  It took her substantial effort just to move her head to stare at the threads binding her.  They’re no more than gold colored strings!  How can they stop me from transforming?  Her mind was having a challenging time keeping focus.  She suffered from dehydration, blood loss, and her strength seeped out of her, making her body numb.

She’d never experience physical pain like this, even fighting Eric.  No, they’re not just normal strings … They’re sapping my power … how?  Like grandpa?  He was bound by golden threads.  Are these like those threads?  No, these can’t be the same thread, he broke them.

Head drooping for a moment, her teeth clamped together.  No!  I won’t give up!  I’ll never give up again!  Mind returning to her motivational songs; she worked up her breath.  

You can forget about the trophy, you can forget about the success, the greatness, all champions have discipline.  It’s the discipline to work hard, not when everyone is watching, but when no one is watching.  When the fans aren't there…

She gained as much purchase as her bonds would allow.  

…when the coach isn’t there.  When it’s just you and your character.  The discipline to eat strong, healthy foods, when there are other tempting options…  

She tried pulling her arms together; pain shot from her cuts, but she persisted.  

When those around you, might not be so strong.  

The threads weren’t giving a millimeter.  

The discipline to say no.

Snarling, she redoubled her efforts, feeling her blood run down her chest and back.  

When those around you choose to be average…  

A whimper threatened to leave her lips as her muscles spasmed.  “The discipline … to keep going—when it hurts!”  she cried, tears mixing with her blood.  “Because life—doesn’t give you what you want!  It—gives you what you deserve!”

Her muscles gave out, and she collapsed against the threads, nerves screaming at her.  Vision hazing, she mumbled, “I-If—haven’t worked for it … haven’t sacrificed for it … given…”  Her surroundings mixed together as her mind blanked.

Kari jolted awake, eyes snapping open.  Looking around she found herself still alone and tied up—lips and mouth dry, her throat spasmed for a moment.  Gritting her teeth, she righted herself and pulled on her restraints.  Her wounds had partially closed, but reopened at her renewed efforts, sharp pain shooting through her mind.  “If you don’t sacrifice then you don’t deserve it, and you won’t get it!”  she growled.  “Struggle till—my last—breath!”  Again, she thrashed until she had no more strength and blacked out from blood loss; her clothes soaked in wet and dry blood, puddles pooling beneath her.

Her mind came back slowly this time, fading in and out.  Her ears picked up distant echoes.  “Eric—kill you,” she muttered deliriously as his scent entered her nose.  The dark room lit, blinding Kari and making her eyes shut.  The sounds of footsteps slowly came closer, behind her.

Refusing to give in, Kari took a shuddering breath, fighting her urge to scream; her limbs howled their agony and liquid ran down her body, in response to her redoubled efforts.  Biting back the pain, she tried calling on even greater strength, but still, the bonds refused to break.

“Persistent as ever, Sister,” Kari’s vision swam as she collapsed against her bonds, and she passed out again.

Eric’s putrid scent carried into recognition and Kari swallowed, trying to wet her mouth.  Forcing her blurred eyes open, she tried straightening as best she could, breathing harshly as rage fueled her.

Her smug brother slowly walked around the pillars, several very well armed men following his actions.  It took a few seconds for his face to come into focus; Kari wanted to rip his amused jaw off his face but was happy to see his splints.

Eric’s voice didn’t hold his facial entertainment.  “You look so pitiful, Sister—how did it end up like this?”

Pained laughter bubbled up from Kari’s chest, making her shake lightly in her bonds.  “Did, heh, did the fox—do that to you?  I, ugh, I guess she wasn’t—wasn’t so bad after all.”  Taking a sharp breath to fight her stiff muscles, she leered at him.  “And who’s pitiful?”

Her brother’s face flashed with rage, which lit Kari’s heart with energy.  His composure dropped.  “It was that wrenched dragon, and she’ll get what she deserves—in time,” he finished, regaining his calm composure.

Kari swallowed again as Eric walked over to the left pillar and plucked a golden string with his index finger, the vibrations reaching Kari’s throbbing arm, and making her teeth grind.  Kari grounded her right foot against the concrete, pushing and pulling with her right arm, trying to get at her brother.  Even with her sudden burst of power, her pressure didn’t damage the concrete pillars in the least and the strings held firm.

Shaking his head with a hollow grin, Eric whispered, “It pains me to see you like this—bound by similar material to Gleipnir.  You never understood the need for methods beyond raw power—just like Fenrir, in the end.”

Kari’s anger helped clear her mind, her teeth grinding together as she seethed, “It was you who killed and ate Mom and Tiri for power!  Now you talk about things beyond raw power!”  She worked up enough blood in her mouth to spit at Eric.

Eric didn’t smile at her words as he easily sidestepped the liquid and played with her bonds between his fingers, a dark expression sinking into his features.  “It’s true, raw power isn’t everything,” contempt broke across his features, “but it’s a whole lot of everything.”

His face softened, vision shifting to her.  “I really want you by my side, Sister.  Why is it so difficult for you to accept me?  We do have the same blood, even if it is only half.  Why does your blood not call to mine?”

Incensed, Kari renewed her efforts against her bonds, while screaming, “When you killed my little sister!  When you offered me my mother’s corpse!  When you murdered Lori!”

Letting a deep breath of air puff through his lips, Eric whispered, “I can’t protect you here, Kari.  If you don’t behave, they’ll kill you, and I see now, they have the means.  For your own sake—quit struggling.” He growled, intensity returning.

Kari’s body shook with wrath.  “That you—you think—you still have the right to protect me—give me advice!  It’s vile—how!?  How can I hate you more?”  she cursed him, screaming everything she felt as she struggled.

Passively, Eric watched her for several seconds before turning and walking away in silence, which only fueled her shrieks.  She cried her ire as the lights dimmed; returning her to stillness, frustrated tears dripped down her cheeks as mumbled oaths left her cracked and bleeding throat.

 

* * *

 

Blood dripped down Eric’s lips and fingers as he walked through the now open two-meter thick carbon steel door, leaving his now shattered casts in the arena with the pool of blood he’d made.  Meeting his sister had only proved to make his blood boil even more.  He’d taken his frustration and pain out on two creatures today.  Two sacrifices granted him by the witch, both nothing more than dolls for him to crush for human sport.

At the door, he looked back with a cold expression, examining his handiwork.  The remains of the Kelpie a savage mess; she didn’t stand a chance, but she’d served her purpose.  His internal storm seemed to be under control, for the moment.  A company of fifteen men met him on the other side of the triple plated door.  He could smell the fear in the air that his savagery had instilled.  The whispers about how much crueler he was than the Bai-Hu, which gave him some satisfaction.

“I’m going to the showers,” Eric growled.  Kelpie blood smells horrid, tastes horrid, but I didn’t expect them to give me real prey.

The men kept their weapons ready as they made their way toward his appointed room.  Entering the isolated place, the guards posted themselves outside.  Opening a door on the right wall, he entered the bathing room.Turning on the hot water, Eric shed his blood-soaked clothes and tossed them into the corner.  His lungs seized as smoldering heat flooded his body.  Clutching at his chest, he dropped to his knees as the poison saturated his blood.

Eric’s fingers dug into his flesh as the dark ember sparked to light, giving birth to the searing flames that burrowed through his veins again.  Choking for a moment, Eric gasped, “No!  I silenced it?”

Memories began returning to him; thoughts he’d blotted out, doused in flames, the cuts in his mangled soul that refused to fade.  The emotions compressed his insides, he couldn’t breathe, and then he was coughing, writhing on the ground—the toxic taste of his blood lining the inside of his mouth and dripping down his nose into the drain.

Teeth grinding together, he balled up his fist and smashed it into the floor.  Half his arm sank into the concrete as it crumbled under his force.  Shakily getting to his feet, he looked left at the shower mirror, connecting with his own eyes as he saw the calculated hate in their subtly that threatened to corrode his meager security.

Baring his teeth, he struck out with his fist, cleaving through the glass and concrete like butter.  “I’m stronger than this!”  he snarled.

Eric’s wrath instantly quelled as he got the sensation of being watched.  It wasn’t any of his natural impressions; it felt ominous, something that sent shivers down his spine and made his gut churn.

He couldn’t be sure if he imagined it or not in the midst of his internal war; Eric couldn’t smell anything, and the baleful aura hadn’t vanished, lingering inside mists outside his reach, like a phantom’s ghost.

Guards rushed into the room with their weapons raised, triggers a hair's breadth away from action.  Taking a deep breath, Eric calmed his chaotic nerves with force of will.  Grinning, Eric chuckled through his teeth.  “Nothing to worry about, Boys.  I just needed to release a little tension in my chest.”  They quickly moved out of his way but kept alert as he passed into the bedroom.  He sat at the table, smirk darkening as water dripped down his naked skin.  “You’re all lucky I was alone.  Who knows what I would have done.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    Enjoy!

^_^7



                



B2 — 9. Getting Out Of Hand


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    Now, this was a massive chapter ... 6.2k words, man ... I should have broken it up.  Sorry, if it's long, but there was a lot of information, and the scene just kept going as I wrote...

Enjoy!  ^_^7



                

                Gerard leaned back in his chair; he closed his eyes for a moment, sighing as the speaker activated.  “Sir, I just finished giving Senator Brickly the tour.  We will be in shortly, and he seems to have a monster bodyguard,” Betty informed.

Stretching out his back, he yawned before rubbing his eyes.  Connecting to Betty’s headset, he replied, “Thanks, Betty.  I’ll be waiting.”

Gerard prepared himself, doing a quick once over of his appearance.  He’d been wearing the same pinstripe suit for the past twenty-six hours, but it was still presentable.  He pressed a button on his tablet and the screens rose to the ceiling on rails, rails following the displays.

The door opened to reveal a man of average height for Americans.  Gerard had read Senator Orrin Brickly’s file that Betty organized; the man was a registered Republican but held a few Liberal views.

His initiation into the monster community was less than four months ago, and he’d shadowed several positions in the American Monster Initiative to understand their proceedings.  He had serious sway within the committee from personal ties and had plenty of power to red tape their operations in America; Gerard was expected not to blow this.

The man wore a simple black suit with a peak-fold pocket square and a red tie; his formal white shirt seemed pressed, gold cufflinks gleaming alongside his wedding ring.  He was clean shaven and had a decent amount of black hair that was pulled back, piercing blue eyes swiftly examining the room behind sharp glasses.

Just behind him was a dark-skinned, clean-shaven man in similar attire; he filled out the suit well with his muscular physique.  Completely yellow eyes swept the room for danger, obviously the Senator’s monster security detail.

Once securing the room and shutting the door, his uncanny eye settled on Gerard.  What kind of monster is he?  I’ve heard rumors that some of the American diplomats in the Monster Initiation contract monsters for security, but it’s something else to see it.

Rising, Gerard asked, “Senator Brickly, I hope your trip was safe?”  Extending his hand as he neared.

“Call me Orrin,” he responded, firmly taking Gerard’s hand.  He had a slight southern drawl.  “And yes, no trouble.”

His bodyguard took up position by the door, standing firmly alert as Orrin took the seat across from Gerard.

“Good,” Gerard said as he sat back down.  “We can keep it on a first name basis then, since we’ll be working together.”

Orrin nodded.  “I was briefed on how the Special Paranormal Defense Corporation has handled monsters in the past, and I wonder if it will clash with our Monster Incorporation Act?  I want to get your views on the matter before any official proceedings begin.”

Gerard hummed as he leaned back.  So, he’s pro monster; it makes sense that he’d side with the Republican party on the matter.  Why do the Republicans want them incorporated into American society?  Plus, his only guard is a monster after a mere four month of exposure to the monster community.

Did the Western Continental Director pull some strings to send him to my facility; I bet he’d be interested in a few of our recent captures.  They are illegal, so it doesn’t break the Act.  If he understands the dangers of monsters maybe the next revision will call for harsher restrictions.

Smiling, Gerard folded his fingers together.  “Orrin, I’m with you that monster rights have needed to be addressed for some time, and the organization has recognized the American movement, being a legitimate company.  America has a history of protecting rights, but also the overall safety of its citizens.”

Orrin nodded, lips lifting slightly.  “Of course, you understand very well; public safety is our primary objective.  That said, the understanding of monsters and the study to differentiate between nature vs. nurture is imperative in determining the level of integration that is acceptable.

“The fact is that we do not know enough about monsters, in general, to sanction the mass slaughter as done centuries past; there are many peaceful creatures that have lived among humans for centuries.  We need all the facts about their behaviors and types of monsters to accurately determine placement.  That is why we have made great efforts in learning about the monsters within our borders.”

“Completely understandable,” Gerard returned.  “I’ve read some of the reports and opinions you’ve had on the matter recently.  I must say that I am a little biased toward certain monsters from the loss of friends, but I do recognize that that is not a reflection of the entire monster community.

“Because of that, the organization has taken upon itself to revisit its monster policy as mere study subjects and vermin; I have recently been given a directive, by the board, to incorporate monsters into our facility.”

“Is that right?  Then you have captured some creatures on American soil recently that we weren’t aware of?”

Gerard shook his head promptly.  “I  have reached out to the appropriate intermediaries within your department, but the news is so recent that perhaps you haven’t been informed.  There have been two massive groups captured, and because of that, and the circumstances surrounding their appearance, we have had to tread very carefully.

“The information gathered should be passing the Committee’s desk within the next two days.  That being said, we have been making efforts at incorporating them, but with the sheer size of the groups, and their hostile actions, we have had to be cautious for the safety of our staff.  We’ve already had casualties.”

Leaning back further, Orrin crossed his legs, a low hum in his throat.  “What are the details?”

Gerard resisted the urge to lick his lips, straightening in his chair.  “The first group was seen in the Appalachian Mountains, in Tennessee, near the Virginia and Kentucky borders outside of a small town called Big Stone Gap.  I assume you’ve at least heard about the capture within that time.  It was a group of about fifteen monsters in all, each very different from the rest, yet upon seeing us, they initiated an attack.”

“Is that right?”  Orrin asked, eyes narrowing.  “You have footage, I assume.”

“Yes, and I’d be happy to put it on for you after I’ve discussed the groups.  Is that acceptable?”  Gerard responded.

I need to make him see that these creatures are dangerous.  He couldn’t have come to a better base to understand that.

“Yes,” Orrin said as he shifted to a more comfortable position.

“We lost half our initial unit and had to call upon reserve personnel to apprehend them after their opening attack.  Most of the casualties were from a Húli Jīng—a Vulpes—which killed my Division Commander.  We lost about thirty men to her alone.”  Gerard let the silence hang for a moment.  

Orrin folded his arms together as his eyes shifted to the side.  “Duncan, what is a Húli Jīng?”

Gerard’s vision turned to the dark-skinned man as he spoke, his tone deep.  “A Húli Jīng is a Chinese Fox Spirit.  They are generally seen as the weakest of the Vulpes race but depending on the number of souls they ingest, or in having an affiliation to Inari—basically the fox Goddess—they can become quite powerful.

“They are known among Vulpes for their ability to alter light, making mirages to trick people around them.  Their specialty is tricking their prey to their deaths and subtle manipulation within their victim’s emotional state to kill one another as they watch for enjoyment, feeding off the emotional energy produced.

“Often, they seek to make others work for them, and choose the easiest route—in general; they are known to be quite vindictive and cruel.”

Lips tightening for a moment, Orrin nodded.  “Thank you, Duncan.”  Turning to Gerard, he asked, “the men’s families?”

Studying Orrin for a moment, Gerard rested his hands on his lap.  Does he care about the soldier’s families?

“Working for the company gives them life insurance; they will be taken care of, but I trust you understand that isn’t what their families wanted.  The incident will be covered up, naturally, since to the public they are coal miners; their bravery will not be made light.”

Sighing gravely, Orrin nodded as he pushed up his glasses.  “Then I assume you killed the Húli Jīng?”

Gerard’s eyes grew cold while shaking his head.  “No, against my wishes; the board chose to try a different tactic in hopes of mitigating the loss of personnel.  The Vulpes created disorder and confusion with its illusions, causing our own men to kill each other, manipulating their emotions into acting erratically.

“It ran out of energy after a time, and we captured it.  The other monsters were captured in smaller hunting parties; we couldn’t take any more risks after the Húli Jīng incident.  Some resisted and had to be killed, by my order.”

Orrin didn’t respond, so Gerard continued.  “The second group had more bizarre circumstances.  There seems to have been a fight between two monster groups from what we have gathered; a massive Germanic werewolf pack and another smaller group of various monsters in the middle of Miami Beach, Florida.”

Gerard repressed a smile as Orrin’s face paled.  “Were there any casualties among the public?”

“I’m afraid we don’t have the numbers added up yet,” Gerard said with a sigh.  “There definitely were, though.  Our investigation is ongoing, and it is of such urgent attention that we are coordinating closely with the Committee in real-time on site,” his eyes lifted to study Orrin, “however, we believe there is a reason to worry.”

Turning to Duncan, Gerard asked, “Can you explain the means by which Germanic werewolves bolster their ranks?”

Duncan’s eyes narrowed, he didn’t speak for a few seconds.  “Germanic werewolves infect humans with their saliva to change their victim's DNA and basically create hybrids.  They are very particular about who is of lesser rank, and these human hybrids are front line soldiers, fodder to be used in territorial battles in place of the select purebred.

“Therefore, it can be assumed that within Miami this pack could have infected a large selection of the general population, depending on time active and the number of pure breeds.”

Rising from his chair, Orrin looked sick.  “What’s the current report?  When did it take place?”

Holding up a hand, Gerard said, “Yes, as I said, we notified the Committee just after we initiated contact with the group.  Shockingly, there were no casualties among our men; however, there is one body we are aware of, likely a human turned—a girl, no more than the age of sixteen.

Orrin’s composure had dropped as he began pacing.  “Oh, my … do we have identification of the body?  Do we know who her parents are?”

Gerard’s face was expressionless.  He is taking the news as expected.  This will put a pause in future decisions, which might be the swinging vote we need.

“No, not yet, but we need to proceed with discretion and have our doctors do as best they can to, ahem … clean her up—if they can’t we’ll have to turn to an unidentifiable corpse.”

Orrin’s eyes went wide.  “What—for the girl … why?”

Sighing as he leaned back, Gerard scratched his left eyebrow.  “We need the touch-up work done because the girl had her heart ripped out—there is a gaping hole clean through her chest.”

Orrin stopped pacing; he seemed winded, so Gerard continued, “The capture happened several hours ago, and we were as discreet as possible, but we had to initiate a few protocols.  We led the public to believe there would be a terrorist attack within Miami Beach through text.

“There were some disturbances, but the local police were able to handle it.  We also have a few terrorist groups already claiming credit—there was a lot of public damage done.  We are working with the Committee and our own contacts to cover it up.”

Gerard’s eyes shot open as Betty’s voice sounded over the speakers.  “Sir, there is a situation happening in the Valkyrie’s room.  She is breaking out.”

His vision shot to the ceiling as the lights around the room turned red, and the siren blared.  Why now...

Duncan had moved in that brief time to stand beside the Senator.  “A Valkyrie?  Sir, we need to get you to a secure location!”

Gerard held up a hand.  “This is one of the most secure locations in the facility.  With the lockdown initiated, all entry points are sealed.”

Nodding, Duncan moved a chair to the side of the room.  “Sir, if you could sit here.”

Orrin mechanically moved to the chair.  It took him a few minutes to regain control of himself before his vision shot to Gerard.  The lights had turned normal, and Betty’s voice came back over the speaker.  “The Valkyrie has been subdued by Benjamin and Diane.”

“That was fast,” Gerard mumbled.

“A Valkyrie … like the ones from Nordic mythology?”  Orrin still sounded a tad breathless.

Uneasily Gerard shifted in his chair.  “Unfortunately—yes.”  Pressing a few keys on his tablet he said, “Benjamin, come to my office to debrief the Senator and me on the Valkyrie incident.”  Turning back to Orrin, he continued, “She was captured with the Miami group.  They were unaware of our men as  she and the werewolves were in a stand-off, which made the capture easy.”

Turning to Duncan, Orrin asked, “What can you tell me about Valkyries?”

Perhaps I can get a bit more information from an actual monster.

Duncan’s eyes were alert as he spoke, eyes never leaving the door.  “Valkyries are servants of Odin and Freya; two of the most prominent gods in Asgard.  Odin fell at Ragnarøkkr by the Founder Fenrir; Freya, however, survived with several other gods, and last I heard, Asgard is partially rebuilt.

“Some Valkyries are goddesses themselves; they are fearless warriors with skills that far surpass my own.  I will not be able to defend you against one, Sir.  However, they do adhere to a strong code of honor and their bond with those they call brother and sister is legendary.”

Grinding his teeth for a moment, Gerard tried to keep it from showing.  This has gotten messy.

Opening the comms, he said, “Betty, can you come in here and put the incident on the screen?”

Knocking, Betty waited a moment before opening the door and moving to the side of his chair.  She played with the tablet in her hands, and the screens on the wall across from Orrin turned on.  The scene soon followed, which made both Orrin and Gerard lean closer.  Heart racing, Gerard watched in silence.

If she’s this powerful, maybe I should have her shipped back east and drop her off on an island?  If she really is this strong then could we risk it, though?  What if there are other Valkyries or gods looking for her?

What if she has someone close to her that she was defending?  The Vulpes and Dragon?  We haven’t been able to confirm anything yet.  There will be a lot of questions from this that I can’t answer; I need to sell that I had reason to be cautious or else he might want to launch a full investigation.

Orrin cleared his throat, but his voice was hoarse.  “Gerard, why was the Valkyrie being detained in the first place?”

Eyes closing, Gerard scratched below his left eyebrow, unable to restrain a short yawn.  “Excuse me; I’ve been up for a while—Betty, could you put the Valkyrie capture video up?”

Betty complied and they watched the scene unfold.

While the video played, Gerard explained, “We were in a very delicate situation—that this group would cause havoc of this magnitude in a public place, such as Miami Beach, and with our recent history—and lack of personnel—we had to be certain to get them out of the area.

“We had no information other than a massive pillar of fire that shot into the sky, and a lot of destruction as an aftermath of a battle we knew nothing about, but the public safety needed to be secured.

“We were taking precautions, and I understand you are uneasy about this situation; I am as well, but we haven’t come across a group of this power in some time.  Do you see that little Korean girl?”

Orrin slowly nodded, expression serious.

“My experts say she is a Korean dragon—not matured—still, a dragon.”

Orrin and Duncan went silent as they worked through the information.  “A Korean dragon?”  Orrin asked, acting like someone had kneed him in the gut.  “Duncan…”

Swallowing, Duncan said, “A Korean dragon that hasn’t matured is called an Imugi.  They can cause themselves harm if they release too much of their energy, yet that isn’t a deterrent to them.  I haven’t met one before, but from what I’ve heard, they can be quite temperamental and aggressive … they don’t shy away from confrontation easily.”

Nodding, Gerard said, “My experts—” he cut off as Betty held up a hand, “yes, Betty?”

She quickly pressed a few things on her tablet, and the video cut to a live feed of the Húli Jīng and Bai-Hu.  “Sir, it seems Fen is going to meet the other Vulpes, and the Bai-Hu has knocked out a few guards with the janitor down the hall.  No casualties as of yet, but men are currently getting ready on Benjamin’s orders to mount an assault.”

A low growl rumbled in Gerard’s throat.  How did this even happen?  This is not setting a good image for the Senator.

Duncan turned a shade paler.  “A Valkyrie, Imugi, and Bai-Hu…”

His attention was diverted as Ranglor briskly walked through the door, his eyes instantly shifting to the monitor, then the room’s occupants.  Smiling widely, Ranglor said, “Gerard, I’m aware the Vulpes are about to meet, and request that we give them some space.”

Confused, Gerard asked, “Oh, and why is that?”

Placing his hands behind his back, Ranglor nodded, understanding the need for an explanation.  “I’ve read Diane’s report after I left and reviewed some conversations between Fen and Jian that occured during brief video conferences over the past week, the compiled version, of course.  With Fen and Jian’s reaction when I suspect they noticed the Nogitsune’s scent, I’ve come to suspect some very troubling things.

“The data on Vulpes shows that a taste of freedom loosens their tongue the best and there are some things about this Nogitsune that don’t add up.  To glean some valuable insight, I’d like to loosen the leash, let them roam a little and put some faith in Diane’s wards; she has my full confidence.”  His eyes shifted to the Senator with glee.  “I’m sure the Senator will also like to see them in a more natural state than confined.”

Gerard’s eyes narrowed.  That was slippery to bring the Senator into it.  Glancing at the feed, he locked his jaw.  I don’t want any casualties with the Húli Jīng loose, and the tiger has already knocked some guards unconscious, heavily trained at that.  However, they aren’t dead, which shows restraint, at the least.

His vision turned to the Senator, he could tell that he was considering Ranglor’s words, but still reeling from the previous information he’d been bombarded with.  I’ll need to play this carefully, and I need advisors with more expertise and different opinions on this matter.

Sighing, Gerard said, “Orrin, this is the organization’s lead expert in Vulpes studies, Ranglor, I take his opinion seriously, but also suggest we bring more counsel.”

Pressing some keys on his tablet, he contacted his new Head of Security.  “Benjamin, hold your advance on the Vulpes but have your men standing ready to apprehend them if anything goes awry.  In the meantime, come down to my room to provide me council and direct things.”

Ranglor’s pleased voice interrupted him.  “Also, Sir, I think it would be best for Diane to be present.  I’ve seen her remotely activate her wards if needed.  The best way to snag her attention, I think, would be to put an order that she is not to have access to Eric.  She has been spending some time with him over the past hour.  That will get her rushing here in a titter, but she’ll quickly get over it with interest.”

Gerard eyed Ranglor suspiciously.  What is it that you’ve discovered that you want all of us here for?  I don’t like his approach, but he usually gets results.

“Benjamin, give the order that Eric is now outside of Diane’s supervision, and after his next exam, confine him to his room.”

“You sure?”  Benjamin asked over the intercom.  “She’s gonna be pissed.”

“Yes, and make your way to my room as quickly as you are able,” Gerard finished.

Moving to a chair, Ranglor motioned to Betty.  “Could you rewind the footage to the time Fen and Jian were speaking in the detention room.  I’d like to walk everyone through some bits of information.  I’m sure Benjamin’s men will keep reports on the Vulpes.”

Gerard’s attention was diverted as Orrin spoke up.  “Gerard, I have another personal staff that is with me on base.  Her name is Kelsey, would it be a problem if she joined us for this discussion?”

Jaw working around, Gerard hesitated.  Betty didn’t tell me there was a second, when did she get here?  There are already quite a few people privy to what is happening, and there is no telling what information might be given with Ranglor’s approach, yet I do need to accommodate the Senator.  This is turning out to be a nightmare.

“Sure, as long as she does not disclose anything heard without explicit instruction.  The information shared could be very valuable, and we must protect our secrets.”

Nodding, Orrin said, “Not a problem.”

“I’ll have the contract written up.”  Gerard turned to Betty; nodding she quickly left the room, the feed rewinding as she left.

 

* * *

 

Diane swiftly moved down the halls with long strides as a fire burned in her chest.  Gerard can’t interfere with my study of the Valkyrie or dragon, so instead, he decides to meddle in my experiment with Eric?

Entering the first room, she watched his blue-eyed attendant quickly contact Gerard about her appearance.  Storming past her desk, Diane threw open the doors and paused.  There was a small crowd of people sitting in the room, studying a few screens; Benjamin, Gerard, Ranglor, Senator Orrin Brickly, what seemed like his bodyguard—likely a monster—and a woman she didn’t recognize moved their heads to acknowledge her.

Her fury turned to curiosity.  Why wasn’t I invited to this closed-door meeting?  Her vision darted to Ranglor.  Unless … the clever snake…

Sniffing snootily, Diane said, “You could have told me about this closed-door meeting instead of irritating me.”

Ranglor’s wrinkled lips curved into a wicked smile.  “I said it would draw her attention faster than anything else.”

Gerard sat back in his chair, studying Diane.  “There seem to be some things you’re missing.”

Diane’s eyes popped.  “I am the most knowledgeable academic in this entire organization and have the highest regards.  What could I be missing?”

Nodding, Gerard calmly said, “I am well aware of your achievements.  However, you’ve been fluttering around different subjects like your hair's on fire.”  He shrugged.  “I understand, it’s like the base is filled with chocolate.”

“Oh, what have I missed or neglected?”  Diane challenged, disliking his comparison.

He pointed at the screen as it rewound, Ranglor keeping a close eye on it.  Gerard kept his lax demeanor.

Moving to sit in the only empty chair, Diane studied the screen.  “Yes—the Tennessean monster group, while interesting, takes minor priority under much more important studies.”  

Shaking his head, Gerard motioned to keep watching.  “Ranglor said there are some things you’d be most curious about.”

Feeling like her time was being wasted, but piqued if Ranglor was the source; Diane decided a few more seconds was worth belittling the arrogant man.  However, instead, she found herself leaning forward as she watched herself appear inside the monster observation room.

Her eyes quickly accounted for all the monsters, before it clicked.  “The Húli Jīng saved spiritual energy in her bead, obviously.  You should know that, Ranglor!  She is creating an—”

Diane’s sarcastic statement caught in her throat as her doppleganger unlocked the biometric checkpoint and even stated her password.  She didn’t know what to make of the incident as she turned to Gerard with questioning eyes.

Sliding his finger across the tablet, Gerard said, “Ranlgor was about to explain a few things.  He said you’d be important for the following clips, so let me rewind it a bit.”

“How old is this footage?”  Diane asked, watching the screen with a furrowed brow.  “It can’t be that old.  I met Fen in the halls a short while previous.  She is cleared for stage two of the initiation…”

Benjamin answered with a chuckle.  “About twenty minutes ago.”

Diane hummed in response.  I haven’t been near that room within that time frame.

She watched carefully as Fen whispered in Jian and the Bodach’s ears.  The Bodach then entered a dazed state and Jian moved back to his chair as the Vulpes called to go out.  Understanding struck.  “I was unaware Húli Jīng could transfer their energy, and I would have imagined a more—explicit transfer method than this,” she stated bitterly.  Her teeth ground together at Ranglor’s chuckle.  “I met Fen and Jian in the halls … I didn’t see the imp, but it could have changed to look like anyone by that time,” Diane commented, “did you secure them?”

Slowly shaking his head, Gerard said, “No, we decided to play it out.”

“Excuse me?”  Diane stated incredulously.  “A Bodach can be very dangerous if not kept in check!  It could figure out the key functions of the facility with its abilities.”

Diane caught Benjamin’s glare.  “Dangerous like a Fenris Wolf running around the facility with BB guns for safety?”

 Her eyes shifted momentarily to Orrin’s bodyguard as his face went white.  “A Founder is in the base—Sir, this—we need to leave...”

“I need to be aware of the situation, Duncan … We must take this risk.”  Orrin muttered.

“This is different, Sir…”

Ignoring him, Diane shifted uncomfortably.  “I have my own plans for Eric, but you people sent him to—other parts of the base, you are ruining my plans!  Besides, I have a ward on him, and silver bullets are a bit more than BB pellets; he’s not a full Fenris Wolf, mostly a Germanic werewolf.”

Gerard nodded, but for some reason suddenly looked extremely displeased as his left hand pressed against his forehead with a tired sigh.  “Yes—your wards.  You said you didn’t have any kind of wards that would work against monsters of physical nature.  That’s why we are using those golden threads you brought to restrain that … wolf girl, that’s what you’re calling her?”

Diane studied the screen as they followed Fen and Jian down the halls, heading to the clothing department.  “Do you doubt my magic?  Also, I’ve updated the wolf girl report, she is, in fact, a Fenris Wolf; Eric’s little sister, and from what I can tell, near pure-blooded.”

Ranglor chuckled.  “Oh, a near full-blooded Fenris Wolf, fascinating.  However, on account of your magic, of course, there would be doubts from those who have not seen it work; I am a scientist, so I conducted an experiment for their benefit.  I, of course, have complete faith in your abilities as I have seen them demonstrated many a time.”

Sighing, Diane closed her eyes and placed a finger on her temple.  “And what were the results?”

“An innocent monster’s death,” Orrin stated darkly, turning to his bodyguard he asked, “Duncan, you mentioned a Fenris Wolf a moment ago—why do you look so pale?”

Swallowing hard, Duncan said, “Fenris Wolves are not something any of us can deal with. They are nigh-immune to magic, more physically powerful than most any monster near the same age, and extremely hostile creatures … They’re Founders—beyond gods in scope—Sir.  Alpha creatures, not running with their own kind because of that, and are viciously competitive.”

Ranglor’s features shifted to feigned pity, and his hand waved gently, drawing everyone’s attention.  “As the Senator said, the imp died; it was quite—horrifying to watch.  If you would, Gerard, and don’t worry about the Fenris Wolf; I’m sure we will discuss it in a bit, but Diane has her well contained.”

The researcher made a gesture gesture, and Gerard opened it on a separate screen.  Silently, Diane watched a guard change watch at the outer doors.  He gave the right code phrase and entered the room through biometric identification.  After the disguised Bodach told a few jokes and queried about the previous guard’s family, the off-duty attendant left.

Opening the doors, the Bodach raced out into the forest and the display changed to a new angle for the disguised monster to drop to the earth, curling into a ball while whimpering.

The cries slowly became higher pitched as it returned to its previous form, writhing across the dirt; it took several minutes for black blood to start appearing out of his eyes, ears, and nose, before finally dying by bursting into flame.

“Truly fascinating what the spirit can do to the body,” Ranglor commented.  “Yet, horrifying at the same time.”

Orrin spoke up, “How can the monsters trust you when they are treated as criminals and in less than a humane manner?” 

Sniffing, Diane said, “I understand, Senator.  That was a wasted experiment; I have records showing the results of spiritual and physical rejection if you had only asked.”

It seems Ranglor has put Gerard in quite the pickle.  Let’s see how much he’ll owe me after this.  

“Senator, my wards are not meant to be permanent but give us time to know them.  Otherwise, they would simply run.  I understand that the Committee has a similar approach; not nearly as violent as what just happened, but effectively they are prisoners until the creature’s nature is better understood.

“Every creature within the base was trespassing on U.S. land.  If I am not mistaken, we are within our rights with the current Committee law.  I also understand why Gerard felt the need to perform this action and it was the creature that chose to run, effectively killing itself.  He needed definitive proof that the base was secure.”

Breathing a sigh, Gerard nodded.  “It was hard to watch, Orrin,” Gerard concurred, “but I needed definitive proof.  What about Eric and this other girl, his sister?  How are they going to be contained if, as Duncan said, they are extremely dangerous?” he asked.

Leveling her eyes with Gerard, Diane evenly replied, “I said, I didn’t have many means of containing physical monsters—the ward I placed on Eric is not of my making.”

She paused, letting the rest of the room look at her questioningly.  “It is a ward I still have from my tutor, Morgan.”

Ranglor’s wrinkles shifted as he grinned.  “Oh, interesting.  That’s what you put on the Valkyrie and Dragon?”

For the first time, the woman she didn’t know broke into the conversation.  “What does it do?  I was able to deconstruct and analyze your ward on the imp, but I have no idea where to even start with the ward I saw on Eric!”

Diane could tell the woman was born in North America, and the energetic vibe that infused the woman’s voice made her sick.  When did she have a chance to see Eric’s ward?  Scowling at the woman, Diane growled, “A magic investigator and analyst.”

The woman nodded emphatically.  “Yes, I’ve followed some of your work, some excellent deductions on the diverse types of Fae, and puzzling out the Miami Monster’s identity, brilliant.”

Gerard stepped in as he saw Diane’s anger rising.  “This is Kelsey, an associate of the Senator, she’s the U.S. Committee’s leading magical investigator and analyst.”

Diane sniffed with disdain.  “Thieves and crooks that steal true artisans’ spellcraft and arduous work.”

Kelsey smiled at her comment; clearly, she’d received this reaction before.  “You could say I’m the best thief in the business.”

Ranglor interjected, “Hold your disputes in methodology until we finish analyzing this new piece of information.”  He turned to Gerard.  “Could you take us to the video when the Húli Jīng and Bai-Hu have their conversation?”  Turning back to Diane, Ranglor asked, “What do you make of this, Diane?”

Biting back a nasty comment out of pure curiosity, she watched the conversation with growing interest.  “Did she say Yìnglóng, and refer to her as the Dragon Founder?  This is an amazing discovery!”

Ranglor’s smile grew, but he stayed silent, knowing the reason for her excitement, but their attention was diverted as the dark-skinned man spoke.

“What did she say?”  the man asked with horror.

Orrin’s demeanor shifted.  “What is it, Duncan?”

“Yìnglóng is only a myth among monsters and only one of her many names; yet, if Long Mu is actually looking for her … could she be real?”  Duncan whispered to himself.

Kelsey frowned, interjecting, “Would you care to explain why?”

Gerard added, “And who is this Long Mu?  Is she a threat to be taken seriously?”

Brimming with glee, Diane extracted her tablet and began writing down a new chapter on one of her many books in progress.  “Yes, if Long Mu is willing to chase down Fen.  Long Mu was a human, who found and raised four dragons, obtaining the human title Dragon Mother, and was gifted by those dragons.  However, Fen says Yìnglóng is the true Dragon Mother, which means she’s not only a Founder but the Founding Mother of the dragon race!  Moreover, she may be alive, or so it seems.”

Kelsey looked skeptical.  “So—this Long Mu is looking for the first dragon?”

Diane completely ignored her.  “There is more to this video though, insight on the Tennessean incident.”  Smiling challengingly at Ranglor, she asked, “Did you catch it?”

Ranglor’s smile didn’t falter.  “Of course, your theory seems all the more plausible, judging from the Húli Jīng’s statement.”

Glowing with pride, Diane said, “Pocket dimensions and gateways!”

Licking his lips, Ranglor said, “Not only that, but it seems she obtained her white tail recently.”

He eyed Diane, who returned his stare with complete understanding and finished his answer.  “She met with Inari, and not long ago, at the meeting she mentioned perhaps.”

Ranglor’s smile widened further.  “There’s no feasible way we could get our hands on a Founder of her level, no chance whatsoever, but we might be able to have a chat.”

Diane mused at his statement; Inari was his major study point.  She watched Ranglor’s smile diminish as he stared at the live camera feed following Fen.  Turning, she sat at the edge of her seat.  “How long ago was it since the two Vulpes met?”

Benjamin snorted.  “While you three have been playing academic chess,” he scoffed darkly.

“Well—turn up the volume!”  Ranglor demanded.  “And rewind it to the start; you have men watching them so they will be fine.”

Gerard frowned, but complied.  “Yes—I’ve been watching it; the Húli Jīng and even the Bai-Hu seem frightened of the other fox.”

Orrin’s brow furrowed further.  “What’s the meaning of that girl’s confinement?”

“The last time she woke, the Vulpes almost took a researcher’s arm off with foxfire,” Ranglor quickly answered.

Diane shook her head as she scrutinized Fen’s expression.  “That is not correct—Fen is terrified of Sora, and what is even more baffling is Jian, he’s petrified—something is not right.”

Volume rising with Gerard’s taps on the tablet, Ranglor, Duncan, and Diane’s faces paled.  Swallowing, Diane asked, “Did—did she just call her—Mia?”

Ranglor moved as quickly as his old body would allow to press his hand against the screen, shouting, “Rewind that!”

Benjamin had straightened, and Kelsey was studying the two researchers with a frown, but Gerard sharply asked the question.  “Who’s Mia?”

Duncan answered, his voice quivering, cool demeanor lost.  “A second generation Vulpes Founder.  The younger sister to Inari, second oldest Vulpes known among monsters.”

Diane completely ignored Gerard as Fen’s question replayed and the Nogitsune responded.  Fumbling with her bag, she extracted her cellphone and speed dialed the Chairman; the response came after two rings.  Everyone but Ranglor listened to Diane’s conversation.  Her French accent accentuated with her rushed words.  “Chairman, this is Diane.”

The voice on the other end was relaxed and deep.  “I’m aware.  Diane, I am quite busy at the moment.”

Swallowing, Diane said, “I understand, but—Mia.”

The voice went dead on the other end for several seconds.  “What about Mia?  Was she spotted?”

Diane shook her head as she responded, “No, but—but, we have a Nogitsune that is claiming to be her daughter—claiming to be a Vulpes third generation Founder.”

The Chairman didn’t answer for several more seconds.  “I remember being told Mia couldn’t have children.  This Vulpes must be a fraud.”

Clearing her throat, Diane said, “Well—yes—but she has red hair, red-furred ears, and a single red tail; also, a multitude of abilities that she should not have.  On top of that—another two-tailed Vulpes just asked if she was Mia.”

Silence followed again.  “Very well, keep an eye on her and try to gain more information, she takes top priority.  The Shadow Order is on their way, and the dragoons will be arriving shortly.  In addition, the Vice-President just left with the President; they’ll be there within five hours.  Don’t do anything rash.”  The line cut.

Her hands lowered in shock.  “Th-The Vice-President is on his way—with the President.”
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                Sora found Eric’s scent as she moved through the halls, Fen lazily following her.  I missed him by about ten minutes.

“Why are we tracking a wolf’s trail?  We’re foxes,” Fen sniffed, “we don’t chase wolves.”

Ignoring her, Sora followed the scent attached to Eric as the trail diverted.  Backtracking Eric’s path, she followed it to a thick steel door with guards posted out front.  When she entered the room, the guards drew more alert.  Examining one, she asked, “Can I go in?”

“Just compel him, Founder,” Fen scoffed behind her. 

Her acute hearing listened for his earpiece; she heard a man’s voice say, “Let them by.”  Eyes narrowing, Sora hummed.  What’s their game?  They do get more information out of me this way I guess, but they could have been more hospitable from the start.

Fen huffed.  “This smells like a trap, and what’s that odd scent I smell?  I smell mutt for sure, but what else is in there?”

Sora didn’t respond as the doors opened to reveal a three-level detention block.  Steel doors lined the hallways, and armed guards patrolled all three levels.  She slowly entered and made her way to a guard stationed outside one of the steel doors, heeding her nose.  Bypassing the guards, she moved to the stairs, sensing every eye on her, but they didn’t give the slightest indication in restricting her movements.

Fen entered slowly, eyeing the men questioningly, but Sora continued up the levels without hesitation until she reached the room Eric had stopped at.  “I’d like this door opened,” she said.

The guard’s countenance darkened, and his fingers held his machine gun tightly; the stare off lasted a few seconds before he stepped aside with more orders sent through his headset.  

Sora glared at the closest camera, then the guard.  Why?  Letting me get this far without so much as a warning? They aren’t even guiding my movements.  Why are they allowing me so much freedom now?  Did Fen revealing my mom’s identity give them pause?  As Jian and Fen met her, Sora asked, “Jian, could you open this door?”  Sora sighed as Jian looked to Fen.  She definitely has him on a leash.  

Fen eyed the door suspiciously.  “Who’s in there?  Whoever it is, they’re not human.”

Sora closed her eyes and withheld a growl.  She probably doesn’t know how secret that information was ... otherwise, if they knew he wasn’t human, he’d be in a much more secure room.  “Just an acquaintance.”

Fen glared at her doubtfully, but nodded to Jian, likely driven by curiosity.  Shifting over, he twisted the locks off, unhinged the bolts, and opened the door.

Her vision snapped to a guard as he grunted.  “Didn’t have to break the door, monster.”

Ignoring him, she stepped around Jian and Fen.  Aiden came into view, their eyes locking; he seemed shocked to see her, and she noted his red cheeks, he’d been crying.  “Hello,” Sora greeted with a bright smile.

It looked like he’d forgotten how to speak, so she took it upon herself to help him out.  Deepening her voice, Sora said, “Hey, Sora!  Glad to see my nasty friend didn’t eat you!  By the way, how’s it been?”  

Returning to her normal tone, Sora continued, “Not bad I guess.  You know—kidnapped, waking up almost naked, and left to die from dehydration.  Just a normal day in the life of Sora.”  A wry smile played at her lips as she waited a moment and asked, “Now—how have you been?”  she finished with a wink.

Fen scooted around Sora to get a better view.  She looked Aiden up and down in an unimpressed calculated manner.  “So—this is your friend?”

Aiden’s brow lifted.  “Another Vulpes?”

Sora feigned offense, though she felt the sting.  “I could have been dead and the first thing out of your mouth is to address another girl!”

Sora’s smile returned as Aiden brushed back his messy hair and smiled.  “My apologies.  I wasn’t aware we had such a deep relationship?”

“Oh,” Sora challenged with a sly grin.  “What do you call taking a girl out to eat?”

Shrugging, Aiden followed her response, “Wait, I didn’t take you out.”

Sora quickly interjected, “No, you took me by the hand as I recall!”

Aiden sighed in defeat.  “Okay, I took you out to eat.”  Gaining a serious expression, he asked, “What about Kari?”

Sora’s cheer dampened.  Yet another girl—Kari at that.  Shrugging, she said, “I don’t know.  I haven’t seen her and haven’t caught her scent.”  Studying him closely, she said, “I do smell Eric.”

Fen looked utterly uninterested.  “Can we please stop this flirting?  It’s sad to watch and bores me.”

Sora pursed her lips as she glanced sideward at her new acquaintance.  I can’t be this bad...  

Grinning, she said, “Why don’t you and Jian go talk with the guards?  I’m sure they’d love to mingle.”  Waiting a moment, Sora added, “I’d just like some time with my friend.”

Fen sighed as she locked eyes with Sora for four long seconds before finally complying.  “Whatever.”  Motioning to Jian, they moved down the walkway towards a nervous guard.  Fen fixed a charming smile as she greeted him.

Walking into the cell with Aiden, Sora leaned up against the wall.  She already knew Fen could hear everything she said and likely Jian as well.  Glancing up at the two cameras in the room, Sora huffed.

Aiden followed her eyes and nodded.  “We’re being watched.”

“Studied,” Sora corrected.  “I bet one of the people watching us is an awful blonde woman and wrinkly doctor.”

“I haven’t seen anyone but Eric,” Aiden said, repositioning himself on the bed.

Sora grimaced at Eric’s name.  “Yeah—how is the horrendously reeking hellspawn, still as psychotic as ever?”

Aiden’s eyes sunk to the floor as he shook his head with a humorless laugh.  “He still thinks he’s invincible, even with two broken arms.”  Confusion spread across his features.  “Eric said a dragon attacked him.  Did that happen after he chased you?”

Eyes shifting to one of the cameras for a second, Sora said, “Yeah—honestly, I’m shocked Eric’s still alive.  After the damage he took, he only has two broken arms?  He really is a scary guy.”

Still staring at the floor, Aiden said, “It has to do with him being a Germanic werewolf.  Eating helps him recover, and it seems like these people—fed him.”

Understanding, Sora nodded solemnly.  “What’s your plan?”

Aiden huffed.  “I don’t have a plan—what about you?”

Lifting her shirt to expose her belly, Sora pointed at the pieces of paper.  “I can’t use any of my abilities with this attached to my soul, and our observers are letting me roam freely, at least so far.”

Aiden looked up to study the wards, after a few seconds, he shook his head.  “I don’t know much about wards.  You have a cute belly, though.”

Sora’s face turned scarlet as she shoved her shirt down.  “I’m not fat!”  she huffed.

Aiden chuckled.  “I didn’t say that.”

“I’m not too skinny!”  Sora retorted, shooting a glare at him.

Doubling over, Aiden asked, “How can you make me laugh?”

Her smile turned sour, eyes snapping to the wall in Fen’s direction; glaring as Fen sarcastically whispered to Jian, “Because I’m witty and pretty?”

Laughing for a few seconds, Aiden sighed, noting her change in attitude.  “So, you’ve been walking around aimlessly with those two?”

Sora’s head drooped to stare at the floor, releasing her frustration.  “No, I’ve been trying to find any trace of my dad or my friend, but I can’t smell them anywhere.  Not even on any of the clothes in the clothing bay.”

Aiden frowned.  “Maybe they took him to another facility?”

“Maybe,” Sora whispered.

Aiden examined her sullen demeanor for a few seconds.  “Right, we won’t get any answers here.”

Smiling thankfully, Sora asked, “Where should we start?”

Snorting, Aiden said, “Everywhere you haven’t been!”

Both exiting the room, Sora found the guard had moved down a level, and Fen was speaking to Jian in a bored manner.  She perked up as they came into view.  “Are we finally going to move?”

“Yeah,” Sora said while stretching.  “I’m looking for my dad’s scent, which you wouldn’t know.”

Fen shrugged.  “Being a monster, it can’t be that hard.”

Shaking her head, Sora said, “No, my dad’s a human.”

Fen’s brow lifted as she slowly worked around the information in her head.  “Your father … the person Mia, basically the most powerful Vulpes ever, found worthy of being a mate … is a human?”

Sora frowned and nodded.  “Is that a problem?”

“Okay…” Fen finished, clearly stunned.  Again, Fen and Jian took up the rear, following without discussion.  After two hallways, Sora heard Fen’s stomach growl followed by her groan.  “I didn’t have any of the buns!  Where did you put them, Jian?”  Aiden and Sora stopped, glancing back at them.

Jian’s face was passive.  “Sora ate the ones that didn’t drop on the floor.”

Fen puffed out her breath.  “Alright, you’ll have to go get me some more then.”

Aiden lifted an eyebrow, but Jian willingly complied, turning and walking away to look for food.  Sora just shook her head.  What’s the story behind them?  

Fen looked at them quizzically.  “We don’t have to wait.  He’ll find us.” 

“Alright,” Sora whispered with raised eyebrows, and they continued down the hall.  Not a minute later, Sora recognized an all too familiar scent, which made her stop in her tracks.

“What?”  Fen asked as she moved next to her.  Eyes widening, she covered her nose with disgust.  “What’s that?”

“Jenny,” Sora breathed.  “And a whole lot of werewolves.”

Aiden perked up.  “Jenny might know where Kari is.”

Sora’s irritation returned.  We were looking for my dad, and now it’s all about Kari.  Why does he stick around bullies and psychopaths!  I’m prettier than Kari!  Her mind froze on the thought.  Why did I just think that?  

Internally baffled, Sora took a deep breath which was a mistake.  Coughing, she said, “Alright—let’s go see Jenny.”

The girl that made my life hell for three years.

Fen chuckled.  “Right, go towards the stench—oh, you’re serious?”  An ill-humored expression passed across her features as she plugged her nose, but followed.

They made their way past several checkpoints, which opened with more orders from above.  Fen seemed to grow more and more nervous as they went, likely feeling naked without Jian’s protection.

Finally stepping into a thick glass research room that overlooked an expansive area, she found Jenny and about seventy other human werewolves.  They all had collars on, and railings surrounded the room above.  The only way down seemed to be a heavy looking steel door and a retractable staircase.

Sora studied all the researchers and guards in the room and honed her hearing to listen in on the guards’ headpieces.  “Let them in, but none of the werewolves leave with her.”  She hummed as a guard pressed a button in front of a scared researcher and the door to the railings opened.  Motioning to Fen and Aiden, they entered and walked down the staircase as it extended.  

The werewolves were all in human form and looked very unhappy.  Jenny moved to meet Sora.  “I never pictured the day I’d be happy to see you,” Jenny mumbled.

Sora glared at Jenny, in some ways she was worse than Lori and Kari.  “Trust me; the feeling’s not mutual.”

Jenny ignored her statement and changed position to block Sora from the conversation as she engaged Aiden.  “Have you heard from Kari?”

Fen shifted uncomfortably, in a room full of potential threats.  Sora walked over to stand by her before sitting on the stone ground with dull eyes; she didn’t want any part of their conversation.

I literally had the thought that I was prettier than Kari.  Now that I look at Jenny, I think I’m prettier than her too.  Yet, Aiden wants to talk with her, not me.  Then again, Jenny’s more curved … there I go again!  Why am I thinking like this?  It’s stupid!  I should be worrying about my dad and Wendy!

Fen seemed to be simmering as well.  She sat next to Sora but kept looking around as if expecting a werewolf to leap at her, likely counting the seconds for Jian to return.  She watched Jenny question Aiden, who had no answers for her and found herself getting more and more vexed, which only made her more confused and angry.  It soon escalated to grinding her teeth and thinking of horrible things that could happen to Jenny.

She was momentarily caught off guard when Aiden suddenly called out her name.  “Yes?”  she responded, trying to take the anger out of her voice.

With complete innocence, Aiden asked, “You didn’t smell Kari on Eric’s trail, did you?”

Sora felt her face heat, and savagely replied, “No.”

Every head in the room turned as a loud crash sounded above, and Sora’s hair stood on end as a gun went off.  Her head snapped up to see a guard drop over the railing into the pack of werewolves that quickly backed away.

Her skin crawled as Eric’s voice carried down like a symphony of foreboding doom.  “Why do I need permission to talk to my pack?”  Eric leaped down from above and landed in-between Sora and Aiden.  His toothy grin was more wicked than she remembered.  “Yes,” he breathed, licking his lips and swallowing the saliva in his mouth, “I thought I smelled you, Mia’s kin.”

Both Sora and Fen jumped to their feet and backed up, and Sora gave a start as their backs touched, tails brushing against each other; a shock reverberated from Sora’s tail to her brain, fluctuating through her entire body—after, all she felt was fire.

Sora had enough time to gasp before her vision went fluorescent white.

 

* * *

 

She found herself in a pure white area with a reflecting floor; the emptiness stretched on endlessly.  She blinked and seemingly from nowhere several humanoid-shaped beings appeared; they had canes in their hands and skin like stone.  Completely baffled, she asked, “Who are you?  Where am I?”

Their response came from raised canes, pointing in her direction.  Bright red energy emitted from the sticks as her body locked up.  She couldn’t breathe, a blaze burned inside her stomach, slowly filtering throughout her insides.

Her eyes bulged as a tsunami of blue flames surged over her from behind and engulfed everything she could see.  The fire was warm and comforting, it didn’t burn, but her insides were still alight with coals, something black burning its way out of her.  The blue flames dwindled until only large pool-sized patches of fire raged across her vision.

“You have not called in such a manner since we were children, Mia … No…”  It was a woman’s voice, the tone mature and holding a ringing mirth, yet had such command that it deafened Sora’s mind; the sound alone carried an authority that Sora could not perceive.

“Another dream?”  Sora breathed, finding it hard to even gasp as the fire inched up her chest, face turning red.

“Hmm…”  The voice turned curious, pausing for a moment.  “The Spiritual Plane, My Dear?  Not a dream.”

“I-I can’t breathe…”  Unable to shift her feet, Sora’s stomach convulsed as she choked.  “Why—am I—here?”

“You called me, of course,” the woman answered.

Sora’s wide eyes followed the figure as the woman entered her vision, her throat going dry.  The woman wasn’t very tall, maybe an inch more than herself, pure white hair glowing faintly with the surroundings.

Three thin black marks showed on each side of her smooth cheeks that had the appearance of whiskers, yet almost seemed painted on.  Sora couldn’t pull her eyes away from the nine long white tails that weaved behind the fox woman in mesmerizing patterns.

She was beautiful—gorgeous—she had only seen women as stunning as her in photoshopped images online or in magazines.

The woman’s smile broadened questioningly as she gained a full view of Sora from the front.  “Oh, my—what has my baby sister done?”
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                Sora was speechless; she stared into her aunt’s calculating orange eyes as she studied her broodingly.  After a few seconds of examination, her aunt’s smile warmed as she closed the distance in an instant.  Sora’s body began to tremble as the fire inside her spread.

Inari kneeled slightly to consider her stomach.  “Such crude and unrefined magic.”

Sora breathed a sigh of relief as the flames within her died, and she stumbled back, falling to her butt.  Her aunt was studying Diane’s wards as they sat suspended in the air, lips pursed.  “You—you’re Inari … my aunt?”  Sora asked.

Full lips curving into a pleasant smile, Inari straightened, the wards rising with her.  “Aunt,” she repeated, testing it on her tongue, “Aunt Inari.  Such a lovely ring that makes my ears twitch with joy.  I—have a niece...”  Sora stayed silent, still in shock.

Her tongue slid across her lips.  “A niece I had no knowledge of … that was being killed.”  Sora noted a sharp tone in her voice, but it didn’t show across her face nor felt the slightest hint of malice to put her on guard.

Inari’s attention shifted back to the wards, her finger tapping one paper.  The ink separated, hanging in the air.  “Human by design; dreadfully weak for the humans I’ve encountered in the universe you hail from—hmm, they seem to be regressing in arcane adequacy since the Middle Ages.  Diane was its creator, I assume?”  she asked, eyes shifting to Sora, but before she could respond, she nodded, and both ink and paper burst into blue fire.

She hummed as she turned to the second ward, the ink separating and vanishing in flames, but her vision didn’t leave the paper.  “This is infused with a separate magical force, crafty by human standards.  Slightly more effective than advanced human spellcraft, but not human in origin.”  A curious smile touched her features.  “Morgan … causing trouble among the mortals again.  I’ll need to have a little chat with Gloria.”  The paper vanished in a pulse of white light.

Inari turned to her with a compassionate smile.  “My Little Niece, I will thoroughly enjoy sitting down with you, but you’ll have to excuse me for just a moment.”  She turned to her left.  “Suke.”  

Sora stepped back as a gold-furred, nine-tailed Kitsune appeared before Inari and kneeled.  All her tails had unique glowing silver designs and strange runes.  She had porcelain skin and wore a traditional Japanese kimono, but a beautiful fox mask hid her face.  Her hair was in a bun, held in place by a beautiful white and pink kanzashi.  Her voice sweet to Sora’s ears, “Yes, my Lady?”

“Request Gloria to visit the Shrine,” Inari said with a thoughtful expression.  She folded her right arm across her stomach and brought her left hand to her chin, humming.  “Tell her I’m investigating an incident involving one of her subjects, Morgan le Fay.  Her magic was involved in restraining a member of my family.  Gloria is usually busy during this hour; wait for her to finish, and then escort her to the shrine when ready.”

“Yes, my Lady,” Suke vanished.

Inari’s vision narrowed as she looked up at the sky, her lips becoming a line, but it only lasted a moment.  Turning to Sora, she smiled warmly.  “Now, my niece, why don’t we introduce ourselves?  I am Inari.”

Swallowing as she rose, Sora asked, “You—are my aunt then?  Uh—Sora.  My name is Sora Moore.”

“It would seem so,” Inari stated with joy.  “Moore, hmm … Shall we go somewhere a little less—inhospitable?  Nun'Yunu'Wi are the least of your worries in these parts of the Spiritual Plane.”

Inari flicked her tails casually, and every blue flame across the endless expanse rose and shot toward her; they fanned around her tails, absorbing into her pure white fur.  Small shimmering blood red stones littered the area where the flames had been.

Stretching out and opening her left hand, the red gems lifted off the glistening floor and floated to her, hovering above her hand.  She closed her fingers into a loose fist and the giant ball of stones silently compressed until they turned into a bright red light.  The light was absorbed into her palm as she opened her fingers.

Sora watched in fascination.  “How did you do that?  Is it telekinesis?”

Inari chuckled.  “No, Dear, you are very young.”  Sora blushed and looked at the floor.  “No harm, Sora.  I simply molded raw magic into a semi-corporeal form to gather the spiritual residue that the Nun'Yunu'Wi had amassed for themselves.”

Looking up with shock, Sora asked, “You can mold raw magic to be physical?  Is that hard?”

“Of course I can.”  Inari sighed lightly before continuing, “Raw magic is fairly weak.  You must be relating its difficulties to human pretenses, amusing creatures.  No wonder you didn’t peel off those pathetic excuses for magic.  All you needed to do was use your spirit instead of your physical body, or radiate your spiritual energy into an offensive form; rudimentary basics, My Dear.”  Sora didn’t know what to say.  Inari’s vision narrowed as she looked up at the sky, her lips becoming a line, but it only lasted a moment.  She turned, warm smile returning as she motioned to her.  “Follow me.”

Sora complied without question; it seemed natural to obey.  The feeling only lasted a second and then she doubted herself.  This must be a form of control.  Something that Vulpes naturally have, but I honestly doubt she’s even trying to persuade me.  Does she naturally put off this aura of influence?  What would happen if she truly tries to sway my decision?  The thought terrified her.

Her internal debate ceased when she realized she wasn’t on the white plane anymore.  She now walked behind Inari along a cobblestone walkway.  Massive polished wooden archways ran alongside the path, each one inscribed with unreadable symbols, not one the same.  The gates were spaced apart to allow sunlight to pass through overhead foliage; she could make out a dense and thriving forest beyond.  It didn’t take her long to realize the poles were slowly drawing closer together.  Before long they were only small sheens of light that passed into the darkening passage, yet she could still see as clear as day within a few seconds of crossing into the darkness.

Clearing her throat, Sora asked, “What’s the wood covering for—and the symbols?”

Inari’s tinkling laughter cut the air and drew Sora’s attention to her face as her tails twisted around each other.  Two bright balls of pulsating blue energy sprang into life; they began circling Inari’s body, lighting the dim walkway, and suddenly the runes across the beams started to glow, and Inari explained as they began climbing stairs.

“Each one represents a gate; they are called ‘torii gates.’  What do they represent?  They mark the transition from a place profane to a place sacred; you are entering my shrine, my sanctuary.  What do the symbols represent?  Very powerful magic,” she stated without explanation.

Her expression became unreadable as she slowed to a stop and looked back the way they’d come.  She hummed darkly, and Sora caught her frown as she whispered, “What could you possibly want to have followed us all the way here?  Though your entrance could be useful when that whelp arrives, she is bound to pick a fight,” she finished with a sigh.

Following her gaze, Sora asked, “Is something wrong?”

Inari shook her head with an amused grin.  “Just some uninvited guests that decided to follow us.  One can wait at the bottom until the second arrives—the second is not that bright, so she has lost herself in my illusionary maze; she never learns and is never polite.  In all honesty, the first should be an honored guest.  She helped out my mother—your grandmother—in an unexpected way, but I am not too fond of her kind.  So, formalities can wait.”  Inari turned to smile at her.  “Besides, nothing is more important than you.”

She swallowed as Inari turned and continued to ascend the stairs, Sora in-tow.  The way she says that—why am I so important to her?

They walked in silence for an unknown period; Sora couldn’t tell if it had been long or short.  They arrived at what seemed to be the top of a mountain; it was surprisingly smooth and clear.  Trees were spread out in patterned ways, and two streams flowed down both sides of the grassy field.  There were cobblestone walkways that led between a few buildings; however, the center path led right toward the middle of the area.

In the center stood a massive tree sprouting out of the ground, it reached high into the heavens with its huge branches housing numberless leaves that spanned much of the sky.  A shrine sat in front of it, elegantly built; Inari led them toward the building without hesitation.

Playing, reading, and conversing around the area were Vulpes.  Most had pure white hair and tails, but there was the occasional fox that had a few black, gold, or gray.  Sora guessed there were at least a hundred, and all had an upward of seven tails.  When Inari passed, they quit whatever they were doing and bowed; no words were exchanged, but Sora could feel their profound respect.

Nervous jitters began playing inside Sora’s stomach.  What am I getting myself into?  The internet paints her as a guardian, but from what real monsters have told me, she’s hated and dangerous.

Pure gold-furred Vulpes with nine tails opened the doors, which both had a three tail detailing that glowed with runes.  Their faces were covered by masks of varying design but represented a fox-shaped head, and each was dressed in a kimono.  The room was simple with several evenly placed cushions that were positioned in front and atop a platform.  The stage had been built into the structure and raised a foot above the surrounding floor.  Silken blinds could be pulled together to obscure the dais but were tied back at the moment.

Inari lightly hopped onto the platform and sat atop many brightly colored cushions.  Smiling, Inari gestured for her to take a seat.

Obeying, Sora waited, trying not to shift.

Muse rising, Inari said, “Go ahead, Niece,” she tasted the word again, licking her lips curiously.  “I never thought I’d say that word.”  Smiling with delight, Inari repeated herself, “Go ahead, Niece; I understand your reluctance.  Ask your questions or if you prefer I can answer them without expression.”

Biting the lower edge of her lip for a moment, Sora asked, “You can—read my mind?”

Inari nodded.  “Yes, it’s more complicated than that, but in essence, yes.  However, it would be rather boring if only I were the one to speak.  I’d enjoy conversing, despite my foreknowledge.”

Nodding slowly, Sora asked, “I’ve heard that my mother, uh … hates you—even more than the dragons.”  

Why would I ask that first?

Inari’s bright mood didn’t diminish in the least.  “Jin is a very young dragon that has only surface knowledge regarding both Vulpes and Dragon history.  Your mother and I are sisters, of course, while we don’t like each other at times, we don’t hate each other.  The dragons, however, do have a reason to hate me, shallow as it may be, but no excuse to hate Kitsune.  It’s all fairly petty of them.  I killed Yìnglóng’s first-born son and stole his Orb.”

Sora bit her lower lip again, peeling off a bit of skin.  I really should stop licking my lips so much; I’ll start to ruin … priorities … where is my mind taking me lately!

Inari shifted on the pillows to lay on her side.  “You don’t have to look at me with such uncertainty.  Gong-Gong was hardly a saint.  In fact, he caused a calamity that nearly destroyed the humans; although, many such incidents nearly annihilated them.  Such a fragile race, yet they thrive; that’s what makes them interesting.”

Humming lightly, Inari said, “I see that you do not understand your heritage.  You know, your grandmother didn’t have a name—heh, the First Generation had some secret names for each other, but we weren’t invited to the club—although, she didn’t need one as she was the Vulpes.

“However, humans give everything a name; they called your grandmother multiple names over different cultures, and ages, one among them was Amaterasu, for a time.  Humans are quick to give anything with power titles like that.  In any case, your mother and I were born to a litter of four.”

Sora’s eyes widened.  “You mean, I have two more aunts?”

Inari shifted to lean back, deep in thought as she stared at the wall, a slight smile on her lips.  “You know, the people of Jeju were a little confused about your Aunt Nari—her name means lily, and she truly was the most beautiful of my sisters.

“They named her Yeongdeung Halmang and Yowang Halmang—wife of the Dragon King.  Gong-Gong was a second-generation Founder, a king of dragons, and he wanted Nari with an obsession.”  She paused for a moment before continuing, “You know, the Jeju even named me Jacheongbi at a time.”

She looked up, deep in thought, demeanor darkening sharply but Sora felt no danger.  “The reason I killed Gong-Gong was that he was involved in your Aunt Nari’s murder with the Cyclops King Polyphemus—though Odysseus blinded him and then he was killed before I could exact my vengeance.  Now, this was all orchestrated by the first-generation Founder of the Tanuki, Tsukuyomi.”

Inari’s claws extended as her hand rested on the dais, biting into the wood as her eyes scorched with odium.  “Responsible for the death of over half our family; both your Aunt Nari and Seiōbo aswell as your grandmother!”

Nodding, Sora felt weak.  I learn I have two more aunts, a grandma, and then find out they were killed—of course, they were killed.  Why can’t I have a complete family?

“So, Gong-Gong was involved in killing my Aunt—umm, Nari, I think, and that’s why you killed him—now the dragons hate all Kitsune?”

Inari’s features lightened with a sigh.  “Yes, because of Kitsune’s connection to me, they spite them.  Yìnglóng saw Gong-Gong’s part in your aunt’s death, yet refused to take the appropriate action.  So, weakened by his own stupidity and pride, I killed him.

“The only way I could kill Tsukuyomi was to obtain Gong-Gong’s Orb, and therein lies the true reason Yìnglóng—the first-generation Dragon Founder—hates me.  She could accept his death by my hands for our loss, but not the theft of his Orb or power.  Not all dragons hate me, though.  Gong-Gong’s sister, Nüwa,understood and cleaned up after Gong-Gong’s mess.  She’s one of the few dragons that uncharacteristically does not let pride blind her.”

Sora nodded, she strangely believed everything her aunt said, but at the same time, she didn’t know if it was her own will or not.  Getting to a more pressing issue on her mind, Sora asked, “When you saved me from those—whatever they were called—yo-you said, what has my baby sister done?  Like—I’m a bad thing?”

Inari’s brows came together with concern.  “No, Dear, of course not.  I was just a little shocked.”

Swallowing, Sora lost all her fear.  She felt like she could tell her aunt anything.  “You also said you never expected to say the word Niece.  From what I understand, Vulpes only give birth to girls, so—why would you never be able to say the word?”

Sora was surprised to hear a depressed sigh come from Inari.  “Regrettably, both your mother and I are—were—unable to bear children.  Also, it is a false notion to believe all Vulpes are female, while, true, the clear majority are, very rarely there can be male Vulpes born.”

Speechless for a moment, Sora slowly gained her senses, bypassing her correction about male Vulpes.  “She was—was unable to bear children—then you two were mistaken?”

Inari chuckled mirthlessly.  “No, Dear, we were not mistaken.  Your mother and I have lived far beyond the timeline of human history.  We have lived ages—not including time distorted zones such as my sanctuary—and I am sure both your mother and I are—were—barren.”

She spoke the word with vehemence.  “We can cure infertility in just about anything, healing all manner of wounds, even death if we are swift enough; however, we have never been able to cure each other’s infertility.”

She looked at Sora with confusion swimming in her orange eyes, and for a moment, Sora saw darkness that was deeper than any void she’d experienced or could imagine.  It lasted less than a second before her vision was masked with pain.  “As with all Vulpes litters, I was born with more than one sister as I explained.  Two of my sisters are dead, leaving only Mia and me to carry on our mother’s genes, the founder gene.  Alas, I assumed it wasn’t meant to be.  Instead, I turned to teach and shelter Vulpes not my own.”

Her countenance seemed to brighten and with it the entire room.  “However, now that I see you, I see it is not impossible.  How did my sister—your mother do it?”  she eagerly questioned.  “From your features, I assume your father was from the continent Ériu claimed.  It is also apparent that your mother obtained your birth through unnatural means by your aura and appearance, but by what means?  There is an odd feel to you that I have never experienced, and that is an oddity in itself.”

Sora’s brain was on overdrive, and she began feeling overwhelmed, facts about her mother or more misconceptions she had about her mother shattering, learning about her family lineage, and now accusations about her birth.  Stumbling over her words, Sora asked, “My mom can’t—what’s a Founder—what do you mean I was born unnaturally?”  Her head began to hurt with all the questions digging around her skull.

Inari began to laugh and soon she was rolling across her cushions, tails whipping around her.  Her laughter cut as her expression turned serious, and she slowly rose to her feet.  “It seems our honored guest has arrived.”

She lifted a finger, and the cushions lifted off the dais to make two seats facing each other on the platform.  Turning to Sora, she said, “Gloria is the first-generation Founder of the Fairies, you could even say she was the first fairy.  So, please show her respect, as a third-generation Founder in a family member’s home, you should stand when greeting her and bow shortly.  Please take a seat after she has seated,” Inari instructed.  “Only speak when I say to.  It is an honor to be in the presence of a first-generation Founder; there aren’t many left, and they are vastly powerful, even I cannot compete with Gloria.”

Nodding, Sora felt butterflies in her stomach as she rose.  “Is it alright if she knows I am a Founder?”

Giggling, Inari said, “Darling, she will sense it the moment she steps foot in my sanctum.  You will not need to say a word.”  It was then Sora noticed her elegant and composed presence that reminded her Inari, her aunt, was considered a Goddess.  “She will enter the shrine in five seconds.”
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                Taking a deep breath, Sora swallowed and waited.  The first time I see a fairy, and it’s Gloria, the Fairy Goddess…

Her breath seized in her chest as tingles reverberated from her ears to the tip of her tail, the force silencing all action.  It was the most serene feeling of insensibility she’d ever experienced.

Inari whispered, “Thank goodness, she’s repressing her aura.”

Sora regained her bearings as a warmth cascaded across her body, glancing at her aunt, who gave her a quick wink, stoic presence returning.

The doors were opened by the two gold-furred Kitsune to admit a woman the same height as her, but she was the very definition of grace.

Her gown was strapless and held a single slit from just below the hip to ankle.  The dress radiated a rainbow sheen, emitting vibrant colors that shifted like liquid, the embroidery matching the fabric.

She held modest curves and immaculate white skin.  Pointed ears parted her long multi-hued hair that changed with the material she wore.  Her feet were bare, movements reflecting her dignified presence.  The Fairy’s most notable feature was her delicate six translucent multi-colored wings at her back.

Gloria’s radiant irises left Sora feeling naked.  Her voice was soft, yet as dominating as her aunt’s.  “Congratulations are in order, Inari.  When I received your messenger, saying my dear Morgan was involved in restraining a member of your family, I had my suspicions; it couldn’t have been Mia.  Therefore, it left another.”

Gloria moved to face her, and Sora did a stiff bow, strengthened by her aunt’s power.  Gloria’s laugh sent shivers down her spine, she’d never heard a melody as lovely to her ears and pulling at her heart.  “She’s quite young.  Her entire life is open, yet such pain and suffering for one of such age.  How unfortunate, Sora.”

Her vision shifted to Inari as she spoke and Sora was stunned as even her aunt’s elegance couldn’t compare to Gloria.

“Yes, I was just as dazed by her appearance.”

A curious smile touched Gloria’s features.  “Does this mean?”

Inari shook her head.  “There is no evidence to assume, yet you must sense the oddity in her.”

Gloria’s smile turned secretive, a knowing gleam in her eyes.  “Yes, I have my suspicions.”

Inari nodded, but soon after a sigh left her lips.  “It seems that whelp has finally found herself here.”  Sora’s eyes widened as she saw a dark circle appear in the sky.  Is that a moon?

Gloria looked back through the open doors as the light dimmed.  Her voice was curious, holding no ill intent.  “I understand why she would want to question you.  However, in this manner … is she intent on forfeiting her life by breaking the treaty?”

The Fairy shifted toward her aunt again.  “I noticed her at the foot of your shrine, and you made her wait.”  Her hand lifted to her lips as she snickered, “I love it.”

 “I thought you would,” Inari said, mirroring Gloria’s laugh.  “I wasn’t anticipating that she would be here when this whelp began following me.  Although, I can see the correlation with my sister.”

“Certainly,” Gloria returned. “How impertinent.  The whelp must be irritated; it must have taken her some time to navigate your shrine’s illusions.  Unfortunately, she is not the brightest of them.”

Her aunt nodded with a slight chuckle.  “I almost tricked her into thinking Yìnglóng’s shrine was mine once.  It would have been grand.”

Sora realized both gold-furred Vulpes had been kneeling since opening the door and Suke had left.  She scanned the field from her position, not a single Vulpes remained.  When did they all leave?

Moving to the door, Gloria hummed.  “How will you respond to her fruitless attacks?  I’m sure she will wait for that whelp from the New Moon faction to initiate; it is her style.”

Inari shrugged.  “It would be unbecoming of me to patronize such a fool.  However, I can make exceptions for the New Moon faction.”  A reassuring smile lit her lips as she turned.  “Sora, if you could stay inside the shrine.  She will not be able to see you inside, and you can shadow me to observe the encounter.”  

Brow furrowing, Sora asked, “How can I…”  She trailed off as her surroundings blurred.  Looking around, she saw her body floating over toward the pillows to rest atop them.  What … did she do to me?

“I separated your spirit and intelligence, masking your mental presence,” her aunt explained with a smile.  “Now, follow Gloria and me.”  She giggled, losing some of her composure.  “This should be fun.”

Sora swallowed nervously but nodded as Inari and Gloria walked out of the Shrine, shadowing them down the steps.  Is this just a shrug, no big deal?  She … separated me from my spirit?  How … what?

They stopped a few feet from the bottom; she still felt entirely at ease with Inari’s power enveloping her.

The two gold-furred Kitsune rose and closed the shrine doors, before disappearing and taking up position several yards in front of them.  Inari raised her left hand and snapped her fingers, the ring resonating in the air.

Sora’s stomach did somersaults as glowing white symbols appeared across the ground and began floating up the outer edges of the field, making a shell around them and a bright aura surrounded the shrine before fading.

A strong wind hit her with a pleasant scent.  Wait … why couldn’t I smell anything until now?

Two of her aunt’s tails shot out on both her sides and struck the air a few feet in front of her, making large multi-colored symbols appear.  The symbols snaked their way through the air until they touched in front of Inari’s body.  Her fur shimmered as she slid her finger down its center to fade back to an aura of white radiance.

Sora looked up as a shadow seemed to fall over the entire world, and she watched a dark object moving in front of the blazing sun.  A solar eclipse?  What’s happening?

Her vision shot back down as an umbra appeared eight yards from the gold Kitsune and was instantly surrounded by twenty more gold-furred Kitsune.  The obscurity was tall and thin, shadows filming off her figure.

She spoke in a high-pitched hiss.  “Inari—Gloria, why would you be here?”

A cold gust rushed over Sora as Gloria spoke; even with her aunt’s sustaining magic, her body froze with warning, fur bristling.  “Is that the proper way to speak to me?”

The shadow shrank noticeably and hurriedly bowed, tone pacifying, “I pay thee respect, Lady Gloria.  May I speak as I wish to the fox?”

The chill lifted and Gloria hummed with amusement.  “I have no objections.  Speak as if I were not present.”

The shadow bowed again, turning to Inari, her sharp tone returned.  “Inari, we sensed something that doesn't belong.  What is here?  What are you hiding?  We know, now speak!”

Inari’s Kitsune stood poised to attack with wary eyes, each waiting for her aunt’s word; the symbols and designs around their tails glowed a fierce silver.  Sora shivered, her aunt’s voice held steel.  “Understand that I am not obligated to respond if I am not interested.”  Her voice turned lilting.  “You’ve fallen so hard since The War.  The Order of the New Moon must be sad indeed if you are the one delivering her messages.”

“Respect!”  the personage hissed, and there seemed to be hundreds of other voices screeching the same word.  Sora’s breath caught as they resonated in her ears.

“Respect?”  Inari scoffed, shaking with silent laughter.  “I cannot leave you with anything short of expectancy; Founders show respect to those who earn it, and the Order of the New Moon has done nothing to earn my respect.”

“We demand…”

“Demand respect?  Is it respectable for a lowly creature, such as yourself, to try and penetrate a Founder’s sanctum after the treaty forbids such actions and with Gloria present at that?  You were but a child when Gloria aided in the boundaries of the treaty and,” turning to Gloria, Inari asked, “I believe you instituted the sanctum guidelines?”

Gloria’s voice held a smile.  “Indeed.”

The shadow snarled.  “Treaties mea—”

“Tsk-tsk,” Inari interrupted.  “Careful.”

The silence stretched for several seconds before the shade hissed with frustration.  “We want to know about the thing that doesn’t belong!” she screeched.  Sora felt her hair rise in warning as pressure began weighing down on her shoulders.

Sora’s eyes widened as the pressure was blotted out by a sense of horror, a pure malevolent presence burst around the area.  Sora knew without Inari’s power sustaining her; she would be frozen in terror, if not dead.  A black crack appeared in between Inari and the figure.

“Right on time,” Gloria said with melodic laughter.  “It has been ages, Herald of Sakura.”

“Well—isn’t this the day of breaking treaties,” Inari said lightly with a shake of her head as the sanctuary began to shake and symbols appeared across Inari’s body.  “Should I get serious?  Are these actions a remission of the cessation agreement between all our factions, Herald of Sakura?  Or are you trying to show off in the presence of Gloria?”

The Shadow seemed to shrink back at the crack as Gloria's aura brightened ever-so-slightly; the shadows lightened, and the malevolent sensation running down Sora’s spine vanished.

“We wish to know why—the Herald is here—you seek silence of name … of course, we honor your request, but we seek answers!  We will receive answers about the one that does not belong!”  the figure said, shifting back and forth ominously.

Inari laughed, breaking the tension.  “You always ask the strangest requests, Herald.  If you do not wish for me to call you by your real name, as always, I understand.  Why not use your title?”  Her voice seemed to carry a hint of guile as she asked, “Or we could use Sekhmet?”

Gloria burst into notes of laughter.  “I almost forgot about that little joke Śiva made!”

“Respect—respect to a Herald!”  the Figure hissed but was quelled by another pressure of cold atmosphere burst from Gloria.

Sora was slightly confused.  Is the crack talking to them?  Why can’t I hear it?

“No harm, Herald,” Gloria’s features almost turned impish.  “It is an inside joke.  Oh, you are so curious.”  She hummed with a glint in her eye.  “Oh, Sekhmet is fine?  Very well.”  Gloria finished with light laughter.

“So, Sekhmet,” Inari said with a curt bow.  “Why would you, out of all of your kind, interrupt this confrontation?  You despise the Order of the New Moon and hold no ill will of me.”

“Yes—why does the Herald of Sakura come to deny the New Moon’s seeking?”  the figure began to say something more, before cutting off as the malevolent presence escalated, but Sora didn’t feel the horror this time.

Inari seemed to interject.  “That name hits a bit too close to home, coming from your faction.”  The darkness deepened dramatically but quickly faltered at Inari’s words, her white radiance increasing.  “Are you truly that imprudent?  You wish to provoke a fight with me—in my sanctuary—and let Gloria and Sekhmet watch as I devour you?”

The Shadows began to lighten again, Inari’s voice sharpened, and Sora felt a warm fire envelop her as blue flames surrounded her aunt, a sharp gust expelling around her.  “Get out of my sanctuary, worm, before I force you.”

She hissed in pain but faded as the Moon began evaporating in the sky, warmth permeating the field again.

Her aunt turned toward the dark fissure, blue fire dying.  “It has been a pleasure to see you again, Sekhmet.  I’ve caught a few of your eyes watching me from time to time while away from my sanctuary.”

Voice gaining a cutting edge again, Inari glared at the slit in space.  “With the pleasantries aside, what business do you have with me?  Oh?”

There was silence for several seconds as Gloria and Inari seemed to be listening to an unheard voice.

Gloria giggled.  “That is just like you.”

Inari shook her head.  “I see—you know I will get to the truth,” she said while glancing back at the shrine.

Sora swallowed anxiously as the silence continued again.  Why can’t I hear?  I feel like it’s pretty important…

Inari’s voice softened with a sigh.  “Now you are just insulting me.  Of course, I know what will happen in the manner that she has met me.”

Biting the edges of her lip, Sora resisted a growl.  Why am I the only one left out!

“Is that right?”  her aunt mumbled.  Her tone shifted with intrigue.  “That narrows the list down to one Being.  Only he could have done it, but you knew I would get the answer and you also knew I could not follow the same route as my sister.”

Sighing again, Inari shrugged, her voice full of exhilaration.  “Yet, it is possible.  I see that now.  I understand, and do not worry that funny little cap of yours.”  She chuckled as she turned to stare into Sora’s eyes, her vision was alive with fire.

Gloria seemed to be listening to the hidden conversation with deep interest.  After Inari turned away, Gloria hummed.  “I understood everything the moment I saw her and am very interested in seeing the path that led to this moment.”

She nodded with interest.  “This will change everything, and it was not even intentional.  How wonderful,” she said with a mirthful shake of her head.  “What was he thinking?  This is the beginning of a new era, and yet the players do not even know the game has evolved.  Truly a marvel.”

Inari turned back to the fissure with a huff.  “Fine, I will figure it out myself, but you know what I want the most.  Yes, I will even let you keep an eye here to observe.  I expect a little more information.  Of course.”

The golden Kitsune around the field didn't ask a thing, vanishing from view as the crack sealed itself.  The two doorkeepers appeared as her aunt motioned to her and the three of them ascended the steps.  Inari’s tails made the exact motion as before, making the symbols reappear; she slid her finger up the center but made a small symbol with another tail off to her side that vanished with the runes.  “Your eyes have limited access as long as Sora is present, Sekhmet.”

Sora quickly moved to her original position as they walked through the opening doors.  Inari entered the shrine with Gloria in-tow.  Sora’s vision blurred and she was staring up at the ceiling.  Blinking in momentary confusion, she stretched, it felt strange.  She looked at her aunt as she spoke.  “Sora, everything is fine now.  Sorry for the scare.”

“She is so fun to talk to,” Gloria commented with a light laugh as Sora quickly moved off the dais.

Biting the inside of her cheek, Sora sat down on the pillows as Inari and Gloria took their places atop their cushions.  Chuckling lightly, Inari said, “Go ahead, Sora; formalities have already been met.”

“What was all that about?”  Sora asked, unable to hold back any longer.

“A squabble among old enemies,” Inari stated casually.  “Founders have a lot of them, but those factions are among the most dangerous.”

“They were looking for me, though, weren’t they?  What did she—or they—mean by I don’t belong?”  Sora asked with apprehension.

Taking a deep breath, Inari let it out with a thoughtful expression.  “I noticed it the first time I met you and was initially why I said ‘what has my baby sister done.’ ”  Looking Sora straight in the eyes, she said, “This is not the first time your mother has dabbled in creating her own daughter.”

Sora tried to say something, but she found herself speechless.  What does she mean, dabbled—I’m not mom’s first try at creating her own daughter?  She makes it sound like I’m an experiment...

“Your mother has dabbled in Philosopher Stones, Homunculus, and unusual forms of magic you have never heard of—however, one of the reasons Gloria is here is to be a witness that Founder law has not been broken.

“Over the ages, your mother has tried just about everything; I wished her success, but she never did.  There is but one guaranteed way—the strongest Vulpes Founder magic—but that is beside the point.

“You show no signs currently that it was used and evidence points elsewhere—honestly, I’m hesitant to say your mother nor I could even accomplish that magic.  It has only been used once by your grandmother and…

“Mmh, it was that moment that turned the tide of The War, but she did break a fundamental law among Founders that had drastic consequences for both sides.  Let us not get into that horrific age though—you will learn in time.  Now, however...”  Inari said brightly.

“There’s me,” Sora finished uneasily.

“That’s right,” her aunt chimed.

Gloria hummed.  “I like how freely you talk with her, Inari.  It makes me wish some of my children would speak so spontaneously.”

“Yes,” Inari said cheerily.  “It is a first for me.”

Trying to map out everything that had just transpired, Sora asked, “You were talking to that black—tear thingy, and it told you something about my birth, didn’t it?”

Gloria placed a hand across her stomach as mirth shook her frame and a sly smile lit her aunt’s lips as she leaned forward.  “Referring to Sekhmet as Tear Thingy.  I love you so much, Sora.  Sekhmet never really gives you all the information, it’s infuriating to most.  However, when you’ve lived as long as we have—we know a lot about everything.  We can piece the puzzle together—Gloria much sooner than I.  So, in a way, yes.”

Swallowing while looking down to study the floor, Sora said, “You aren’t going to tell me—are you?”

“Regrettably, Little Niece, that isn’t for me to decide,” Inari said apologetically.  “However, I am looking forward to seeing how you will shape the future.”

Sighing, Sora looked up into her aunt's tender orange eyes.  “You don’t seem like a horrible person.”

Gloria shook her head with a warm smile.  “She has a way of dropping your guard.”

Inari’s features darkened.  “Oh, my Little Sora, I am a terrible person to a great many people and monsters, a friend to some, and seen as a savior to Vulpes; someone needs to do it as your mother has little to do with Vulpes society…”  Inari’s demeanor brightened with a shrug.  “In short, I am a wonderful friend and a ruthless enemy.”

Noting her words and realizing her inexperience, Sora asked, “Can you teach me anything about being a Vulpes?”

Humming with pleasure, Inari said, “As a Founder, you should naturally gain a hold of your gifts, but I can teach you some basics that should help in your current situation.”

“You know?”  Sora asked, not as shocked as she felt she should be.

“Yes,” Inari said, the atmosphere darkening, her intent twisting her features.  “And as much as I would relish swooping in to eradicate your...”  She cleared her throat; the climate brightened with her smile.  “To take you all to myself—I have been reminded that I am not your mother.  Your mother has plans for you, and I must respect and trust my sister.”

 Sora looked down at the floor as she thought on her aunt’s words.  My mom has plans for me?  Why isn’t she here then?  Why has she never been here?  I’ve barely met my aunt, yet I feel like—like she’s the mother I always wanted.

Tears gathered in her eyes; no sooner than she thought it, she was being enveloped in her aunt’s soft, yet strong arms.  “It will be alright, Little Niece.  I feel every emotion and know every thought running through your mind, body, and spirit; it’s … understandable.  I am elated and privileged that you feel that way, however,” Inari soothed.

Sora shook as tears slid down her cheeks and she hugged her aunt as tightly as she could, while Inari stroked her hair.  “Why?  Why isn’t Mom here with me?  Why am I always alone?”

Gloria’s compassionate voice cut through her cries.  “You need only take a moment, and you will realize you are not alone.”

Sora’s mind began to flash with all the happy memories that had filled her life, brought back by the fairy queen’s magic.  She saw her father, hotel tenants, childhood friends, moments of happiness with strangers, and the new friends she had made.  She couldn’t stop crying as the warm memories filled her, mending her broken heart.  She wasn’t sure how long she stayed in her aunt’s arms, or Gloria’s magic enveloped her, but eventually, she finally felt whole, the pain was gone.

Inari’s arms loosened around her and she held her at arm’s length; that was when she realized tears staining her aunt's cheeks.  “Thank you, Sora, my Little Niece,” she sniffed.  “Thank you for allowing me to be an aunt.”

Sora was breathless as her aunt’s emotions flowed into her.  She’s always wanted a family; it’s what her entire life has been centered on.  The grief … losing her sisters and mother...

Her aunt’s feelings threatened more tears.  Inari smiled warmly and touched her nose; her aunt’s emotions were severed from her.  “Enough of that; this is a happy moment.”  Rising, Inari turned to Gloria, taking a deep breath.  “Thank you.”

Gloria raised a hand.  “It isn’t often the ever so stoic Inari cries.  A rare sight indeed.  I believe we have our answers about Morgan, however.  So, I will take my leave.  I have much to attend to and many plans to make with this savory information.”

Nodding, Inari pointed a finger at Gloria, and a rune appeared before her.  Gloria turned to Sora as she began to shimmer.  “We will meet again, Sora.  I have seen our next rendezvous.”  With that, she vanished.

Inari took a deep breath.  “Wow, I forget how invigorating emotion can be.  I cannot believe how I completely lost control in front of Gloria, and even Sekhmet, how embarrassing.”  Taking another deep breath, she began to glow, and her red cheeks vanished, replaced by perfect features.  “Now, you asked me to help you with some training.  We have about five hours and eight minutes before your time is up.”

Taking deep breaths herself, Sora asked, “What do you mean my time is up?”

“By encountering Fen’s tail, the residual energy I infused it with will affect you; that energy has forced your body to undergo a change that will give you your second tail.”
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                Sora blinked.  “What?  I’m going to get a second tail when I wake-up?”

Sighing as she sat back against the dais, Inari nodded.  “It will be painful, more than your previous transformations; your body isn’t meant to change this quickly.  However, we can bypass the pain by having you dream walk, which you have been doing subconsciously to escape your lack of power.  Your mind will do it again when you leave my sanctuary.

“This is a good place to start your education.  There are things you must know when traversing the different Planes, so listen well.  This is how you are composed; you are a combination of physical matter, the body; spiritual matter, the spirit, sometimes erroneously referred to as the soul; and your mind or intelligence, the part that makes you, you.  These three parts make up your soul.”

Nodding, Sora said, “I was dream-walking—which means I was in someone’s dreams.  Probably Eyia’s from what I learned when I was there last.  So, I am made up of a body, spirit body, and my—intelligence?”

Her aunt straightened and lifted a finger to move the cushions back to their previous spot and lightly sat atop them.  Getting into a comfy position, she nodded.

“Your intelligence is more than just a brain in your physical body.  Your brain is where your intelligence is housed, yet that does not mean you lose your intelligence if your brain is damaged.  Your intelligence uses the spirit as a medium to send signals from your brain throughout your body, operating the physical body; it is quite a complex system to delve into, yet simple to understand.

“Your spirit produces spiritual energy, which is the fuel for your abilities and to a certain extent your intelligent life.  Your spirit is the link between your physical body and intelligence.  It is critical you comprehend how these three Planes operate with your soul if you are going to traverse them as there are real dangers.  Understand?”

Sora nodded.  “So, these three—planes are separate, but somehow connected?”

Inari took a deep breath, puffing it out in a steady stream before better situating herself.  “In the Physical Plane, it is easy to block your intelligence sending information throughout your soul by harming your physical body, but difficult to harm the spiritual body itself; it usually takes some special magic or ability to do so.”

“Like Diane’s wards?”  Sora shifted, remembering the feelings she had.

Inari nodded.  “The same inside the Spiritual Plane.  Your physical body is tough to possess without physically being there, while your spirit and even your intelligence can be harmed if the creature is powerful enough in the Spiritual Plane.

“Then you have the Dream Plane, which while in, is hard to harm your spiritual or physical body, but your intelligence is quite vulnerable.  Meaning, by manipulating your intelligence they can cause damage through your spiritual network to harm your body; however, it is still possible by special means to hurt your physical and spiritual body.  Do you understand?”  she asked brightly.

“I think so,” Sora replied.

“Good,” Inari chirped, seriousness returning.  “Now I am first going to teach you a little meditation skill that will help you train faster.  Some have called it Outer Body Training, which is not entirely wrong but also isn’t correct.  Your spirit receives spiritual waves and impressions produced around you.  It is quite complicated, but if someone were to punch in a specific spiritual radius within your spiritual area, your intelligence would record that subconsciously by your spiritual network.

“This is much more than simple mimicry, but the actual spiritual tuning of that particular spiritual signal.  This will allow you to train against that person with his spiritual wave as a guide on his possible actions, even personality.  Every person you come across that does not shield their spiritual emanations will produce an image of their intelligence, which imprints through your spiritual network.

“After I have helped you understand this skill we can start your real education.  Note that this form of training ordinarily takes humans a lifetime to even scratch the surface in technique; your practice in this state translates from your spirit to your intelligence, bypassing physical movement; reactions become nigh instantaneous, akin to muscle memory.

“Mastering this will help me teach you spiritual perception and spiritual manipulation much faster.  You will be mastering the basics, yet you will surpass roughly one hundred years of personal tutelage from one of my Kitsune or three hundred years of personal effort, all in just these five hours with your beloved aunt.  It will be hard.  Are you ready?”

Firming her resolve, Sora nodded.  “I don’t want to be trapped anymore.”

Tilting her head with a small smile, Inari said, “Being trapped you say.  This exercise is going to be a lot different than you think it is and for you to be able to internalize my words to a greater degree, it will be a necessity to learn this training method.  To explain it simply, you need to take a deep breath, close your eyes, and call upon your spiritual network to direct energy to the intelligence, not the brain.”

Her aunt’s power filled her, guiding her with invisible hands that gently nudged her along, pulling her in the right direction.  It took Sora three hours to learn how to control her spiritual network and an hour to guide it into her Intelligence.

Finally getting the hang of it, she entered the Outer Body Training method; opening the meditative state as her spiritual network synchronized with her Intelligence, she opened her eyes.  She was in a dark space with a single bright light overhead and was a little surprised to see herself directly across from her.  Her vision shifted as her aunt appeared to her left.

“Splendid, my Little Niece!  Just this surface level takes human and monster alike many dozens of years to achieve.”

Sora blushed.  “I have an excellent teacher.”

Inari’s smile softened, and she was silent for a moment as her head shifted to Sora’s clone.  “What do you think this is?”

Sora shook her head.  “I don’t know.”

Moving to Sora’s clone, Inari stopped at her back.  “This is a visual representation of your Intelligence.  With spiritual perception you can see everything there is to Sora Moore.”

Sora swallowed reflexively.  That’s scary!  Wait … was Jin doing that to me before?

“It is scary, and she was.”  Inari laughed lightly as Sora’s mouth opened and brow creased in question.  “Jin, however, could only view a very surface level of information.  Everything that you think and know is before me like an open book, even parts you are unaware of, which is how I know exactly what you desire.”

She paused to stare into Sora’s eyes, “Freedom.”  Sora’s body tingled as she said it.  Inari started to circle around the side of Sora’s Intelligence.

“Freedom is the desire of most every creature, whether they consciously know it or not.  However, freedom, in its root, is rather ill comprehended by the vast majority of beings.”

“What do you mean?”  Sora asked, shifting slightly.

Humming, Inari stopped as she reached the right side of Sora.  “Freedom to many is the liberty to choose, which is true, but not what most actually desire.  No, what people want is the liberty to act without consequence, which is preposterous and hampers potential.”  Her eyes were sharp as they locked with Sora.  “You are not meant to sit idle and be used or submit yourself to self-pity.”

Mouth going dry, Sora cleared her throat, but her aunt spoke before she could question her words.  “Tell me,” Inari’s voice held no malice, but was hard as steel, “what has shaped your life?”

Sora was lost for words.  Her eyes wandered, looking for an explanation; she locked on her clone’s face and knew the bitter answer.  Her stomach tightened with shame as the words left her lips.  “Kari—getting away from Kari.”  She jumped as Kari replaced her clone.

“Kari, a near pure descendant of Fenrir.  She is very similar to you.  She only wishes for freedom from her brother’s influence; it is clear to see.  From what I see and know of fate’s weavings before she met you, she had a very dark future ahead of her.  However, due to Aiden and his desire to somehow save his adopted family that all changed.”

Sora’s eyes widened, and she looked up at her Aunt.  “You know about Aiden and Eric too?”

Huffing lightly, Inari said, “Of course, Dear.  I’ve already told you, your life is an open book, and the shadow of their Intelligence is imprinted on you.  Aiden is an extraordinary kind of monster that can alter future events by manipulating probability.

“A short interaction here, a chicken bone left just outside of a trash can or a gesture to a man across a street; some coin this process as the butterfly effect.  Aiden, by pure instinct, by desire, has brought you into both Kari and Eric’s lives to change their tragic fate, much to the Fenris Brother’s ire.”  Inari’s lips curved with mischievous pleasure at the thought.  “Now, for their survival, Aiden has latched onto you.”

Stunned, Sora was lost for words, but her Aunt continued.  “Kari’s actions are driven by a desperate desire to take any form of control in her life and an instinctual desire to connect with people, which has made your only wish to get away from her, while the acts of countless individuals around you, influenced by Aiden, have played in the opposite direction to keep you both together.”

“How—do I get away?”  Sora asked, anxiety filling her chest.

A smile curved Inari’s lips.  “That’s the wrong question.  Their intervention presents itself with a myriad of opportunities that shake the very foundation of creation.  It is rather fascinating, to be honest.  All the possibilities that are open and that will soon be decided by you alone for the very fact I have met you, and am teaching you.  All because Aiden, unknowingly set it up, everything led to this point, you met me.  I have the utmost gratitude toward Aiden for that simple fact.  I met my little niece...”

Inari went silent for a moment before she started circling them.  “Eric believes in power.  The definition of power is simple, to have power is to have the ability to act, to accomplish something.  In reality, everyone in this world has the power of action; although, it can just as easily be taken away.  That is the absolute fear in most creatures, an action you are very capable of doing.

“For instance, you stole the freedom from the Police department employees, a bowling alley attendant, Wendy’s mother, and the girls that bullied you.  What we Founding Vulpes can do is much greater than hypnosis or mind control, it’s pure Intelligence control.”

Sora swallowed, feeling the guilt hit her.  I literally stole people’s freedom—I didn’t think—just like my freedom was stolen, I took others...

Her aunt tsked.  “That is pure fantasy, Sora; Kari by no means stole your freedom.”

“What?”  Sora asked in shock as her fingernails dug into her thighs.

“Kari acted on you, but you had the opportunity to react back.  Think very carefully on this principle.”  Inari stated in a sharp tone.  “Jane had no such luxury; she could not react to your action, nor could the Police.  There is a very fine line you must understand.

“When you use some of your Founder Vulpes abilities, you are literally taking away someone’s born ability to act and think; they, in essence, become slaves, in every sense of the word, puppets dancing to your commands on magical threads of your making.”

Sora’s face turned white as she continued.

“That is not to say your abilities do not have their place and purpose, but with who you are and what I have seen, you must understand this.  You are having a challenging time reconciling your human experiences and mindset with your Vulpes nature.”

Stopping behind the image of Kari, Inari considered Sora’s eyes.  “You are more than your nature, but your nature is still a part of you, and you must recognize that.  Doubting yourself in every decision, ripping apart your emotions, and denying what you have become is not healthy, for a human or Vulpes.”

Her aunt sighed, lips curving into an understanding smile.  “You are in a unique position that takes most Vulpes hundreds of years to learn and because of that let us shift the conversation to principles I teach every creature that I accept into my family.”

Lifting her arm, she snapped her fingers, and Eyia appeared where Kari had been.  “Vulpes come to me for power; seeking to have their potential unlocked.  However, I do not provide this service to just any Vulpes.  They must prove to me that they have acquired the adequate control necessary to carry my name with their appearance.

“What I teach, and the tests Vulpes must pass to become Kitsune, is most applicable to Eyia; she is the embodiment of everything I wish to convey to you.  She guards her spirit well, which has only left slight impressions that I can judge her from, but I knew of her before you met in Miami.

“Eyia is the most prominent image of success in your entire spiritual archive.  She possesses a very rare Intelligence, a pillar among her race though she may not see it.  From what I can read off the impression you were able to acquire and the knowledge I already possess, she was raised in what most would deem an unreasonably cruel fashion, but her father was a sagacious man whom I spent a decent bit of time with.

“Asgardian culture was muddled with time, and there were a great many grudges and mistakes that foretold its downfall.  However, because of Eyia’s upbringing outside of that culture—though she has much to learn—her core is unshakable.  She exemplifies the Asgardian Code without flaw, which is phenomenal.

“Nine virtues make up Asgardian Code; in order, there is courage, truth, honor, fidelity, discipline, hospitality, self-reliance, industriousness, and perseverance.  It is truly an amazing lifestyle that is near the opposite of Vulpes culture; it is something I cannot teach Vulpes and why many abandon the quest I set.  Keep an eye on Eyia; she is one to emulate.”

Sora’s eyes moved over Eyia’s impressed Intelligence.  “How can I change to be like her?”

Her aunt smiled brightly and clapped both hands together, which shot Sora’s vision back to her.  “Finally, we can begin.  You understand the importance; however, you are you, not Eyia.  Incorporate the qualities of those that are great or admirable, but do not walk their path, find your own path.

“Now, what I will be doing may sound odd, but it will change your life; we are going to begin the process of enhancing these nine virtues within you, and when you awake you will be an entirely new creature.”  She waited for Sora to nod, before asking, “Tell me what the word courage means to you?”

Thinking hard, Sora took several seconds to answer.  “To do something that is scary.”

Inari snapped her fingers and a cushion appeared between Eyia and Sora, in a triangle shape, and she sat.  “Fear is a part of courage.  There can be no happiness, joy, nor dreams when trapped in the land of fear; in this land, you are a prisoner.  Having courage is to take charge of your destiny.  You take responsibility for your decisions, both good and bad, blaming no one else for the circumstances you are in because that is a choice.

“Being compliant in bullying is a choice, staying somewhere where you do not want to be is a choice, running is a choice; all things you have chosen in your past.”

Sora’s eyes defocused as her mind shifted through her past experiences and Inari went silent.  She’s right.  I chose every action I took.  I had the choice on how to act in every circumstance.  Was it a choice to be afraid?

Her vision refocused as Inari smiled.  “Having courage means you are afraid; nonetheless you are willing to die rather than be entrapped by its invisible walls.  When others collapse in defeat, you rise in defiance.  Courage is not the absence of fear, but rather the assessment that something else is more important than it.  Courage is when you stand and fight your fears.”

Sora’s eyes widened as her surroundings changed to her school gym, Kari and her darting around, locked in combat.  “You had courage here, yet you were sickened by your actions.  While you had courage, you feel like you had no honor and that is important, even for Vulpes.

“Eyia recognized your action as a Vulpes, but if it were her in that fight, she would have died rather than dishonor herself.  She is a bit too firm, in my opinion, on this stance, but it defines her character.  Personally, I would consider this an acceptable outcome, but I would have also been sure I could win before confronting Kari.  There are always trade offs.”

“I didn’t want to hurt Kari or Lori; I just wanted to be free,” Sora muttered as she watched herself trick Kari into hurting her friend, which would eventually lead to her death.

Inari shook her head.  “You cannot be certain if that action was the pivotal moment of fate’s design for Lori’s death.  It is arrogance to believe it so; take responsibility for your action, not Eric’s.  If you feel this action was wrong then own up to that, but not his.  The actions of everything in it fuel this world, and you are but a ripple of endless ripples in a vast ocean.

“It was Eric’s doing that caused the death of Lori, from before you even knew her name.  Now, tell me what you understand about truth?”  Inari asked as she examined the fight replay around them.

Swallowing as she tried to break her vision of the fight, Sora said, “Truth is like something that is real.  The opposite of a lie or fabrication.”

Nodding, her aunt laughed.  “Truth seems unimaginable to most Vulpes and takes courage beyond most all creatures.  Truth is being in accordance with what is; a fact, what some humans have termed empirical.  A lie, theory, or half-truth cannot be the truth as truth is what is, not what might be or fantasy.

“Truth is sincerity in action, character, and speech.  It is often better to not say anything at all if one cannot be honest.  It is having the quality of being free from pretense, deceit, or hypocrisy.

“Being true to one’s self and others is the most challenging undertaking any creature can hope to achieve, yet what else could be more noble.  To take responsibility for everything in your life without exception; it is all on you to find a solution, to find a way to win, regardless of circumstance.”

The scene around them continued to the point of her throwing up outside of the gym.  “You had a hard time taking responsibility for your actions, blaming your Vulpes nature—your nature is a part of you, and your actions are yours alone.  Although I am not so honorable to my enemies, you seem to have a spot in your heart for them.”

Inari’s tails caught Sora’s eyes as they began swaying with Inari’s half-smile.  “That being said, do not be fooled into speaking the truth when others lie to you; Odin counseled to respond to a lie with a lie.  We had many amusing conversations,” she noted fondly.

“Tell the truth, even when there is pain to be had, that is what steels courage.  Without truth, we have no fundamental realization on any significant level, nor the courage nor the will to achieve and evolve, relegating our very being to nothing more than a farcical play.  Exaggerating is also a means of dishonesty, yet as any Asgardian would tell you, it is not bragging if you can do it. Truth is a cornerstone for Asgardian society because your word is as good as law, more binding than any contract.”

Sora nodded solemnly.  “I’m just so new at being a Vulpes—no, I understand that it was my decision, my action that caused Lori to be hurt by Kari.”

“Your Intelligence is an interesting thing,” Inari commented as the image around them vanished.  “You are designed to do things in the easiest way possible to avoid danger, and your mind will naturally try to protect you.  However, what you have been learning is how to break that mental block of doing potentially dangerous things and act, sometimes good, sometimes bad.

“There is about a five-second window for Vulpes and humans to translate mind into action.  Vulpes will naturally use that five-second window as a means to act, mostly without thinking, to find the easiest route to survive or draw out emotion to feed upon, but if you can count backward from five, you can break that instinct and shift to your conscious thought.  You must break the Vulpes habit of survival above all else because I know you believe there are things worth more than just survival.  Tell me what you think honor is.”

Sora’s eyes dropped to the floor.  Honor, I don’t really know what honor is.  Is it like doing the right thing?  Like knight stories where he has a code of honor, like being kind to women.

Inari laughed, her left hand covering her lips as she shook.  “Being of honor means you have a keen sense of ethical conduct, which allows one to be regarded with profound respect and esteem among his peers, but more importantly, himself.  A quality of worthiness and respectability to everyone around you by your courage and truth.  Honor is the regard of your worth and stature based on the harmony of your actions.  Eyia is a perfect example; it is better to die in battle with your honor intact than to live in shame because you did not defend your beliefs.”

Sora’s heart stung with gratitude as their environment changed to show Eyia appear between Eric and her.  “You will make it not because you step on others, but because you help others; help those around you get what they want, and you will find the world open to help you get what you want.  It is an age tested lesson; add value, get rewarded.”

Gaining control of her emotions, Sora nodded.  “She—she really is amazing.”

Inari hummed with a light smile.  “She has nothing that you do not possess, but simply lives a code that she values above her own life.  It is never a question to vary from her chosen path.  What do you know of fidelity?”

Sora was ready for this one.  “Fidelity is being loyal to someone.”

Inari nodded as the werewolves tried closing in on them and Eyia froze seven of the eight with her icy thread.  “Fidelity to her beliefs and those she calls brothers and sisters, sworn never to harm those she loves, even if they raise a sword against her.  That is the devotion to those she calls her own.  Having fidelity is to faithfully support people, causes, and beliefs which are demonstrated by continual loyalty, no matter the price to one’s self and the sacrifices one needs to make.  To never turn your back and remain complete and undivided in the face of adversity; remaining faithful and maintaining a firm adherence to your own moral values under pressure.

“There is also a very crucial difference in the level of fidelity an Asgardian like Eyia has and everyone else.  The Asgardian Code of Fidelity Vengeance for instance.  Avenging the murder or harm of one’s kinsmen was not just a virtue, but an obligation.  For instance, Eyia will kill Eric if she finds him because of what he did to you.  She now sees you as her kin, because of the actions you’ve shown to her.”

Sora couldn’t help but start feeling overwhelmed by this will of Eyia that she was beginning to experience.  She’s the most incredible person I’ve ever met.

Inari nodded with understanding.  “As I said, she is a rare Intelligence.  One you can emulate and begin to harness the Vulpes nature inside of you.  After all, you not only have your mother’s blood in you, but your father’s as well.”

Sora’s eyes widened.  “I thought my blood was completely converted into Vulpes DNA?”  Inari’s smile made Sora nervous.

“Yes, and no.  Your mother is quite the Vulpes—of course, she did learn from your Aunt Nari, she was quite a little vixen,” she noted with a fond gleam in her eyes.

Inari’s vision pacified as their environment changed again.  Sora’s lips went dry, and her face drained of color as the scene between Eric and her father played out, her father flipping Eric on his back and putting him in an armbar.  “Please,” Sora pleaded.  “Why this memory?”

Inari was passive as she watched the scene.  “This is the truest moment of your life.  At this moment you displayed the most courage, truth, honor, and fidelity.  That is one reason why you feel so much pain.  You take responsibility for the actions that lead up to your father’s mortal wound and in part, you are right.

“Many of your actions did contribute to this moment; however, you must have courage in the face of truth, and in living by it, overcome those fears.  You offered your own life, offered to be eaten alive for your father, how true is your fidelity and honor in this moment of desperation.

“You found something worth more than your death and would willingly sacrifice yourself for your father.  Some may call that fear and selfishness, but they would be cynics and megalomaniacs.  Self-sacrifice is the most noble and honorable feat there can be, prioritize the life of another over one’s self and not only be willing but in actuality offer themselves.  That is what power is.”

Sora could feel her aunt’s admiration flowing into her.  “The number of Vulpes that have experienced that deep of an emotional connection are few in all Vulpes history; always obtained with great effort on the side of a human that conveys those same attributes.  You do not understand the significance of your action, not lip service, but true self-sacrifice.  The act of giving everything that you are for another.  That is not Vulpes nature; willingness to dive into danger, self-sacrificing, sacrificial love, those are human characteristics that normally Vulpes must learn.”

“Thank you,” Sora said as she felt a weight lift off her chest.  Human nature.

“You have always had discipline; it shows in your actions throughout your life.”  Inari’s lips curved into a devious smile.  “Besides the little pleasure foods you indulged in.”

Sora couldn’t help but blush.  “The cooks are really good at making a lot of stuff—even if it’s not on the room service menu.”

Inari chuckled.  “It makes little difference now that you are mostly a Vulpes.  You need not eat at all if you do not wish.”

Sora’s eyebrows raised doubtfully.  Right, magical powers are one thing, but not having to eat.  She must be joking.

Inari only smiled in response, shifting back to her original topic.  “You have disciplined yourself greatly over the years at your schoolwork.  Showing self-control in the face of temptation whatever it may have been.  You have always had a level mind, being able to determine the best course of action regardless of your personal desires, which may have been opposed to what you must do.

“One such example is cleaning up your mess at the police station; even though it was a daunting task and required much concentration and time, you controlled your emotions.  This also includes the ability to discipline yourself to stay the course of your beliefs even when your Vulpes nature seeks to take the easy route.”

Sora hummed as she thought.  I never thought about it like that.  I guess it is discipline, but it just felt so natural.  It wasn’t a question about doing it; it was something I just needed to do and did—I see, that is what Inari means when Eyia just does it, it isn’t a question to Eyia, but life, who she is.

Her attention diverted as her environment shifted to her hotel, Eyia, and Jin in-tow.

“Hospitality is more than good candor; it is protecting those who are under your roof.  Providing for their needs, such as giving Eyia your own dress, and offering free lodging.  The relentless defense of those who are within your domain, unhesitant, unwavering in the face of your opposition.”

They watched the event play out, Sora smiling with the warm feelings it brought back.  The image suddenly shifted to Eyia guarding her again.  “Do you remember what Eyia said to you when she intervened?”

Sora’s throat caught as she spoke.  “How could—how could I ever forget.  She said we shared a feast.  We are sisters—who would deny a sister in need?” 

“Asgardian hospitality,” Inari said as they watched the fight progress.  “That is what it means to have hospitality.  What is self-reliance?”

Sora lightly bit her left cheek.  Asgardian Self-Reliance is probably deeper than I normally think.  It must be more than just relying on yourself.  They are very clan-oriented and kind, yet at the same time fearsome to those who cross them.  Maybe it has to do with being free to think and act for oneself, not relying on another person’s view.

“Good thoughts,” Inari commented.  “You are thinking independently, which is a part of self-reliance.  Learning new things, developing trades, the virtue of being industrious works very well with the concept of self-reliance.  Being able to provide for oneself does not mean you are denied the comfort of those close to you or your community.

“Asgardians believe that being self-sufficient is the highest concept of freedom, letting someone else do your job is a disgrace.  You should be anxiously engaged in doing good work for oneself and one’s community because you have freedom.  It is because of your industry and self-reliance that you can show hospitality to the weary and downtrodden.  A great part of being self-reliant is learning knowledge and wisdom, applying what you learn to better those around you.”

Sora couldn’t help but feel more and more respect for her new friend.  “They sound perfect.”

Inari’s frame shook with silent laughter.  “No one is perfect, Sora.  However, your friend Eyia lives by a code that few can.  Even the Asgardians slip in their endeavors, but that is where the final virtue comes in—perseverance.  The ability to stand up and return from defeat and failure, forgiveness and growth, never stagnation.  Continuation and adherence to these virtues are only possible through perseverance.”

Their environment changed to her in the construction site with her father, Wendy, and Kari; Eric’s smug face leering at them.  “This is a moment where you magnify the nine principles of the Asgardian Code.  A titanic shadow hanging on all sides, yet you stood your ground in the face of despair.

“Agreed to work with the monster that haunts your nightmares to face an even greater threat, actively made that choice to let the past be the past.  Your courage was boundless, you were true to yourself and did not vary.  Honorably you fought for your father and did not falter, showing your devotion without waver, and persevered in the face of hopelessness, working with every tool at your disposal.”

“I see all of that now,” Sora said as she watched Kari and her work together, trying to beat Eric with little success, yet striving forward.

Inari’s demeanor sharpened.  “I have been distilling these lessons into your Intelligence through your spiritual network.  You cannot be satisfied; you must never cease the pursuit to grow.  There is a price for success; sacrifices must be paid upfront and in full.

“Remember, when you do succeed, it will not be because of a, b, or c, but rather because of you; not because you did not have obstacles or did not suffer setbacks—not because everything went right; you will make it despite the obstacles, despite the challenges, you made it because you have fire inside you.

“Set your own standards.  Luck has nothing to do with success, only the successful can understand that; the weak believe in luck.  Never settle.  Do you understand?”  Inari asked, her eyes burning with intensity.

Sora swallowed, but her brow set.  “Yes.”

Her aunt frowned.  “You must be willing to make the hard decision, to feel uncomfortable, awkward, to face rejection, to fail, to be pressured.  Every Founder is placed on a pedestal, and you will feel that way, but you must recognize that you are no better than any other Vulpes by one simple fact, growth.

“I am who I am not because I am a Founder, but because of me, my decisions.  I stand at the pinnacle of the Vulpes race because I persevered; I did not die to the countless enemies that have sought my life.”

The image of Eyia appeared before Sora.  “This girl is the most potent image of success in your life.  Ingrained in her very spirit is an indomitable will, unyielding to the circumstance in front of her, confident, but never arrogant.

“Yet, she will need your help in the future.  Only you can provide something that will save her life.  She has an understanding of fate and the ability to shape it, but she has her weaknesses; she recognizes the incredible power of the things she cannot change, yet the obsessive nature of choice versus fate.

“Fate is the many small actions made by others, from a world, galaxy, universal, and Existence-level—while I cannot change their actions, I can change mine—and that is the true power of fate.  I rose above my limitations and so will you.”

Her aunt’s passionate furor softened.  “Now that I have enhanced the Asgardian Nine Virtues into your Intelligence it is time to work on your spiritual control and perception.  This will be easy; the true test will be in practice.”  Inari’s smile dampened slightly.  “We need to do something about your vulnerable spiritual network and Intelligence; knowing everything you will say or do is just too easy.”

Confused, Sora asked, “Is that a bad thing?”

Laughing, Inari ended it with a heavy sigh.  “Yes and no.  I know everything I must say, what I must do to train you in the system you need the most, but it is just too easy—not just that, but you are open for others to take advantage.”  Clapping her hands together again, she stated, “We will just have to change that!”

Sora trained for the remaining time with little to no small talk about anything but her perception of the spiritual network, shielding herself and controlling her spiritual energy.  She felt like a new person, lighter than she had ever imagined, confident.

“That is enough,” Inari said, while she stood over Sora, hand extended over her head as runes cascaded around her body.  “I am going to ease your physical form as much as I can from the Spiritual Plane, but it will be hard.  Once you wake, you will find your surroundings completely changed with your development in spiritual perception, and there will be much chaos.”

“Thank you so much!”  Sora panted, feeling sweat course down her body.  “I didn’t realize spirits could sweat,” she puffed with a chuckle.

“It is not sweat,” Inari giggled but paused in her response.  “That will have to wait for another lesson.”  Her eyes narrowed in a teasing way.  “You are so cute!”

Kneeling as the runes faded, Inari pressed her finger against Sora’s forehead.  “I have marked your Intelligence with this spiritual location and given you complete access to my shrine.  If you ever need advice or help, you just need to access the Spiritual Plane again.  This has been so fun!”

“How?”  Sora asked as Inari lifted from her crouching position.

Her aunt winked with a small smirk.  “That is another test.  This will not be pleasant; the coming pain will be much greater than before; your body is not meant to gain tails this quickly, even as a Founder, your body is not yet ready for the power.  Since you have been in the Physical Plane, a mere two seconds have passed.”

Inari’s expression fell as an ominous wave washed over her and the air began to rapidly heat; flashing lights illuminated across her aunt’s body as her vision rose to the door.  “It seems … I’ll need to be quicker than I expected,” she mumbled, and from the cracks in the doorway, Sora could see flames licking through.

Golden symbols sparked around Sora as Inari was engulfed in an effulgence; the light quickly intensified into a radiant pillar that blinded her.  “I love you, Sora,” she whispered as an explosion sounded behind her.

Confused, Sora found herself on her back, staring up at the werewolf containment room.  A second later pain shot through her entire body.  It was more intense than any pain she’d suffered, dwarfing her previous transformation into a Vulpes.
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                Diane sighed as Kelsey and Benjamin continued to argue what type of creature Sora’s friend was.  Benjamin was very limited in his bestiary, which had led to several long explanations on various creatures from Kelsey.  Finally, she had enough when he started getting into a vampire theory.

“That is quite enough speculation.  Leave the theorizing to the researchers and go shoot something or steal another magical formula,” Diane snapped.

She was pleased as they fell silent and let a small smile play at the corners of her lips as Ranglor muttered, “Finally.”

Gerard and the Senator had been silent for most of the argument, Gerard occasionally giving the guards commands to let Sora’s group by checkpoints.  He cleared his throat as Kelsey was about to shoot back a smart remark, which silenced her.  “Diane, the Shadow Order will arrive before the dragoons, right?”

Swallowing, Diane straightened.  “I am unsure.  They are a mystery, even to me; the dragoons should be here within the day, and it is undeterminable when the Vice-President and President will actually show.”

Benjamin was glaring at Kelsey, but asked, “What is this ‘Shadow Order?’  An advanced OP’s unit?”

Diane’s eyes shifted to Gerard for a moment, letting him know that he could explain.  Shifting uncomfortably, Gerard said, “The Shadow Order are monsters, as far as I am aware, that have been with the Organization since the twelfth century—or so I’ve heard.  I’m not exactly sure what they are as I’ve never seen them.  However, they’re rumored to be gods of monsters, nightmares, used in the most dire of circumstances.”

Humming thoughtfully, Benjamin asked, “Why don’t you have some stationed at every base?”

Snorting, Diane interjected.  “Because they are a very tight group and very secretive, more so than us.  Only the current President or Chairman can ask for their assistance or even know how to contact them.  I have never even seen them before and they are given special orders by their senders.  Don’t expect to speak with one, they are like wraiths from my information.  When they deem it necessary, they will appear.”

“And the Chairman decided that this,” Kelsey pointed at Sora on the screen, “Vulpes is worth sending this Shadow Order, dragoons, and both Vice-President and President to secure?”  she asked incredulously.

Ranglor sniffed disdainfully.  “First, the Chairmen cannot order the President or Vice-President to come, they decided on their own or it was a collective board decision.  Second, did you not hear a word I said?”

Kelsey sat back in her chair with a sigh, ready for a lecture.  “This girl claims to be Mia’s daughter.  Mia is the secondoldest Vulpes in known existence, younger only to her sister, Inari, a Goddess among monsters and humans alike.  We are unsure if Inari is the Founding Mother, but we do know Mia is her younger sister and they are Founders.”

Breathing a heavy sigh, Kelsey said, “Yes, I get it, old, but just because you're old, doesn’t make you powerful.”

Diane burst out laughing, which made Kelsey and Benjamin stare at her questioningly.  Catching her breath, Diane asked, “Do you know dragons hate Inari and want her dead?  You know, dragons, the creatures of myths and legends?  Creatures that symbolize the very essence of power in many cultures, yet, Inari is still alive.  How?”

Ranglor sat back in his chair, returning his attention to the screen, already knowing where she was going.  Kelsey and Benjamin could only stare at her blankly.

“Because, Inari killed one of the most powerful dragons in history, Gong-Gong, the creature reportedly responsible for the biblical flood!”  Kelsey, Orrin, and Benjamin’s faces’ paled, even Gerard looked over with shock.  “And you think—” she cut off, noticing Ranglor’s worried expression as he sat closer.  “What is it?”

“Who let the Fenris Wolf on the third floor?”  Ranglor asked.  “Isn’t he supposed to be confined to his room on the fifth already?”

Diane glanced at a monitor near the wall; Eric was heading in the direction of the cells where Aiden was held and it suddenly clicked in Diane’s brain.

The pillar of fire, the pack surrounding those monsters, the other fighting areas.  She said she was friends with the dragon and Valkyrie, which meant they’d come to rescue her—from Eric.  The only reason he’d want to fight Sora—would be to gain her powers.  Similar to what Fen did to the Imp, he wants Sora’s power!

“Eric’s after Sora,” Diane exclaimed with horror.  

The Chairman’s order—don’t do anything rash, I may have already done it!  

Eric halted, and a wide grin spread across his features, he’d caught her scent.  “You need to stop—” she cut off as Eric vanished; the guards were looking around with confusion.

Gerard yelled into his microphone to stop Eric at all costs, but within thirty seconds he had already smashed past several steel security points and was already inside the werewolf detention area.

He was shown on the Werewolf Containment Room’s camera at the bottom level of the holding room, guards still skidding across the ground or falling off the balcony before anyone knew what was happening.  He grinned at Sora; his dark voice echoed through the speakers.  “Yes—I thought it was you, Mia’s kin.”  Sora and Fen leaped to their feet in fright.  

Diane cursed.  Jian’s not even there to keep things from escalating.  Eric could not have picked a better time!

She began to focus on activating her ward on him as both Vulpes backed into each other, and Sora’s pupils suddenly rolled back as she fell to the floor.

Diane hesitated, eyes widening as blue flames flared into life around Sora’s body and suddenly vanished, the connection to her wards had disappeared.  “What just happened?  I can’t feel my wards anymore!  Sora’s wards have been destroyed?”

Eric’s skeptical tone roared with laughter, his body partially transformed into a werewolf.  “Did you actually faint!  No snide comments or...”  He snapped his jaws shut and took a step back as Sora gasped in pain and curled into the fetal position, weeping in agony.

Fen backed away hurriedly; face ashen as she stared down at Sora.  Diane and every person in the room leapt to their feet as blazing yellow, almost white flames engulfed Sora’s body.  The concrete floor started to yellow and blacken underneath Sora as the fire intensified.

Fen had backed further away as the radiant heat pressurized the air, and even Eric seemed to be forced back.  She started sinking into the floor as shards of superheated concrete shot around the room like bullets, and she soon disappeared through the ground, cries fading.  Every witness stood petrified as they looked at the blackened cavity.

A moment later, Jian appeared in the room, leaping down and placing himself in-between Fen and Eric, an ominous expression on his hard face.  Eric, however, seemed paralyzed as he stared at the place Sora had been.

Gerard spoke into the tablet, and his voice was carried through the werewolf detention room by speaker.  “Eric, if you do not stand down, we will be forced to put you down, immediately.”

Eric took a deep breath; somewhat regaining his composure, he looked up at a camera, his demeaning grin in place.  “Oh, and how would you accomplish that?”

Gerard’s voice was cold and unwavering.  “By offering the Húli Jīng her freedom.”  

Diane grimaced but knew the situation demanded extreme measures.  Fen looked shocked, but Jian’s countenance grew stone cold.  Diane smiled, knowing Jian had released his aura as Eric’s grin washed away.

His head lowered, eyes slits as he glared at Jian.  Diane knew that Jian wanted Eric to follow his nature and resist, wanted him to give the slightest indication of defiance because it would free them.

The stare off lasted a few seconds before Eric’s guard dropped with submission, a laugh escaping his lips as his pack shifted uneasily.  “You have my cooperation then.”

She could tell Jian was disappointed at the news.  Fen’s eyes swiftly returned to the black cavity Sora had made before regaining control of herself with Jian present.  Shooting a glare at Eric, Fen sniffed.  “Figures, the wolf is spineless, and in the presence of his pack no less, pitiful.”

Eric’s eyes narrowed as a few werewolves growled around her, Eric slowly cracked his neck, while walking up the extended stairs.  “Hide behind that castle, little vixen, but one day he won’t be there to back your tongue.”

Diane breathed a sigh of relief.  At least that crisis is averted, but now ... what about Sora, what happened?

Benjamin clicked his tongue.  “Why didn’t you just have the tiger kill him?”

Gerard breathed a heavy sigh.  “Because we just learned we’re dealing with beings we have little to no knowledge of.  Who knows if Eric’s parents are looking for him … we need to keep our cards open if we’re dealing with gods…”

Duncan nodded solemnly beside him.  “That’s a wise decision.  If there are gods on U.S. soil then we need to start looking for means to reach out.”

The speakers around the room echoed.  “Sir, we’ve found the Vulpes on the seventh level, hallway E Forty-five—you’re going to want to see this...”

Gerard flipped the camera to show the hallway.  The flooring had blistered yellow, concrete shards shooting off from the superheated internal moisture, degrading the floor by several inches, but the most peculiar thing was a glowing tail of fire.

Ranglor gasped, muttering, “All that intense fire, it converted into a tail!  I’ve never heard of anything like this before!  Is this how a new Vulpes tail is gained?  She still has her original tail, but now she has a new tail of pure flame!  It’s hot enough to disintegrate concrete and melt through steel in moments.  It must be over thirty-five hundred degrees Celsius!”

Diane swallowed and added.  “Not just a tail of fire.  Look at the flame’s movement, not with the air current at all.  A tail of pure spiritual energy!”

“Yet, all her clothing is still intact,” Benjamin commented.  “If it’s really that hot, wouldn’t it destroy the clothing too?”

Ranglor concurred with a light hum.  “Theoretically, Vulpes have a sort of safe zone around their bodies to protect themselves against their own elements.  Perhaps it’s the cause, but that isn’t the important part.  As Diane said … that’s pure spiritual energy in a harnessed form!”

Gerard seemed to be thinking as he watched the screen and listened to the statements flying from Diane and Ranglor.

Tapping the tablet to activate his microphone, he said, “I want a medical team down on level seven E Forty-five.  Be cautious of the patient’s tails and transport her to level 10-J-86.  After the medical evaluation, she’ll have no visitors.  Escort the Bai-Hu and Húli Jīng with the patient as guards to her safety.  They can start earning our trust and eventual freedom by doing this.”

He looked over at Orrin, who nodded approvingly; Diane figured Gerard had too many things to juggle and still wanted to salvage the evolving situation with the inspector as best he could.

Ranglor and Diane furiously interjected, but Gerard held up his hand, his features firm.  “No, we need to keep a handle on this.  We’ve been too reckless.  This needs to be locked down, while we still can.  The President and Vice-President will dictate what happens to Sora.  You can go study your dragon and Valkyrie, which is your primary objective,” He directed at Diane.

Grinding her teeth, Diane said, “At least let me be in the room with the evaluation team.”

Gerard shook his head.  “You had your chance, and she was originally in Ranglor’s care.”

Diane locked her jaw and shot a furious glare at Ranglor as he grinned triumphantly.  Storming out of the room, Diane made her way to the Valkyrie’s detainment cell.  This is outrageous.  We will never get another chance like this!  To study spiritual energy in such a pure state, yet he sends a scientist!  I can gain much more insight!

However, she knew the Chairman would agree with Gerard’s decision, especially after her recent blunders.

Fuming all the way to the tenth floor, she purposefully lingered so she could watch Sora pass.  Fen and Jian nervously walked behind the stretcher; both were staring at Sora’s burning tail with apprehension, it had melted through a portion of the bed to drag along the floor; the cement cracked and blistered as her tail pulled along their path.  The attendants had to move the cot with some form of cables because of the radial heat.

Sora’s condition was perturbing; she was sweating and breathing heavily, though apparently unconscious and fits of pain escaped her throat.  Something happened; the only trigger would either be her fear of Eric or bumping into Fen.

Frowning as her eyes followed the cart, Diane almost followed but knew she couldn’t do anything to help.  Any interference and I could actually make it worse.  I’m not sure what her condition is.  What would cause a Vulpes so young to sprout a new tail and to be made of pure spiritual energy?  It must have a connection with Mia, being a Founder possibly.

Pausing in her thoughts, she bit her lower lip.  Alternatively, maybe her aunt!

Diane rushed to the Valkyrie observation room, pulled out a chair, and sat at a computer to access the footage.  She hummed while watching Sora and Fen back into each other, smiling as Fen’s white tail brushed against Sora’s red at the exact moment of her shock.

What happened?  Was it from coming in contact with a small fraction of Inari’s power or did something else occur?  Maybe coming in contact with her aunt’s power caused some kind of connection … and my wards being destroyed in a burst of blue flames … that wasn’t from her second tail transformation…

Sighing, she turned towards the unconscious Valkyrie.  She now was in a tank of water, like the dragon; however, this was automatically heated.

A few researchers were slowly moving around the area, monitoring the equipment and making sure she stayed asleep.  After the previous incident, they’d understood the proper dose to keep her under, which was beyond deadly by most monster standards.

“Asgardian physiology is quite amazing.”  She muttered.  Looking through the glass, Diane studied the girl.  “Sora called you Eyia?  There is no one in Norse mythology by that name … None having to do with Valkyrie or Goddesses.  However—Eyia can be varied to spell Eyja, which means island … interesting.”
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                Sora’s eyes snapped open and she was momentarily stunned to find the pain gone.  She knew she was still experiencing pain beyond her comprehension, but at the same time, it was at the very edges of her awareness.

She sighed, noticing her fogged breath as she looked out at a mist clouded sea.  “And I’m back on the mysterious rocky shore.  I guess Inari was right, I just naturally dream-walked to escape the pain.”  She puffed out another long breath of vaporous air before looking around then noticed her tail.

Frowning, she brought up a fierce looking fiery tail, remembering her tirade in the restaurant.  I hope it doesn’t burn my clothes off…

It didn’t feel like her first tail, it felt less connected.  “Hmm … Inari didn’t say anything about a fire tail.  It could be just a phase, though, like my ears … how would that even have looked?”

Pursing her lips, she put the thought to the back of her mind.  She was where she’d started on her second trip to the freezing shoreline.  “All that walking for nothing,” she groaned.  She didn’t even know how to get back to where she’d seen Eyia’s glowing spear.

Looking into the water, she shook her head, watching a glacier move across the dark horizon and her long copper hair swing in front of her vision.

Taking another deep breath, she pulled her hair back, dully tasting the sea breeze on her tongue.  “I guess in Eyia’s dreams I’d only experience her senses and what she remembers, not my enhanced senses...”

Pausing in her thoughts, she studied the horizon, trying to penetrate the dark scenery to see the slow-moving masses of ice.  “I always wanted to see a glacier in real life ... if only the fog would leave and the stars were out.”

She gazed into the obscured heavens, another deep sigh leaving her lungs as she watched the vapor that left her lips.  “What was my reason for not taking Astronomy?  Why would I ever need it if I had my phone … I never realized how stupid that sounded until now.”

Placing her hands on her hips, she found it surprisingly difficult to find a break in the fog.  Determining her position to what she could see of the mountains was north by moss growing on rocks, she studied the shore that led to the tundra.

At least it’s not snowing this time, she thought brightly.  Despite the bad, I wouldn’t go back if I could.  My life isn’t so terrible after all … now I know about my mom’s side of the family … is there a reason I never met my dad’s side of the family?  I’ve heard about them … but I’ve never met them … I guess I’ll find out in time.

She shook her head, her smile broadening as her hair whipped around her face.  It’ll all be fine!  She took in the scenery.  It’s like I’m on vacation!

“The mist is clearing up a bit and I can see a lot of the land now … though it is kind of bare.  The mountains are beautiful!  It’s cold, but whatever, not like it affects me, and I think I saw a glacier!”

Clapping her hands together, she clicked her heels together.  “Right, nice trip, time to go home … is it not over?”

Her head sank as nothing happened.  “Why is fiction never the same as real life fantasy … it’s always like this in novels and books...”

Puffing out her cheeks and lifting her head, she took a quick breath through her nose and let it out in a film of carbon dioxide, exhaling what was left in her cheeks in a huff.  “No use in complaining Sora, you just have to be strong!  The heroine always wins in the end … except in tragedies … I hate tragedies, please don’t be a tragedy!”

Getting her mind back on track, she looked for familiarities in the mountain face from her previous trips.  It didn’t take her long to recognize a particular rock formation.  I’m a little east from where I first showed up.  Looking east, she realized that if she walked along the edge of the shore, she’d eventually find that cove.

Debating whether or not she should go, she sat down on some flat rocks.  I haven’t been anywhere else in this winter wonderland and if I exit the dream then I’ll be in a world of pain.  She sniffed the air.  It’s like I have a plugged nose!  Is it always like this on the Dream Plane?  No, it’s just Eyia’s senses … I didn’t realize my senses were so much sharper...

She grimaced, finding no answer.  Her hearing was extremely muffled, however, her eyes could see almost crystal clear with the aid of starlight as it began poking through the mist, her skin dully tingled with passing air currents, and she could no longer taste the pork she’d eaten.

She glared at the shoreline.  “It’s not like I’ve met anyone else on this sullen beach!  I’ve heard footsteps to the west and seen Eyia’s spear to the east.  Obviously, it would be better to find Eyia than some dream monster … since this is Eyia’s dream, who knows what could be here.”  Making up her mind, she began walking along the cliff edge, searching for the cove.

The journey didn’t seem so timeless this trip, yet the distance seemed endless.  Turning to look at the mountains, Sora growled in frustration.  “How long have I been walking?  I can still see that jutting rock—I’m not going anywhere!  It feels like I’ve been walking for hours.” she mumbled as she trudged onward.

It wasn’t like she was getting tired; so much as it was wearing on her nerves.  She didn’t know if she’d find Eyia or if the spear’s holder was Eyia.  She didn’t even know if this was really Eyia’s dream or some other dream entirely.  She began watching the ocean, tracking the passage of glaciers as they slowly crept away from the coast.

Eventually, she found the cliffs rounding into a canyon.  A raging river pumped out into the sea.  She began hiking up the incline, moving up the uneven ground until she finally made it to the cove.  Sighing with relief, she spotted the overhanging cliff and with a leaden heart, she discovered it empty.

Jaded, she walked up the extension and sat on a large rock that overlooked the cove.  How does time work in this Dream Plane?  The Spiritual Plane was like two seconds for five and a half hours.

The water below churned mildly and crashed against a rocky bank to her left as she tried to calculate the difference.  Wait … that’s like ten thousand times the Physical Plane!  One year is ten-thousand years!  So … if my mom was in the Spiritual Plane during the nine days I was transforming … that’s like twenty-five years!  That’s insane … if I went there to train...

Her eyes locked-on to movement.  Standing up, she peered down, searching for what had caught her focus.  Her vision fastened on two figures on the far left side of the cove, near a break that fed into the river.

Licking her lips, she quickly looked for a path down.  I don’t know when I’ll leave this place, I need to hurry!

Her feet moved nimbly around the terrain as she rushed down the slope.  She soon reached the waters and ran across the sand, feeling each oddly sharp rock under her bare feet.  Her pain was still in the recesses of her mind.  She knew her body was being reformed somehow and Inari’s magic was helping, but she also knew she couldn’t do anything about it.  This she could do something about, and this dream made her curious.

Sora hesitated as she heard voices, slowing her approach.  One was a young girl, a child; the other was a strong elderly voice.  Cautiously continuing, she rounded an outcropping of rocks.

Eyia’s glowing spear came into view, but it was held by a very tall man that seemed to be in his early to late fifties.  His hair was long and gray, as was his beard that hung past his chest.  His body was clothed in a gray robe that left part of his upper body bare, his left shoulder covered.  A frayed broad-brimmed blue hat hid most of his facial features.

He was talking to the small blonde haired girl next to him that couldn’t be more than five.  The ornately designed golden ring that embraced the man’s middle finger glinted as he made hand gestures in instructing the girl, the long spear shifting with his movements.  Sora swallowed apprehensively as she watched a gray wolf lay at the man's feet, slumbering; Sora could hear its unnaturally soft breaths.

Licking her lips, Sora was shocked that she understood the conversation the man was having with the child, coming in part way through.  “… My daughter, you have a divine right that some are jealous of, and my actions in creating you have caused much grief.  Though my wife, Frigg, has seen it and knows it must be … she may know, but does not understand, which angers her; insomuch that if you were to stay in Asgard, you would have been slain before your destiny is fulfilled.”

Sora wasn’t entirely sure what he was talking about but knew that if this man’s wife was Frigg then he must be Odin, the father, and leader over the Norse Gods.  Not having anything else to do, she listened.

“You may think that your fate unglorified, and insignificant in the eyes of your peers.  Know that fate is powerful, as even I will fall to the whims of the Great Seamstress; however, as you know who you are, you know that fate can be woven in many fashions.”

A girl’s voice sounded next to her, making Sora almost jump out of her skin as she found Eyia standing next to her.  “My father—explaining many things to me—for he knew we wouldn’t meet again.”

She wore the attire she’d first seen her in, the brown skin like material with her large diamond necklace.

Clearing her voice, Sora backed up a little to face her.  “So—I’m in your memory?”

Confusion crossed Eyia’s features as she studied Sora.  “No, you are in my dreams.  Some Vulpes have that ability, to enter others dreams—nightmares…”  she softly whispered as she gazed at her father.

Sitting and trying not to intrude further on her memories, Sora asked, “Is this a nightmare to you?”

Sitting on the rocky ground, Eyia tucked her knees under her chin.  “At times.”

Frowning, Sora realized that her pain had faded.  No longer did it tickle at the edges of her consciousness, instead quickly dismissed to gain further insight into her new friend’s past.  “I heard a few things that your dad said—they aren’t things that a child would understand.  I don’t really understand it?”

Eyia looked at the floor passively a few moments before answering.  “No, because he knew I’d go over them in my dreams.  I’ve been sleeping for a very long time.  After this talk, my father froze my body to slow the effects of time.”

Sora swallowed, knowing what she meant.  “How long have you been sleeping?”

Eyia shook her head.  “I don’t have the knowledge to judge time’s passing; the island is a time distorted space.”

Puffing out a breath of air, Sora said, “I’ve been in your dreams two times before.  Once I heard someone running along the beach, the next, I think I saw your father sitting on that overhanging cliff up there,” she said, pointing at the spot.

Tucking her lip under, Eyia took a shuddering breath.  “There were no friends or family on this island to greet me when I awoke—meaning my father had died, and over the years his magic faded.  My father left a multitude of instructions on how to train my body and spirit, while my mind was continually trained in sleep.”

A depression sank into Sora’s chest.  She grew up completely alone, knowing no one but her father from distant memories.  What a horrible way to live, and I thought my life was terrible.

“I explored every place this island holds.  Trained in the ways of my father, having left a multitude of creatures for me to test my progress; surviving the constant threat of death while learning how to hone my natural talents.  Rock Trolls, banished Ice Giants, murderous Dark Elves, savage Dwarfs, Lesser Demons from Múspellsheimr, and all manner of creatures from the Realms Below, and Dimensional Boundaries,” Eyia concluded.

Sora was baffled and felt somewhat sick.  What kind of father leaves a five-year-old on such an island to grow up on?  She had to fight to survive since the age of five without a single person to comfort her?

“You escaped them all and got off the island?”

Eyia shook her head.  “I battled every obstacle, slew every foe, and mastered the use of every weapon—though, and it pains me to admit—some foes were strong and took many years of training for me to handle.  I was forced to keep my distance, in the beginning, survive off their scraps, hiding in the shadows, setting traps.  It was Jin that helped me off the island, not of my own power.  Her presence gave me hope that helped me end my final test.”

Sora found it surprisingly difficult to imagine Jin and Eyia running around this frozen island, fighting creatures of all kinds.  She couldn’t imagine growing up in such a savage environment.  Of course, she’d have to find her own food and shelter, while having to stay alert for possible ambushes.

Recalling how Jin first treated her, Sora asked, “From what I know about Jin, she doesn’t like to get between people’s conflicts.  Why did she help you?”

Eyia’s grim expression glowed at Jin’s name.  “Jin didn’t help me fight, she watched.”

Sora was taken aback.  “She didn’t even help you once?”

Eyia didn’t look bitter in the least as she shook her head.  “Jin came during the short hours of the day.  The chill had come and wet ice fell from the heavens.  I was in the midst of a vicious skirmish with Badrovk, he was a Stone Jötunn—a Stone Troll; I danced through the pelting rain with firm steps, keeping my guard intact.

“Stone Trolls are known for their ferocity and wild battle tactics; it nearly penetrated my guard several times.  We both fought over a big mouthed seal it had slain.  Food is scarce during the short days and I cannot keep fresh food at my shelter, for many creatures can smell such items and target my sanctuary,” Eyia explained.

Eyes lighting up with the telling, Eyia dashed back with light steps and began cycling through forms as she relived the experience.  “Badrovk had taken the high ground and began pushing me back.  I had sustained a leg injury a week earlier to the Sea-Draugu, Teladur, and its foul trollskap,” noting Sora’s blank face, Eyia said, “like—those undead things in your—videos with magic?”

“Like a zombie with magic?”  Sora questioned.

“If that is what they are called—however,” her intensity returned as she danced between attacks, “I had anticipated Badrovk’s tactical advance, and retreated to more solid land while defending against his blows.  That was when I noticed Jin watching from the air.”

Smiling wryly Eyia said, “I took her as a new enemy and kept her in sight as I continued the dance with Badrovk and after thirty minutes of battle, I struck its neck with my spear, claiming victory!”

Sora was astonished.  “You fought that ferociously with a much larger creature for thirty minutes after Jin showed up to watch?”

Eyia shook her head, apparently confused at her statement.  “I was already engaged in the dance with Badrovk an hour before Jin made an appearance.  Teladur was much more grand in size than Badrovk; Badrovk was rather small for his kind, only about four Alen—in your measurement—I believe eight feet?”  she said with innocence.

Sora bit her lower lip nervously.  Just how strong are Jin and Eyia?  Fighting someone for an hour and a half, while struggling to keep good ground in snow and they are like eight feet plus.  It’s ridiculous!

Eyia continued her story.  “I challenged Jin, asking her intentions.  Hehe, she said, ‘I’m just here to watch.’  And then, she watched.  She watched me eat, she watched me search, and she watched me fight.  Ten nights it took for her…”

Sora’s eyes darted around as everything hazed to black and she found her eyelids shut when she knew she had them open.  She felt exhausted as she opened her blurry eyes to a fuzzed red blinking ceiling.  A screeching sound ringing in her ears as her mind cleared and an oddly familiar scent caught her attention.
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                    I feel like one of those slaves upon their typewriter, sitting in some dungeon with a ball and chain around their ankle!

haha.  ^_^7



                

                Eric stopped halfway down the hall as fifteen guards rushed toward him through a penetrated checkpoint.  He closed his eyes and let a long breath flow through his lips at their words.  “Stay where you are!  We’re putting restraints on you, don’t resist!”

Sitting in a nearby chair, Eric closed his eyes and breathed, letting the men surround him.  I don’t have time for this, but I need to be patient.  My eagerness set me back again.  Soon I’ll have Mia’s blood, and then it will be over.

Eric’s eyes opened as a deep voice carried over the men preparing to restrain him.  “Don’t bother.”  He found a commanding man walking down the hall.  Every soldier saluted him as he entered their midst.  He stopped in front of Eric and said, “If those four-inch steel doors wouldn’t stop him, restraints won't.”

The silence stretched for several seconds as he looked into Eric’s eyes.  Eric didn’t like him; he seemed too calm, too relaxed.  Finally, the man said, “My name’s Benjamin.  I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced.”

Eric’s mouth didn’t curve in the least; he wasn’t feeling happy.  “Your name means nothing.”

Benjamin huffed with a smirk.  “Of course it doesn’t.”  Eric’s face darkened with contempt as the man pulled out an extremely large magnum and pointed it at Eric’s head.  Coldly Benjamin said, “However, you should remember the name Pfeifer Zeliska.”  Smile twisting, he cocked the gun.  “This is a Pfeifer Zeliska point six-hundred nitro express revolver with nine-hundred-grain silver bullets.  A lot different than the bullets those other men were firing at you.”  

He gestured at his men.  “Each man has similar ammunition, and defensive points are being added throughout the base with fifty-caliber machine guns, housing silver ammunition—you heard right,” he said, emphasizing each word, “fifty—caliber—machine guns.”

Eric didn’t speak as his eyes bore into Benjamin’s.  Taking the gun away from Eric’s forehead, Benjamin said, “I suggest you start behaving yourself.  Unlike your sister, silver affects you, minor as it is, I think a fifty-caliber bullet will punch a hole right through you.  Now, let these capable men take you back to your room, where you’ll be placed under locked confinement, and any resistance will initiate a fully sanctioned death sentence.  That one comes from the U.S. government, imagine that.”

Keeping his boiling temper in check, Eric stood and began walking toward the elevators.  That man will rest in my stomach when this is over.

Trying to pacify his emotions, he made it to the elevator and waited for his armed escort to call the box.  It wasn’t hard for him to shift his thoughts.  Sora, Mia’s daughter, her power awakened again, but how?  Her body shouldn’t be able to handle that spiritual energy.  Why did it release, and in such ferocity?

Stepping into the area, he watched a few guards enter the elevator with him, and his mind shifted directive.

It would be easy to kill these men, use their credentials to get to my sister and free her since Diane showed me where she is held.  She’d at least wait till we are out of this place to try and fight me, but in my current state, I don’t know if I can beat her.  I used almost all the energy I gained from those monsters getting into that room.  If only thatBai-Hu hadn’t shown up, and now they are doubling their security.  I need Aiden’s feathers most of all, but he’s been shockingly resistant as of late … moreover, he left the cell with the fox … why?

His eyes shifted to the guard as he typed in a code and identified his biometrics by hand, eye, and then voice.  Eric resisted a growl.  They added more security … that means I can’t use the guards.  Can I break through the elevator?

Examining the box, he frowned.  No access point on top, it is completely sealed besides the doors, which have thick deadbolts, it is at least six inches thick.  No, not at my current strength.

The elevator lowered and stopped shortly after.  As they exited, Eric noticed huge guns stationed down all three branching hallways.  The man wasn’t bluffing.

Several more men joined his escort as they exited and he followed them back to his appointed living place.  After walking for fifteen minutes and going past three improved checkpoints, they came to a small branch hallway that would lead to his room.  He’d already scouted out every single space he had access within the base and found this area might be the best to act as there were no cameras, but he knew with the machine guns that it was a risky move at the moment.

His senses went on full alert as a hostile aura washed over every man around him, the presence bursting into existence from nothing.  He watched the men drop immediately to the floor, souls unable to combat the entity.  Eric growled as he looked around, but could find no source and his senses were no help at all; the aura was being directed around him, singling him out as if caught in the eye of a hurricane of power.

Eric’s blood began to scorch hot as rage bubbled up his chest.  Another monster decided to crash…

Thought vanished from his mind as if drowned, the veil over the dark being’s sheer power lifting to sweep over him in unfathomable density. Unable to breathe, the space in front of him cracked, dark fractures soundlessly forming in midair to break apart and reveal an endless swirling obscurity.

He knew this creature—whatever it was—he could not fight.  His mother had once instructed him on what to do upon such a meeting.  Dropping to his knees, Eric let his head bow to the floor, meekly waiting as his body went limp.  It was something so foreign to him, yet felt so natural in front of this authority.

The malevolent presence washed over him, but Eric refused to resist, letting it crawl into his skin and through his body, abruptly the evil was gone.  However, the pressure of infinite power continued to press down upon him like an unending weight.

It took several seconds before a lustrous voice entered his ears, infiltrating his blank mind, a woman’s voice.  “Very wise, Young Wolf, many cannot escape the vice of malice.  You were taught well.”

His mother’s lessons began to ebb back into his mind, instructions on how to respond to such a being.  “May I have your name?”  Eric asked docilely.

The voice seemed pleased at his response; however, her reply sent shivers down Eric’s spine.  “The question is correct, yet the response would bring enmity beyond your ability.  For my name brings chaos; therefore, I am known.  You may call me what you will.”

Remembering her entrance, Eric said, “If you will permit, may I call you Ádísa?”

The woman seemed amused at his chosen name.  “You are not the first that has called me such; a name to depict terror and awe while denoting wisdom and a female deity.  An appropriate name for such a meeting.”

Keeping his head lowered, Eric swallowed and asked, “What do you wish of me, Ádísa?”

Every time Ádísa’s words struck his mind, it shattered his thoughts, making it hard not to catch every word she spoke.  “Since my notice, I have kept an eye fixated on you and have seen your past and your potential future.”

Knowing this being knew him perfectly made him tremble.  “I am honored that you would devote such attention to me.”

Eric could imagine Ádísa smiling.  “You should not be; I have many to spare.”  Eric’s breath caught in his chest at the thought of countless eyes watching him.  “What do I want of you?”  Her succulent laughter seemed to deafen and tickle his ears.  “You will cease your fruitless endeavor.”  Eric’s heart froze at her words; it wasn’t a request or command.  It was a reality, certainty.

Humility waning, the malicious presence returned in spades, overpowering Eric’s senses as chills ran down his back and sweat beat down his brow.  It only took a second to let his ambition fade into memory, even without the evil presence, Ádísa’s next words crushed him entirely.

“You will become a black knight on the field, weaving around enemies stronger than yourself.  You will be an initiator for progress of the current game to the stage beyond; your original intentions will be fulfilled to the extent of the service and trust in which you demonstrate.”

Ádísa’s voice was pure and distinct.  “Young Wolf, you are mine; your ambitions, mine; your hatred, mine; your loyalty, mine; your soul, is mine.  Because you are mine, in me you share knowledge and support.  Fate’s strings are ever spun as the planned future is molded with subtlety, the perception will be yours.”

Eric’s body, mind, and spirit filled with clarity as understanding washed over him; a peace he’d searched for in vain all his life.  Even with this amity, he couldn’t help but feel sorrowful for the things to come and the things he’d done; the pain he’d caused, the hatred sown, but knowing that it had to be, knowing that as it was, it is, and the past can never be changed.  Though the waters of time may flow along new paths, they can never change where they have been.

He knew that if he accomplished what he should, his original unreachable goals would be attainable, and all thanks to Ádísa, but hard sacrifices had to be made.  Sacrifices that burned through his soul, but he knew it could not be changed.  Prostrating himself upon the ground, Eric said, “I was bent, and you broke me, to renew me in a plan so great and terrible.  I cringe at the things I must suffer to happen, but I will bear them, for my promise will be fulfilled through your works.”

Ádísa’s light chuckle followed his statement.  “Yes, it will be difficult to endure, but you have the resolve.  That is what I first saw in you and why I made myself known.  I am Chaos itself, the Herald of Sakura, renewal epitomized, the Flower of Life and Death; antipathy and adoration follow as ruin I leave in my wake. Structure comes from disorder, and things must be broken to be renewed.  You will know how to act; being a new piece to the board, I welcome you.”

Eric’s body felt light as a cloud.  He never thought he could feel so free, yet be bound by such unbreakable threads.  He knew Ádísa had left, but he still felt a portion of her around, watching.  With her exit, his thoughts began to return.

Sighing, he leaned up against the wall, waiting for his escort to awaken.  This will be a hard journey; scars will be formed.
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                    Okay ... I'm super tired now.  I'm going to head to bed!  What is that one chapter in The Helena Chronicles, and four chapters in A Tail's Misfortune?  Enjoy!
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                Diane hummed thoughtfully as she studied a data-filled screen, showing the complex Asgardian cellular structure.  She’d been trying to identify the different system it invoked without success since tiring of Ranglor’s tests.

She breathed a heavy sigh as Benjamin entered the Valkyrie Observation Room.  “What do you want, Benjamin?”  she asked dully.

Benjamin eyed the monitor with a disdainful leer before saying, “I need to know what to be prepared for.  I have all sorts of equipment being shipped here, but I don’t know how to implement them.  You’re the expert, what’s your recommendation?”

Sitting back in her chair, Diane massaged her left temple and shifted her attention away from the monitor to look at Benjamin.  “I am an expert in obscure and general monster legends.  Not in military armament and propaganda.  You should consult some of those monster movies the world is so fascinated with as of late,” she stated with a grimace.

Benjamin growled.  “Believe it or not, I’m trying not to get everyone in this base killed.  From everything I’ve seen in the past week, we need some real ground protection!”

Shaking her head, Diane jumped as the lights turned red and she quickly threw her hands over her ears as a siren blared through the room.  She looked at the lights in confusion.  “What’s happening?”

Benjamin took one look at the ceiling and put his right hand to an earpiece.  “Joshua, what’s happening?”  He listened for a moment.  “A full containment lockdown.  Why ...  what happened?”  He looked somewhat exasperated.  “What do you mean we’re all locked where we are until I initiate an authorized, systematic sweep?  How do I do it?”

Diane looked at the security monitors to find the red lights illuminating every screen.  She stood and quickly moved to Sora’s camera feed.  Her hair stood on end as she hurriedly analyzed the feed to be sure.  “Benjamin!  Sora, she has two normal tails now!”

Benjamin’s face altered to annoyance as he tried listening to what he needed to do.  “Yeah—Orrin doesn’t know what’s happening either?  Wait, I have to get two passwords from Gerard—who puts a password behind a password and a twenty-five firewall encryption!”

Muttering to himself Benjamin changed the frequency on the headset to Gerard’s office.  “Gerard, what’s happening?  I need the passwords for the encryption.”  Diane watched him wait for a moment, but it didn’t seem like he was getting his answer.  “Gerard, are you there?  I need the passwords—are you alright?  You sound hoarse.  What’s going on?  What eye—you aren’t making any sense.  Why do you keep saying it’s the eye?  Wait; say that again, the passwords are what?”

Diane’s brow furrowed.  “Is he saying something about an eye?”

Benjamin shook his head.  “He just keeps muttering something about an eye and contagion.”

Skin prickling at the word.  “Contagion!?  Is there some kind of contamination in the facility?”

His brow furrowed as he shook his head again.  “I don’t know, the feed cut.”  Taking out a company issued mini-tablet, he flipped it out of sleep.  It was locked with red lettering showing Full Contaminate Lockdown.  Pressing it, it redirected to a password screen.  Typing in the password, it flipped to another password screen, and he imputed that as well.

The lights stayed red, but the siren stopped blaring.  “There,” Benjamin muttered as he flipped his headset to all frequencies.  “This is Benjamin; we might have a possible contaminate loose in the facility.  In accordance with the protocol, I’m giving all squad leaders access, but all other personnel have had their access suspended until we have confirmation that it is safe.

“All military personnel get to the nearest hazmat suit you can find and start conducting a room by room search.  No exceptions.  Lock the doors after searching and mark them as occupied, with the number inside; also, label it as clean or contaminated, look for any suspicious activity.  I want Sierra with me; we’re going to Gerard’s office.  I’m in the Valkyrie room, meet me in the hall along the way—and bring me a bigger gun!”

Diane quickly followed Benjamin with a last look at Sora who was examining her new tail.  Benjamin took a look back at her and seemed to debate allowing her to come, but after a second he nodded and continued at a swift pace.  She kept pace while envisioning what kind of viruses they must hold at this facility.

Reaching the first checkpoint, Benjamin waited for the doors to open to him, but they didn’t.  Anger rising, Benjamin shouted.  “What’s the holdup?”  No response.

Benjamin snarled while entering the master access code and stepped through the door and paused as two guards came into view, both looking at a monitor showing Sora talking with Fen and Jian.  Frowning, Benjamin yelled, “What are you two doing?  It’s a lockdown!”

Diane pursed her lips as both didn’t answer; they continued to stare blankly at the display.  She put her hand up to stop Benjamin’s fury as he began to advance.  “Look at their expressions—they may be contaminated!”

Benjamin took a quick step back.  “Gerard and his secretary had that exact look when I went in earlier.  Gerard didn’t respond until I shook him.”

Fear ebbed its way into Diane’s abdomen, and she stepped away from Benjamin.  “If you were infected—then I could be as well!  Whatever this is, it has a powerful effect on the mind.  Let me try something.”  Stretching forth her hand, Diane began muttering an incantation.  Finishing her analysis spell, she backed away.

Benjamin took a few steps behind her, looking at the men like they were snakes.  “What is it?”

“Their souls—I have never seen anything like this.  Their souls are petrified, not producing even a shard of spiritual energy to sustain their bodies’ needs, no intelligent thought, not even their bodies are functioning—it is as if they aren’t even alive,” Diane breathed.  “I have never even heard of something able to completely halt spiritual production—much less suspend a person in time itself—I’ve heard of drawing spiritual energy out, but not halting it.”

“So it’s a contagion that affects the soul?”  Benjamin asked with disbelief.  “Will hazmat suits even help against something like that?”

“I doubt it,” Diane muttered.  “You said you were able to jog Gerard out of this state by shaking him?”

Benjamin nodded.  “Yeah, and he did the same with his assistant.”

Diane swallowed, tone rising with fear.  “Then it must have something to do with your souls touching.”  Performing the same analysis spell on Benjamin, she said, “Your soul seems to be completely normal.  So, whatever this is, it’s not contagious.  Gerard must be speaking about something else—he mentioned an eye?”

Regarding her nervously, Benjamin looked at the display showing Sora.  “Gerard and his assistant were looking at the same feed with the same passive expression.”

“Then it might have something to do with Sora’s second tail manifesting,” Diane mumbled.

Their attention was diverted as team Sierra ran through the doors, armed heavily.  Benjamin accepted his AK-12 from the captain and turned to Diane.  “What should we do with them?”

Biting her lower lip for a moment, Diane said, “Go shake him, like you did to Gerard.  I want to see how his soul comes out of its frozen state.”  Benjamin licked the inside of his lower lip and looked over at his team.  “Cody!”  Benjamin commanded.

“Yes, Sir!” Cody responded, rushing to his side.

“Go wake them up!”  Benjamin ordered.

“Sir!”

Diane’s mouth creased as Cody made physical contact with one of the men.  His spiritual energy instantly started flowing again, but he didn’t come out of his vegetative state.  After a few hard shakes, he blinked in confusion.  “What’s going on?”

“You fell asleep on duty!”  Cody accused sharply.

Benjamin took a step back as he awoke.  “That’s pretty much the same thing that happened to Gerard.  He doesn’t remember a thing.”

Diane stared at the confused man as he looked around at the red lights.  Bewildered, he asked, “Was a lockdown initiated?”

Benjamin looked over at Diane; his gaze demanded answers.  Features darkening, Diane said, “It seems that not only does the status paralyze the spirit, but also the mind and body.  Physical contact is the most potent sensation because it affects the entire soul.  Whatever this is, it’s metaphysical and somehow causes a paralytic mannerism in the soul, but does not seem contagious.  My deduction, Gerard is talking about something else as a contagion.  Something related to an eye, it seems.”

Benjamin lifted his hand to his ear.  “Yes, I’ve seen them.  If they aren’t responding then shake them awake and lock the door.  If they respond in any hostile manner, report it immediately and isolate them.  Make sure to wear hazmat suits.  What do you mean there aren’t that many in the base—you’re telling me this now!?”

The soldier Benjamin awoke said, “There’s only three along this floor and only one on the way to Gerard’s office.”

Rubbing his eye with irritation, Benjamin took a sidelong glance at Diane.  “Right—then, ugh, the witch gets it,” he growled.  Turning to the man on guard, he said, “Wake your partner and start searching room by room.”  Speaking to Sierra, he yelled, “Let’s move!”

Diane put the suit on along the way, and they finally made it to Gerard’s office.  Stationing themselves outside the room, Benjamin swallowed and licked his lips.  “Right—we don’t know what we’ll find.  Be ready to fire on my mark, on three.”  Counting down, one of the men pressed the door to open, and they rushed inside.  Moving to Gerard’s oaken door, they counted again and burst through.  Her heart froze as she got a full view of the interior, her vision centering on Betty.  Blood pooled onto the carpet, but more notably, her eyes had been gouged out.

 

* * *

 

Gerard glowered as he studied a camera feed; Ranglor had begun analyzing Sora’s burning tail.  Jian and Fen had moved to the corner and quietly sat in some metal chairs, staring at Sora’s tail with concerned expressions.  This isn’t like me.  Why did I let such a dangerous experiment continue?

Orrin cleared his throat, gaining Gerard’s attention.  “A great deal has happened in the past week for you.  I take it that this is a rather rare occasion?”

Gerard nodded as he rubbed his left temple.  “This has never happened while I have been employed at the Organization.”

He tried to examine his own actions, stifling a yawn.  Was I intrigued and eager for answers even to that extent?  Now the werewolf’s confinement room has been compromised, and there is no other area that we can house such beasts confidently.  The cells might not be strong enough; if they wanted, they could break past them with time, and we still have no idea what that boy is.  Maybe that’s what intrigued me … why would a Vulpes go to a wolf detainment area with an enemy?  It just didn’t make sense...

He looked at a separate monitor that showed Eric under armed guard.  After every member of his escort had fallen unconscious, tranquilizer devices had been strapped to his body, and any sign of resistance would mark him as expendable.  Only because of his meekness when they woke—and there not being a scratch on his guards—was his life spared.

Gerard didn’t like it in the least.  No physical injuries had befallen his escort, which didn’t make sense.  Why would he knock out his guard and just wait for them to wake up?

Eric wasn’t smiling; he simply rested on a bed, examining the ceiling. Naturally, all monsters think about is escape, but what is this man planning?  I’ve never seen a beast so driven and suddenly he’s completely compliant.

His vision shifted to another monitor.  And the persistence of his sister is shocking.  We’ve had to administer medical treatment so she wouldn’t kill herself trying to rip herself free of her bonds.

He turned his attention to the holding cell monitors, which were all temporarily filled with werewolves, while he figured out what to do with them.  There are some of them that were prominent members within the Miami area … this is such a mess.  We need to find some way to get them back to normal.  It’s a virus, so we should be able to do something to fix it...

Leaning back in his seat, he breathed a weary sigh.  Reaching for his fresh coffee cup, he drank deeply.  I’ve been up more than two days now; I really need to find the time to sleep.

Steeling himself, Gerard finished the cup.

However, something needs to be done.  I have too many holes in security.  Diane’s wards are a solid support, but we’ve only been capturing monsters for eight years now, and somehow Sora’s wards were destroyed.  We just don’t have the proper restraints for this diverse and large of a group.  Normally we’d terminate most of them, or send them to different facilities, but it’s too dangerous at the moment with the Senator here; there are too many high profile cases.

Gerard’s eyes shifted to the door as Betty’s voice came through the speakers.  “Sir, I have some important news to discuss with you.  May I come in?”

Fantastic, more decisions.  Rubbing his eyes, he glanced at Orrin, who had been studying all the monitors in silence.  The man glanced his way and nodded.  Pressing the specific speaker function on his desk, he said, “Come in.”

Betty quickly entered and promptly came to his desk, handing him a few folders.  “Sir, you remember that report on the history instructor at Miami Beach Senior High School?”  Gerard nodded and took the files from her, flipping open the top folder as she handed a duplicate set to Orrin.  “The U.S. Paranormal Division emissaries have sent some unnerving news.”

“Oh,” Orrin commented.  “What did the Committee find?”

Gerard began reading through the papers with a deep frown.  “This is sweeping data for Spiritual Energy resonation.  The U.S. President authorized the full Spiritual sweep of the Miami area then.”  Gerard huffed as he glanced at Orrin.  “The U.S. never skimps expenses; this must have cost a fortune, not to mention the cooperation of several different paranormal groups for the appropriate resources, including ours, and on such short notice.”

Betty nodded.  “Yes, the South American Branch was sent because of our current workload; now, if you’ll look at the next page. ” Gerard complied, and his eyebrows rose.  “The conclusion of the search turned up exactly sixty-two unlisted hits.”

Orrin’s eyes widened.  “Sixty -two,” he muttered in shock.  Turning to Duncan, he asked, “Were you aware of such numbers in such a populated city?”

Duncan shook his head.  “I have already spoken with all my contacts about joining the initiative, and they have complied.”

Gerard ran a hand down his face with a deep sigh as he leaned back, studying the data.  “Fifty-one—in just the Miami Beach area alone...”

Swallowing, Betty said, “The Committee has already pulled the resident information on the living areas that were hit.  Of those, two have single pings, but tax records show two occupants, both living areas are recorded to have married couples living in them.  The names pulled are Hane and Elizabeth Cooper and Ronald and Stephanie Florance.”

Gerard turned to the next page and shook his head with disgust.  “Of those sixty-two, only eight were found, and three captured, no monster casualties, but forty-eight human and three initiative monsters.”  Turning to Orrin, he said, “They should have waited for our Organization’s cooperation; we are the most capable at dealing with monsters, even if we are having difficulties at the moment.”

Duncan’s face paled.  “Which initiative monsters?”

Orrin held up a hand.  “They were from the Selvin division.  No one you know.”

Turning to the last page of the folder, Gerard read the list of aliases flagged.  “The history teacher that was attacked and hospitalized was identified as one of the sixty-two monsters?” 

Betty’s tongue pressed against her cheek for a moment as she nodded.  “That was only the preliminary data.  Turn to the next folder; it shows what happened after the first incident.”

Both Orrin and Gerard’s expression darkened as they moved to the next file.  Gerard read silently, before saying, “They stationed guards outside his room, but he escaped that same night—everyone in the hospital was put to sleep—and every patient was healed?”

Betty cleared her throat nervously.  “Yes, the press is calling it a miracle, but—read further.”

His vision narrowed and he pressed his right hand against his temple.  “The Committee identified this man as—Ascl Quest—the Ancient Greek God, Asclepius, the god of medicine and healing?”

Hesitating, Betty said, “Yes, and it seems there is video evidence of Hygieia, Aceso, Aglaea, and, Panacea at the hospital; they all are Asclepius’ daughters and renowned healers.  It—it seems that after that, they just … vanished.  As far as the Committee can tell, Asclepius is still alive.”

Gerard nodded and looked over at the screen that showed Eric.  There’s no possible way he could be responsible for hospitalizing such a celebrity.  That leaves the question … who did?  Sixty-two pings, what else was in Miami and why?  Could they have been there for Sora, a daughter of Mia, a Founder?

Clearing her throat to catch Orrin and Gerard’s attention, Betty said, “There are more speculations, but they’re only theories.  Now if you’ll turn to the last file, there is something that’s a side note, things that we’ve recently discovered and connected.  Information not yet sent to the Committee.”

Gerard sighed.  Why is there so much monster activity?  We haven’t had activity like this for over four hundred years.  Opening the final file, he lifted an eyebrow.  “Missing children reports?”

“Some of them are inside the pack, recently turned by the girl known as Jenny,” Betty stated.

Gerard hummed thoughtfully.  “Not Eric?”

Orrin took a shuddering breath.  “So, you have confirmed that the Miami Beach werewolf pack was kidnapping people?”

Betty nodded to Orrin but then shook her head at Gerard.  “Yes, the kidnappings have been confirmed; not turned by Eric.  Apparently, from what Diane concluded in her second examination with the werewolf experts, she found that Eric’s cells are not infectious.  In fact, only the Germanic werewolf known as Jenny can infect others.”

Chewing on his cheek, Gerard examined Eric for a split second; he was still staring at the ceiling.  “There’s no cure for the werewolf disease, is there?”

Orrin sank back in his chair with a dreary sigh, muttering, “This is a nightmare.”

Betty hummed thoughtfully.  “Actually, Diane speculates that there is a possibility.”

Both Orrin and Gerard sat straighter as they listened.

“Although, you should hear a portion of her report,” Gerard nodded for Betty to continue.  “It seems that this particular werewolf strand is connected to Eric and Jenny in a very peculiar manner.  As clearly stated in Diane’s initial report from the preliminary data—which appears a bit rushed, yet sound based on the biological and magical analysis she was given—Eric is the Alpha, but Jenny is the seed, which means that this infection has a communication affix—or according to Diane it does.”

“What does that mean?”  Orrin asked.

“Diane explains further in her report:  All the werewolves are linked by a blood bond between Eric and Jenny.  The further away they are from the Alpha, the harder it is for their blood to keep in check.  If they were to separate from the Alpha to a certain distance, they could no longer control their transformation and would go berserk, losing all higher brain functions.  Furthermore, there is a possibility of breaking this bond by killing the seed, but the Alpha connection may not be severed by just destroying the seed.  However, while there will be an effect if the seed is destroyed; it is unclear if the reaction would be positive,” Betty quoted from memory.

Gerard rubbed his chin, studying the screen that housed the cells that kept all the werewolves isolated.  “This bond keeps the pack together and blackmails recruits into their fold.  Vicious, but something I’d expect of werewolf society; it also presents a very dangerous issue.  Then again, we may be able to get these poor people back to their families, a tough decision.”  Thinking on it for a second, he said, “I’ll have to consult the Committee and board.”

Orrin nodded approvingly.  “I agree.”

“Indeed,” Betty said. “But there’s something more to that sheet of missing children.”

Gerard nodded as he read.  “Yes, all the kids are from that same high school the Vulpes, and Fenris Wolf attend?”

“My—” Orrin cut off as he massaged his temples with his right hand, breathing a heavy sigh.  “How many kids?”

Betty nodded.  “Twenty-two.  Then there is the issue of kids continuing to disappear at the school—eight, from the last report—likely not werewolves.  The important part is the dates they went missing.  In the last two days, which means they were disappearing even after we captured this large monster group, and corresponding to the times the monsters escaped from the Committee.  Our Investigations Unit sent their psychologists into the school and talked with a large group of students that are suspected affiliates of Kari and Sora.”

Gerard and Orrin kept silent, following Betty’s explanation through the reports.  “They found that Eric’s sister is confirmed as using the name Kari.  She obtained false U.S. papers from a local forger, they are unsure if he’s associated with the monster community, but our agents that were sent to investigate him went dark; we fear the worst.  The interesting note is that Kari built her own gang of bullies; a pack of her own, and the connection is that the eight girls missing are girls that were long linked in Kari’s inner circle.”

Finished turning through the last page Gerard yawned and rubbed his eyes.  “Is that everything pressing?”

Betty shook her head as she motioned for them to turn to the next folder.  Gerard opened the folder and frowned.  “This ship…”

“Yes, the ship, well, we don’t know what happened to it yet.  There’s only a quarter of it left, and there’s evidence on the beach, footprints that we managed to preserve from the rising tide.  It looks like a single child went to the beach, and the footprints started to increase foot size before two sets of massive feet appeared beside a woman’s shoe size.  There seem to be large wolf prints facing the three pairs of footprints, and then they vanish.”

“Massive wolf prints?”  Orrin questioned.  “Duncan, could it be connected to the Fenris Wolves?  Did their parents come looking for them?”

Duncan shook his head.  “You’re outside my expertise.  It could have been one of the three second-generation Fenris Wolves.  The footprints could have been monsters sent to inquire of the intrusion of a powerful Founder … perhaps they entered some kind of personal dimension to discuss it?”

“Or fight,” Gerard muttered as he stared at the destroyed freighter ship.  “How’s the clean-up going?”

Nodding, Betty said, “As can be expected.  There are a few minor matters besides that, but you should finish what you have and get some rest, both of you.”  Turning to Orrin, she suggested, “You must be starting to feel the jet lag.”

Orrin nodded, he looked spent, feeling the burden of the information he’d been force fed.

“We’ll see,” Gerard replied with another yawn.  “There are still a lot of things I need to handle.”

Betty promptly left, and Gerard looked at the monitors lining the room, Orrin mirroring his brooding expression.  I’m already behind on my normal duties, and now I have all these headaches.  Ranglor was finishing his first exam, preparing to head back into the observation room to review some of his findings and converse with several colleagues he kept in touch with.  Jian and Fen still sat in the corner.  Both didn’t seem in the talking mood as they stared at Sora.  What am I missing?

Frowning, Gerard watched all the researchers leave Sora’s examination room.  The Chairman barely blinked an eye at discovering a Valkyrie and dragon.  This random Vulpes claims to be Mia’s daughter and the Shadow Order moves, and even the President is on his way.  Really, what makes her of such importance, and all this chaos happening in Miami Beach?

He took in a deep breath, looking down at the piles of files atop his desk; he let the air out in a slow stream.  His attention was diverted as Orrin rose, stretching.  “You have a good assistant.  I think I’ll take her advice.  I need to chew on this information for a bit.”

Gerard nodded as he watched Orrin and Duncan leave, shutting the door behind them.  Turning back to his desk, he rubbed his tired eyes.  Opening up a file representing resource costs, he spent a few minutes going over the information before letting it drop from his fingers onto the desk.  Sitting back, he ran his hands over his face and through his hair, looking over at the monitors.

The next second he was being shaken back and forth.  Trying to right himself, Gerard found Benjamin hanging over him with a worried expression; he was much too close.  Kicking his feet out to wheel himself away, Gerard brought his arms up, adopting a demanding voice.  “What are you doing?”

Benjamin didn’t answer; his features turned into a grimace as he took a step back and looked to his left where Betty stood.

Gerard rubbed his heavy eyes.  Wait, when did Benjamin and Betty come in?  She didn’t notify me?  When he examined Betty, his frown deepened.  She was staring at the Vulpes’ monitor, her expression was blank, and she had a few files held up in a frozen position.  Her posture was rigid and unmoving.

Gerard did a double take of the monitor, straightening quickly.  Both Fen and Jian were asleep, but more importantly, Sora’s flaming tail was gone, replaced by a second reddish orange tail.  “Benjamin!  What happened to Sora’s tail?”

Benjamin looked at the monitor with a frown.  Looking slightly annoyed, Benjamin shrugged.  “I don’t know, shouldn’t you? I’ve been trying to talk with you for a full minute, but both you and the woman have been staring at that thing like it’d grow legs!”

Lifting from his seat, Gerard walked over to Betty, Benjamin following behind.  She seemed completely paralyzed.  Pressing his lips together, Gerard asked, “Betty?”  She didn’t answer.  Gripping her shoulder, Gerard asked again, “Betty?” Still nothing.  Shaking her a little, he questioned her again.

Betty blinked rapidly as the folders dropped from her grasp and hit the floor, pages falling out.  She looked at both Benjamin and Gerard in bewilderment.  “When—did Benjamin come in—and when did you get up?”

Gerard hummed, troubled.  It’s one thing for me to stare aimlessly at a screen, I’ve been awake for forty-eight hours, but for Betty, and so zoned?

“What do you remember?”  he asked.

Betty seemed befuddled.  “I was just going to bring you some more files for tomorrow and convince you to get some rest?”

Benjamin glanced between them for a second before butting into their conversation.  “Look—I need to prepare some more security protocols for the werewolves.”  Taking out a folded piece of paper, he brandished it in front of Gerard’s face.  “I just need your signature and Betty here to send it on to corporate.  It just gives your higher-ups notification that I’m bringing in my own resources.  If my life’s going to be on the line, I need the best equipment.”

Nodding, Gerard read over the small two paragraphs that didn’t give any indication of what he was bringing into the base.  Sighing, he went to his desk, signed it and handed it to Betty.  “Right, you go do whatever it is you do,” Benjamin didn’t seem to need permission to leave, as soon as he realized Gerard was signing it, he’d turned and left.

Betty huffed as she followed his exit.  “He’s always so rude.”

“I know,” Gerard agreed.  “I didn’t have a choice in hiring him.”

Shaking her head, Betty said, “Anyways, please get some sleep, Sir.”

Smiling, Gerard said, “Alright, I’m just going to rewind the footage and check something.  Then I’ll head off to bed.”

Nodding, Betty left saying, “If you haven’t left in five minutes, I’ll be back in to harass you!”

Chuckling, Gerard waved her off.  “Right, right.”  Betty retrieved the pages and folders from the ground, plopped them on his desk, she gave him a meaningful look and went to the door, shutting it behind her.

Scratching his head, Gerard slumped into one of his guest chairs; he didn’t feel rested in the least.  She might as well be my wife with how she fusses.

Groaning, he got up and snatched his tablet off the desk.  Returning to the seat with a sigh, he pressed the proper commands to rewind Sora’s camera feed.  Scratching his neck a second, he watched the smooth display replay its recorded footage.  Fen and Jian seemed fast asleep.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    It all goes downhill for our favorite organization from here...



                



B2 — 18. The Eye


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    Enjoy!

^_^7



                

                Gerard jerked as he was shaken to consciousness again.  He looked up into Betty’s concerned face in front of him.  Finding his throat dry, Gerard cleared his gullet.  “Betty, what happened?  Has it already been five minutes?”

Betty nodded.  “Yes—and you had this expression on your face...”

Gerard massaged his forehead.  It could just be a coincidence, but it bugs me.  I’ve fallen asleep at my desk before, but not staring blankly ahead?  Deciding it couldn’t hurt, he said, “Betty, I’m going to fast forward the footage, if you see me with the same expression, shake me.  Don’t stare at the monitors.”  Betty seemed confused about the instruction but nodded.

Stopping the rewind, he found that it was showing Sora and Fen walking down the hallway a few hours previous.  Taking the footage to the time of the researchers leaving Sora’s room, he began playing through the video, Betty standing beside the active monitor, studying his face.  A few minutes passed and then Betty was shaking him again.

Massaging his throat, he looked up into her crystal blue eyes; she honestly seemed concerned.  “Sir, what’s going on?”

Shaking his head to clear it, Gerard said, “I don’t know.”

He gazed past her and once again he was being shaken awake.  “It happened again, Sir!”

Puffing out his chest, Gerard let the air expel.  Making sure to keep his vision away from the monitor, he asked, “Betty, do you know how to blacken one-side of the monitor?”

Betty shook her head.  “I don’t, but you can make one screen show up on four monitors and turn off one you don’t want showing?”  Nodding, Gerard passed the tablet to her. She began playing with the settings.  Handing it back, she said, “There, it should be done.  I also remote powered off the bottom right monitor, so you should only be seeing a third of the image.”

Nodding, Gerard said, “Don’t look and make sure I don’t do—whatever I’ve been doing.”

“Staring blankly into space?”  Betty helped with a disturbed frown.

Nodding, Gerard glanced past her, his eyes widening and mouth dropping open; the three screens showed all but a small portion of a single eye, more horrific than anything Gerard had ever witnessed.

Two, semi-merged irises, the outer a light purplish and inner a deep crimson.  Inside the red inner irises were void-like elongated pupils, the outer irises almost appeared to bulge right through the screen to draw him in.

The nightmare unfolded in front of him, light purple lines cutting through the glossy black exterior eye in alternating, complex patterns that reworked around the outward edges, violet lines filling in with black and new shades of lilac coming into existence.

He was staring into an abyssal cavity; Gerard couldn’t see it but knew something was there—something crawling, twitching, reaching—its desperate jaws extending to sink into his soul and devour it.

Imagination spinning wildly; he felt more than saw uncountable shapeless hands reaching out to wrap him in their inescapable grasp to welcome him into the void.

The pressure against his chest was crushing as a noose closed around his throat, and he thought he heard a sound—a feeling rather than a sound—but his mind created one nonetheless; it resonated, vibrating from and through his entire body, not a clicking, growling, whisper, or roar, but something unearthly, something not meant to be heard.

The back of Gerard’s neck prickled and a million insects crawled across his body and burrowed into his ears and eyes, making him choke. 

Looking away with a chilling shudder, Gerard gasped, “What—is—that?”

He couldn’t get the image out of his head, the feeling of something calling him to come and stay.  His body shook with tremors as the sensations seeped through him like a miasma, coating every cell.  The presence was sinister, beyond his ability to comprehend, it hated and loved him, something Gerard never thought possible.

Betty turned, face paling, she quickly faced away with a horrified expression, hands clasped to her mouth as she stared blankly at his seat, too afraid to speak.

The consuming atmosphere didn’t fade, it seemed to be intensifying.  Gerard found the will to fumble with the tablet until he finally turned off the monitors.

He only noticed how much saliva had gathered in his mouth when his body told him he was choking.  Finding it extremely difficult to get the lump down his throat, he eventually gasped for air.

Betty’s entire frame quivered, stricken with terror as tears dripped from her eyes; her head slowly moved back as she hugged herself, muttering under her breath.

The eye besieged them, fighting in their minds to be seen again; it was winning, it was unstoppable.  He couldn’t get the image out of his thoughts and worse, it was filling in; the purple melted into endless darkness, and then a light appeared, turning him into blissful oblivion.

Now completely alert, Gerard swallowed again and put his shaking hand on Betty’s shoulder, realizing he’d wet himself. “Wha-wha-whatever that—that thing—is—i-it might still be in the base.” His voice faltered every time the eye reasserted itself into his brain.  

Taking his hands off Betty’s trembling shoulder; Gerard spent fifteen seconds fumbling with the touch screen to hit the highest security alert, Full Contaminant Lockdown.  The overhead lights turned red, and a siren blared throughout the entire underground facility.  His breath caught as he looked up, Betty had stopped shaking.

She was staring straight ahead, slowly turning to view the room.  Horror overtook him as Betty’s crystal blue left eye changed; merging into an abyssal hollow; the swirling black outer portion had no alternating patterns, and the purple had vanished, replaced by a fathomless depth.

Betty’s lips curved into a wonderful smile, but her voice was a cry.  “Help, I can’t close my eye!  Help me; I can’t see anything else!  No!  Get away!  Please—it’s pulling me in!”  she sobbed, snot beginning to run down her nose.

Terrified, Gerard pushed back in his chair as the semi-merged pupils swiveled to penetrate him; falling to the ground he scrambled back around his desk, sitting against the oaken frame he fumbled with the drawer above him until he finally extracted his M-9, muttering, “No—no—no.”

His thoughts were broken at irregular intervals as the eye subjected itself in his mind, but he tried to persist through his fracturing brain.  Contagious—it might be contagious—it might—contagious!

Benjamin’s voice came on over the hidden speakers, mostly drowned out by the siren.  “Gerard—happening?  Need—passwords—encryption.”

His quakes increased, and he blinked rapidly as he heard Betty draw a long deep breath and let it out in an audible stream that bled through the siren noise, unearthly sound emitting like an aura.

Peering at her from the desk’s side, he couldn’t feel his throat; Betty’s cheeks were bright red, but her tears had stopped, and an appalling grin had split her lips, showing her glossy white teeth.  The pulsing sound deepened as she turned his way, mouth opening; the room seemed to compress on Gerard as he continued to struggle against the entity that was ravaging his soul.

His entire body quaked as he unevenly whispered, “I’m—sorry.”

Dropping to his side, he aimed his handgun at Betty and pulled the trigger.

 

* * *

 

Diane shrank back as her vision fixated on Betty’s gouged out eyes.  “What…”

Benjamin took one look at Betty’s corpse and raised his gun to Gerard, whose seat back was turned to them.  The back of his head was visible as he stared at the wall.  “Gerard—explain.”

Every gun pointed at Gerard’s back.  Two men began inching into the room, staying close to the walls, giving Gerard a wide berth.  Diane noticed all the monitors had been smashed.

In an almost hysterical voice, Gerard said, “The eye—it—the eye—calls—can’t—the eye—fight song—pull—destroy—the eye—wipe—everything—hate—the eye—love—everywhere!”  He took a long breath, and his head began to turn to the right.  Diane’s face drained of color as a sound began emitting within her mind, something horrifying, but pleasant.

The man inching that way held his gun steady.  Suddenly his face turned white, and shakily he let a burst of bullets fly from his rifle.  They struck Gerard in the front, shoulder, and side; making him fly off the chair and slump to the floor, unmoving.  Every gun instantly darted toward the man.

Benjamin roared, “Neil, I said on my mark!”

The man began quivering, making his trigger finger flick and another spray of bullets shot out.  Benjamin shot to kill the moment the man’s gun fired and he flew back into the wall.  Blood spraying across broken screens, he fell to the ground.

Swearing, Benjamin yelled, “What was that about?”

The man that had inched to the left stared down at Gerard’s body, his face paled.  Pointing his gun down, he shakily said, “Sir—his eye—it’s—it’s not normal!  It’s sticking in my head!  He’s—he’s looking at me, Sir!  What is that?”

The attention of the soldiers shifted to the man and their guns centered on him.

“Calm down!” Benjamin warned.

Shaking, the man said, “S-Sir—the eye—it’s going into my skull!  Why does it love me!?”  He pointed his gun at his own head.  “I—can’t fire … they’re coming from his eye!  They’re coming!”  He flipped the gun around and pulled the trigger, a spray of bullets ruptured Gerard’s skull.  Confused and frustrated, Benjamin pulled his trigger, killing a second man on his team.

Cursing again, he yelled, “Everyone out!”

He barely had to give the order before every man dashed past him into the waiting room; Diane was the first through the door, breathing heavily.  What was that?  Those men had seen gruesome things—done gruesome things—what could make them act out of order?

Benjamin was the last to leave and shut the doors behind him.  Spewing curses, he yelled, “What was that?”

Diane put a hand up to her chest, trying to slow her racing heart and removed her headpiece, coughing and sputtering.  Trying to keep her stomach in check, she said, “That man—he talked about an eye—singular—not plural.  Importantly, Gerard’s eye.”

“Just like Gerard,” Benjamin muttered.  “He was talking about an eye and his assistant—her eyes had been gouged out...”

“I know it’s a leap,” Diane said with a gulp.  “But I think Gerard was talking about the eye being contagious, something that’s passed on through sight...”

She trailed off, the same unnatural noise began humming inside her mind, it started to sound oddly musical.  Gerard gouged out Betty’s eyes … the man said they were coming from his eyes … whatever they are.  Do we need to destroy the infected eye to stop the sound?  Are there stages?

Benjamin huffed then snorted.  “Something passed on through sight?  That’s ridiculous!  Cody, send in a drone; figure out what’s going on.”

Diane scooted away from Cody as he fixed an eyepiece on and produced a tiny robot from inside his bag.  Everyone moved away from the door as he opened it and swiftly sat the robot inside as the sound escalated.  He closed the door and sat against the opposite wall.

Taking out a small remote control device, he began playing with it.  “Sir, who should I examine first?”

“Neil,” Benjamin commanded.

Nodding, Cody moved the device to its target and Diane listened intently as Cody explained what he saw.

“Blood’s already amalgamating on the carpet; I’m going around to view his front.  I see three entry points,” he cut off, face turning ashen before unattaching the display and throwing it against the floor.  Foot coming down, Cody smashed it, almost missing as quakes cascaded down his frame, eyes defocusing.

Benjamin’s teeth ground together.  “What is it!”

“Neil…”  Cody slid down the wall to his butt.  “His eye—i-it changed—something’s there…”

Drool began leaking out of his mouth, horrified at the unseen vision which slowly turned to curiosity.  “And—and—Neil—looked at me—a long—single—double pupil, but … it was like there were two—merging—they saw me—even though he’s dead—they were moving … I heard it—the sound!”

Benjamin was notably shaken.  “His eyes were moving—even after he was dead?”

Shaking his head, Cody sputtered, “No—only one eye—his left eye—it had two merging pupils and two irises—the answer—no, uh, dead black and a glowing red that—that pulse in my head … it’s coming!”

Closing his eyes, he shook violently.  “Sir, I can’t get it out of my mind … the song … what is that sound … this feeling?”  Vision snapping open, he stared in wonder at something unseen ahead of him.  “They—we’re coming!”

Diane’s breath caught.  “What’s coming—wait, what?”

Benjamin’s teeth ground together; a deep rumbling escaped his throat, and he pulled out his handgun, pointed it at Cody’s head, and pulled the trigger.

Diane jumped, the last two remaining members of Sierra stared at him with sullen eyes, knowing it had to be done.  

Gruffly, Benjamin said, “Greg, you know what you have to do.  Both, to be sure.”  After Greg concluded his task, Benjamin stood with a heavy sigh.  He pulled out a cube of C4 from Cody’s backpack, opened the door and tossed it in.  “Run.”

They all dashed to the hallway as Benjamin locked the metal door with a tap of the electronic pad and activated the detonation.  The hollow boom moved through Diane’s frame, and she collapsed.  She breathed a sigh of relief as the unearthly reverberating sound stopped.  “This is insane … There are some myths of things that infect by sight, but nothing this sudden and intensive.  Usually, they are legends like the Shadow People, but no, that’s by thought, not sight.”

Turning to Diane with disgust, Benjamin asked, “What can we do to stop this—visual infection?  What’s the source?”

Licking her lips and swallowing nervously, Diane said, “We first have to figure out the exact cause.  Gerard’s office has cameras installed, encrypted under Director clearance; there should be one not directly facing the monitor display.  We can see what it was, but—until we figure that out, we are flying blind.”

Understanding the implication, Benjamin took a deep breath.  If the creature was in the room with Gerard and Betty, they could be infected as well, but they needed to know if it had spread beyond that room.  Nodding, Diane and Benjamin made their way to the nearest observation station.  Entering, they found it empty.

Diane sat down in the seat and made sure everything showed in a text format to stop any possible infection.  Finding the right camera’s saved data, Benjamin told her the time he awoke Gerard from his trance.  Going forwards, they watched Gerard go about a few tasks, then sit down in the seats facing the monitors lining his wall.  From the camera’s position, they couldn’t see what was displayed.

Diane paused the recording as Gerard once again went into his dream-like state.  “This heightens the possibility that the soul paralysis phenomena stems from Sora’s footage.”

She fast forwarded to where Betty woke him again.  They moved closer to the monitor as Gerard instructed Betty only to show a portion of the screen.  Diane hummed with approval.  “I see, he thinks there may be some kind of hypnotic affix to the video that is causing his state, smart.”

Both Benjamin and Diane felt shivers run up their backs as Gerard’s face drained of color and he asked Betty what he was seeing.  Betty looked and swiftly turned away, clearly horrified.  Diane paused the video as Gerard glanced into Betty’s face and kicked backward in horror.  “This must be when Betty’s eye turned, rather quickly,” Diane commented.

Benjamin nodded, his confident demeanor utterly shattered.  “Even a recording of this eye can cause infection.  I think we can imagine what happened after this point and what might happen if this gets out.  What kind of—thing—is this?”

“Too clearly,” Diane muttered, “this eye stems from Sora’s feed and leaves after a certain amount of time.  We could determine that time, but it could require sacrificing someone’s sanity—possibly their soul … we could even unleash the next stage, and this could become a pandemic.”

Diane thought in silence for several seconds.  “We know that the feed causes my previous diagnosis with the soul, but when represented in sections it breaks the soul paralysis affix and shows what’s truly causing the state.  It doesn’t spread if the victim is unaware, at least as far as we know.  So the paralysis state masks the eye’s true infectious nature.

“Meaning—halting the entire existence of an individual from a space; locking their spirit, body, and intellectual faculties has a shielding effect or maybe masking.  It’s quite a sophisticated method to stop this from becoming a massive epidemic.”

Diane’s curiosity was being combated with her self-preservation.  “I truly want to know exactly what we are dealing with, but it seems impossible to gain a realization of what it really—”

She cut herself off, an idea bringing a smile to Diane’s cheeks.  “Perhaps the werewolves can be of assistance, and now that Gerard is dead, you are in charge of the base.  Benjamin, you can make that order.”
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                Sora recognized the bizarre scent; it was the oddly dressed purple-eyed woman she’d seen in her hotel lobby.  The sirens made Sora wince as she awoke.  When was that woman in this room?  Recently.  Maybe forty minutes ago?  Does she work for whoever kidnapped me; were they watching me for that long?

Frowning with unease, she lifted herself and ordered her tail out of the way.  Her chest caught when there was a split in command, looking down, her vision fixated on two fully grown reddish orange tails.  Hesitantly, she brought both tails around, running her left hand down her new tail.

She smiled.  I have an aunt that helped me; family.  She’s there for me unconditionally.  Tears started gathering in Sora’s eyes as her throat caught.  She taught me, loves me.  I now have my second tail—why did I have to return now?  I want time with my family, time with my friends, but there are so many walls.  She looked up as the blaring alarm ceased.  I want more.

Turning her attention away from her tails, she examined the room.  What is the alarm about?  Did Eric try to escape, or maybe Jin or Eyia?

Studying the new room, she jumped as she focused on Fen and Jian.  They were fast asleep in hard metal chairs.  Those chairs don’t look that comfortable, and Fen didn’t throw a fit?  How did they sleep through that blaring alarm anyways?  The room was deep into the ground and a retracted metal ramp twisted around the edges of the room to a doorway thirty feet above her where a black glass observation room loomed.

Letting go of some pent-up air, she looked down at the bed she sat on; it looked like a clinical bed.  She did a once over of her attire.  They didn't change my clothes; I can at least be thankful for that.

Hopping off the bed, she counted eight cameras examining her.  How many monitors do they have to keep in this place?

Vision resting on Fen, she debated whether she should wake her or not.  I don’t know what happened to Aiden or Eric, and I don’t know what’s even going on.  I want answers, but should I wake her?  She’s probably fairly drained with the wards sapping her spiritual energy…

Calming the butterflies in her stomach, Sora walked over to Fen and lightly shook her shoulder.  Sora’s tails bristled; she stepped back as Fen’s eyes shot open wildly, her claws extended, stiff hand lurching toward Sora’s neck.  Sora’s brow set as her own hand reacted at the exact moment, grabbing Fen’s wrist and holding it back.  Fen’s force quickly faded as her hand recoiled, and she darted to her right.  Sora let go of her wrist, dancing several steps back nonetheless.

Fen held her hands close to her chest as she stared at Sora in terror.  Sora felt something different about her.  It was like she produced a small wave of pressure that had no substantial form, but she could calculate and read her movements from it.  It seems Inari’s training paid off.  I can perceive her spiritual energy.

Cautiously Sora asked, “Are you alright, Fen?”

Fen looked at her tails.  “You—you gained your second tail—at sixteen?  Then you met with…”  Sora quickly put her finger to her lips, pleading for her to stop; to her surprise, it worked.  Fen’s jaws locked and she scooted back further.

Sighing, Sora walked back to the counter and lightly hopped up to sit atop it.  Looking back at Fen, Sora asked, “What happened to Aiden and Eric?”

Swallowing, Fen slowly moved back to her metal chair and sat, nervously staring sideward at Jian.  “Aiden, I don’t know, the guards took him away.  I heard something about a cell.  The wolf, he backed down when Jian came, and he went somewhere with more guards.”

Sora nodded solemnly.  “I see.”  She watched Fen fidget a few more seconds as she continued to glance over at Jian before saying, “You don’t have to be scared of me, Fen.”

Nodding, Fen tried loosening up.  “You’re—alright then?”

Examining herself for a second, Sora said, “It seems so, but I’ve got a new tail as you’ve said.”  Becoming a little curious, she asked, “What did it look like, when it—grew out?”

Fen swallowed again.  “Fire, extremely hot foxfire, you were surrounded by flames and melted through a few floors.  When I saw you next, you had a second tail of pure burning spiritual energy—I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

Humming to herself as she examined her new tail, Sora bunched her lips, trying to get a better view of her backside.  “One time my tail caught fire when I had a skirt on, it burnt the whole back side to a crisp.  It doesn’t seem to be happening anymore, has that ever happened to you?”

Sora turned back to Fen when she didn’t answer.  Fen was looking down at the floor shamefully.  “I’m—not like you.”

Not understanding what she meant, Sora said, “Excuse me?”

Fen’s tongue pressed against her cheek as she stared off to her left.  “I’m not a Founder, or a Nogitsune, or even a Kitsune—just in a trial to become one.”  Pausing, she whispered, “Húli Jīng’s are a different kind of Vulpes; we can’t use foxfire or a lot of other things Kitsune and Nogitsune can.”

Piqued and finding no better way to pass the time, Sora said, “I know we don’t really know each other, but you know I’m new to being a Vulpes.  Could you tell me a bit more about being one?”

Fen’s features flared with spite as she looked up at her.  Sora identified jealousy in her aura, but it quickly faded as her vision shifted to the floor.  “I—Húli Jīng are like—the lower class of Vulpes.”  She was silent as she chewed on her lower lip, eyes shifting with desperation.  “You don’t know what it’s like—of course, you don’t,” she started with tears echoing in her voice.  “You don’t even know how privileged you are!”

Sora began to feel uncomfortable as Fen continued.  “We were the last Vulpes to learn how to use magic, and every monster looks down on us because of it!  We’re ostracized because we lack in generalized areas, such as foxfire, physical prowess, flight, dream manipulation, and intangibility.  Then there’s you!” 

Fen spat, making Sora jump.  “You don’t even know the kind of abilities a Founder possesses that makes every Vulpes flock to Inari, no matter the price to join her privileged cult!”  Sora felt Fen’s desperation as her emotions radiated with her spirit.  “ Inherent attunement, elemental auras, space-time manipulation, elemental manipulation, immortality, Intelligence control, pure fox magic, and even the one thing that makes Húli Jīng unique, light manipulation!”

Sora’s stomach did somersaults at the burst of information.  “I’m—immortal?”  Inari did say that my mom and her have lived ages … the Spiritual Plane … no, maybe it’s Inari’s shrine … has a super condensed time-distortion.  She actually meant ages.

Fen nodded, her face now red.  “That’s right; you’re immortal.  No matter how long you live, you will not die from natural causes—while I—Húli Jīng have the lowest life expectancy of any Vulpes, a hundred years.  If I want to continue living, I have to consume other spirits—even that has its limitations!”

Sora could feel Fen’s emotions beginning to overwhelm her, tears beginning to gather in her eyes.  Fen’s demeanor turned on a dime; her eyes widened with horror as she clasped her hands over her mouth, shoving down her emotions.  Looking down at the concrete floor, she muttered, “I’m sorry.”

Sora was more than a little shaken by Fen’s tirade but confused by her reaction.  Something’s really changed; her personality’s taken a one-eighty.  Has she come to terms that I am a Founder?  Inari said I’d be placed on a pedestal.  I’m a little concerned to see what these people do with that information, but I’m glad to at least start getting some clear answers.  Everything’s been so shrouded in secrecy.  I feel for Fen.  I know what she was feeling was true, she has felt third-rate all her life.

Taking a deep breath and releasing it, Sora put on an encouraging smile.  “It’s alright Fen; you don’t need to push down all those emotions.  As I said, I’m new to being a Vulpes, and I don’t expect any special treatment for who my mother and aunt are.”  Narrowing her eyes and adopting a sly grin, Sora added, “Unless you’re trying to kill me!  Then I’ll start screaming about how scary my family is.”

Fen looked a little unsure about her response but nodded.  The silence stretched for a few seconds as Fen thought; Sora’s could tell she was pondering her words.  Taking a calming breath, Fen cleared her throat and looked to Sora’s left.  “Do you smell that odd scent?”

Glancing over at Jian, Sora frowned.  Is he hiding his spiritual presence even while asleep?  That’s impressive.

“I know it.  There was an oddly dressed woman in my hotel that had the same scent.  She’s the first person I’ve seen with purple eyes.”  Frowning, Sora corrected herself, “If she was a human at all.  I can’t tell what she is.”

“I see…” Fen muttered.  “None of the scientists had that scent though?”

Shifting her attention back to her tails, she analyzed them.  I can tell that my spiritual energy has increased, it’s like it quadrupled, including my regenerative capacity.  Inari said the source of our power isn’t in our tails, but our tails are essential for maintaining and storing our spiritual energy.  My body seems a lot more complex than Mr. Davis explained in my anatomy/physiology class.

She smiled at the thought; it seemed like a lifetime ago.  Looking up, Sora found Fen scrutinizing Jian with worry.  “Is something wrong?”  Sora asked.

Fen slowly reached over and tapped Jian on the arm, instantly recoiling.  Sora scooted a little closer as she found the same incorporeal sensation emitted from Jian, but he still rested.  “What was that?”  Sora asked.  “I thought he was hiding his spiritual energy, but it was like your touch just turned it on, like pressing the power button on a computer.”

 Fen looked even more concerned.  “I thought it was odd that Jian would engage in a soul transmission at such a time, but I don’t know now.  It’s almost like his soul was—paralyzed, but it would take enormous spiritual pressure for such a state to fall upon Jian.”

Sora noted that she had a hard time tracking Fen’s emotions and movements through her spiritual network unless she was focused on her.  I guess I need a lot more practice.

“What should we do?”

Fen was hugging her body tightly, unsure what action to take.  “I—don’t know.  I’ve never seen this happen before.”

Thinking in the ensuing silence, Sora asked, “When did you and Jian blackout?”

Swallowing, Fen said, “All of the examiners left, and suddenly I started feeling sleepy, no, there was something, something frightening, but that’s it.  Next, I was awoken by...” Her face grew ashen.  “What if it was...”  She stared at Sora’s second tail.

Thinking back, Sora shook her head, knowing where Fen was leading.  “No, I don’t smell...”  She hesitated.  Come to think of it; I couldn’t smell anything in the Spiritual Plane except when Gloria used some of her magic.

“She doesn’t have to be here in body...”  Fen’s terrified whisper hung in the following silence.

Skin crawling, Sora remembered back to the talk Inari had with her.  It’s all too obvious that she’s interested in me, but it wasn’t in mom’s plan for me to be rescued—well, she did say she would help me transition.  Maybe it was her?

Thinking hard for a few minutes, Sora decided she’d had enough runarounds.  Clearing her voice, she asked, “What’s Inari like?”

Fen took a moment to answer as she searched for the right words; she also seemed distracted by Jian’s state.  “Inari—she’s—when I first saw her, she was everything that I imagined her to be.  Too beautiful to look at; more radiant than the sun; power too great to comprehend.”  She sniffed while looking down, whispering, “Forever above me.”

Sora hummed at her explanation.  My aunt certainly has a presence, and she was shielding me almost the whole time.  To me, she seemed fairly grounded; sure, the other Vulpes treated her with respect, but I don’t think she looked down on them.  She’s everything I wish my mom was, she was there for me, taught me, and helped me come to terms with being a Vulpes.

Her vision came back into focus as Fen gained the nerves to continue.  “I—met with her.  It was a few weeks ago, but I went to her for—help.”

Voice starting to falter, she choked, “There was a gathering of Vulpes and other monsters that sought some form of advice or aid.  She holds it every four hundred years in a dimension she created for that cause, and there are access points all over the world.  Since the last meeting, Ogres had built an empire there, and were enslaving the Vulpes that decided to come early.”

Sora glanced at the cameras, but Fen huffed.  “It doesn’t matter.  From everything I’ve said to Jian over the past few weeks, they’ll figure it out.”

Sora slowly nodded and waited for her to continue.

Taking a shuddering breath, Fen continued her story.  “The Ogres had been capturing Vulpes that tried to use the dimension as a faster means of travel for two hundred years and hunted them for sport.  There was a battle happening when I arrived with Jian.  Stronger Vulpes with six to seven tails had come to seek servitude to Inari.  You need that many tails and to pass certain trials to be considered; they had broken the traps the Ogres set and were pushing their warriors back.  The stronger Vulpes fought for about half a day until Inari appeared with two of her Myōbu.”

“What are Myōbu?”

Pausing, Fen shifted in her seat.  “They are the highest ranking Kitsune, the strongest Vulpes besides Founders, period.  They have proven themselves with complete devotion, having passed all of Inari’s tests to attain the highest rank and honor.  Therefore, they have all the blessings Inari can give, unlocking all their innate potential, and gifting them immortality.  It is what almost every Vulpes strives for, to be recognized by Inari to grant that blessing.”

Nodding, Sora thought back to her time with her aunt.  “Do they have gold fur, with silvery designs on their tails, and wear fox masks?”  Fen swallowed hard at her description, and Sora sensed a bit of fear mix into her spiritual network.

Nodding, Fen said, “Yes, they showed up with Inari and—the moment they saw what was happening, one of the Myōbu began glowing, raised her hand, and drew a symbol in the air.”  Fen stopped, her breath became forced as her eyes relived the horrific scene.  “Vines shot out of the ground and bound every Ogre insight then began sucking their life out, leaving only husks.  The few that escaped scattered and Inari began the meeting.  Their entire civilization was destroyed in seconds.”

Sora nodded, thinking back on her aunt’s first appearance, the massive tsunami of blue flames engulfing everything she could see.  “I think I know what you mean.”  Her raw power is unnerving.

Fen became quiet as she thought.  “I revere Inari.  She is the pinnacle of everything I wish I was; free without a single string, powerful, not bound by anything, and can have anything she wants.”

Sora’s face became unreadable as she thought on Fen’s words.  I guess not many people would really know my aunt’s heart.  The loss and frustration she actually feels, being weighed down by the perfect image that is set for her.  I guess she is trapped in an image.  Some beings do rival her or are even more powerful, like Gloria, they watch to make sure the most powerful Vulpes magic isn’t used again, and she can’t have what she most wants—a child of her own.

Her attention diverted back to Fen as she continued.  “I asked wh-what I needed to do, in order to join her temple.”  Sora’s skin started to prickle as tears started rolling down Fen’s cheeks and her spiritual network showed a mixture of emotions.  “She—didn’t want me—said my past guaranteed I could not join her faction.  What did she mean by my past?  My mom left me with Jian.  She didn’t want me!  An-And when I started to—plead—she—she apologized like I was some pitiful creature.”

Slowly bringing around her white tail, Fen tried sniffing back her tears.  “Just being near her awoke my second tail, but—she said all she could do was this—she infused an insignificant amount of energy into my new tail—turning it white.  It protects me to a certain extent and makes other monsters hesitate to attack me, but it isn’t what I wanted … she said every Vulpes could attempt to pass her tests, but it would be difficult for me...”

Sora couldn’t help, but feel for Fen, but knew there was something more behind the scene.  The beaten down little outcast that’s rejected by her own kind; there’s even racism in Vulpes society I guess.  I don’t know if my aunt is a part of it, but there has to be something more that she did to Fen’s tail.

Thinking about all the stories she had read onHúli Jīng, she began to see things a little differently.  All those bad stories about Húli Jīng might be true, but how much of it was bred into them by environment and social order?  However, Húli Jīng do feed on spirits to extend their lives.  It’s not so one-sided...

Sora cleared her voice when Fen stopped crying and started calming herself.  “I don’t know much about you Fen, and I haven’t been with you for long, but I’m willing to be friends.”

Fen swallowed her tears and glared at her.  “I don’t need your pity.”

Sighing, Sora asked, “How can I even begin to right any kind of wrong if you won’t accept it?  I’m not pitying you, I’m relating to you.”

Fen’s eyes moved to the bottom left with a sour expression.  “What do you know,” she muttered.

Scooting back, Sora brought up her knees and wrapped her arms around them.  “Not much, I guess.  I know that, but I’m learning, and with all the craziness in my life lately, I have to take it day by day to just stay sane.”

A caustic chuckle resounded from Fen’s throat.  “Please, that’s just being a Vulpes.  See, you don’t know anything.”

Sora’s vision hazed as she looked back on her actions over the last two weeks, and a sad smile creased her lips.  “Maybe … I’m doing a lot of things I never thought I’d do.  I’m scared—terrified, but I push it down with laughter and jokes, so it doesn’t consume me.”

Lips suddenly feeling dry, Sora whispered, “I know it would if I let it.  Maybe it’s just my instincts, maybe…”  Looking up at Fen with a bright smile, Sora said, “But I like to think it’s my own will—that is what scares me the most—what if I’m not me anymore.”

Fen looked confused at her response and unconvinced.  “We’re Vulpes; all we do is look out for ourselves.  We scheme, we hurt, we trick, and we have fun, that’s what being a Vulpes means.”

Sora shook her head, looking down at the floor.  No, that can’t be what I’m like.  Besides, I wasn’t always a Vulpes … I think I was human; I felt human.  True, I have strange compulsions now, but I still feel that piece in me, and Inari helped me see that.

“Please, you’re a Vulpes.  Stop fooling yourself.  We are shallow; we aren’t apex predators, so we survive by being devious.  We are predators—we just need to be more subtle and clever about it,” Fen scoffed.

Sora bit her lower lip.  No, I refuse to think I’m ruled by instinctual desire to survive.  The emotions I’ve experienced; Aiden’s misery and self-loathing, Ron and my Dad’s boundless love…

Looking up at Fen’s condescending sneer, Sora suppressed a growl.  I can’t be like that.  I won’t numb myself.  Though … maybe it’s just because I’ve linked with such strong emotions and lived as a human that I’m different.  If Fen could, would she be the same?

Both Fen and Sora jumped as the stairs in the walls started extending, and Jian’s eyes snapped open.  He looked around calmly, his vision lingering on Sora’s second tail for a moment before turning to Fen.  “What happened?”

Fen shook her head as she looked up with an alert posture.

Sora took a deep breath as she studied Jian.  He’s awake.  He doesn’t seem so intimidating anymore.

Squinting her eyes, she thought there was something written on his forehead that drew upon his spiritual energy.  She studied Fen to find her own energy moving with her body’s motion and radiating outward, Jian’s doing the same.  I don’t remember that symbol being there before?

Sora’s attention was diverted as the bolted door above released and a woman she hadn’t seen before descended.  She looked like the other researchers with her lab coat and standard clothing, although she was young, possibly in her early twenties.

Sora moved to the edge of the bed and let her legs hang off, while Fen and Jian waited patiently for her to reach their level.

The woman put on a pleasant demeanor, but Sora could tell she was very nervous.  “How are you today?” she asked no one in particular.

Fen snorted, causing the woman to twitch.  “Is it daytime?”

Breathing a slow breath, Sora rolled her eyes.  “How is my father?”

The researcher cleared her throat and fumbled with her tablet pc, trying to regain a little nerve.  “Y-Yes, I was told to tell you that your—father is at,” she cleared her throat again, “at another base.  It was done so he could get the best medical treatment.”

A weight seemed to drop from her chest.  She didn’t know how she knew, but she knew the woman believed in her own words.  “Thank you,” Sora said with a grateful smile.

Sora’s skin prickled as Fen said, “Why have you treated a Founder with such disrespect?  Caging her, demanding things of her, and hurting her?  You’ve been lucky Mia hasn’t killed every last one of you.”

The woman’s body tensed, and her fingers started to shake, the tablet falling from her grip.  Sora leaped off the table and found that time seemed to slow, but she knew she was just moving quicker than she was used to.  Grabbing the tablet before it hit the floor, she straightened herself.

Shocked by Sora’s quick action, the woman tripped backward, arms flying out to catch herself.  To Sora’s surprise, Jian fluently moved from his chair and caught her before she fell.  Helping her right herself, Jian returned to his seat without comment.  Sora’s vision flashed to Fen, who looked somewhat annoyed, before returning to the woman.  Flustered, she straightened her coat and tentatively looked into Sora’s green eyes, she could sense her fear.  Even mentioning the word Founder seems to have a substantial impact.  Perhaps they’ve found out who I’m connected to now.

Smiling, Sora extended the tablet.  “Here, and,” she shot a glare in Fen’s direction, “I know you are probably just doing your job.”  The woman shakily took the tablet.  Taking a step back, Sora said, “You don’t have to be so scared of me.  Just deliver the message you were sent to give,” she encouraged.

Licking her lips and swallowing the woman said, “Thank you.  I was told to guide you to a clothing department and get you some new clothes.  After that, you can take a shower and finally meet with Diane for lunch.”

Sora and Fen’s stomach growled at the mention of food and Fen huffed, “Finally some hospitality.”

Sighing, Sora nodded, “After you then, Hillary.”  Sora’s brow furrowed, and so did Hillary’s, but she ignored it and nervously led the way up the stairs.

Sora slowly followed with Fen and Jian behind her.  How did I know her name was Hillary, she didn’t give it to me?  No … maybe this is how it is for Inari, she just knows things from their spiritual network.
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                Diane rubbed her eyes and a yawn escaped her mouth as she waved her hand.  “This is not working, Benjamin.”

Benjamin growled as he worked around his jaw.  “Do it,” he commanded.

Diane looked around the silent room as the crazed werewolf’s ramblings fed through the speakers.  Her vision shifted to the people worth her attention.  Kelsey, the too young and energetic American thief; Ranglor, a competent man in the field of research, but too skeptical toward the magical community; and Benjamin, the temporary Regional Manager, replacing Gerard.  There were a host of other researchers, but they were all unintelligent insects in her ears.

She closed her eyes and rubbed her temple as the speakers recounted everything muttered by the ninth werewolf exposed to the eye.  This subject was only shown a drawing that had been done by the eighth.

Ranglor hummed thoughtfully when the howls of pain started as flames consumed the room the wolf was in.  “A fascinating thing we’ve discovered here, Diane.  Even having the wolves draw the image infuses the art with its presence, and the personality shift that happens after an allotted time is quite interesting.  We could let the alteration complete; it might yield us more results?”

“Your curiosity is getting the better of you,” Diane groaned tiredly.  “We cannot take that risk, Ranglor.  I have not come across anything like this in legend.  There’s quite literally nothing.

“This is new territory and revolves around a young Founder; not a scrap of information other than its infectious nature, insanity induction, and an alteration in demeanor.  The eye cannot be shown in any visible form whatsoever.  That is all we know, and that is not enough.”  Diane mumbled as she stifled another yawn and took a few drinks of coffee.

Ranglor frowned.  “Maybe about the eye, but the cause is also a mystery.  We know it was in Sora’s room after I left, and in the space of forty minutes of blackened feed, Sora’s second tail goes from pure spiritual emission to a corporal form.  Why?  Was Sora the cause of this eye or another being?”

Diane sighed as she leaned back in her seat.  “I doubt it was Sora … it’s probably because she was dying and another being interfered to save her.  The question is why it would allow us to have her … also, using this complicated soul paralysis effect.  I just don’t understand the goal...”

Ranglor hummed with a sly smirk.  “So you came to the same conclusion; normally there are only a few ways for a Vulpes to gain a tail.  Although we’re in a new ballgame with this girl since she herself is a Founder.”

Shaking her head, Diane sat back in her chair.  “No, I’m certain she met with Inari.”

Eyebrows furrowing questioningly, Ranglor asked, “And how do you know this?”

Diane was slightly annoyed as Kelsey energetically cut in.  “The tail cross, right?  When Fen and Sora’s tails crossed, and she blacked out; it was Fen’s white tail that touched Sora’s red.  Inari represents the white-tailed Vulpes, so what you were thinking is Inari’s power or two Founder’s powers mixing.”

Slightly impressed, and too tired to explain, Diane bluntly asked, “Is that all you deduced?”

Licking her lips and looking around the room for answers like some college freshmen eager to prove herself, Kelsey said, “Sora stayed here … but she had to meet with Inari.”  She snapped her fingers, and a broad smile lit her round cheeks, “I read a book you published three years ago about spiritual beings, it was titled—The Secrets of the Soul!  Vulpes are of a hybrid nature, but they can transport their spirits to the—what did you call it—the Spiritual Plane?”

A smile spread across Diane’s lips.  She is smarter than I gave her credit for, but when you study minds like mine, of course, she’d learn something.  Shame she took the easier path, she could have been a decent witch … maybe she still can.

“I am not easily impressed, Kelsey, but you have done that.  Yes, I believe she met with Inari in the Spiritual Plane.”

Ranglor chuckled.  “Really, the Spiritual Plane?  That would require—” he cut off, suddenly realizing what he’d missed, but Kelsey was there to enlighten him.  “That was what convinced me, her spirit left the base, but she didn’t die … Diane’s wards were destroyed in blue flames.”

Diane was starting to like Kelsey.  She seems to have read my research in depth.  Perhaps I could get my acolyte after all.  She just needs to be nudged in the right direction.

“Kelsey,” the girl’s head shifted to look at her.  “How would you like to take my place in meeting Sora?”

Kelsey’s eyes widened with shock.  “Are you sure?  I mean, I’d love to have a chance to question her myself, but you have way more expertise than me.  Wouldn’t it be better for you to meet her?  Oh—I had a thought that the eye creature reminds me of Lovecraftian horror … that’s pretty spooky...”

Diane hummed thoughtfully.  Lovecraftian horror … Could there be truth in his fanatical fiction?  Hmm … perhaps she can be helpful by compiling the research for me.

A low note sounded in her throat before answering.  “You can look into this Lovecraftian horror theory for me and present a synopsis later; there by be some validity in it.

“In regards to Sora, I am sure you will ask the appropriate questions and give the appropriate answers she is searching for.  I have been up for quite a long time and need to get some rest if my mind is to stay sharp.  As of right now, I am hesitant to add any more wards to her.  Make her comfortable and give her what she wants—within reason, of course.”

Benjamin, who had remained silent as he listened, interjected to reroute the conversation.  “I don’t like having so many monsters in the base when we’re so vulnerable.  Gerard’s dead and I’ve lost quite a few good men to some of these beasts.  This eye is still the most pressing threat too.  We need to come up with a definitive plan.”

One of the guards stationed by the door spoke up.  “Diane, Eric wants to talk to you.”

Diane’s eyes narrowed, but her smile widened.  Now, what could that man want?  He has an interesting thought process.  Before I head off for some rest, I might as well see what he wants.

Benjamin cleared his throat.  “Diane, we need to figure out what to do about all these monsters.  The President is on his way, and I don’t want there to be any hiccups.”

Diane rubbed her eyelids.  “The Valkyrie is stable, for the moment.  The Dragon has just about exhausted all our drug induction systems, but we have more on the way.  Eric has been locked away with death orders.  The Fenris Wolf, Kari, has been detained.  However, if she is a Fenris Wolf, then she’s a Founder as well, which is troubling, but not pressing with her circumstance.”

“There are much more than just them in this facility,” Benjamin said with a growl.

Leaning back in her chair, Diane let out a long puff of air.  “Sora’s a wildcard that we can’t be cautious enough with; keeping her content until I wake up and find a more permanent solution would be key.

“The one known as Aiden has made no effort whatsoever to escape, though yes, we do not know exactly what he is.

“Jian is controlled through Fen, and she’s perfectly under our thumb.

“Then there are the Tennessean monsters, which are already compliant.

“The eye seems to be an isolated incident at the moment, possibly in connection to Sora’s tail; You are correct that it is imperative to understand, but if it wanted to, I have the suspicion we’d all be dead, and that only leaves the werewolves as an issue.”

Benjamin didn’t look eased.  “There are a lot of werewolves, Diane, and I need a solution.”

Rubbing her temple, Diane said, “Fine, I will give it some thought.”

Benjamin gazed to the side for a moment.  “You know what, never mind.  I just thought of something from your earlier reports.”

He came up with a plan from my report?

“Oh, what do you plan to do?”  Diane asked.

“Yes, I’m interested in that as well,” Ranglor interjected.

Benjamin huffed.  “I said I had a thought, not that I’d made up my mind.  I’ll tell you when I confirm it.”

Diane’s vision narrowed, but she was feeling her body notably drag.  If he wants to play a silent game on a thought that crossed his mind, then it’s probably something stupid we won’t like.  Yet, there’s little I can do since he’s in command now.  Morgan always said to put effort in where fruit will flourish.  Let’s see what Eric has to say.

Walking to the door, the guards opened it for her.  Stopping at the entrance, she turned and smiled at Kelsey.  She seemed deep in thought but quickly focused on her.  “I am counting on you, Kelsey.  Bring Sora’s friend, Wendy in with you, but her dad is in another facility.  So, we can’t move him.  Show me your talents.”

We can show a little good will with Wendy while holding her dad to keep her put.  Once the President arrives, she’ll be out of my hair.

She left as Kelsey stumbled over a response.

Continuing through two halls, she pressed her earpiece and ordered to be connected with Eric; a smile lit her lips as Eric’s deep voice sounded in her ear.

“Diane, I’ll be quick, I know you’re fatigued.”

Interesting, I have been up for a while, but he says he knows I am fatigued.  How would he gain that information or care, for that matter?

“I would like to meet with Aiden and my sister.”

Licking her lips, Diane pondered her answer for a moment.  “I cannot authorize that … not with the circumstances as they stand.  However, perhaps I can change that, heh, for some valuable information.”  

I could see what he knows about the eye.  

She felt her adrenaline start waking her tired mind and body as Eric answered, “I’m willing to share information for my request; how would you like to know what Aiden is?”

Diane stopped in her tracks.  Would he tell me that?  If so, he would have to give me some proof.  What is so important that he has to meet with his sister and Aiden?  

Smiling with excitement, Diane said, “I am afraid that is not sufficient information.  I will also need proof of what you say and even more.  There are a lot of things happening in the base, and it would have to be well within my interest to convince them to let you meet with your sister.  However, there are some other things I’d like answers on.”  

How far can I get him to go?

Eric’s tone was different than she anticipated.  He had no superiority in his voice, no anger or amusement, he sounded perfectly calm, calculative, knowing.  “I know just what you need to know, Diane, and I’m willing to give it for my request to be granted.”

Tingles shot up Diane’s spine.  What game is this?

She started to feel a tad nervous, not anticipating this kind of discussion with Eric.  Have I misjudged his personality?  This doesn’t sound anything like his initial profile.  

“Is that right?”  she asked.  “What do I want to know, Eric?”

Eric’s voice was even and held no sarcasm.  “The future.”

A bubbling laugh burst from Diane’s throat.  “The future, really?  You had me going there for a moment.  You expect me to fall for such an obvious and ridiculous delusion?”

Diane’s lungs caught as Eric answered.  “Adélaïde Bisset, a talented weave with the blood of nobles, yet forced to live in a small village.  Adélaïde was approached by a dark hooded woman in the early spring of eighteen fifty-eight.  The cloaked woman had been drawn to Adélaïde by her craft; this young seamstress spun small threads of magic into the clothes she produced to be just a little more resilient.”

Throat constricted, Diane listened speechlessly.  “This cloaked woman was your instructor, Morgan, as you knew her.  She taught you a secret form of longevity and a few pieces of runic arts before leaving you; with this information, you killed the man that refused to return your affections and the girl he’d chosen.  Her name was…”

Diane’s voice was hoarse as she cut him off.  “How do you know this?”

Her blood chilled at his response.  “Past and present are already in the design, but future threads can be shifted, though there is a pattern intended.  Agree to give me what I want, and I will give you a glimpse of what is to come and what you desire most.  You will play a part.”

Knees starting to fail her, Diane leaned against a wall.  This cannot be Eric.  This kind of speech, the pattern, it has no relevance to his earlier personality. No one knows that information; no one knows my birth name but … Morgan herself.  Is he—could he be working for Morgan?  Was the eye her doing?  What is her connection with the Founders?  What other way could he know my past?  

Swallowing the nervous jitters in her stomach, Diane asked, “What do I need to know?”

            


B2 — 21. Change


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    Things are finally moving, and the conflict is about to begin with the Shadow Order, Dragoons, Vice-President, and President on their way.  What could he be planning for?



                

                Aiden sat in his cell without noise.  It had been hours since his meeting with Jenny and Sora’s episode, yet it still circulated in his mind.  No matter how many times I ask the question I still don’t know what happened.  She was fine, maybe a little moody but that’s understandable, and then she was writhing on the ground.

Eric had to be the trigger.  He showed up and then it happened.  That other Vulpes looked very scared; whatever happened, it didn’t look good.  Why, why does this always happen to me?  Everything happens around me; it must be the Firebird curse.  Now I don’t know if she’s alive or dead.

Eric’s reaction, though…  He was totally caught off-guard.  Obviously, it wasn’t his intent for that to happen, but he seemed to know something about it.  I’ve seen his expressions enough to know that, and he wasn’t happy.  Not only that, but he endangered his entire pack by breaking into the holding area.  What’s he thinking?  Does he not need them if he can get Sora’s latent power?

He backed off against that Vulpes’ friend.  He must be strong to make Eric back down, although I haven’t given him any feathers for a few days now, and his fight with that dragon drained every bit of power he’s built up.  He must be feeling the loss in strength, maybe that’s why he’s so erratic, though he’s always been fairly unpredictable.

Lying down on the hard bed, he looked up into the black ceiling.  I hope Sora’s alright.  She seemed a little off before Eric came when I was talking with Jenny.  Aiden groaned.  Of course, we were supposed to be looking for her dad and friend!  I just butted in and asked her to drop it to speak to Jenny, one of the bullies that tormented her for years.  Of course, she’d be angry … but why didn’t she say anything?

Thoroughly baffled by her actions, he shifted directive.  Jenny doesn’t know what happened to Kari, even Devin’s MIA.  She and the rest of Eric’s pack were stuck together with touch-sensitive shock restraints.  These people seem to be cruel in their methods, especially with what Sora said, and most of the werewolves are forced to stay with him.

Brow furrowing, he berated himself.  Again, my thoughts return to Sora!  What is it about her that keeps my brain so unfocused?  She’s pretty and cute as Vulpes usually are, a Founder at that.  She’s witty and fun, but again … she’s a Vulpes; it’s in her nature to have that kind of personality.

Sighing, he whispered, “Then again … at the graveyard…”  That’s right, that’s where my mind turned to her.  Her image imprinted in my head, falling from that tree, her stunned tear struck face, and the way she made me feel … like I wasn’t alone.  That’s probably another part of her empathic abilities, though…

His heart burned, body tingling with energy as Aiden cleared his throat and adjusted his focus, hand running through his hair.  “No, Vulpes are inherently sensual and charm those that come in contact with them … anyone.”  

It’s nothing but physical attraction from her inherent nature and Vulpes physiology.  Rolling to his side, Aiden looked into the darkness, his mind conjuring images of Sora.  But—what if it’s not?

Time stretched in the emptiness as his mind wrestled with his thoughts and feelings, but he straightened as the door bolts began to release and light flooded the room.

Blinking and shielding his vision, he looked up to find a tall, dark silhouette; breathing in, he sighed, “Eric.”

A woman spoke from behind Eric.  “I have charmed the observation staff of this district, but I am tired.  You have a limited time to do what you need.”

As Eric’s features came into focus Aiden found himself wondering if this was the man he’d known all his life.  Eric had a look in his face that he’d never seen before.  He seemed entirely at ease; it never crossed his mind that he’d see Eric at peace.

A half smile lit Eric’s cheeks which Aiden couldn’t identify.  “Aiden, it’s good to see you.  You must be starved.”

Licking his lips, Aiden shrugged.  “Yeah, I’m a bit hungry.  Would you mind filling me in on what’s going on?”

Motioning, Eric said, “Come out real quick.”

Clearing his throat, Aiden followed his instruction.  Getting to his feet, he walked past Eric.  A tall black haired woman he didn’t recognize stood stiffly outside.  She quizzically looked him over before asking, “He’s a Firebird?”

Aiden’s muscles locked, but Eric put his hand on his shoulder.  “It’s alright, Aiden.  Can you produce a feather for me?”

His lips bunched to the side as he stared at the floor.  That wasn’t a command … he asked if I could?

Clenching his fist, he concentrated.  That request has been a daily routine in my life for so many years … When did I stop feeling numb to it?  Since Sora bumped into me?  No, when she linked emotions with me … when I felt her true sentiments.

He felt himself already calling upon his energy out of habit, shaping it into a corporal state.  Hesitantly he opened his fist to glare at the dazzling brilliance of his formed energy, multicolored lights dancing around the space.

The woman breathed a coo of awe and spoke in a heavily accented voice.  “So this is a feather from a Firebird.  It is not Spiritual Energy, but something else.  If I am correct?”

Eric put forth his hand to stop the woman from touching it.  “Yes, it is not spiritual energy, and you should not touch it.  Fate tends to curse those that touch a Firebird's feather without consent.”

Aiden looked away and held it up for Eric.  Aiden frowned as Eric’s rough palm closed Aiden’s fingers.  “Reabsorb the energy.  I don’t need it at this point.”

Aiden looked up into Eric’s eyes with shock, they’d changed so much, stunned, he absorbed the energy on command.  He couldn’t find any of the burning coals that used to reside there; instead, there was wholeness, a sense of purpose and belonging, but incredible sorrow.

What’s changed?  Is this really Eric or a trick?  No, it has to be him, I couldn’t deny his order.

Turning to the woman, Eric asked, “Is everything prepared?”

The woman looked jaded and suspicious.  “Yes, but I still do not understand how you knew about Benjamin’s plans when I did not and why you chose this course of action?  Why is this so important to me?  I would think your actions would be the exact opposite, and much more flamboyant.”

Eric patted Aiden on the back but stared down at the woman.  “I gave you what you wanted; the location is yours.  Now, give me what I want.”  The woman nervously took a step back and nodded.  Turning, Eric said, “Let’s go, Aiden.”

Following, Aiden asked, “Where to?”

“My sister.”

 

* * *

 

Kari forced herself awake as her consciousness flickered.  She was still tied to the pillars, but now her captors had added cushioned belt restraints and medical equipment that pumped some kind of liquid into her system.  It had taken them hours, but they’d forced her to eat, and the French woman had been by to question her about things she didn’t know.

She now sat comfortably in an armchair that was tethered to the pillars.  She was held with cushioned restraints with the golden thread loosely tied around her body, keeping her in check; she hated the forbearance.  She’d exhausted most of her excess strength against her brother, and now the threads drained her physical energy completely.

Kari’s vision silently followed several people that were checking her bonds and setting up new equipment.  She’d seethed her brother’s name for hours, and it only proved to consume her mentally.  The rage was still there, the coals would never go out, though she could do nothing but simmer and wait.

She heard the elevator slide to a stop without much interest until Eric’s scent carried to her.  Teeth grinding together, she waited, lips abruptly dry and her mouth stiff; Kari’s head lifted in confusion as Aiden’s odor wafted in as well.  Eric finally found his energy bank; it won’t be long until he makes his move.  Is that why he’s here?

She grimaced as Diane joined them, and it took another minute before they reached her.

Aiden rushed over and examined her.  “Are you alright, Kari?”

Lips peeling back with contempt as she glared at her brother and working down a meager pool of saliva, she turned to Aiden and said, “I’ve been better.  Where’s Jenny?”  Her eyes left Aiden to follow her brother as he talked lowly with one of the men.

“Is it ready?”

Focus returning to Aiden, she listened to what he knew.  “Jenny’s with Eric’s werewolves.  Most seemed kind of beaten, but Jenny was holding out.  She wanted to know where you were.  After Eric broke into their holding room, they were moved somewhere else; I’m not sure where.”

Kari’s teeth began sliding against each other as her vision returned to her brother, identifying the scents between the group.  You can always make a situation worse than it has to be.  With all his talk about patience and there being more than just raw power, he’s just a hypocrite.  He’s no more patient than I am, even less.

As Aiden moved closer to look at her restraints, Kari’s muscles tightened, and she centered on him.  “You were with Sora?”

Easing back, Aiden looked at her with a concerned expression, which confused Kari.  “Yeah, she found me, set me free, and we went to meet Jenny—that’s when your brother crashed the party.”

Kari looked down at the ground.  Sora set him free—why?  Does he know Sora somehow?  Her scent is more potent now, that oddly fragrant smell that tickles my throat.  “Oh, and what happened?”

Her eyes jumped up to Aiden as she heard him swallow.  “She—grew another tail, a tail of spiritual energy; it was so intense that even Eric backed off, then she fell through the floor.  I haven’t seen her since.”

She bit her cheek, taking blood.  What’s been happening?  She suddenly grows her second tail, and it’s of pure spiritual energy?  Why so soon, shouldn’t it take over a hundred years?  Vulpes are supposed to grow their powers in doubles; they reach a barrier and can’t pass it until meeting with…

Her nose creased.  “Was there another Vulpes there?  I smell one.”

Aiden shook his head.  “I know what you’re thinking, and yes there was another Vulpes, but it wasn’t one of the two Founders.  There’s a two-tailed Húli Jīng.  Although, she has one black tail—and one white tail.”

Kari shook her tired head.  “I don’t even want to put thought into that fox.”  Eyes shifting from Aiden to Eric, she whispered, “What’s he planning?”

Sighing, Aiden scratched the back of his head.  “I don’t know, honestly.  He told me I couldn’t interfere, though…”  He turned to stare at Eric.  “He’s been acting strange since he got me out … he’s—different.”

“Strange how?”

Kari frowned as Aiden hesitated.  “He gave—he gave me back my feather.  He didn’t consume it.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Kari whispered, though she knew Eric could hear them.  “What would he gain from that?  He needs your power to survive.”

Shrugging, Aiden said, “I don’t know.  He’s been silent almost the entire time, and that woman over there seems to be hanging on his every word.”

Kari was even more bewildered.  “Diane?  That woman’s supposed to be some big shot, what’s Eric done?”

They both cut their conversation as Eric walked up to them.  Kari had never heard this patient of a tone come from her brother.  “Things will be made clear in time.”  

The fire in Kari’s heart stoked.  How can he be so calm?  I want to rip his jaw from his skull!

One of the men came over to him.  “It’s all set up to that one laptop.”  He gestured to a set of monitors that had been placed in front of Kari’s chair.

“That’s everything I need.  You all can go back to your stations,” Eric instructed.  

Everyone but Diane left.  She positioned herself beside Aiden, waiting for Eric to continue.  She had the scent of curiosity.

Eric eyed her for a moment before saying, “I wanted to show you something, Sister.”  Moving to the laptop, he pressed the enter key.  All the monitors lit up and started alternating between camera feeds.  Multiple sections were shown per monitor, but the center showed only a single pane, Jenny.

Swallowing nervously, Kari asked, “What’s going on, Eric?”

He stayed silent as the video continued to play.  Five minutes passed in stillness, Jenny was lying in a bed, blankly staring up at the ceiling in a ten by ten cell.

Kari’s vision kept shifting to her brother, but he continued to watch the screens emotionlessly, nothing shifting beneath his eyes.  What kind of game is this?  It seems he’s gotten Diane under his thumb, and all he does is set up some monitoring equipment.  This isn’t like him at all.

Her focus returned to the monitor with growing concern, attention soon snatched by a side monitor as a group of men walked into view; they were heavily armed and moved with purpose before stopping outside a cell and waited.

Talking lowly amongst themselves, the soldiers appeared to be confirming something, and a minute later, a terse elderly man made his way across the ramps.

“Eric, what are you planning?”  

Still, he stayed silent, and Aiden seemed totally bewildered but naturally, he knew better than to question Eric too much.

Diane sniffed as she watched the wrinkle-ridden man approach the guards, his voice was audibly irritated.  “Why can’t Diane do this?  She made the initial hypothesis, and I haven’t gotten a wink of sleep in the past thirty hours.”

One of the men commented back.  “Diane’s asleep.  Something about using a lot of magic, and, shockingly, she’s been more cautious lately, I believe she’d cause trouble.”

Kari caught Diane’s scowl from the corner of her vision, and she sniffed sharply.  “Of course, I’d object.  It was an early hypothesis…”

The guards began opening the door, and her focus flipped back to the center feed, the door to Jenny’s cell began to open.  Nervous jitters ebbed into her stomach.  What do they want with Jenny?  Why would Eric want me to see this?  What’s his plan?  Is this the start of his breakout scheme?

The company of men swarmed in, making Jenny back into the corner of her bed.  She didn’t look frightened, just weary.  The men held their guns at the ready and waited as the elderly man slowly walked in.

Taking out a tablet, the man began playing with it.  He stopped for a moment and read silently.  “A Germanic werewolf, Jenny, the only pure-blooded Germanic found in over two centuries.  You’re quite the rare breed these days.  It is fascinating that you’d stay back during the battles as your human slaves did all the dirty work.”

Kari was confused.  “That’s not true.  What about your pack?  Aren’t they pure-blooded as well?”

Eric’s voice was soft and calm.  “You never really questioned what happened around you, Kari.  Just like the child, you are; always taking everything at face value.  No, the other werewolves are close, but not pure-blooded.”  Annoyed by his response, Kari didn’t pursue the topic.

The old man seemed to be reading again, before lifting an eyebrow.  “You are the only Werewolf among the entirety found that has the infectious gene.  According to U.S. records, every one of these werewolves has been turned within three years.  Does that make you their sole creator?”

Jenny went stiff, and Kari’s body went numb.  Teeth grinding together, Kari yelled, “That’s not true.  You turned them!”

She was caught off-guard as Eric calmly shook his head.  “You never asked the question.  The truth is all too plain, Sister.”

Kari’s stomach twisted as the man continued to speak to Jenny.  “There seems to be blood relation between you and the,” he paused with narrowed eyes, “hybrid, Eric.  Though hard to map correctly, multiple tests have confirmed it.”

Kari’s own words didn’t seem real to her.  “Jenny—is your half-sister?”

A soft sigh came from Eric’s nostrils.  “You’d be shocked to know that Jenny and I are more related by blood than I to you.  Did you ever wonder how you found another Germanic werewolf in Miami?  Why she became friends with you?”

It was hard to breathe; links clicked together as her brother spelled it out.

“Lori, her very primitive and incomplete transformation—Jenny’s fault, because she wasn’t careful with a simple water bottle—that opened the door to several experiments I did with how much of her saliva was needed to infect humans.

“Why do you think she became such good friends with you, trying to mediate between us?  Because I was the one that forced her to be your friend—at least in the beginning.”

“You’re lying,” Kari’s throat constricted as the scene continued.

The part that jumbled and tangled Kari’s emotions was Eric’s tone; he didn’t sound pleased with his deception or sorrowful.  It was like he was evenly recounting a typical day’s activity.

“I had her follow you when you left mom’s sanctuary—after I killed my father, of course—and took the link of Alpha…

“How did I gain another pack after killing and eating my father?  Why do you think I let you go about playing school?  Why did Lori suddenly find you and reveal what she was so soon after you entered the city?”  He let the information crush Kari's psyche before saying, “Jenny was my spy.”

Kari shook her head, jaw locked shut, but Eric wouldn’t let her process it.  “It’s understandable—why you’d block out the truth—Jenny was your first true friend after Tiri. But some things run deeper than friendship or even family, like the ties to an Alpha, which I became after killing my father.”

Just as the information about Jenny’s betrayal began sinking in, Eric threw another curveball.  “Although—it began tearing Jenny apart after a while; she truly wanted to be your friend.”

Eric’s eyes didn’t leave the screen as the old man continued to berate Jenny with questions she wouldn’t answer.  “That’s why I took her away from you, to try and break her of those feelings.”

Kari didn’t know what to think—Jenny deceived her—she was Eric’s sister by blood, a part of his pack, yet she wanted to be her friend badly enough to make Eric worry.  No!  It all still goes back to Eric!  Eric is to blame, for everything!

She was about to curse Eric; when he spoke again—in a tone that chilled her—he sounded in grief.  “I never wanted to make this decision, but there’s no other way for it to start … I couldn’t have stopped it … I would have lost you both in the end.”

Eric patted Aiden on the back as they began walking back toward the elevators, and Diane followed with a fascinated grin.

In a horrified tone, Aiden whispered, “You can’t mean…”

He cut off as Eric’s hand rested on his shoulder.

Kari was speechless as she tried to puzzle out what her brother meant; only the speakers played in the following silence, the slow voice of the old man.  “There is a legend that says if the source of the infection dies, the reproductions will also decay due to the blood link.  Let’s test that theory.”

Kari’s heart froze as she looked back to find the old man leaving.  Her eyes centered on Jenny’s ashen face as the men fired.  A void blackened her soul as she watched the incident, emotion and thought fed into it in a confused mess.

Her first and last friend had been taken away from her … She was alone again.

 

* * *

 

Aiden entered the elevator beside Eric.  I was ordered not to tell Kari anything in the beginning.  Why would Eric suddenly tell her now … in this way?  None of his actions make sense?

Diane looked thoroughly amused and intrigued by the exchange.  “Why did you make her watch her step-sister’s death?  Why would you allow it in the first place … I’m sure I would have been able to convince Benjamine to postpone it.”

Frowning with concern, Aiden looked sideways to find tears falling down Eric’s cheeks.  It was the first time he’d ever seen him cry.  Aiden cleared his throat.  “She’ll never forgive you for that—can you ever forgive yourself?”

Eric’s arm came up to wipe at his tears, and his placid expression returned.  Clearing his voice, he muttered, “I know, but now the link is severed.  They don’t understand the bond between a Germanic werewolf and their turned.”

Aiden glanced away, looking down at the floor.  His stomach was tight, and he didn’t want to think of what they did to Jenny so he wouldn’t throw up his earlier meal.  He’d known her most his life.

Was Eric crying because of what he did to Kari, or because he let his sister get murdered?  Perhaps both, but one thing is sure; Eric’s changed.  I’ve wanted him to change, but … I didn’t once think he would turn out like this. What happened to him?  What’s his plan?

            


B2 — 22. Reunion


                Stepping off the circular staircase, Sora was able to see the observation room occupants.  There were several different groups clustered around different areas; they all froze to watch her, Fen, and Jian follow Hillary.

They didn’t stay to chat; Hillary quickly led the group out of the room and through a few security checkpoints until they reached a more accommodating space.  The area had two levels and inlet offices along the way; the layout reminded her of a mall.  Dozens of people were inside each inlet taking calls, looking over presentations, and conversing.

Hillary silently guided them to a branching hall and directed them into a room.  Entering, Sora found a waiting room sectioned off with couches and sofas, there were even a few televisions stationed around the area, though they were off.  Her attention was instantly stolen by another scent though; Wendy sat in a chair across the room.

“Wendy…”  Sora’s excitement died as she saw her friend.  The way she smelled, her spiritual flow, and demeanor told her that Wendy was empty.

“Sora…”  Wendy replied hollowly.  

Still a little flustered, Hillary said, “The left door is to the ladies bathing area, the right for the men.  If … you’d like privacy; then you can follow those guidelines…”

Frowning, Sora turned to Hillary, feeling a little heat rising within her chest.  “What happened to Wendy?”  she questioned, pushing her influence over the woman.

Fen hummed with amusement as she watched Hillary’s expression pacify.  “Her mother sold her to the organization’s adoption agency.  She’s been told that if you were to act out, she could sustain bodily harm.”

“Were you the one that was in charge of that?”  Sora asked, jaw locking.

Hillary shook her head.  “I heard about the incident, but it was handled by upper management.”

Fen walked around Hillary and extended her claws, wrapping them around her throat.  “She was still compliant, though.”  Fen cooed.  “If you want, I could kill her.”

Wendy was silent as she watched.  Sora was concerned as her spirit showed she didn’t even care, she had blocked off her emotions.

Shaking her head, Sora said, “No, stop it, Fen.”  She released her influence over the woman.

Hillary stiffened in panic as she realized Fen’s claws were around her neck.  “Pl-Please … I just—I don’t want to die…”

Sniffing, Fen released her grip, and Hillary collapsed to the floor in tears.  “How dull … all that power and you don’t even use it.”

Jian had quickly scouted the lady’s room and returned.  “No traps I could detect.”

“Then it’s about time I wash-up.  You go into the men’s area,” Fen said, directing a wink at Sora.

Sora frowned as she turned to Hillary.  Bending down, she influenced her to calm down.  “After this, what’s planned?”

Clearing her throat as the tears stopped, she eased the tension in her neck.  “After you freshen up I will guide you to eat with a researcher that has been appointed to speak with you.”

Her focus shifted to Fen and then slowly up to Jian.  “With—only Wendy.”  She had a hard time getting the words out.

Sora nodded with a grave expression.  “I understand.”  Fen didn’t look pleased but stayed silent.

Swallowing and working herself up again, Hillary finished her report.  “Fen and Jian will be taken to separate eating quarters where they will be left to talk in peace until you have finished.”  Without waiting for their responses, Hillary almost mechanically walked to a corner armchair and sat, looking at the floor.

Sora felt bad for the woman.  She’s so frightened; I don’t need superhuman senses to know that.  I guess when you’re being manipulated and have claws stuck to your throat anyone would be terrified.

Attention moving to Wendy as her friend stared blankly ahead, Sora puffed out a stream of air.  What can I do to help her?  Jane actually sold her to this evil company…

Catching Fen’s suspicious glare at the left door, Sora grimaced.  I can’t blame her for being suspicious, but things seem to have changed.  In what way and for what reason I’m still unsure, but they seem to be treating us a lot nicer … though we only graduated from inhuman to basic prison rights, I assume.  

Sighing, Sora tugged on Fen’s sleeve.  “Don’t worry about it.  If they wanted to do something shady they wouldn’t wait this long, and they have you bound by those wards.  So, why not indulge in some comforts?”  

Fen thought for a moment but nodded with a carefree smile returning.  I knew that would coax her out.

“You’re right, Sora.  Even if you don’t need a bath, I do, and I also need some relaxation!”

Sora frowned at her statement but didn’t pursue it.  “You go ahead.  I’m going to talk with my friend.”

Fen’s eyebrow lifted as she studied Wendy.  “She’s dead inside.  Not a very healthy emotional meal, and not much of a friend left from what I can see.”

She felt a heat light in her chest again.  “Just go on ahead,” she said a little sharper than intended, making Fen flinch slightly, and Jian tensed, yet they complied.

Breathing out her frustration as they entered their respective areas, Sora turned back to Wendy.  Fen’s right, though … Wendy’s in a deep depression.  How can I help her?  I can’t imagine finding out your mother sold you to an organization that will use you as a tool, hurt you to keep someone else in check.  This is probably some form of goodwill gesture … even though they still have my dad.  Like anything they can do would make up for what they’ve done…

Walking over to sit beside Wendy, she asked, “Wendy, what can I do?”

“Can you turn back time?”  Wendy asked, and she groaned internally as she saw a small spark light in Wendy’s spirit.

Breathing a heavy sigh, she shook her head.  “Maybe my mother or aunt could; I don’t know, but I can’t.”

She watched the spark die as a tear fell down Wendy’s cheek.  “Were you manipulating me into being your friend?  Why would you do that?  You could have even mind controlled my mom into selling me…”

Sora closed her eyes, taking a deep breath.  That’s a natural train of thought.  How can I convince her I really feel like she’s my friend?  

Swallowing, Sora cleared her throat.  “I can link our emotions.  You’ll be able to feel everything I feel, and I can feel everything you feel … from what I’ve heard, that could be dangerous to me … it’s like ingesting poison, strong negative emotions.  Can I do that to prove to you my feelings?”

Wendy’s face creased with confusion.  “Why?  How can I even know it’s real?”

Swallowing nervously, Sora shook her head.  “I guess you can’t, but you’ll realize once we’re connected.  You’ll feel how I’m feeling, including if it’s hurting me.  I haven’t linked with anyone that hates me … it might be like firing a bullet at my heart.  I don’t know.  I want you to know that I won’t abandon you, though…”

Wendy’s spirit shifted to show a mixture of emotions; she could sense hate, loneliness, betrayal, worthlessness, and the slightest beam of hope.  Taking another deep breath, Sora closed her eyes and linked emotions.

A quake rippled through her body as she was dropped into a freezing ocean, a trap squeezing around her heart and teeth sinking into her flesh while needles cascaded down her frame.  In contrast, she could feel her emotions feeding into Wendy.

The warm desire to save Wendy; Sora’s sincerity transferred to her—the pain Sora felt at Jane’s betrayal—trying to comfort her best friend.  Sora’s own fear and confusion of becoming a Vulpes carried through, and the joy of learning about her family and meeting her aunt.

Sora couldn’t help but extend her relief at being able to share this side of her; the first time they talked in years, only two weeks ago, that pricked her heart for more tears to fall—her need for Wendy’s support.

The waters around Sora dispersed in the process of Wendy’s heart strengthening, coming to terms with her circumstance and that she wasn’t alone.

Sora opened her eyes—they both were crying—nose stinging, Sora reached over and hugged Wendy as she latched onto her.

Shaking with tears, her friend sobbed, “I didn’t know you felt that way.”

Sniffing, Sora hugged tighter.  “You’ll always be my first friend … I’ll never leave you.”

They cried for a while before she eased back her emotional link, and Wendy pulled away, wiping at her eyes.  “Thank you…”  she whispered.

Sora shook her head.  “Thank you for understanding.”

A small smile lit her red cheeks.  “It helps when you can actually feel other people’s emotions.”

Nodding, Sora laughed a little.  “It takes some getting used to … it’s pretty powerful.”

Wendy nodded.  “What now?  Who are those other people with you?”

Sora ignored Fen’s soft sarcastic remark in the bathroom, clearing her throat.  “That other Vulpes … Vulpes is like calling you a human; she and I are Vulpes … her name is Fen.  She has a—vicious personality, most Vulpes tend to be … not that nice.”

Wendy swallowed as Fen called out, “Why don’t you just tell her I’m an evil devil, while you’re at it.”

“It wouldn’t be completely wrong,” Sora stated dryly.

Fen sniffed.  “I just do what I want.”

“You can hear her?”  Wendy asked a little nervously.

Sora nodded with a huff.  “Yes, our fox ears are very receptive to sound, and she’s a bit of a … she’s not that nice most of the time,” she stated with a forced grin.  “So, do you need to take a shower?”

Wendy shrugged.  “I guess.  Will we be together from now on?”

Nose twisting with contempt, Sora glared at a camera.  “Yes, if I have a say in it.”

Rubbing her shoulder, Wendy nodded.  “Thanks, Sora… I felt…”

Sora shook her head and hugged her again.  “Don’t think about it.  We’ll get through this and figure something out.  My dad can adopt you, and we can be sisters!”

A sad smile crossed Wendy’s lips.  “I’d like that—if it’s possible.”

Standing, Sora glanced toward Hillary.  She began shaking again, but Sora ignored her.  “Humph, let’s get showered and we’ll see what they have planned.”.

Wendy nodded, and they both walked into the bathroom, Sora found it had several sectioned off areas with curtains for showering.  There were sinks with unopened hygiene materials, clean towels, and three new sets of clothes, no baths.  She frowned as she noticed one of the sets were from her wardrobe that was sent to be resized.  I guess they really did backtrack all my movements.

Fen’s demeanor was sour as they entered.  “No baths … only showers.”

“Seems so,” Sora confirmed as she began to strip, Wendy following her example.  Pausing, Sora asked, “What did you mean; I don’t need to shower?”

Fen quickly shed her attire.  “Just what I said, you don’t.  Founders have different physiology to most beings.  Having an immortal body has its perks.”

Finishing, Sora went to a nearby shower and turned on the hot water, noticing care products inside.  “My hair can still get frizzy and untamed.  My mouth tastes rancid, and I feel dirty.  I don’t feel that different, honestly … in fact, I feel dirtier than I should because of all my enhanced senses.”

In the shower next to her, Wendy hummed.  “Honestly, you smell really nice.”

Starting the shower next to hers, Fen sniffed.  “Of course you feel dirty.  It probably has something to do with your unorthodox transition.  I can’t really speak for you, but your change had some alterations on your personality and body, right?”

Thinking back on all of her mood swings, Sora said, “Yeah, I don’t know if I like it or not, but my behavior has definitely changed, and obviously my body has.”

“Thought so,” Fen commented.  “I suspect it has something to do with your transformation.  You may not age anymore for all I know.”

“Really?”  Wendy asked.  “Sora’s going to be sixteen forever?”

Sora’s stomach tightened.  “Wait, you really mean I’ll look sixteen forever?”

Fen’s laugh didn’t sound kind.  “Sixteen?  You look fourteen to me.”

Standing in the hot water, Sora silently let the liquid cascade across her skin.  I don’t want to look like a teenager forever!

Sounding a bit cheerier, Fen said, “While your body experienced changes with the influx in Vulpes characteristics … I think I heard some scientist say something about hormones.  Your brain still retains habits, like how you feel really dirty.  Your mouth has a bad taste to it so it must smell.  You haven’t taken a bath for a while so you must stink, and nonsense like that.”

“So it’s all in my head?”  Sora whispered.

Fen huffed.  “Well, I agree with the human, to me, you smelt quite fragrant.  I couldn’t tell you what it’s like, but it’s pleasant.  Your breath also has an unfamiliar scent, but again it’s nice.  It’s similar to Inari’s scent.”

Sighing with relief under the warm water, she enjoyed the shower as it relaxed her muscles.  They finished washing in silence, and each stepped out at different times.  Wrapping her hair in a towel as Wendy finished drying herself, Sora began to take care of her routine after shower maintenance.  Fen eyed her with amusement as Wendy followed suit, but Sora paid her no mind.

Finished combing out her hair, she eyed the clothes between the sinks that were laid out for them.  Sora was slightly impressed with how well they picked out their personalities, but they did bring her own clothes.  Obviously, She and Fen wore different sizes as the fox was much more mature, but she was taller than Fen.

They’d brought some of her previous undergarments, showing they’d gone through her room, which did make Sora wonder what they thought of the icy wonderland—if it was still there—she had no clue what happened to Ron and Stephanie.

Pondering on the pair with sadness touching her heart, Sora pulled the black undergarments on before donning one of the plain summer dresses she’d sent to the seamstress; it had a wavy round neck, tailored, and dropped to her lower thighs.

Carefully sliding her tails through the hidden crease, Sora held her hair as Wendy helped her zip up the back.  Sitting after to slip on her black flats, her friend ran a brush through her damp hair for a second.

Fen completely ignored their chosen attire and dressed in her previous Chinese style dress, sniffing as she saw the opening for Sora’s tails.  “They give you custom clothes, but leave me with such a drab choice.”

Wendy put on her own given attire; undergarments, a gray T-shirt, and cream jeans without complaint, likely taken from her own wardrobe.

“They are horrid at choosing clothing that fits our beauty!”  Fen fumed with outrage.

I guess she doesn’t like my taste in clothing … Imagine that.

They exited together and found Jian already waiting; the scientist hadn’t moved from her spot.  It took her a moment for her to gain the nerve to rise to her feet.  She frowned as Wendy started to tremble as they neared the two, hiding behind her.

Sighing sympathetically, Sora said, “You don’t have to be so scared of us.”

Fen giggled.  “What are you talking about?  Of course, they have to be scared of us.  Well, at least Jian.  He puts off a natural fear induction, and unlike dragons, it’s hard for him to turn it off.”

“I see,” Sora trailed off.

Could I do something for them as Inari did for me?

Extending her influence to both Wendy and Hillary, she found it wasn’t that consuming in the least as she strengthened their spiritual network.  “I’m sorry for the inconvenience, but you don’t need to be frightened of us,” Sora comforted, her power enhancing them.

Hillary’s countenance changed instantly, and Wendy’s trembles ceased as she relaxed.  I’ll need to figure out some way to increase Wendy’s spiritual network, so this won’t happen again.

Face softening, Hillary massaged her shoulders.  “Wow, I feel a lot better!”  she said with a wide grin.  “I don’t know what you did, but I feel completely at ease.  Thank you.”

Sora caught Fen scowling with disapproval and jealousy, but she didn’t question her action.  

“If you’ll please follow me,” Hillary instructed as she led the way back through the door.

Trailing behind her, they walked down two halls, passing several researchers that tried to avert their eyes while hurrying past.  They stopped outside a steel door.

Authenticating her identification, Hillary opened the door and gestured to Sora and Wendy.  “You will find a mahogany table inside that has just been set up.  There are waiters inside to help, and the representative will be in shortly to speak with you.”

She could smell the aromas of many different kinds of food coming from the vents.  Taking one last glance at a suspicious Fen and passive Jian, Sora walked through the doors with Wendy.  They closed behind them, and she walked down the hallway to a wooden door that had two tough looking guards posted outside.

Sora’s stomach tightened as waves of nausea suddenly swept over her as she slowly approached the two men.  What am I doing?  Why have I been following along so willingly!  I’m being stupid.  Stupid!

She jumped as Wendy touched her arm, tone concerned.  “You look concerned.  Is everything alright?”

Taking a deep breath, she nodded.  “Sorry, I’m alright.”  

Why did I flip from calm to panicky?  Calm down!

Taking a deep breath, she entered the Outer Body Technique.

Examining herself, she frowned.  I do, however, sense something wrong.  It’s more of an instinct than any of my senses.  There’s some kind of spiritual imbalance that’s going to happen soon… a big one.  I can’t tell how I know from a surface examination of my spiritual network, but I know something is brewing nearby.  I’ll just have to prepare myself to protect Wendy.

Exiting the Outer Body Technique, she whispered in Wendy’s ear.  “Something bad is going to happen soon.  I don’t know what it is or when it will happen, but there’s going to be a big event soon.  Keep close to me.”

With her power strengthening her spiritual network, Wendy nodded calmly.  “Got it.”

The men were well armed but didn’t give any threatening indications, but Sora knew they were on guard.  She recognized the scent that flowed through the air, the increased radiant heat that caressed her skin, the pulse of their hearts, the minute twitches of their muscles, and their spiritual network as they flowed with different emotions.

They were prepared to kill both her and Wendy given a single word.  They weren’t afraid; she knew they’d willingly take their own lives if it meant killing a threat.  When did my senses start becoming this acute?  I couldn’t have guessed these things a few days ago.  It must be Inari’s training and my second tail.

The guards opened the door as they neared and they proceeded through without hesitation.  The room she entered wasn’t very large but held a rectangular table that could hold ten people, but only three chairs were present; two near them and one on the opposite end.

The area held a single dim chandelier over the center of the table, which cast shadows into the corners that hid two attendants from normal vision, a man and a woman.  On the mahogany table were platters of food, still giving off steam, showing they’d just been prepared.

Her eyes could easily see everything, but a human eye would take time to adjust.  They’ve really changed their tune.

Focus darting to the attendant, she cautiously watched him pull out their chairs.  “Ma’am, if you’d sit, I’d be happy to serve you whatever you’d like.”

Sora quietly took the seat, positioning her tails to the left side and laying them across her lap as Wendy sat next to her; the man pushed their chairs in and moved to the tableside.

“Now what would you like?”  he asked with a passive expression.  He wasn’t scared or hesitant in the least.  His spirit only showed a willingness to serve.  With a little more observation, she realized he was being paid well for this job and needed the money.

“Anything will do,” Sora said with a quick sweep of the table.

Wendy nodded in agreement.

Everything looked delicious, but she wasn’t sure what most of it was, which made her a little nervous.

Considering her words, Sora asked, “When will the host be joining?”

“Shortly,” the man said without further explanation.

Sora pushed down her unease and began eating with Wendy from the first plates the man set in front of them; she didn’t even eat a fourth of the plate.  It wasn’t like it was bad, her appetite was just weak.  On the other hand, Wendy had two helpings and was now starting another.

Noticing her refrain, the man came and took her plate, setting it on a tray by his station.

When Wendy finished her third plate, the silence persisted for another minute before the door opposite them opened, and a woman she didn’t recognize stepped through.  She was young, probably in her twenties and had an enthusiastic scent about her, but her spirit was a mass of nerves.

Sitting down before her attendant could retract her chair the woman stared across the table at them with a broad smile.  “Hello, Sora and Wendy, my name’s Kelsey, and I’ll be dining with you!”  She looked over at their vacant plates and hummed.  “Although … I guess I’m a bit too late.”

Swallowing, Sora cleared her throat.  “I was under the impression that I’d be meeting with Diane?”

The server waited beside the table as Kelsey laughed.  “Diane’s been up for days.  She needs rest, so she asked me to meet with you.”

Frowning, Sora asked, “What will we be talking about?”

Ordering food, Kelsey shrugged.  “There’s some stuff we need to clear up and some more things we can hopefully talk about.”

Deciding to get straight to the point, Sora asked, “Will you finally tell me where my father is?”

“Oh!” Kelsey exclaimed in shock.  “Has no one told you yet?”

Sora’s eyes narrowed darkly.  “You can quit with the surprise and cheer.  You’ve already shown me what kind of organization this is by what you’ve done to Wendy.  I simply want to know if my dad’s alright.”

Kelsey’s smile faltered slightly.  “Yes … yes and I suspect you can tell if I’m lying and what not.  Your test results were fascinating, to say the least!  Your cells tend to act completely differently when taken away from your body, their structure changes—they die, probably without spiritual energy to sustain them!  Your digestive system seems to break down foods into base particles and reform them into different structures…”

Sora didn’t want to know how they’d figured all this out, and she found herself becoming irritated, she could feel Wendy growing annoyed as well.  Cutting her off, Sora said, “I didn’t ask you to give my results.  I asked you if my father is alright.”

A shiver ran down Kelsey’s spine and through her spiritual network.  “Ye-Yes you did,” she stammered.  “And as far as I know, we’ve sent him to a specialist for surgery.”

Concern creased Sora’s features.  “Wait, I healed him, though, at least a little.  Eyia said he was out of serious danger?”

Regaining her composure, Kelsey questioned, “You healed him?  Can Vulpes Founders heal?  And who is Eyia?”

Ignoring her, Sora pressed forward.  “Is my dad alright?  What’s his condition?”

Clearing her throat, Kelsey continued, “I don’t know all the details, but his condition started to deteriorate about an hour after your capture.  He was given enough treatment for transport and was sent to a facility with our best surgeons.”

Her jaw locked for a moment. “Bring him back, and I’ll heal him myself!  Wouldn’t you like to see how I heal?”  

Once I have my dad, we can leave.  My selfish actions brought him into this mess.  I at least have to get him and Wendy out.  Since Inari destroyed the wards, it shouldn’t be a problem.  I think I can remove them myself now, anyways.

Kelsey sat back in her chair with a loud sigh.  “This is a tense atmosphere.  I didn’t expect the mood to sink lower than when I arrived.”  Looking at Sora with level eyes, Kelsey said, “Look, the medical base your father is at is on the other side of the continent, he’s probably still recovering as we speak.”

“That’s not good enough!”  Sora yelled, her anger flaring.  

They’re using him as a bargaining chip!  What do they want with me?  They haven’t killed me, why!?

Kelsey sank back in her chair nervously.  “Don’t let your emotions get the better of you,” she pleaded.

Sora’s teeth ground together and her fingernails extended into claws, digging into the table; taking a deep breath, she let it out, retracting her nails.  If they haven’t killed me then they want something of me, someone does.

“Her dad is a bargaining chip like I was … am,” Wendy stated.

Kelsey bit her lower lip.  “I don’t know any of that.  I’m a part of the U.S. Paranormal Division.  We aren’t in charge of your particular case, but it’s being brought up with the proper channels … I’d say that in some time you’ll be released and issued a monster visa.  I’m just a stand-in for Diane as she rests.”

Sora huffed.  A monster visa, and … my case is being brought up to U.S. officials?  So, are they being nice now that they found out I’m basically a goddess … not that I feel like one.  

Glaring at Kelsey, Sora asked, “What do you have planned for me for now, then?”  Increasing her spiritual perception, she searched Kelsey’s aura as she answered, the action felt natural.

“We are sorry about the way we treated you and would like to offer you some hospitality in the meantime, while we set up residency for you within the United States,”  Kelsey said, regaining her cheery atmosphere.

Sora felt sick to her stomach as she read her aura.  “You believe every word, yet have suspicions things won’t turn out that way.  Why does the President make you hesitate?”

“Ack,” Kelsey rubbed the back of her neck.  “I guess Founders are pretty powerful.  You are reading me like a book … Well, there are some people on the way that are over this organization: not the U.S. President, but the company president.

“There are certain laws regarding monsters—you may have human citizenship, but the U.S. has a quite stringent policy toward monsters—there’s been a branch set up to handle this sort of thing, and you’ve been bumped through all the right channels.  Umm … being a Founder, and all, heh, comes with its perks!

“But, umm, if everything goes through, then you’ll be placed in U.S. protective services and coordinate with them.  Wendy could join you, of course.  You will … there are some conditions to follow that won’t be hard.”

Sitting back, Sora eyed Kelsey silently for several moments.  U.S. protective services … coordinate with them?  It sounds like life under a microscope, but it’s a believable story and seems to be a likely scenario … however, her aura…

Glaring at Kelsey, Sora said, “I understand.  You were given this story as a cover and given no other explanation of my future.  So, to you, this is what will happen.  You were lied to and are feeding me somewhat acceptable lies to keep me under control.  Even you believe this to be the case.”

“That’s all I know,” Kelsey said with a light shrug.  “If there’s something more, then it will be revealed later, but you could be released.”  She rushed by the words, putting little emphasis into the possibility.

Staring down at the table, a low growl rumbled in Sora’s throat.  So nothing has changed.  They just feel less safe with my wards off and scared of something connected to me.

Looking over at the attendants, she debated.  I could start manipulating people into taking me to my dad, but that might backfire, and I don’t want to put him in any more danger.  Wendy could get caught up in it too.  Then again, we are already in a lot of danger.  I just don’t know what to do!

Her attention was diverted as a siren sounded throughout the base and an intercom message broadcast.  “This is a base-wide alert.  Code red three, cameras compromised, rampant monster breakout.  All military personnel report to defensive positions.  All non-military personnel retreat to safe zones.  This is not a drill.  I repeat…”

Sora’s fur bristled.  My earlier feelings.  This spiritual disorder around us … it’s happening now…

Kelsey’s face became ashen.  Turning to one of the attendants, she said, “Take Sora and Wendy to their assigned room and bring the two guards outside with you.  Quickly!”

Sora was a little perturbed by her spiritual network’s actions, but she motioned for Wendy to follow as the attendants lead the way.  They do want me alive for something, and they’re trying to brighten my outlook of them in the process.  Do they need me to do something and think being nice to me will accomplish it?

Kelsey ran back through the door she’d entered from, and the two attendants rushed them outside, motioning for the guards to follow.  They began making their way through the halls as people ran the opposite direction they were heading.

Their safe zone is the other way we’re going?  That’s obviously not right…
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B2 — 23. Frenzy


                Diane folded her arms as Eric stopped outside the elevator.  “This is where we part ways, Diane.  Your work is finished, for now.”

“Finished for now?”  Diane repeated with disdain.  “You still will not tell me who recounted my past?”

Eric shook his head, which made Diane even more annoyed, her jaw locking when he added, “I doubt you’ll ever know as even I do not understand.  I simply know what I must do.”

“Tck,” Diane walked off to her bedchambers.  

I could get in a lot of trouble if Benjamin figures out what I have done… But what have I done?  Really all Eric wanted was to show Kari his other half-sister’s death?  They were friends, obviously, and Jenny lied to Kari or didn’t tell her the whole truth.  But why, in this circumstance, would Eric take time for that?  It just does not make sense and his comment about the werewolves… something is in the works, something terrible…

Diane fumed, she couldn’t figure it out, but that was what intrigued her about Eric.  He took another turn, throwing out everything she thought she knew about him.  From what I can deduce about the Miami scene, he was calm, calculative, and methodical in the placement of his pack.  He then grew sporadic and heated, tripping him up and setting him back.  Yet, his personality changed after coming here; he became more impulsive, extensively aggressive even.

Turning down the hall that would lead to her room, she hummed thoughtfully.  His personality changed again… but when?  After his blood bath with the Kelpie?  No, that wasn’t it; it was after that, after his incident with Sora.  It hit her like a truck.  When all the men blacked out… he stayed, he was sitting against the wall, staring into space.  That was around the time of the eye incident…

Opening the entrance to her living section, she walked a few doors in and proceeded through the left door into her room.  Resting on her single bed, she thought darkly.  It wasn’t Eric that knocked out those men; it was Morgan, but why?  After being away from society for so long, why now?

The only answer she could come up with was Sora.  A third-generation Founder had shown up.  She was a little nervous about Eric’s final comment.  Then again… what if it is not Morgan?  Morgan is powerful, but that eye… it’s something else, entirely unknown, horrifying.  In all likeliness, it should be Morgan, but what if it is someone or something different?

“Who am I dealing with?”  she growled.Not taking off her clothes, she found her mind wandering aimlessly for several minutes before falling asleep.

 

* * *

 

Diane’s mind was forced awake as an alarm split the air.  “This is a base-wide alert.  Code red three, cameras compromised, rampant monster breakout.  All military personnel report to defensive positions.  All non-military personnel retreat to safe zones.  This is not a drill.  I repeat…”

Mind going frantic; it took a moment for Diane to understand what was happening.  Monsters rampant?  The werewolves!  That is what Eric was talking about.  The link to their creator is not a bond to their bestiality, but their humanity!  Why am I only getting this now?  The stupidity of Ranglor and Benjamin!  Ranglor always has to push his experiments too far, and Gerard isn’t here to be the foot in his face!

Leaping out of bed, she dashed to the control room, which was only a few halls away.  When she arrived, her stomach turned over with horror, and she had to steel her nerves as she put her hand to her mouth.  Benjamin was there with several personnel as three leading programming engineers were working at bloody consoles.  Fifteen bloodied bodies were stacked against each other in the corner, and she knew what she had done.

I did this, but I did not think… he was acting so docile!  I could not have known!  When Eric dismissed me, he came here.  I charmed these men to be passive, so we could show his sister the feed unhindered.  It would have worn off in just five more minutes… but Eric had something else planned, something he needed more time for…

Benjamin’s infuriated face screwed up as she walked through the door.  “Diane!  This is a disaster!  The werewolves are on a rampage; as far as I know, I’ve lost twenty men already.  It’s even more vicious than what I saw of the Tennessee event!  Silver takes them down, but it takes a whole clip just to kill one; they’ve gone insane!”

Putting his hand up to his ear his face grew even more frustrated.  “Section E, fall back and regroup.  Retreat five seconds and throw a silver pellet grenade to try and keep them at bay—Charlie!  Charlie!”  He swore viciously.  “I lost another group!  They’re throwing themselves at us like suicide soldiers, and there are over a hundred of them!”

Glaring at the monitors, he snarled, “And somehow, someone got into the main observation deck and deleted all our footage, while simultaneously causing a power surge that shorted out the cameras.  We’re blind!”

Diane’s body felt numb.  The charm I placed on the men.  They did whatever Eric said, and then he killed them, but why?  Is he after Sora or escaping?  Would he leave his sister?  I’m not sure… I'm not sure… I do not know… why do I not know what he is thinking!?  Because it makes no sense!  The ward… I can’t feel it… when…

Taking a deep breath, she tried blocking out Benjamin’s voice and the crowd of people.

Calm down and think of what I do know.  He knew about my past and used it as an access card.  Set up a display for Kari to show Jenny’s death, thereby breaking her will.  Yet in the process, he also knew what her death would bring and used it to his advantage.  Kills everyone in the observation room to go unnoticed and give the werewolves a smokescreen, buying him even more time.

Diane’s jaw snapped together.  Whatever it is, he needs time.  He does not want to be disturbed or at least it seems that way.

Her senses returned as Benjamin’s hand grasped her shoulder and began shaking her.  “Hey, Diane, this is no time to be spacing out!”

Brushing off his hand, Diane growled, “I am thinking!”

Walking a few paces away and staring at the wall with folded arms, she brooded silently.  I cannot get blamed for this.  My whole career, reputation, everything I have worked for… the last hundred years will have been for nothing!  How could I not have seen this coming, Eric is not the person to put your trust in, but… was I scared of the information he had?  How long has it been since I have truly lost control… how long?  A long time.

A thought occurred as she glanced at the monitors.  Eric destroyed all the footage… I just need to shift the blame, and I know the perfect target.

Turning to the group, Diane asked, “Benjamin, do you have contact with the men stationed in front of Eric’s room?”

Benjamin’s brow came together as he asked for a report on Eric.  His eyes widened at the response.  “Idiots!  What do you mean he’s not in his room?”

Diane shook her head while masking a smile.  “It is not their fault.  They were probably charmed.”

Benjamin gazed at the floor, reflecting on her words.  “Charmed?  You mean the Vulpes… but the Founder wouldn’t be caught dead with Eric, and we have her friend and father…”  His vision narrowed.  “Fen.  She has to be working with Eric.  They probably cut a deal somehow.”

Yelling into his speaker, he asked, “Where’s Fen and Jian?”  His expression shifted to confusion.  “The cafeteria?”  Voice stern, Benjamin said, “Good, have all the halls locked down with the M60’s, fire on sight.”

Diane continued to manipulate the situation away from herself.  “You should not confront Fen about it right away, but set a trap.  Jian makes things difficult, but what if we get him in the arena?”

“And who would fight him?”  Benjamin asked quizzically.

“The dragon will fight Jian, and possibly even the Valkyrie.  It is saddening, but at this point, we are having difficulty keeping the dragon under, and it is only a matter of time before the Valkyrie breaks free again.  I think we both know what will happen if that incident repeats.”  

A smile lit her cheeks at the shiver that ran down Benjamin’s frame.  “Also add the Fenris Wolf.  I normally would not like this idea, but with the Vice-President and President coming, we need to clean inventory.  That also means the Tennessean Monsters, what is left of them.”

Benjamin looked pleased with her idea.  “What about the Senator and Fen?”

“We can cover everything up with the werewolf breakout with the Senator.  Fen will be with us in the observer’s box.  She’ll be the hostage; if Jian does not fight, then I will kill her.  No different, we are just setting the scene,” Diane answered.

Kelsey came rushing in, panting and ashen-faced.  “What—is…” she hesitated for a second, catching her breath.  “What’s going on?”

“We’re locking everything down,” Benjamin replied with a broad smile.

Diane’s expression turned serious.  “Did you get Sora into the room?”

Kelsey looked flustered.  “I think so…”

Eyes narrowing, she asked, “What do you mean by that?”

“I—I had the attendants take her,” she squeaked.

Diane’s face turned livid.  “She has to stay safe!  At least until the President arrives!”

“I sent two guards with them,” Kelsey weakly added.

Benjamin’s eager demeanor had returned.  “Kangstly, Real, are you two with the Vulpes?”

“What!”  Benjamin yelled.  “You found both their corpses down the hall leading to the room?”  His expression relaxed a little.  “The sealing room has been activated?  That means that at least one person had to have gone in.”

Diane breathed darkly.  “That does not mean it is her.”

Benjamin shook his head.  “You found the attendants?  Did she go into the room?”  He glared in Diane’s direction.  “Sora protected them from two werewolves and then had them hide in a research room.  We don’t have any eyes on her at any of the checkpoints, which means she hasn’t left the floor and the door was sealed shut.  She has to be in there.” 

Diane seethed.  I don’t like guessing, but I have a lot to plan, and we have to finish this extermination plan before the President arrives.  As long as she has not left the floor, then it should be fine.  Her teeth closed around her thumbnail.  What I am most worried about is Eric, but he has not been seen, and the elevators have been locked down since the incident.

Interrupting Benjamin as he began making preparations, she asked, “Are the exit guards still alive?”

Checking, Benjamin nodded.  “They report nothing out of the ordinary.”

Diane nodded with deep relief.  Eric is still in the base.  Whatever he has planned, I do not want to interfere too much in.  He does have information on me, but he should run to the arena when he realizes Kari’s there.  Hopefully, he will be killed.  

Nodding, Diane said, “Right, we cannot waste another second.  Begin the preparations.”  

I must escape this bullet.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    Enjoy!  I'm heading to bed for work tonight.  ^_^7



                



B2 — 24. Coming Clean
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                Sora easily kept pace with the two attendants as the guards led them through the halls.  Her ears picked up a multitude of screams, shouts, and growls.  It was hard to keep her immediate surroundings in focus as she inhaled the putrid scent of frenzied werewolves with every breath; their hormones were everywhere.

Trying to block out the discord inside her mind, she folded her ears down and found the sound easing.  However, with her hearing diminished, she could only rely on her already overstimulated nose to pick up anything unexpected; her sixth sense only reacted in split-second intervals, she might be too late to respond.

Taking a calculated breath, she let go of her ears and tried her best to power through it.  Should I find Eyia and Jin?  They’d be able to get us out of this situation or come up with a better plan than me…

Just before they entered a junction point, her fur bristled.  She grabbed both attendants’ collars, throwing them back and swiftly scooped up Wendy to leap back; two seven foot tall werewolves sprang around the corner.

Both guards were quick in lifting their weapons, but not fast enough to deal with the enhanced speed of the beasts; the werewolves jumped on them, ripping the men apart within seconds.

The attendants screamed as one werewolf turned its attention to them and vaulted; jaw locking, Sora’s tail erupted with crimson flames.  Being careful with Wendy’s neck so she wouldn’t get whiplash, she flicked both tails in a quick flourish.

A quarter of the square space became an inferno, the combustion sending the werewolves and dead men propelling in the opposite direction.  The men’s corpses tumbled to a stop, lit ablaze, yet the werewolves recovered, fur now scorched and burning; they’d sustained fourth degree burns in a few areas, but didn’t show any signs of backing down.

Setting Wendy down, and quickly dragging both attendants to their feet with what little time she’d gained, Sora yelled, “We need to find another way!”

They ran down the hall toward the previous corridor but only got ten steps; the werewolves recouped, pursuing them with fur still blazing as they howled their rage.

Tail bristling with static, Sora sent a bolt of red electricity toward them; it struck the first, blackening it beyond recognition as its charred body tumbled across the floor in a smoking trail.

The second reached her before she could generate another, and to her horror, it turned toward her best friend instead of her.  “Wendy!”

Wendy acted like a trained soldier, diving out of the way—still as cool as winter with Sora’s spiritual energy strengthening her—nimbly rolling back to her feet to dodge the slash by an inch.

Sora sent the attendants sprawling across the floor again as she lurched forward to grab its reaching arm, attempting to rip at Wnedy’s throat; redirecting its momentum and funneling power to enhance her strength, she flung it down the hall.

It tumbled several times and righted itself thirty-five feet away, instantly turning its attention to another hallway as gunfire shot from another junction; it dashed toward it without hesitation, snarls following.

“Woah, uh, how’d I do that?”  Wendy gasped, face in shock.

Is this even my friend?!  I didn’t even know she could do something like that, by the sounds of it, neither did she!

“Th-Thank you!”  the female attendant panted with a shaky voice; she looked like her legs wouldn’t support her any longer.

“Yes, we are in your debt,” the male attendant stated.  “If not for your quick…”

To Sora’s shock, Wendy cut him off.  “Less talk, more running!”

“R-Right…”

Nodding, Sora glanced down the corridor.  “I can smell several more around the corner, and they’ll probably target my scent.  You two need to find somewhere to hide ‘till things quiet down.”

The male nodded with understanding as he helped the woman to her feet; he walked to a nearby door, he said, “This is a research area.  It should have ballistic glass and a research room inside; we can lock ourselves in it.”  

Sora nodded and waited for them to open and close the door, Wendy stretching out to run.  They’re innocent as far as I know.  I hope they’ll survive.

Her best friend was alert, looking down both hallways. “What are you doing to me?  I feel totally relaxed—like I would be able to stand up to a dragon or something.”

Swallowing, Sora laughed nervously.  “I wish I could do the same thing to me.  I’m increasing your spiritual network.  My aunt did it to me; so, I thought I could help you with Jian’s fear aura.  Seems to be working.”

Wendy nodded and repositioned herself behind Sora as two more werewolves ran through the next junction and turned their way.

Stomach tightening, Sora muttered, “I hope we survive this!”

They began to brace themselves as the werewolves lowered their bodies to pounce with low growls, Sora’s tails lighting with flames as she poised herself to meet them.  However, her ears picked up something running at a sharp speed from behind her—where Wendy was.

Another werewolf?  No, a Fenris Wolf…  It’s fast!

Springing to the wall to get away from its trajectory while wrapping Wendy in illusions to make her invisible, Sora’s mind chilled as a brown furred Fenris Wolf came into focus; his scent caused shivers to run through her bones.  Eric…

The man dashed by them so fast it left her thoughts in a whirlwind; his jaws sank into the left werewolf, biting it in half before crushing the second against the wall.

Sora winced as she heard the snap of bone and blood gushing from the beast's mouth; obviously, they didn’t get back up.  No, he didn’t just save us… we’re his prey.  It has to be a dominance thing…

The brown Fenris Wolf slowly spun around, and Sora could feel the other werewolves in the area shying away as Eric reverted to his human form, showing a rather passive expression for the megalomaniac.

Sora couldn’t guess his emotions past his impenetrable shielded spiritual network, and she didn’t want to try an empathic tether.

Swallowing the nervous saliva gathering in her mouth, she brought her flaming tails around and took up a defensive posture, ready to counter as she let Wendy circle to her back again.  He might be able to see Wendy beside me—he could do it at the construction site—no, he definitely does.  Dammit!

She didn’t turn her head away from Eric as Aiden’s voice carried down the hall.  “Sora—it’s alright.”

Not turning, she waited for Aiden to run between them, partially unraveling her illusions around Wendy so he could see her; Eric still held a neutral stance, not ready to attack or retreat.

Bending over to grasp his knees, Aiden wheezed for a few moments.  “Eric’s—Eric isn’t going to hurt you… he just—wants to talk.”

Her vision shifted to Aiden for a fraction of a second before returning to Eric.  Honestly, why is he so fixated on him?!  All of his power is still mostly gone, too… I can force my way into his spiritual network, but where’s that probability power of his?! 

“Why should I believe you, Eric?  No offense, Aiden, but you sound so stupid for believing anything he says!  Last time you almost killed my father and tried to eat me; not to mention our most recent encounter—should I mention Lori?”

Eric’s voice held no edge.  “Things have changed.  I’ve had to do a lot of planning and things—I never wanted to sacrifice my…”

He closed his eyes, fingers folding into a fist and something Sora couldn’t believe touched his voice—pain, loss, heartache—and she couldn’t say it wasn’t real.  “I had to go through a lot to get this opportunity with you, Sora.  Can you at least give me a chance to explain myself?”

Sora’s eyes shifted to the two mangled werewolves.  He killed two of his pack.  Why?  Isn’t this his big jailbreak scheme or something?

“Jenny is dead,” Eric stated.  “My sister… is dead, and I had to let it happen.”

Sister…  Jenny, not Kari?

Sora’s focus shifted to Aiden again as a sad expression passed over him.  “He’s right…  The people here shot her in cold blood; Jenny was Eric’s half sister, on his father’s side.  That’s why the werewolves have become ravenous; nothing is linking them to Eric and their humanity now … They’re acting on pure instinct.”

“Okay?”  Wendy huffed from behind her.  “And what does that have to do with us?  I mean, it sucks, I guess, but I’m not going to say I have happy memories of Jenny and that she was a good person.”

“Yeah,” Sora growled.  “We have our own problems.”

Eric breathed out a long stream of air through his nose, eyes closed for a moment before opening them; again, there was frustration, but a melancholy note in his voice.

“With Lori and Jenny’s deaths…  My sister has lost her will to live, Sora.  She’s operating on her last wrath filled fumes against me, but as soon as those burn out, she’ll be empty…  She feels alone, worthless, used… hopeless.”

Taking a step back, Sora cleared her throat, “Again, sure, sad, but what does that have to do with…”

She frowned as Wendy touched her shoulder, emotions now flowing the opposite direction.  “Maybe it’s just your power giving me strength, but… Sora, even if I hate Kari… at least at this moment, I don’t want anyone to feel like I did.  You felt those emotions inside me…”

Sora frowned as she considered Wendy’s words and transmitted feelings, reflecting on the years of numbing solitude she’d experienced; Gloria helped her realize there was far more joy than sorrow, yet she couldn’t forget all of that.

Eric sighed and looked down the hall as more gunshots fired not too far away.  “Believe it or not…  I know it’s impossible for you to understand… but everything I’ve done is for Kari…  This isn’t what I wanted to do…”  his throat caught.

“Please, give me a chance, and I’ll explain it; a new path has opened up, and certain things are about to happen that you need to be aware of.”

His sorrowful vision centered on Sora’s eyes, they showed no deception; she could tell there was honesty in every word as his spiritual shield dropped, which caused her ears to flick in irritation.  “If you don’t listen to me, then both Eyia and Jin will die… along with my sister.  Is that reason enough?  You could lash out and kill me now; I’m unguarded.”

Her breath caught, teeth clamping together at the sincerity in every pulse of his spiritual network that she wouldn’t have been able to sense without her aunt’s guidance; still, it disturbed her to hear Eyia and Jin’s names fall from Eric’s lips.

“What do they have to do with Kari?  Eyia would kill Kari—probably.”

“Let me explain,” Eric pleaded.

“Sora?”  Wendy asked, resonating with the emotions Sora sensed in Eric; none of it was making any sense!

What should I do?  If Eric really wanted me, then he could use force; especially after showing how powerful he is in his full Fenris Form just a second ago.  I know I could put up more of a fight now, but I can’t beat him, much less protect Wendy—if he’s right about Jin and Eyia…  Why can't I sense any deception from him?!

Loosening her stance, Sora nodded.  “Fine, I’ll listen—that’s all I’ll do.  Just promise not to eat Wendy or me,” she stated, glaring at him.

“I will not threaten either of you in any way,” Eric said without a blink.  “You have my word; I swear on Kari’s life.”

“I don’t even know if that’s worth anything to you after everything I saw you do to her,” Sora grumbled.

Eric’s eyes closed.  “She means more to me than you know…  I didn’t feel like I had a choice in the things I did, but you can’t understand that … I just want to explain my position.”

“Sure…”

Aiden walked closer to her, sounding a tad skeptical himself.  “I get how you feel, Sora… I don’t know what to expect either.”

“This way,” Eric stated, motioning for them to follow.

“Mhm…”  Taking a side glance at Aiden, Sora asked, “Do you actually think Eric’s changed?”

Aiden looked thoughtful for a moment and nodded.  “Something is definitely different about him, and what he said about doing everything for Kari…  I don’t know how he’s going to explain that one…  We’ll have to see what he says.”

Wendy hummed as she looked backward, studying the two dead werewolves.  “Could he do that the entire time?”

Sora nodded with a sigh and decided to poke the bear.  “Yeah, but he’s weaker now—heh, you know, since Jin crushed him.”

“You’re right.  I am weaker now than I was; if you didn’t have to defend anyone, I’d even say you could kill me—if we were outside.  The energy you are getting from the earth is good, but not as potent as the sky, and you’re not at 100%.”

Sora huffed.  “How can you tell?  I’m hiding my spiritual network.”

Eric shook his head.  “I don’t know…  I just know.”

“You what?”  She glared at his back, letting a slow stream of air pass through her nose.

Aiden doesn’t know what’s going on with him, Jenny dies, and all the werewolves go berserk…  He basically said she was their link to humanity, but I don’t know, this could all be a trap…

Stopping in front of a steel door, Eric opened it with a code and went inside, gesturing for them to follow, yet Sora hesitated as a scent rounded the corner.  That’s Mary…

She heard gunshots nearby.  Glancing at Wendy and Eric, she said, “I need to do something real fast.  Eric, if you really are sincere, protect Wendy for a second.”

Eric hesitated.  “We don’t…  I understand.  I will die before anything bad happens to her.”  

She swallowed as his spiritual network confirmed his response.  Why is he going this far?

Sora dashed down the hall, time seeming to slow as she accelerated, and rounding the corner, she found three werewolves darting toward a group of four soldiers.  How can I stop Mary?  Aiden said everyone infected lost their humanity… I have to try to save her though!  

Her breath caught as the soldiers fired and a bullet struck the woman’s side; extending her influence as much as possible, she yelled, “Stop!”

Her magic swept over the werewolves and soldiers, making them freeze in place, unable to twitch; she sighed with relief as she neared, and turned to the soldiers.  “Retreat to a safe location and forget you saw me.”

They nodded and began running at top speed.

Shifting to the paralyzed werewolves, she said, “Calm down and follow me.”

The beasts’ thumping hearts eased as they nodded and casually followed her back to the room, her magic stealing any free will they had.  I’m glad my magic is working at least.  I hope I can help them.

She noticed the blood dripping down their fur as they walked, the silver preventing their bodies from healing, and upon examining their spiritual networks, her jaw tightened; if the silver remained, they’d eventually die.

Aiden’s brow creased as she rounded the corner with the three werewolves.  “What did you…”

Eric answered with a sigh.  “You’re controlling their Intelligence, aren’t you… overpowering their very ability to act.”

“Yes, I know one of them… you ruined her life—ruined so many people’s lives—all of those werewolves,” she stated with contempt.

Lips becoming a line, Eric nodded.  “I did.”

Snarling, Sora led all of them into the room, dropping the illusions around Wendy; it seemed to be a break room for staff.

Eric sat on a couch, Aiden sitting across from him with Wendy.

“What do you plan to do with them?”  Wendy softly asked.  “Who is it you know—do I know them?”

“Mary…”

“Oh, your new psychiatrist?”

“Mhm…  I want to try and heal them,” Sora muttered as she studied them.

Hope filled Aiden’s eyes.  “Is that possible?  If you need help, I can give you energy.”

Eric leaned back, hand resting below his chin.  “It might be, and I doubt she needs what little you’ve been able to recollect, Aiden.

“The link is broken, but if you can overpower the original curse of the werewolf—which is more than possible for a Founder—then it would work.  I’m not certain of the specifics, yet I’m sure you can analyze their condition, and being a Vulpes Founder, specializing in powerful magic, you should be able to.”

Sora licked her lips, tails lighting with a faint blue aura.  I first need to heal them of the silver and wounds.

She brought her tails close to Mary, and her breath caught as her energy connected.  Foreign magic affecting her spirit…  It’s attached to some kind of physical toxin in her body.

Frowning as her healing magic destroyed the venom, the spell tried to reassert itself and sink its fangs into her own spiritual network.  I see.  This is the curse Eric was talking about.  How am I supposed to get rid of it, though?  It can’t hurt me, even if it’s trying, but I still need to deal with it.

Thinking back on her aunt’s words about removing her wards, she pursed her lips.  I don’t know if this is the same; the ward was a piece of magic that was affecting my spiritual network…  a spiritual construct infused with magic.  This is a magical force; there’s no construct bridging it like the wards.  Inari did say I could destroy it by forming my spirit into an offensive force.  Could I target the curse that way?

Closing her eyes, she entered the Outer Body Technique and tested her theory against the Intelligent imprint of Mary; she extended her spiritual flow and tried forming it into a fire, extending it through Mary’s spiritual network in a cleansing rush.

To her surprise, it worked; the spiritual fire purged the impurities.

Exiting the technique, she took a deep breath.  “I hope this works in practice,” she mumbled, repeating the process.

A red aura of fire surrounded her and spread to the three werewolves.  Aiden gasped as the three beasts began reverting to their human forms—the werewolf curse cleansed—and Eric stood a little straighter.

Wendy hurriedly moved to the closets and found some lab clothing for the man and two women, all who had reverted nakedly, wrapping the collapsed humans with the coats.

Sora took a deep breath as she eased back her energy.  Spiritual attacks take a bit of energy, but it will return soon enough.

A smile lit her cheeks as she bent down to Mary’s level.  “Are you okay, Mary?”

Mary blinked before looking around and swallowing.  “Yeah…  What did you…”

“She broke the werewolf curse,” Eric hummed with an impressed tone.  “If I didn’t see it, I wouldn’t have believed you could have gained so much spiritual control since the last time I saw you.”

Mary shrank back as her eyes settled on Eric.  “You!”

Sora hugged Mary, feeding positive emotions into her and the two other survivors.  “It’s okay; I fixed you.  You aren’t werewolves anymore…  You’re not his slave.”

Quakes fed through Sora’s arms as Mary began to shake, and noticing Wendy, tears dropped down her cheeks.  “You—you survived…”

Wendy gave her a small smile.  “You were the werewolf that was trying to get me away?  Thank you.”

The man and woman next to her began crying.  “I—my family—my kids…”  the woman sobbed.  “I haven’t seen them in months.”

Calming them with her aura, Sora said, “We’re still in a bad situation, but let’s sit down and take a breather.  I don’t know what we’ll do after, but just enjoy some peace.  I’ll do my best to keep you safe.”

Aiden’s impressed and thankful expression showed how badly he was looking for any kind of silver lining.

The three nodded and began dressing, Sora wrapping them in illusions to give them some privacy before taking the seat next to Wendy.  “So… explain.  How do you know Eyia and Jin will die?  They’re extremely powerful—strong enough to shut you down.”

Nodding without a twitch at her comment, Eric settled down.  “Yes, they are strong—beyond anything you can currently comprehend—however, something is coming, and circumstances will force them into a position neither of them can come out of.

“Right now, Diane is setting into action a plan to pit Jian against Jin; Jin will have restrictive wards on her that will severely diminish her abilities, and the woman’s own pride is what will be her downfall.”

He sighed.  “As is the case for most Dragons; I suspect she’ll be fairly weakened by this conflict, and by her own design.  I don’t know what else, but something dangerous is about to occur … Eyia has a part in this plan Diane is cooking up, yet everything won’t go her way.”

“That’s pretty vague; I…  I don’t understand,” Sora growled.  “How do you know this is going to happen?”

Silence ensued as Eric leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and steepling his fingers.  “Do you know who the Herald of Sakura is?”

Sora sat back.  “Hmm, my aunt knows her…  I guess you could say I’ve seen her interact with my aunt.  Eh, heh, she’s not too fond of whatever this Herald woman is, but they’re on speaking terms, apparently.  She helped my grandma, I think?”

“So, you did meet with Inari…  No wonder your magical and spiritual skill has increased so much.  Hmm…  To make a long story short; I now serve the Herald of Sakura,” Eric evenly stated.

Teeth coming together, Sora rolled her eyes, “Okay, she’s super strong—I know that—but why is she interfering?  No, it seems she has been watching me…”  Sora mumbled, recalling the oddly dressed woman in her hotel lobby and wondering if that was her.  If so, she helped in stabilizing her second tail’s growth.

“I’m not threatening you, but simply telling you that something will happen.  Currently, Diane is in a position that would require her to take action.  If you stay here, then she will not find you, assuming you’ve been safely sealed in the room she prepared for you.”

“Sealed room?”  Sora questioned.

“Where those attendants were taking you—it is a room designed to seal in monsters—they wanted you isolated for when their superior arrived.”

He sat back, rolling around his stiff neck.  “I know certain things from the Herald, but the information she gives me is limited.  I don’t know why their boss wants you, or who he is, but if he does capture you, then a lot of bad things will happen—that I’m sure of—and I cannot let that happen.  There are so many moving parts working around us.”

Sitting back, Sora breathed a long breath as she debated Eric’s words.  “Why won’t Diane find me?”

“Because I activated the room already, throwing two people inside to trick the sensors; there’s no way for them to communicate since I’ve disabled a section of the base’s functionality.”

“Convenient…”  Sora breathed an unconvinced sigh.

He disabled communications?  How would he know how to do that, and why hasn’t he escaped yet with Kari, if he cares so much for her…  Why try and save me?

Her attention was brought back to Eric as he said, “I know you have many questions, but let me answer what I know.”

His eyes shifted to Aiden who had been silently listening.  “This is what Aiden has been waiting for—there is a lot that I need to explain—so be patient, and just listen.”

Taking a deep breath, he ran his fingers through his long hair.  “First of all, my family has been in a power struggle among the children of Fenrir for millennia; when Fenrir died, he left a hole in the hierarchy—a place that was supposed to be filled by one of his two sons—Sköll and Hati.

“Beforehand, both brothers had killed any other male Second Generation that could claim the title; however, there was a split in loyalty among the Fenris generations, and among these was my mother, who decided to break away from the savage bickering of her two brothers.

“She was the only second-generation female left at that point, meaning the only one that could reproduce a full-blooded Fenris Wolf, as her brothers—and even my mother—were not born of pure blood.

“Fenrir was a male Founder, which meant breeding with a standard female wolf or monster—the First Generation never mingled in that manner with one another—primarily, it’s suspected that the female Founders wanted to keep their dominance.

“In any case, for a normal wolf, or most any beast for that matter, to give birth to a Founder… it means death.  Therefore, all descendants of a male Founder have different mothers, but shared ties with Fenrir; there’s a reason why the most powerful generations of Founders come from a dominant female line.

“My mother had three children.  I was the first born … I was supposed to be so much more as the first of her womb, yet my mother discovered that breeding with a pure blood of the Germanic werewolf breed causes a mutation within the Founders spiritual genes.

“Yes, the Founder blood is far stronger, but the pureblood werewolf is not bound by a curse that can be broken; no, the curse was something designed by the purebloods themselves to instill dominance.

“This spiritual mutation rigorously causes my own Fenris blood to attack my body and spirit … An autoimmune disease for spirit and body…  The effects would have killed me long ago, but with Aiden’s feathers as a Son of Homā, enriched my spirit and gave me strength to live.

“Going back to my other siblings,” Eric’s eyes shifted to Aiden, and he looked unsure how to continue.  “I had a younger sister named Tiri…”

Hesitating, he licked his lips.  “I know it’s impossible to believe, Aiden, but… I did not kill her.”

Sora jumped as Aiden leaped to his feet, face red with fury.  “You expect me to believe that!  I was there; I saw a brown coated Fenris Wolf!  Who else could it be; in Alva’s Realm, only you had brown fur—I just saw you take on that form!”

Eric nodded solemnly, “You did see a brown coated Fenris Wolf, but you don’t have the same senses as us… all you had was your sight to go off of; your knowledge of Fenris Wolves…  So, my mother told me we needed to run.”

“Run?”  Aiden shouted, fury pulsing from his spiritual flow.  “We chased Kari after you killed your mother!”

Sagging into his chair and looking up at the ceiling, Eric whispered, “Aiden, can you hear yourself?  You sound like a child… but I get it…  How could I have killed a 12th-dimensional Fenris Wolf nearly as old as Inari herself…  No, Aiden, she killed herself after sustaining heavy wounds from Hati…  When… when I wouldn’t… couldn’t do it.”

A shiver ran through Sora’s bones as the confession and it brought questions to her own mind about the story; the very thought of her so much as touching her aunt was beyond laughable at just standing in her presence.  Insulting her felt like she’d be instantly struck dead by the raw pressure of her presence alone, much less trying to kill her.

“What?”  Aiden mumbled, eyebrows furrowing as the reverse question jarred his mental perception.  “There’s… no way Alva would do that.  She’d lived for… eons, so why would she kill herself?”

Sora was trying to come to terms with the revelation herself as she watched his countenance waver.  Sure, Eric killing someone like her aunt was utterly impossible—no, absurd—at even the thought, yet that didn’t explain all the terrible things he’d done.

“Hati,” Eric said in a savage curse.  “My father sold my mother out—pledged his loyalty to Hati’s pack—and before my mother knew it, he had used his unique key to enter her Realm to kill Tiri, and meet her in combat for dominance.”

“Why?”  Aiden mumbled, world seemingly collapsing around his head.  “Why would he kill her—she was his niece—he’s practically undefeatable by almost anything…  Why an innocent, eight-year-old girl?”

Sora scooted closer to Wendy as she shivered, picturing the horrific scene Eric was painting; it really did bring more clarity to Kari’s past.

Eric’s nose twisted, snarling, “He did it to test that old legend repeated between the Second Generation, causing a power struggle between the Second Generation upon my grandfather’s death, leading to Hati and Sköll murdering all of their brothers in an attempt to surpass my grandfather—consume enough Fenris blood, ascend to the hights of Fenrir himself.”

Wendy cleared her throat, rubbing her arm as goosebumps cascaded down her skin.  “He went after your mother next?”

Aiden shook his head.  “No—No, if something like that happened, all of us would have felt that battle…  We’d all be dead!”

“Not exactly,” Eric muttered through clenched teeth.  “Do you honestly think my mother would have fought him there?  I can’t imagine how she felt—being too late to stop—what he did to Tiri, only to have the threat of her other children being consumed in the fire of their battle.”

Realizing where it was going, Sora bit her lower lip, wondering if her mother would make a similar decision.  “She… took the battle to another location, on Hati’s terms?”

“Yes…  And when she did confront him, even against all odds—for Tiri, no doubt—she forced him to retreat and recover, but she couldn’t kill him…  Mortally wounded, she knew Sköll wouldn’t be far behind.”

“No,” Aiden whispered, “No, she could have recovered and…”

Eric’s tone darkened.  “Aiden, you don’t understand what I’ve been trying to protect my sister from… that legend.  If you consume enough purebred Fenris Wolves, you’ll transform into one yourself…  Do you realize where that leads?”

Tingles shot up Sora’s tails as her gut tightened, Mary, Wendy, and the other woman gripping their stomachs with the horrific understanding Eric’s implications brought on Kari.

That’s… awful… disgusting.

Swallowing his uncertainty and looking utterly lost, Aiden shook his head, “Why would Alva kill herself, though…  She could have fought back?”

Hands quaking as Eric leaned forward to grip them, he shook his head.  “Aiden…  You’re not thinking straight; it was long since rumored that my mother had died or was barren—like Inari and Mia—because she had waited so long to give birth.

“She knew how the other tribes would react when the word got out; she was marked—Kari was marked.

“Every wolf with a smidgen of Fenris blood was coming after her, and she could have annihilated any Fenris Wolf… except Sköll and Hati.  Her brothers have done nothing but build up their power in the eons they’d lived.”

Sora’s tails pressed against her shins, gut wrenching at the image burned into her brain; she spoke as Aiden’s trembling eyes moved to her.  “With Alva’s death… Kari is the last Founder capable of giving birth to more pure Fenris Wolves…  They want to use her against Alva…  Use Kari and Alva to make more…”  she trailed off as a lump caught in her throat.  

That’s a nightmare!

She couldn’t help but feel terrible for the girl that had tormented her for so many years.  Sora couldn’t forgive Kari for what she’d done, yet no one deserved that kind of fate, and that emotional conflict was pulling her insides apart.

Ashen-faced and repulsed, Aiden clutched his breast.  “So… that’s why Alva did it.  In a way… she was saving Kari… since they could have used her to track you.”

“I killed my father, told the situation to Jenny, and with me being the new Alpha, there wasn’t much she could do against my orders,” Eric muttered.

“I ordered you to put escape into Kari’s head, I had Jenny befriend her in her time of grieving … I stuck with the story that I killed our sister to protect her from the truth—give her an enemy she could hate and try to overcome—and we’ve been under the radar in the Human Realm ever since.”

Eric’s eyes shifted to Sora with narrowed vision.  “Yes, Sora, to you, I’ve done unforgivable things—I’m being honest when I say I care nothing for humans—why should I?  So far as I am concerned, they’re weak, easily swayed rats you can use as dirty pets.  I see them as no different than humans who think of mice as pets, lab rats, or vermin.”

Arms tightening under her chest, Sora glared at him.  “We don’t think the same…  At all.”

“I accept that,” Eric sighed, vision falling to the floor before shifting to Aiden.  “We come from vastly different worlds, and my only friend has doubted me for years…  Heh, I suppose it has given him a soft spot for humans, in the end, but the issue comes from what your passive ability has driven us head-first into … Maybe it was a blessing; who can say for sure?”

“Wait…”  Suddenly confused, Aiden asked, “What did I do—what do you mean?”

Lips tightening, he shook his head.  “Honestly, I don’t know if it was good or bad…  My friend, your desire to save me has radically changed everything.”

“I don’t understand?”  Aiden repeated.  “Why is this so complicated?!”

Working around his mouth, Eric whispered, “A son of Homā.”

Aiden’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.  “Wait, that’s… what that evil darkness said.  What do you mean I’m a son of Homā?  Why is it so important?”

“The Homā race are Founders of the Fire Birds,” Eric explained in a serious tone.  “An almost extinct Founder, and there’s a reason for it…  Aiden, your lineage, the lineage of Homā, can grant their own desires; they can shift the flow of fate.”

Vision flipping to Sora, he forced a laugh, “Oh, my friend, and you wove us right into this deadly pattern—along with the dragon, Valkyrie, and so many others.  It’s become so complex and branches into so many possibilities and areas that creatures with power on a colossal scale have started to move… such as the Herald of Sakura.”

Grinding his teeth together, he glared at the floor.  “And all this attention has brought Hati running, and now Sköll is entering the stage.  I had no idea…  Sköll was so close to us that night we were captured—you felt it—that mix of impossible power that froze Jin and Eyia.

“In fact, we were extremely lucky to be captured at that time; I don’t know how he didn’t catch up to us—perhaps it was one of the beings protecting Sora—but we escaped by the skin of our teeth.”

Sora was at a fracture.  The enormous energy we felt just before our capture… that was Sköll? If so, then… the other Fenris Wolf I smelled that Nilly…  Nilly went to fight off Sköll?  What the crap is Nilly then?!  Was she sent by my mom to protect me against big threats or does Nilly have her own agenda?

Her vision returned to Eric.  He’s evil.  He admits it!  He’s done evil things, yet… I can’t really blame him…  His methods, yes, but not his reason…  He’s had to sacrifice a lot in his own right, but still, he’s done horrible, unforgivable things.  Kari… may be more broken than I realized… crying for help.

She looked at him with irritation.  Yet… for some reason I can’t bring myself to fully hate him now.  Dammit!  Why did you have to make this so much more complicated!  I just want everything to go back to being black and white.

Leaning against a somber Wendy’s shoulders with a long sigh, Sora looked up at the ceiling.  I can’t keep fooling myself; that ship has sailed…  I’m a Vulpes, locked in some Founders’ struggle.

Grimacing, she glared at the hateful man in front of her.  “That’s why you wanted to eat me; you thought I would give you enough power to face Sköll and Hati?”

Eric didn’t even blink as he nodded.  “It had a chance at working, but now that I have a better picture of the threads of time…  Even Fenrir himself would have a difficult climb with the trials ahead.  The creatures that are beginning to act are—”  he cut off, a shudder running down his frame.

Massaging her forehead, Sora breathed deeply, eyes narrowing as she glanced at Aiden, looking to be in an internal struggle himself.  “You obviously need me for something…  Everyone seems to need me for something,” she groaned, fingers sliding through her copper hair.

For the first time, Eric looked shaky and uncertain; as if she held a sword over his neck.  “This decision is crucial; you could call it a pillar in time that will break into uncountable different shapes to form the future.”

Swallowing, he took a quivering breath, looking her dead in the eyes.  “Will you escape with my sister… or will you leave her to be taken?”

“Wait…  What?  Why!?  Why do I have to escape with Kari!?  I hate Kari for what she’s done to me!”  Sora yelled; her strengthening aura slipped for a moment, causing the four humans to flinch.

Growling, Sora renewed it, her wrathful gaze returning to Eric’s unnerved twitches.  “Why do I have to be the one to do it—why can’t you—her brother?!”

Eric slowly shook his head, sounding as if she’d punched him in the gut.  “Nonetheless… This decision will set not only your future but billions of monsters—the fate of humanity itself—Existence,” Eric stated, slowly and clearly.  “I cannot emphasize this more…  I’m not saying everything will die, but you hold so much in the palm of your hands.”

Sora hated the intensity he put on her decision.  I hate him!  I really hate him!  Why do I need to make such an important choice?

She looked to her left and found Aiden no help; he was lost in his own terrifying thoughts.  Grrr…  Kari—it’s sad—it’s terrifying, and I wouldn’t want to know my uncles wanted to use me like that…  She’s had this devil in her life…  I get it—bullies are people who lash out, but… but she was my bully!

Cupping her face, she snarled in frustration, Sora couldn’t help but clutch her breast at the emotions tearing her apart inside.  “Fine!  It’s not like I could leave her to die…  Not after everything you told me.”

She glared at the terrible wolf, and added, “But I doubt she’ll come willingly, or believe anything you have to say—I hate your new sincerity—hide your spiritual network; it’s making me sick!  It’s like you died and were replaced by someone else…”

Looking relieved, Eric breathed a sigh.  “That’s not the issue; it’s if you can move past your differences at this point—to just allow her to be around you.”  

Sora didn’t like that even more.  What does he mean at this point!

Sitting back against his chair and running a hand down his face, Eric nodded, “We have some time before it begins; let me explain what I know.”

“Wait, what starts!?”  Sora demanded.
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                Kari’s rage had subsided. She numbly watched the center screen; they hadn’t even had the decency to clean up Jenny’s body. The alarm had ended, signifying the end to Eric’s makeshift pack and all the girls she’d tried to protect from him. She didn’t know what to live for, what to do.

Killing Eric was the only thing she had left, which meant Aiden had to die, though she didn't want that; he was just a puppet. She felt pinned; at the back of her mind, she knew that should make her angry, but all she felt was hollow.

Looking down at the floor, she let her head roll to the side, a few more tears sliding down her cheeks; she’d been silently crying off and on as her body gradually produced more tears.

If I had killed Aiden would any of this have happened? Eric couldn’t have gotten this far without him… was I too weak? After killing Eric… what do I have left? I’ll have… nothing; I don’t have anything. Mom’s gone, and everything I thought I built was a lie. What was there even to begin with? Eric won…

Her eyes didn’t lift as she senselessly listened to people walk into the room; they started unbinding the straps from the pillars. It took them several minutes, but they got her on a moveable table, strapping the chair down and making sure the thread was still securely tied around her. After triple checking her bonds, they wheeled her to the elevator.

She didn’t struggle. Is this it? Is it my turn? Maybe it’s for the best. I had nothing, except delusions. Illusions of freedom that could never truly be seen… my life was a joke, a cruel twist by fate. All those motivation talks were lies. No matter how hard I struggled, nothing came from it; nothing but pain…

The void expanded as she trembled; she could only see a blurred haze. She barely noticed the elevator doors shut as they descended even deeper into the base. Stopping, they pushed her cart onward as the doors opened. She didn’t have the will to ask where they were taking her.

Her escort moved into a vast hallway, larger than any she’d seen before. Support pillars were well spaced apart but linked together to provide a wide pathway. They passed many checkpoints that had their doors completely open. Continuing down the curved path, they stopped in front of an immense, dense metal door. There was a guard box sectioned at its side, halfway up the wall behind thick ballistic glass.

Upon seeing them, the man began working at a computer. A few seconds later, pressurized air hissed, and she heard the sound of alternating gears as the four-meter thick door peeled back to reveal an enormous area.

Domed, nearly thirty meters high and at least triple that in width and length. Six large pillars were erect, evenly placed to provide support, each one had scratches and small cracks spaced around it.

The floor seemed totally solid and held the marks of many vicious battles; Kari could smell hundreds of different creatures and humans’ blood that perforated the air. In a halo around the upper domed section, there was dark tinted glass she presumed was meant for personal spectating, while expensive looking cameras littered the walls and pillars.

Kari examined it all dully. Is this where I will die? Will my suffering end here? No more lies? No more pain, bliss, or nothingness? If there is anything afterward then will it be better than this?

Her head tilted slightly to see a troll walk through the open gate she’d entered through; he was escorted by several men that kept their distance, ready to react if needed.

Really… they expect a troll to kill me? I guess if I’m not going to fight back, anything could really do the job if I’m in this thread, but that’s a little insulting…

She let her emotions go and looked back down at the floor.

The troll huffed gutturally, and his harsh laugh echoed around the area. “Expect me fight small girl? She have no fight!”

Diane spoke from hidden speakers. “Whether you kill her or not is none of my concern. Do whatever you see fit, but she is not the only competitor.”

Kari’s vision narrowed. So I’m to be ripped apart by multiple beasts as they tear each other to pieces, some entertainment for these disgusting humans?

The troll swayed over to her as the guards retreated through the gate. He was muscular and tall, twice her own height. He bent down to examine her, his rancid breath coating her nostrils. “You not fear, Girl?” he chuckled.

Her emptiness began to fade in front of the filthy creature, filled by revulsion. Kari growled with disgust, “Get out of my face.”

The troll bellowed with laughter, which sent vile drool spraying all over her front. He inhaled, puffing out his chest threateningly. “You not scared? You stupid!” Her eyes followed the back of the troll’s left hand as it shot out and struck her body.

Wooden chair splintering, she was sent flying to the left with the cart she was tethered to; tumbling a few times, the cart smashing against her body, she finally stopped, releasing a low, annoyed growl.

The scrapes and cuts that marred her skin were light, yet considering what had hit her, it wasn’t bad—he was stronger than she anticipated—still, it swiftly healed. Since she had stopped struggling, her physical and internal strength was renewing itself, given her body a bit of resilience.

Her cords suddenly loosened and snaked into the air, shot toward the glass, and flew into a small box that retracted into the concrete; the voice that followed hardened Kari’s amber eyes.

“There,” Diane magically boomed around the area. “Come, Fenris Wolf. Give us a show!”

Shoving the cart and broken timber off, Kari sniffed indignantly. “You want me… to fight a troll?”

The troll looked stupefied as he watched her stand and brush herself off. “What you?”

Adjusting her clothing for better comfort, she glared at the troll. “No, I will not be disposed of by such a stupid thing. I at least refuse that!”

Walking to one of the pillars, she pressed her back against it and slid down to the ground, relaxing as best she could. “You’ll have to bring something a lot more capable than this vermin,” Kari huffed.

The troll looked confused but didn’t give chase after seeing her shrug off his attack; it stood still, eyeing her suspiciously. Both Kari and the troll’s attentions were diverted as a third monster entered the area—a tall black haired man.

Kari’s stomach churned at his appearance as a wave of energy seemed to emit from his body. He’s even taller than Eric, and this presence he has… Given how weakened I am… Yeah, there’s no doubting his strength. This is the kind of beast that has enough power to give me a fight at this point.

His eyes were stony, and he glared up at the glass with waves of malice expelling from his body, commanding voice exploding around the space, “Your word that she will not be harmed and that we may go free. Otherwise, I will kill every last human in this base and anyone that associates with you.”

The troll backed towards a pillar as the vicious energy leaked from the man.

“Of course,” Diane said with a sweet note. “We have problems that must be solved, and while we could correct these issues quietly, heh… I’m sure you understand human nature; curiosity can be such a strong motivator.”

A man’s grunt sounded shortly after with agreement.

Kari’s vision shifted to the four-meter metal door as it quickly closed, making her grimace. Something isn’t right.

She remembered her brother’s statement. A dragon attacked him… Is that the problem they are having?

The door sealed shut and then at the opposite side of the hall, a section of the wall started pushing outward to reveal a hidden exit; two large remote controlled containers entered through it, and the doors began to shut as they cleared its zone.

Kari’s breath locked in her lungs; Inside the containers were the girls she had seen with Sora. They both wore white elastic strips that covered their chests and some kind of spandex white shorts, yet it was the dozens of papers with cuneal writing lining their bodies that drew her attention.

Her focus was soon snatched by the scent of unease that came from the tall man; he clearly didn’t want to engage, even after his previous statement, and turning back to the tanks as they split off, Kari swallowed.

That atmosphere I remember at the parking lot, and the way that girl acted… It felt like the Asian girl was suppressing the blonde, as well… They’re strong, very strong.

The tank moving the light-skinned girl rolled to the wall, while the container carrying the short black-haired girl stopped a few yards away from the Troll.

Diane spoke over the speakers, “Jian, Kari, and… Troll, I would like to introduce Jin. She is perfectly contained and an excellent punching bag to relieve your frustrations.”

Kari and the tall man didn’t move as they glared at the container; there was no way she was going to trust anything that the woman said, even if she couldn’t sense anything from the small girl. Jin didn’t look conscious, yet she couldn’t get the skin-crawling feeling she’d gotten from the blonde’s threatening pressure from the parking lot.

Every eye locked on the troll as he laughed his unease away. “Punching bag? Me like!”

Kari tensed, and Jian leaped back several paces as the troll sallied up to the tank, expecting something ominous, and she didn’t blame him.

The troll threw his arm through the glass, striking Jin’s shoulder and sending her rolling across the ground, flipping like a rag doll; glass and water sprayed across the floor. Not a second after she came to a stop, Kari nervously bit her lower lip, instincts telling her to run as a soft, drawn-out breath left Jin’s lungs and she began to stir.

Jin rolled around her neck as she shifted to her side, luminous yellow eyes sweeping the scene with a cold edge. “Mmgm…”

Not a scratch was on her, yet she seemed to have trouble moving while getting into a sitting position to examine herself; running a finger down the runic papers on her arm, contempt shone in her eyes. “Runic wards… latched to my soul?”

Kari couldn’t move, there was something enormous hidden beneath the girl’s impenetrable spiritual shield, just outside of sight, yet the troll laughed mirthfully in total ignorance, its low intelligence unable to feel the sharp wave of danger that expelled around the girl.

“Yes, good punching bag!”

Jin’s baneful yellow irises smoothly shifted to the troll, nose twisting in what Kari took as mild disbelief at what she’d just heard. “Punching bag… Me? Heh… I must not have heard you right, and you think wards can restrict a dragon?”

Face showing no humor; she unsteadily got to her feet, breathing a deep hiss, all of the wards on her body started to shine with a brilliant crimson light; the papers on her arms disintegrating.

Jian became a blur, appearing in front of Jin for his fist to meet her skull; the dense, concentrated spiritual blow landed, making the concrete wall to the hidden exit fracture as she flew into it and fell to the floor, yet the man didn’t pursue.

Hot steam seethed through the small Asian girl’s teeth as she slowly rose to her feet once more, a tiny cut in her lip the only visible damage as she licked it away; her topaz eyes shimmering as a mirthless smile twitched at the corner of her mouth.

Judging by Jian’s frozen posture, his lungs were as paralyzed as Kari’s, and she knew he was questioning his own action.

“Hmm-hmm-hmm… Hmm…” Jin closed her eyes, easing out a slow, even growl before opening her vision, voice laced with virulence, “Try that again, Bai-Hu… and I’ll rip your arm from its socket.” 

Diane’s thrilled voice spoke over the speakers. “If you let her destroy the wards, you will be hard pressed to win, Jian… If I were you, I would not let her focus.”

Jin’s teeth flashed as she gave the Bai-Hu a testing grin, the wards starting to radiate ever brighter, yet her disgusted glare shifted to the troll when it ran at her with boisterous laughter. “Me Clan make me Great Chief! Hugu, Dragon Beater!”

His fist struck Jin, sending her skidding across the ground, and breaking her concentration again, yet Kari could feel the mounting pressure and agitation reaching its limit for the Asian girl; Kari would have already snapped by this point.

The troll followed, kicking her side before she could land and throwing her into the nearby wall; it wasn’t nearly as strong as Jian’s, but it still broke off a small segment of concrete.

Hitting the ground with a deep growl, she lifted to all fours and breathed, fingers digging into the concrete as she made a concerted effort to keep herself in check.

Gurgling his enjoyment, Hugu raised his foot to stomp on Jin’s back. However, as he lifted his foot a sharp gust of wind exploded from around Jin, and a fierce, deafening roar echoed around the area with such force it blew the troll back several steps, “Enough!”

Paralyzed, Hugu quaked as a terrifying wave of fathomless power washed over him; lungs frozen, the only thing Kari could compare it to would be her mother, incomprehensible. The tips of Jin’s hair begin to shift from raven black to luminescent crimson red.

Jian was still in his original position, still staring at the spot Jin had been; he wasn’t breathing, and Kari’s ears pricked at the sound of shifting gears and depressurizing air.

Diane’s chilling words broke the ensuing silence. “Remember whom you fight for, Jian.”

A pained whimper made Jian’s entire body quake, fear in every pulse of his spiritual release, yet he didn’t hesitate.

Disappearing completely from Kari’s vision, he appeared behind Jin, foot smashing into her side; she heard Jin’s gasp as all the air was forced from her lungs and she was thrown into Hugu’s body, sending both flying into the air.

They struck the domed ceiling and began to fall with sections of the broken roof, and out of the corner of her vision, Kari saw the large steel door open, sirens screeching in the distance.

Soon after, her attention was brought back to the fight as Hugu heavily struck the ground, Jian snatching Jin’s resplendent hair out of the air, whipping her around to slam face-first into the floor.

Concrete shattered on impact, chips spraying in all directions, half of Jin’s raven locks had turned a deep ruby hue; the Bai-Hu dragged the girl in a sharp swing without pause and let go.

Jin broke through an entire support pillar and bounced off another, fracturing it before crushing a section of the wall from the impact; dust and debris fell with her to the floor below.

Sora’s voice called out for Jin and she noticed Aiden and Eric running into the room beside her; Kari’s emotions flared to life as she stared, full of rage, her brother now in front of her, and she lurched forward.

She didn’t care if she died, so long as she could take him with her, yet after her first lunge, horror gripped her breast; a pulse of odium and power overtaking her instincts as the dragon’s presence demanded attention.
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                Sora followed Eric’s instructions after he separated from them, charming several guards to get to the door he said Jin and Eyia were behind, questioning herself the entire way.  Wendy, Mary, the two humans, and Aiden walked beside her, making their way through an unfamiliar hall.

Why does he have to be so cryptic?  He says something is about to start and then tells me he doesn’t know…  What’s his deal?  The Herald seems to have fed him the bare minimum amount of information, but considering what my aunt said… yeah, that’s on point, I suppose.

Still, the route Eric had given her made Sora’s stomach squirm; it felt so open.

Turning to Aiden, she cleared her dry throat.  “I know we’re already almost to the end… but is there no other way without tripping the alarm?  We’re in the middle of a super big hallway!”  she hissed.

Breathing out a long puff of air, Aiden shrugged, “I couldn’t tell you…  Eric seems to know all the answers; it’s actually super disconcerting.  Eh, he’s just…  He’s not the Eric I’ve known all my life.”

Irritation fueling her, she scratched at her left ear, tucking her lip under her teeth as the last doors came into view.  “So… most of the cameras are supposedly down on this floor, right?”

“Right?”

“So far no one’s set off the alarm…”

“Uh-huh?”

“And all the guards were in the spots Eric said, easy for me to manipulate out of sight.  In fact, we haven’t come across anyone along this entire hallway so far, and look how crazy big it is compared to the rest!  Mgmg…  Why haven’t we come across a single guard?”

“Look, I can’t tell you,” Aiden repeated, rubbing his shoulder.  “I got no clue.”

Wendy hummed beside Sora, still strengthened by her.  “I mean, I know I sound stupid… but didn’t he say it was going to be big room…  Could it be a large holding area?”

Mary shook her head, also drawing on Sora’s aura to remain calm.  “I don’t see them putting anything hazardous together; there must be a different reason.”

Cracking his neck, Aiden nodded.  “I agree…  Erm, Eric came back from some place where they fed him… covered in blood, so…”

“Humph.  Sounds on point for him,” Sora grumbled, puffing out her cheeks in agitation.  “He could have told us what we’re walking into—at the very least.”

Turning to the man and woman she’d saved, she studied them, scanning their stable emotions with her support; she could tell they’d freak out if she released it.  “I haven’t asked your names yet.  Sorry, umm… heh, I’m Sora, as you’ve probably guessed.”

The woman took a very long breath.  “Hmm…  No, I apologize… my name’s Ashley.”

“Nathan,” the man said in a distrusting tone, more directed at the facility than her.

“I know this has all been a rush—believe me, I know—and how you feel, literally.  Mmh-heh… not trying to be creepy or anything,” she added, reading their emotions.  “Anyways, I’d really like to get you back to Miami so you can return to your normal lives…  Just saying.”

The woman smiled.  “Thanks…  Mmh… my husband and kids must think I abandoned them—hehe—I’m sure, if you weren’t somehow keeping me calm, I’d be pretty hysterical right now.  I’m… wooh, I’m just a mess right now,” she mumbled.

The man nodded.  “I agree.  I was a police officer; I remember seeing the video of you getting bullied,” he muttered with a frown, vision moving to his tail saying he had no clue she was a real fox girl.  “I was told to make it go away by Eric…  I didn’t listen.”

Sora frowned as he spoke, feeling the guilt.  “You don’t have to feel guilty…  It was all Eric’s fault.  I don’t forgive him…  He has a sad story, sure, but he’s ruined too many lives…  Even if he’s being somewhat helpful now—I don’t even know if I’d call this new person Eric, to be honest.”

Silence ensued as they came to the door the baneful werewolf had described, and Sora glanced up into the guard box; she’d compelled the guards that were supposed to take the previous shifts’ place…  All according to Eric’s plan, she hoped.

A low rumble sounded in her throat as the others followed her eyes to a branching doorway; Eric’s scent was inside, already ahead of them, seeing as he had so many important things to do—at least he said he did.  As could be expected from a movie villain—always there at the perfect moment—he casually walked out, still holding his passive expression and unconcerned tone.

“That’s it…  Beyond this door are your friends, but I’m warning you, it may not be pretty.”

Ears lying flat against her head, she shifted nervously, her stomach twisting into knots.  “What, your almighty knowledge is now lacking?”

In his even tone, Eric turned his head to the steel barrier.  “I may learn more when inside…  My information comes in spurts and pieces.  By the way, you’ve been spotted on the cameras here, so the alarm will sound soon.”

“Oh, isn’t that fantastic!”  Sora forced out in a sarcastic tone, flashing her teeth and waving at the cameras.  Not wanting to waste anymore time, she looked up at the box and snarled.  “Hurry!  Open the door!”

On brand, Eric’s prediction followed, alarms making her wince and fold back her ears as steam hissed from the doors, opening to reveal a troll, lying motionless on the ground, yet the other movement snatched her attention instantly.

Jian’s hand gripped around Jin’s now shockingly fiery red hair, whipping her into the concrete before spinning the little Korean girl around and throwing her at a pillar.

“What—no!  Jin!”  Sora yelled, dashing forward.

Jin already struck the ground, fragments of the walls sending dust billowing around them from the collapsing pillars by the time she made it halfway, yet Eric leaped in front of her path, blocking her way in his partial transformation.

“Stop!”

“No!  Jin—”

She almost tripped, skipping to a standstill, fur across her entire body rising as it screamed danger, and an overwhelming power so fathomless it could have been her aunt or the Herald passed over her.

Heart thumping and mouth filling with saliva, Sora felt numb as Jian shot forward in a sharp dash, blowing much of the dust away for his fist to meet her friend’s cheek; a burst of air blasted out, sending the haze billowing around them, yet Jin’s head hadn’t shifted in the slightest.

Time stretched as Jin’s dense spiritual pressure expanded, the weight ebbing out in a gradual wave that paralyzed her in place; she couldn’t sense its depths.

Jin’s normal, pure black hair was now a gleaming shade of flaming ruby, her irises matching its intensity as they slowly drifted to the trembling Bai-Hu, a pulse of hatred stopping Sora’s drumming heart with the red steam of condensed spiritual force that hissed out of her draconic teeth.

Finally collecting himself, Jian leaped back twenty feet and closed his bleeding fist to stop it from quaking.  Sora’s entire body was already in a state of panic; it was crushing her by spirit alone.

The humans behind her trembled and it was their diminishing spiritual signature that brought Sora back to reality, and she redoubled her efforts to try and shield them from the overpowering aura, which was when she noticed Kari a few feet away; she hadn’t sensed the wolf’s presence in the slightest.

Partially transformed, even Kari was utterly locked in place at the crimson tendrils leaking off Jin’s body; it was so spiritually dense, the whisps cut anything they came into contact with, breaking apart the floor, pillars, and wall.

Jin slowly righted herself, seemingly in a short temporary trance as a steady stream of pressurized hair passed through her lips, the dark ruby force pulling in and causing a shimmering effect around the girl for bright scales to extrude from her skin; each one left a small line of blood flowing into a pool at her feet.

Not a single ward was now present on her body, and Sora couldn’t stop trembling.  Is this the fear induction Fen said dragons could suppress?  How could she suppress this strong of a force?  I can’t even sense it all; it’s like I'm back in the Spiritual Plane, and it’s so hard to even breathe without my aunt’s support.

Vision locking on the blood running down the dragon’s legs and arms, Sora began to understand Eric’s first statement to her.  Jin hurts herself when using her powers; she literally has to release her dragon blood, changing her physical body to match her spirit every time.

Sora blinked as Jin suddenly collapsed to her knees, eyes shaking in fear while bending over to grasp at her chest.

“No.  No!  Control…  Control!”

Desperation in her shaky voice, Jin’s colossal spiritual pressure began to recede, pulling back into her body and giving Sora time to collect herself to redouble her defenses.

Diane’s voice froze all thoughts in the room.  “Hmm…  I would not retreat now, Jian; face down the beast for your woman!”

Fen’s pained scream sounded clearly around the area, and Sora finally understood the situation; there was nothing he could do—he didn’t trust or know Jin—all he knew was Diane had someone precious to him.

Sweat beat down Jian’s brow, muscles flexing as he took a deep breath, and in that slight moment, Sora felt the conviction to die; this was a suicide charge.

Eric looked somewhat pale as he looked over at his sister.  “Kari, this isn’t the right time.  Diane’s achieved her goal; Jin has entered the Dragon Rage state—friend, foe—it doesn’t matter.”

Diane’s voice broke over the following silence.  “Sora…  What are…  No, get out of the arena!”

A bellowing roar shot out of Jian’s lungs, sending jets of spiritual wind flurrying around the area and whipping Sora’s locks into a frenzy as he leaped forward, entire body exploding in brilliant light to take the form of an eight-foot-tall white tiger.

Blurred movement barely recognizable to her unsteady vision, he dashed for Jin’s fallen body, paw striking out to send her ripping across the floor; the wall she struck fractured, cracks resonating around the arena with more dust obscuring her.

Jian leaned forward to pursue and only got a single step before a dominating wave froze every person in place, time drawing to a crawl.

Shining ruby irises glimmered within the haze, and Sora’s body told her it was too late to run; skin-tight red scales producing a fierce aura, Jin seemed to be in a trance that only lasted a second before her face twisted with wrath.

Jin drew in much of the room’s air, and Sora could feel the current pull against her clothing and hair for the dragon to release it in a mind-numbing roar; vision swimming, Sora felt the ground leave her feet as she was sent tumbling across the floor, the glass above shattering.

Only closing her eyes for a split second to readjust them, Sora instinctively flipped back to her feet to find Jin in the middle of the room, Jian’s paw seemingly stopped in mid swipe.

Nose twitching, Jin’s clawed hand tightened around it, digging into his flesh and drawing globs of blood before whipping him into a sharp circle, the bone of his front right leg snapping in the process.

Jian struck the wall with enough force to nearly cause half the concrete up its length to spiderweb and collapse, yet the dragon was already at the Bai-Hu’s gut, knee puncturing his stomach and forcing him through the five meter thick wall to the other side.  Jian and Jin disappeared through the crater.

The earth trembled against Sora’s feet as dust belched out of the cavity; there was nothing she could do, and reality returned with Kari launching at Eric.  He easily dodged the fatigued lunge and threw her several yards away.

“Kari, this isn’t—” he cut off as the wall two meters beside the wolf girl exploded, sending her flying to Sora’s right while Jian skidded across the devastated ground in a mangled heap; Sora was too scared to move.

All she could do was shift her eyes and watch Jin’s slow walk through the dust and falling debris, vision centered on the barely breathing Bai-Hu; his spiritual presence was weakening by the second with the blood oozing out of the savage wounds and twisted limbs.

Fen’s pained sobs echoed above.  “Jian—no… no!  Jian!”

Out of the corner of her eyes, Sora saw the two-tailed fox leap out of the broken window, breaking her paralysis.  Halfway down, the black-haired woman curled into a ball, crying as the wards on her stomach shone through her clothes.

Mind flipping into overdrive, catching sight of her friend, struggling to pick herself up as the weight of Jin’s spiritual pressure continued to build, crushing her.

This isn’t right!  Jian was blackmailed into fighting Jin and if she keeps this up…  Wendy, Mary… human bodies can’t handle this kind of pressure!  If I can cut that link… but even then, Jin won’t listen to me, Eric said, she’s in a rage.  Although…  She was trying to suppress it; maybe there’s a chance!

Gut twisting, Sora focused her spiritual energy, trying to utilize the training her aunt had given her and sprinted forward; her jaw locked from the stress of supporting the humans, but as her desires to protect them increased, the more force she was able to draw out. 

Reaching Fen in time, Sora caught her and laid her on the ground as the woman writhed in pain; she was dying, and it took everything in Sora not to panic, falling back on the lessons she’d learned from her aunt.

Inari said its rudimentary basics, but basics for her are impossible for most!  Focus!

Left hand pressing against Fen’s stomach, Sora tried to bridge her own spiritual force and found it responding; condensing it into her two fingers, she reached down and peeled the ward right through the Vulpes’ dress, tossing it aside with a sigh of relief.

Fen’s eyes shot open in shock as the pain left her body, chest heaving while trying to collect herself, and Sora shielded her face as Jian was thrown against the wall ten feet from them, concrete shards pelting their bodies.

Arm lowering and vision clearing, Sora’s breath caught in her lungs; lying motionless several feet away, large gashes scaring his body, Jian’s blood-soaked fur left globs of crimson liquid stained across the floor, most of his limbs in tatters.

Even more alarming was Mary, Wendy, Ashley, and Nathan, several feet away from where the Bai-Hu had been thrown; cuts marred their skin from the fragmented concrete yet the most alarming thing was the spiritual defenses she was providing them were failing—Jin’s power only continued to grow, outstriping her.

No…

Throat dry and shiver running through her bones, Sora turned her head to center on Jin, slowly walking toward Jian, ruby steam hissing from her lips and continually condensing flood of energy weighing down on everything around her with each droplet of blood that slid down her shimmering scales.

“Jian!”  Fen shot up and ran to the dying man’s side, throwing herself between the two legends, and knowing none of them would survive this if the dragon continued, Sora rushed to face the Korean girl, throwing her trembling arms out to act as a barrier.

“J-Jin, you… you can stop.  It’s alright!”

Sora’s mind went frantic as Jin didn’t bat an eyelash, flaming eyes and torrent of weighted spiritual force crashing over her.

Maybe it was a stupid plan…

Her ears picked up Diane muttering, and a silver sheen of mist appeared around Jin, but the dragon acted as if it didn’t even exist, walking through it without hesitation and breaking the spell in an instant.

That’s right… dragons are immune to most magic… great.  I’m screwed…

Sora barely noticed Kari as she flew overhead and hit the wall beside Jian; she was breathing hard in Jin’s aura, yet glared at her brother—still in his Fenris Form—as he ran to Sora; he wouldn’t make it in Sora’s time-slowed and chilling mind.

Jin closed in, clawed hand raising to strike, and Sora closed her eyes, shielding herself as best she could.  I can’t die here; Eric didn’t say anything about this!  What about Dad?

A familiar frost-coated wind blew her into Fen as she heard the sound of cutting air, a cold shiver running down her spine.  Eyia!

Opening her eyes, she could feel her heart burst with joy as the Valkyrie stood between them; a frigid stream of spiritual charged air countering the dragon’s enraged frenzy.

Clad in her brilliant armor, mist billowing around the girl’s luminescent figure, she held a circular blue crystal shield in her right hand; ice overtook Jin’s talons on contact with the barrier before Eyia shoved Jin with the bulwark, a sharp gale forcing her back several meters.

The Valkyrie’s shield glimmered, causing a shimmering azure light to enclose them in a translucent icy dome; Jin vanished from Sora’s sight, already at the aegis, condensed blows striking at it that made the room tremble and crack.

To Sora’s surprise, Eric had managed to make it inside with Aiden close by, a somewhat confused and impressed look on his face.

“First Gungnir,” Eric muttered, “and now Svalinn.  You are full of surprises, Eyia; what else might you have in your arsenal?”

Eyia’s withering glare drifted to him, but soon returned to Jin as spiderwebs appeared in her shell, caused by the Korean girl’s enraged blows, only growing stronger.  “What is the situation, Sister?”

Realizing she was talking to her, Sora felt her chest burn with gratitude; Eyia had saved her twice.  “Jin’s in a rage; Eric called it ‘Dragon Rage.’ ”

A rumble shook in Kari’s throat as she tried to get up and collapsed again from Eyia’s precise, swift, and frigid condensed blast of some kind of energy, a completely new feeling to Sora’s senses; the Valkyrie’s own intense presence was increasing to counter Jin’s.

Eric sighed as ice began coating her body.  “Sister… this isn’t the time, and those threads drained almost all of your energy; you cannot hope to fight me, and Eyia will not allow anything to happen until she understands the situation—you can’t even revert to your original form in this state.”

“S-Shut up…”  Kari snarled, uselessly trying to counter Eyia.

Sighing, Eric reverted to his partial state, walked over to her, restrained her struggles, and did some kind of spiritual blow that made her eyes roll back, falling unconscious.  Vision returning to Sora, he said, “I still expect you to keep your word.”

“Sister…”  Eric and Sora shivered as Eyia’s crisp tone filled the area, and Sora couldn’t believe the amount of focus and ability to multitask the Valkyrie had to not only defend against Jin’s crushing attacks but keep perfect awareness of the actions of those she defended.  “Is he threatening you?”

“N-No, Eyia—I can’t…  I know, Eric—Eyia, it’s just, it’s complicated!”

A controlled release of wintry breath exited Eyia’s tight lips as her vision drifted to Jin increasingly frenzied attacks; Sora couldn’t even hear her roars past the icy aegis.  “Mmh…  I do not understand the change in relationship you have had, Sister…  I will comply for now.”

“Eyia…”  Sora puffed out her stress, safety filling her breast in the presence of the Asgardian warrior.

“I cannot keep her out for much longer in this state…  This barrier is linked to my own energy, and I must conserve strength for the offensive… as I am unsure of our enemies.”

“Can I do anything?”  Sora asked, swallowing as she tried to bolster her own and the humans’ defenses with the support Eyia provided.

“No, Sister… Jin is far beyond your current capabilities…  Stronger than I understood.  Mmh…  I will try to calm Jin; she once mentioned this as a possibility in combat.  You should put your efforts into protecting those you care for.”

“Right!”  She glanced at Fen, still crying against Jian’s broken body; he was alive, but not for much longer.  Wendy, Mary, Ashley, and Nathan were unconscious, and Sora could feel their spiritual networks stabilizing with Eyia’s shield entirely blocking Jin’s colossal waves of energy.

“Thank you… Sister,” Sora said, smiling at her.

“Humph.  Sisters guard one another.”

“Mhm!”

  Sora quickly redoubled her support in preparation for Eyia’s shell to drop, trying to prevent Jin’s spiritual force from smothering them, and it appeared that Eyia was helping to mitigate some of the stress placed on her.

Taking a deep breath, Sora walked to the grieving Vulpes.  “Fen, I can try to heal him… but I don’t know how much effect it will have, and I need to save my own energy…”

Fen lifted her tear-stained face, a light appearing in her swollen eyes.  “Can you really help him?  Please!  Please, I’ll do anything!”

Positioning her tails over Jian’s stomach, they began glowing with a sapphire light, and Sora closed her eyes, taking a deep breath before connecting to his spiritual network; suppressing a hiss, she found it in as bad of a shape as she figured—it wasn’t only his physical body—Jin had shredded his spirit.

Oddly, it wasn’t nearly as hopeless as it had felt for her father, though, which told Sora she’d grown a lot in such a short period of time; of course, her aunt was entirely to thank for that, and as she’d said, with her guidance, centuries of private training could be skipped.

She kept pouring her energy in, and soon, the gap closed as his own healing force picked up the slack; a chunk of stamina left her, yet it was returning in strides, and it was nothing like how desperate she was in the fight against Eric.

“Jian!  Jian—please, don’t scare me again!”

Vision opening, she smiled as Fen broke down, hugging Jian’s neck as he stirred; all of his severe wounds were healed.

The Vulpes sniffed back her sobs.  “Thank you…  Thank you, Sora…”

Even more curious about their bond, but recognizing it wasn’t the right time; she was about to do the same to Wendy and the others only to find Aiden somehow already healing them, warm deep red flames surrounding the humans.

“Aiden…  It’s so warm…”

“Hehe, I’m doing what I can,” he muttered, forcing a smile.

His fervent waves washed into Sora’s own spiritual network, more than doubling her potential output; it was unlike anything she’d felt from her training with her aunt, showing just how many different types of powers and forces there were.

“Thanks, Aiden.”

“I… don’t know how much I can do, but what are we going to do about your friend…  Jin, right?”

Sora swallowed, attention returning to Eyia, who seemed to be studying Jin intensely as she raged against her cracking shield; the Valkyrie appeared to be debating something important.

“Sora?”

“What… happened?”

Figuring they needed to stay out of her way, she turned to Wendy and Mary as the humans gradually recovered with Aiden and her support.  “You guys need to stay beside Jian,” Sora ordered, pointing in his direction.

“Okay…”

Mary trailed off as Nathan grew sober, putting a hand on her shoulder and motioning for them to move away.  “We’re in danger, and we’ll be putting them in danger if we get caught up in this.”

“R-Right,” Wendy cleared her throat and stumbled up to take shelter behind Jian.

Sora puffed out a long breath, vision returning to Eyia.  “Umm, we’re ready whenever you are…  I’ll do my best to keep them sheltered from your energy.”

Aiden hurred beside her as Eric brought Kari’s unconscious figure to rest beside the humans, asking if they’d look after her to their hesitant nods.

“I’ll help—”

“Infeasible,” Eyia instantly cut the Firebird off.  “I will handle most of Jin’s offensive pressure; keep your guard up in case a small amount slips through.”

Sora swallowed at the Valkyrie’s strong voice discounting their possible contributions; clearly, Jin was reaching a point where Eyia was now questioning her ability to stop the dragon.  “I’ll do my best.”

Eyia nodded, drawing out a long breath.  “I will not kill her, but stave off her attacks long enough for her rage to fade.”

Mist filled the area as a large crystal two-handed sword shimmered into existence in Eyia’s empty hand; a frenzied charge pulsed from the blade that made Sora want to move away, and a dark hiss came from Eric as he saw it.

“Wait…  What blade is that?  I can feel its intense bloodthirst.”

A short huff shot through Eyia’s nose as she glared at the partial wolf.  “Skofnung.”

“Impossible,” Eric growled, looking at the glowing crystal as if it would bite him.  “Skofnung cannot be seen nor wielded by women.”

Eyia didn’t explain, and Sora took a step back as twelve figures appeared around them; it took a second to discern they were all women, each with dark-skinned fur as clothing and magnificent bastard swords in hand.

“No,” Eric breathed, “King Hrólf Kraki’s twelve berserkers… were women?”

“Humph,” Eyia grunted, her shield vanished while moving her now free hand to the grip of the two-handed sword.

Cracks spiderwebbed down the icy shell, and it shattered into tiny shards for Jin to reach for Eyia, yet six of the women were instantly by her side, vanishing with the dragon as fog swirled around them.

Eyia took one glance back at Eric and Kari, a cold fire in her brilliant, deep sapphire irises before the mist took her, six of her guards remaining behind to defend them.

Not a second after, Sora jumped back as Eyia’s gleaming sword cut through the haze, leaving a long white trail of light that instantly materialized into ice, crawling up the wall.

A roar sounded from Jin within the fog, somehow dampening the dragon’s brutal spiritual force; claws slashed out with a red light that two of their guards blocked, cuts appearing in their skin that released mist, yet they’d stopped it.

Tremors shook underneath their feet, impossibly deep gashes appearing in the floor at various points as if from nowhere as Eyia came back into view to gracefully deflect a beam of crimson light before entering the veil again.

Four berserkers flew out of the swirling clouds, muscular skin showing signs of the fierce battle, yet they darted back into the obscurity without hesitation, seemingly moving to cut Jin off as a line of ice shot across the ground to create a frozen wall nearby; chunks of it erupted outward that the warriors batted away, yet it appeared to hold.

The battle became hazy, and soon disappeared completely from Sora’s senses, as if the fog was an entirely separate world; even Sora’s enhanced hearing couldn’t make out what Diane was saying, but the dragon’s furious roars occasionally slipped through, making Sora wince at how intense the biting force was.

After a few minutes of blind action, the entire area exploded with a vicious gale that the six berserker women tried to repel, yet the dense blast turned them to mist, leaving the remaining force smashing against Sora’s spirit like a truck.

Stumbling back with Aiden beside her, they managed to weather the attack, yet now all of Eyia’s fog was gone, revealing Jin’s far more draconic visage; the troll and two of the fallen pillars had vanished, warrior women dissipated into the lost mist, leaving Eyia alone.

Sora’s lips parted, unable to process the scene unfolding before her; Eyia was at Jin’s back, her colossal crystal blade piercing Jin through the heart.

“Eyia, no…  Wait…”

Ice overtook Jin’s entire figure, no blood leaking from the wound; the frost swiftly crawled over the girl’s small body at an accelerated pace, only giving her enough time to gasp and grasp Skofnung’s blade—three feet thick, the jagged crystal block encased the dragon.

Eyia breathed a slow, controlled breath, chest heaving a bit as she slid the black out without leaving a mark and backed away.

“You did it…”  Sora smiled.

Skofnung vanished in twinkling light to be replaced by her elegant spear; Eyia didn’t drop her guard as the ice fissured, making Sora’s lungs seize.

Hail exploded in all directions at such speeds, they embedded into the concrete as a low growl rippled through the air, Jin shrugging off the thick layers of crystal.

Regaining control, Sora swiftly inhaled and breathed a long jet of fire to defend against the storm; when it ended, she found the only effect she’d had on Eyia’s ice was stopping its trajectory, and her flames overtook Jin, who simply waved her hand to disperse it.

A snarl shook the little Korean girl's throat while dropping to her knees, chest heaving as she clutched her chest, scales receding into her skin and impossibly dense spiritual force drawing back into her impassible spiritual defenses, pain evident on her face.

“Jin?”  Sora tentatively questioned.

Her deep ruby hair reverting back to its original color, Jin released a loud groan.  “Grragh!  Dammit!”

“Are you in control, Friend?”  Eyia asked, ready to counter.

Jin fell to her back with a tired grunt.  “Damn… Did you have to condense it so much, and what’s up with the fire breath, Sora?  Grrag…  My ears are still ringing!”

Sora released a weak chuckle, glad Jin was back to her normal self.
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                Sora sank to her butt with relief.  “Are you really alright, Jin?”

Lifting her head with a skeptical look, she asked, “What did I tell you last time?” Smiling warmly, Sora nodded, but it vanished as Eyia launched between her and Eric.

“What has happened, Sister?”

Remembering what her aunt had said, Sora took a deep breath.  “For right now, Eric isn’t our enemy.  A lot has happened since the last time you saw Eric.  We’re kind of in a bad spot, and he has the answers …  I don’t like it, but I think we need him for now.”

A tired sigh escaped Jin’s lips as her head sank back down to the floor.  “Is that so?  That state is vicious, but it’s far from efficient.  Throwing my energy around so carelessly…  No, it’ll be a bit before I can even walk again, as sad as that is.”  

Vision shifting to look around the area with a lifted brow, she groaned, “What is up with me being out of the loop all the time?  Where are we?”  Her eyes narrowed as she looked up at Fen.  “What about the Vulpes that follows your aunt?”  

“Some people from the government or some other organization captured us.  You’ve been asleep for a few days.  I met with my aunt and learned why most dragons—but not all dragons—hate her.  I’d like to talk to you about it later.  There was… a lot that happened…”  Sora answered, feeling Aiden continue to help Wendy and the others recover from Jin’s spiritual waves.

“Really, all that?”  Jin replied dully.  “How much more pathetic can I get?”

“We must leave this place,” Eyia said, helping Jin to rest against a large pillar fragment, but shot a glare in Eric’s direction.

Concern creased Sora’s lips.  “I highly doubt I can heal Jin effectively enough to walk…   I don’t even know if my magic will work on her.  I’ve healed Jian where his own regeneration will help him recover, but that took a bit of energy.”

Jin glared at Jian.  “So, he has a name.  It was foolish of him to provoke me, but I assume it had something to do with that other woman I heard.”  Examining the small group they had, she shook her head.  “I must have missed quite a bit.”  

She glanced at Sora’s tails and grinned.  “Congratulations on the second tail.  I assume it had something to do with meeting your aunt?  I'll have to hear the story when we are clear.”

Eric stepped forward, and every eye leveled to him, Eyia raising her spear.  Holding up his hand, he said, “I don’t wish any of you harm.  My spiritual network is bare to prove that.  I want to help you leave this place, but what I can see of fate is clouded at the moment.  I doubt we’ll be able to leave at this moment; there’s something else coming.”

Eyia’s eyes narrowed.  “What do you know of fate?”

“Bits and pieces,” Eric replied.  “I think—” he cut off as he, Jin, Fen, and Sora caught the sound of metal against ground.

They turned their heads to the wide open metal door as the sounds came closer.  Sora closed her eyes and focused on the sounds beyond.  Opening her eyes, she said, “Eighteen people are on their way, but they don’t sound rushed.  Oh, I didn’t notice it, but the alarm stopped as well.”  

Cautious, they all wearily waited for the mysterious party to arrive.  Sora first caught sight of two people walking through the door, a man and a woman.  Clad in similar attire with different colors—the man blue and female red—they wore plate mail that looked draconic in nature.

They held long, twelve-foot bone lances and strapped to their backs were six-foot-long spears, fashioned from white bone excluding the point, which housed a long razor tooth.

Most of their faces were covered by plate helmets that resembled dragon heads with the mouth to chin bare; through the eye slits and open-back design, Sora could see blue eyes and black hair from the male, and brown eyes and blonde hair for the woman.

“Dragoons,” Fen hissed.

Jin lifted an eyebrow.  “Never heard of—” 

She cut herself off, vision narrowing as they locked on the spears and lances.  “European Dragon bones… fashioned into weapons?  Smart.”

The group’s focus shifted to Diane as she walked into view from behind the dragoons.  “We need the red-tailed Vulpes alive—and before the President arrives!”  A large man holding a machine gun stepped out beside Diane, and fourteen heavily armed men stopped behind them.

Jin grumbled lowly for a moment before saying, “It pains me to say it, but I’m out of juice.”  She looked back at the rest of the group.  “The Fenris Wolf seems much weaker, Sora’s got some energy but their armor will likely negate most of your influence with the dragon’s residual energy, and that Bai-Hu’s hanging on by a thread.”  Sizing up Aiden she sniffed and turned to Eyia, “It’s all up to you, Frosty.”

Eyia didn’t take her eyes off the dragoons, but asked, “Frosty?”

Humming a laugh, Jin said, “A bit of humor I picked up from Green.  Thought I’d try out the nickname, but it doesn’t sound right…  Nope, it’s all up to you, Eyia.”  Eyia nodded without hesitation and set her spear at the ready.

The dragoons eyed the group for a moment before the male said, “Leave, you’ll only be in the way.”  All of the men and Diane looked at them questioningly but moved back into the hall as the female turned to glare at them.

Sora watched the steel door shut with bated breath.  Eyia already battled Jin, and she even said she needed to conserve her strength for offense.  Attacking is so much easier than defending…  Can we make it out of this or should I try and reason with them?

She swallowed as the two dragoons began walking forward, Eyia advancing to the center of the room to meet them; the Valkyrie held a defensive position, spear pointed at the red armored dragoon.  A moment later, her blade shifted to the man as they stopped, gauging her opponents a good thirty feet from her.

They stood stationary for less than a second before the blue dragoon took a single step, bent his knees, pulled his elbow slowly back, and vanished.

Sora calmed her spiritual network and focused; watching in disbelief as the dragoon darted forward—she was no match for his speed—if Eyia couldn’t stop the dragoons, they were done for.

Her body felt sluggish, focused spiritual perception growing sharper as the fight went on and she grew more accustomed to following its flow.

The sound of bone striking metal rang throughout the room as the man struck two meters from Eyia; Gungnir’s elegant movements deflecting the stab with apparent ease as frost appeared where her spear passed, the blade sliding down the lance’s length.

Before her weapon reached three feet from the blue dragoon, he bent his legs and jumped; the motion was so quick that Sora could barely follow his climb.  Eyia leaped back as he pushed off the ceiling, darting back at the Valkyrie for his lance to bite into the floor and sink to its grip.

The lance missed Eyia’s breastplate by inches, the girl spinning in a circle as she landed, Gungnir twirling in an arch to redirect the woman’s lance as she launched from her stationary position.

They’re double teaming her!  C’mon!  Still, Eyia’s holding her ground…  Impressive, considering they’re covering each other’s openings.

Sora couldn’t even open her mouth to warn Eyia that the blue dragoon had already taken his spear off his back and was about to stab her, the blade reached an inch from her armor before Eyia dispersed in a cloud of vapor.

The mist moved swiftly over the man’s armor, ice creeping across it, yet even as she rematerialized three feet behind the man, his spear was meeting her own, shrugging off the ice for it to scatter across the floor.

Gungnir smoothly rotated the toothed blade away with a ring of noise, and in the next instant Eyia sidestepped, as the woman’s lance shot between the red dragoon’s side and elbow for a surprise attack; the shaft slid across her armored stomach, but the Valkyrie’s cold eyes never left the man.

Flipping her shaft in a tight circle, Eyia chained off her previous deflection to shove the pair together, throwing both off-balance and elegantly using the momentum to bring Gungnir’s glowing edge to strike the man’s unguarded throat.

It missed as he leaped to the side; off balance, he didn’t reach his full speed, allowing Eyia’s thin line of arctic energy to slide through his foot, possibly the Valkyrie’s target the entire time.

The red dragoon righted herself, crouching and jumping to put distance between them; feet landing on the domed ceiling, she launched back.

Eyia didn’t waste a movement, Gungnir rotating to point down as her opponent tried to impale her, and, in utter awe of the Asgardian’s skill, the woman’s deadly point met the butt of Gungnir’s shaft; the force bent the pole slightly, yet the force only made Eyia’s spear drop half an inch.

Twisting a hand to grasp the shaft, Eyia’s spear twirled around her back and the woman’s suspended weapon, leaving the red dragoon unprotected midair, yet Sora cursed, as instead of going for the death blow, the Valkyrie was forced to generate a sharp gale, ice crystals glistening off the remaining lights to blow the woman away.

Eyes instinctively closing at the ferocious current and pelting ice that washed over her, Sora lifted her arms to defend herself; luckily, Wendy and the rest of the humans were still taking shelter behind Jian’s body.

Chills breaking out across her skin from the flurry, Sora skipped back a little, realizing some kind of unusual energy laced in within the element as she squinted beyond the snow to find a colossal jagged wall of ice branching out of the wall.

The blue dragoon appeared to have used his lance as a stepping stone to jump away from the freezing attack, spear out while running left to reposition, yet Sora’s attention was snatched by the sound of fracturing ice, the man retracting his spear from the wall; she hadn’t noticed when he’d thrown it, realizing it was likely why the Valkyrie didn’t pursue the woman.

Eyia doesn’t miss a move…  How can she know everything that’s happening around her?  Even with my enhanced senses, I’m having so much trouble following this fight!  C’mon… refine my spirit and focus on sight…

Figuring this was the perfect time to keep training, she swallowed as Eyia slammed the butt of Gungnir against the red dragoon’s lance after gaining the fraction of a second to recover; ice splintered down its length before it broke into pieces, taking the weapon out of the fight.

Lungs filling with the frigid air, Sora shouted, “C’mon, Eyia; you’ve got this!”

A small smile touched the Valkyrie’s lips as she took a single, deep breath with the two dragoons circling her, allowing it to stream out in a slow hiss; her sight hadn’t left the man.

Sora saw the frustration in the red dragoon’s eyes burn behind her helmet—Eyia didn’t consider her the threat, and it was getting to her; she launched forward, movements becoming more visible as she refined her internal spiritual network.

The woman shot forward only to meet a flurry of black raven feathers, Eyia vanishing in the haze; losing track of her with the dragoons, Sora’s eyes scanned with her spiritual tuning spiritual radar to find her at the man’s back, once again ignoring the red dragoon.

Eyia’s edge slid across his chest piece, biting into the bone as he barely managed to avoid getting impaled; he retreated, trying to block her dancing jabs and slashes, yet again, she had to go one the defensive, parrying the woman’s entry into the frenzy.

In the next second, Svalinn shimmered into existence, the Valkyrie sending it spinning toward Jin for the man’s spear to slam into the crystal clear dome that exploded into being to protect the dragon.

His jaw tightened as the blade only sunk two inches through, lodging it in place for Eyia to throw the woman back and vanish to meet him; Jin looked totally at ease, sitting back and waving at the growling dragoon.

“Nice try; cheeky, but you won’t catch Eyia off guard that easily.”

Unable to retrieve his weapon, he held out his hand to snatch the woman’s thrown spear to retreat, being mindful of his feet from the Valkyrie’s pushing swipes.  Svalinn’s dome shattered for the shield to shimmer back into Eyia’s free left hand as she advanced on the man with blurred jabs, focused eyes not showing a hint of stress.

The man’s mouth opened as Eyia’s thrusting point passed between his teeth, twisting to rip into mouth, yet he managed to find enough power to jump away just in time for the blade to leave a line up the nose-guard; it didn’t stop the ice from spreading.

The red dragoon caught the man’s thrown spear as he returned her weapon, charging in to give her partner time to recover; she followed Eyia’s fluid movements, the Valkyrie treating her more as a mild annoyance as she threw Svalinn at the blue dragoon to dodge the woman’s jab and grab the shaft.

Sora could practically feel the anxiety in her spirit as she tried to do the same for Eyia to outmaneuver her, pivoting and throwing out her leg to trip the woman, almost collapsing on her spear.

Crystal shell expanding to imprison the man, the Valkyrie spun to kick the hidden knife the woman pulled out from somewhere out of her hands while throwing her Gungnir at her own barrier; it shattered just before the blade touched the dome, grazing the man’s side and shaving off more of his armor.

He blurred in a swift turn to try and evade, jumping up to ping-pong to his original spear, Jin not bothering to do anything to help the Valkyrie as she followed his leaps with a thoughtful smile.

Eyia vanished in feathers to meet his trajectory midair, Gungnir back in hand and throwing him off-balance; a curse came from the red dragoon as she tried to recover, noticing part of her spear frozen over before launching back into the fight to help her partner. 

She’s so awesome…

Sora’s breath caught as her focus went to Eyia instead of the dragoon’s movements; there wasn’t a single scratch on her immaculate skin, even the previous strike across her stomach hadn’t caused any damage to her armor.

Vision returning to the dragoons as Eyia ducked under a stab attempt by the man; Sora’s fingers tightened in anticipation as the Valkyrie kept perfect balance, gradually freezing the floor and forcing the dragoons to be careful where they took the battle.

Managing to feint a swing at the blue dragoon, Eyia launched a counter-attack at the man’s left left, aiming in-between the armor grooves; teeth showing.  He slammed his spear’s butt into the ground to block the strike for the Valkyrie to twist the blade and use the rebounding momentum to flip it in the opposite direction, parrying the woman’s lunge.

Gungnir shimmering to reappear in an entirely new position to the dragoon’s shock and the battle picked up rapidly for split moments; unable to follow the three blurs, Sora hissed.

Focus!

A low hum rumbled in Jin’s throat.  “They’re good, these dragoons…  Heh, nowhere near Eyia’s level, and if she hadn’t had to deal with me, it would have been over in a snap, but that’s to be expected.”

“Eh-heh,” Sora forced a laugh at the dragon hyping herself up so much.  “Yeah… you almost killed me.”

“Aww, c’mon!  What’s a little fear of death every now and again, haha!”

“Says the super powerful dragon…  Uh, is Eyia okay?”

“Meh, she’s holding back,” Jin mumbled, rolling her eyes.  “Sure, the woman tries her hardest to compliment the guy, but Eyia feels like she’d be picking on her too much if she got a bit serious with her.”

“How long until…”

“She turns them into popsicles?  Hehe… Eyia landing a death blow with Gungnir alone…  Yeah, she dismissed Svalinn… stupid prideful woman…  Uh, about… mmh… forty seconds if not sooner if it goes how I think, unless…  Oof, bad luck, Bro.”

A shift in the Valkyrie’s movements and features caused an arctic breeze to kiss Sora’s skin, her expression going from focused to ice; stomach swirling, Sora watched all light in her area freeze, Eyia vanishing for a blood-chilling sensation washed over Sora’s senses.

“There it is…” Jin muttered with a dark chuckle.

Both dragoons hesitated only for a flash and vanished, jumping away at full speed, their feet digging into the walls to fracture the concrete, yet it was too late.  Ice shot out of the blue dragoon’s body from the inside out, instantly overtaking him.

Sora’s lungs stopped as a strange energy pulsated from within the blue dragoon, and a thirty-foot sphere appeared around him, temporally locking it; everything within its domain had a colorless tint—concrete fragments, sound, and even light—trapped; Sora didn’t know how she could see what happened within but doing so was draining her spiritual energy in spades.

Eyia emerged from nowhere before the time-locked man, a cloak of raven feathers at her back and a wicked black long sword in her left hand; the blade slightly curved, emitting a dark mist that discharged death with every pulse.

The Valkyrie lifted the blade, displaying its downsloping crescent guard, ink black leather grip, and three-pronged hilt; everything about it put off a menacing, bloodthirsty presence.

“No…”  the red dragoon cried, vanishing to be ensnared at the edge of the temporal zone. 

Time stretching, Eyia drew back her ravenous sword and thrust it into the man’s heart without hesitation, causing Sora’s throat and chest to seize as her hyper-sensitive spiritual senses returned the results.

In horror, she felt the man’s body completely turn into glowing white spiritual energy to be compressed and flow into Eyia’s radiant necklace, leaving his clothing, armor, and weapon behind.

What Sora just experienced left her numb.

Eyia gradually pulled back the edge to reveal not a single mark on the armor’s breast as her attention turned to the red dragoon, still utterly paralyzed in space.

A shiver ran through Sora’s bones upon seeing her friend’s eyes—they weren’t who she knew—the kind, curious, and fervent sister was absent.  Hollow vessels had taken their place, devoid of thought or emotion.

The Valkyrie appeared in front of the woman, and Sora got the impression she was staring at the very threads of fate.

Jin’s voice sounded distant but mildly interested.  “Maiden’s Call…  Solely invoked by the Valkyrie; if a Valkyrie takes you, you’re bound to serve either Óðinn or Freyja.  Heh, of course, since Óðinn is dead, the only master is Freyja.  However…”  Dark fascination touched the dragon’s tone, “That sword is something else entirely.  Would you know, Wolfboy?”

Still unable to take her eyes off Eyia, Sora listened for answers.

“Yes—she has an arsenal of legendary Norse weaponry,” Eric stated wearily.  “She’s holding Dáinsleif—also known as Dáinn's legacy or King Högni's sword—at this point, I’m beginning to draw up my own speculations on it.

“I’ve heard you can’t draw it without a complete resolution to kill.  It also cannot be withdrawn unless it’s taken a life, but in effect, it can never fail in a stroke… or so the legend goes.”

“Hmm-hmm…”  Jin mused.

Sora didn’t know what to think as she replayed what she’d felt moments before; his soul was compressed into a tight ball of spiritual mass, and then absorbed by Eyia’s necklace.

That didn’t feel like something moving… more like he was being converted.

Lips dry, Sora asked, “What about her necklace?”

Jin popped her tongue.  “Huh… now that you mention it…  Nope, I got no idea.  Eyia’s had it since…”  She trailed off as the sphere broke and physics returned, the Valkyrie smoothly dropping to the ground to nimbly landing on her feet.

The red dragoon fell to the ground, beside her, yet Eyia seemed uninterested in the woman as she instantly leaped back to the edge of the arena.

Half frozen spear held at the ready, the woman worked around her mouth a few times, seemingly unable to speak for a second.  “What…  What did you do to him?”

Vision returned to the Eyia Sora knew, her gaze drifted down with disdain at the black sword in her grip before sighing and looking at the red dragoon’s shakes of rage and fear; there was sympathy in the Valkyrie’s sapphire eyes.  “It was fated…  As is your death tonight, but it is not to be taken by my hand.”

Hair standing on end, Sora’s focus darted to the ceiling as Jin’s easy nature broke into shock, head snapping up and jaw locking for half a second before yelling, “Daēva!”

The room’s lights flickered and died.

Sora’s vision instantly compensated, a new evil pressure entered filling Sora’s mind—similar to Dáinsleif—every eye fixating on three mistborn shadows that hazed out of the solid domed ceiling, targeting Eyia.

Partially shapeless masses that had a human-like figure, the hazy figures extended baleful black wings, obscur dual sickles forming in their blurred hands as they lifted them to rake the Valkyrie.
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                Svalinn immediately shimmered into existence, crystals surrounding Eyia as she held up her right hand, mist exploding around the Valkyrie as the shell of ice formed in a fraction of a second.

The Daēva smashed into the barrier, yet all Sora’s twitching ears caught was the sound of crunching ice, cracks spider-webbing down its length; it took the brunt of the attack, but by the damage, Sora could tell Eyia’s energy was faltering.

Lifting their sickles and crossing them over their chests in utter silence, the figures radiated a malevolent aura that darkened the already pitch black room, distorting Sora’s spiritual sight. These creatures were on an entirely different level than Eyia’s previous opponents, coming closer to how she felt when Jin was on a rampage.

Vision compensating again, the air in Sora’s lungs locked while watching shadowy threads leave the creatures’ weapons to sink into the shell protecting Eyia; fractures broke across the ice, umbra strands digging into the magical ice like nothing had before, and two seconds later, Eyia’s barrier collapsed.

Concentration reflected in Eyia’s still, sapphire irises; Sora’s fingernails dug further into her palm upon feeling her radiating power multiply, clearly not able to counteract these entities in the same way as the dragoons.

She thrust toward the nearest Daēva, Dáinsleif’s mirrored and dark pressure erupted, exploding with bloodlust; the shadowy energy flowed down Eyia’s hand and stopped at her elbow, blotting out the multicolored glow of armor as Svalinn’s cool white surface frothed mist.

Her sword snaked up to strike one of the Daēva, yet the shadow swiftly moved out of the way, sickles leaving its chest to rake Eyia’s unguarded back; the dark mist surrounding Eyia’s black sword shot out in a thin blade, twisting to follow the pivoting creature.

Redirecting its sickles, the two unholy forces met, space and time compressing at the blow, and the Daēva was the one sent flying back, noiselessly passing through both pillar and wall.

Eyia held up her shield to block her left side as the second attacked, her sword redirecting to catch the third’s blades; the sickles that struck Svalinn instantly started to frost at the tips, and the shadowy aura around her blade combatted the sickle’s misty threads as they engaged one another—Dáinsleif gaining ground with the Valkyrie’s total concentration, pushing it back up its length to the Daēva’s smoky hands.

Standing her ground in their initial attack, both Daēva retreated to the edge of the room as they hung suspended in wait for something, Eric hissing darkly beside her after moving beside Aiden.

“They were able to stave off both Dáinsleif and Svalinn’s attributes… Outclassed, yet still able to push them to draw out more than Eyia wants… This won’t end well after all the energy she wasted earlier.”

A weary edge replaced Jin’s calm attitude. “These aren’t some simple creatures, and yes, I’m aware I took a lot out of her… Daēva had enough power at one point to be recognized as gods. I thought they were all annihilated in this universe… It looks like the story I heard was wrong.”

“Yeah,” Sora muttered, watching the Valkyrie try to pursue the creatures for them to keep their distance and continue to wait, “but Eyia’s amazing! She can handle this, right? I mean, she’s not backing down…”

A forced smile twitched at the corners of Jin’s mouth. “Eh-heh… I think you underestimate how hard it was for Eyia to keep you all safe from me… I didn’t think she had it in her, but we’re starting to see her limits. No, even she can’t handle this… not in a drawn-out fight against three Daēva, and they know it—”

She paused as footsteps sounded down the hall, and Eyia seemed to notice because she ceased pursuing the Daēva to take up a defensive position between them and the colossal, semi-broken steel door—the red dragoon had moved to the blue armor against the wall, hand caressing the breastplate in a heartbroken way.

Sora swallowed as the standoff continued, eyeing Eyia, and now she was standing still, she could see the sweat on her brow and pumping chest.

Is something stronger coming… C’mon, Eric! You said this was all what the Herald of Sakura had foreseen, right? Why is everyone and their mom trying to put a stake in us?! The Herald could kill all of them—easy—yet she sits back and is eating popcorn! I just want to have some time to breathe! Is that so much to ask?

She glanced back at Aiden as he redoubled his efforts, and once again, she felt her woven defenses around the humans multiply; his own lungs seemed to be running ragged, yet the small smile he gave her helped to calm her nerves—at least she had some people helping her.

Sora glared at Eric as everyone centered on the settling haze near the door; he had just been watching Eyia handle everything, yet he was strong enough to jump in and help, of that she was sure.

Again, she was unsure about his true motivations, but maybe it really was just for Kari and he was staying back to defend her if needed because he could care less about the rest of them. If that was the answer, she could partially understand that position, yet Eyia was clearly their best chance of survival, and mitigating her stress helped everyone.

Puffing out a tired stream of air, she returned to the oddly still shadowy fiends, tails flicking left in agitation; they were a big problem.

Whatever energy these Daēva use… it’s super lethal against unprotected spiritual bodies. Just being this close to them, I can feel their creepy hands trying to dig past Aidan and my protection. How long can I keep Wendy and Mary protected?

My energy is draining faster than it can replenish… Efficiency-wise, I’m only making gains, but not at the speed I need… I bet it’s the same for Aiden; we can’t keep this up forever.

And why are they just hovering there? At least turn off your stupid, destructive atmosphere! No… if Eyia can’t win this alone, should I try to support her before all my energy is drained? I don’t know if I can keep up, though… No, I definitely can’t keep up… but I could funnel her some of my own energy.

She grimaced while studying Eyia’s impenetrable shield of a spirit; there was no chance for friend or foe to send anything into that icy shell, and she had no clue if she did that for a reason because Jin was the same.

Her attention was soon diverted when a group of several men walked behind the floating Daēva for a second party to follow; the first pack’s skin began to age dramatically, yet for some reason, they seemed willing to give their life force to the creatures.

Diane and the tall man with the machine gun were present with the few guards in the second, and it was only them that appeared protected from the shadowy fiends as a man in the center provided some kind of deep red light that bathed them in an unholy shell.

“Great…” Sora puffed out an annoyed growl; surely, this wasn’t good.

Jin and Eric studied them with a low groan, yet the Valkyrie’s teeth flashed in a sharp hiss.

“They carry the powers of Hel with them…”

“Hell energy,” Jin explained in disdain.

“Well, isn’t that wonderful,” Sora sighed as the man producing the deep red light protecting the second group scanned the scene with a calculating smile.

“Well… this is quite rare to see… I’m honored at the quality of entities this room currently possesses.”

Diane cleared her throat. “I apologize, Vice-President. Several… unexpected things occurred, and I tried to keep Sora in the, umm, containment area. Has… the President arrived with you, by chance?”

Jin popped her tongue with agitation while studying the man. “Am I the only one that feels like we’ve overstayed our welcome?”

The calmly man shook his head. “No, Diane, yet he will arrive shortly. Mmh, you said there was a troll captured, Benjamin? He was trying to force his way out?”

“Yeah, hehe, he was pretty lively until we showed him his hide wasn’t as thick as he thought.”

“Mmh… wonderful. If you could have him guided here… Ah, and bring the canvas that arrived with me.”

How can they even see in this total darkness? Can Hell’s energy, or whatever it is, really do all of that… Uh, Hell’s real?! I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Do we get an angel—mmh, Eyia is kind of an angel…

A bit lost in her bitter mind, Sora followed his gaze to Jin as she gave a reluctant wave.

“Ursel,” he leveled at the red dragoon, “it is quite regrettable that we’ve lost Dustin… one of our best; we will need to return the loss. If you could bring Dustin’s armor back with us, we will perform the proper rituals for one of his stature.” 

His head tilted to Eyia. “And I apologize Ms. Valkyrie, but… there is a bit of preparation required of me; I am sure the Daēva will provide plenty of entertainment in the meantime.”

The Vice-President looked up to address the shadows. “The Valkyrie seems to be the most dangerous; you can absorb her if you wish, but I request you leave the others… there are plans.”

Sora’s gut tightened as Eyia’s sword flipped around and stabbed into the ground without resistance, causing silence to take the throng.

The first Daēva faded before launching out of the concrete five feet away from her, backing away to where the other two floated, and Dáinsleif’s dark beam followed, tendrils reaching for the creature.

Its companions rushed forward and slashed at the trail of energy, beam dispersing back to the blade, yet the end remained in pursuit of the first, forcing it to block the baleful blade with both of its sickles.

Spatial and temporal compressions reverberated in the space, sucking a portion of the Daēva’s sickle into it, and again, it was flung back into the wall.

Yeah! Wait, no! Eyia can’t attack because she’s guarding us for—

Sora winced, ears folding down as a loud shriek struck them; it sounded like an amplified whistling steam kettle, but much harsher; she swayed for a second, feeling slightly dizzy before Aiden rushed forward to support her, warm energy filling her to counteract the biting edge attacking her resistances.

Jin’s voice was dulled in her head as Sora tried to cover the weaknesses in her spiritual defenses that they’d exploited, allowing Aiden to remove his hands from her shoulders.

“They’re acknowledging Eyia as a threat… They’re going to get serious.”

“Can we do anything?”

“Eh-heh, pray?”

“Great… My aunt?”

“I was thinking more Nüwa… You do you, though…”

The three Daēva drew closer together as the troll was escorted in by several armed guards; two of the Daēva folding their sickles over their chests while the third extended its own out, touching the handles and tips together.

Shadowy wings dispersing into lines of impervious darkness, they collected between the middle of the touching weapons, and danger shot up Sora’s tails, weight collapsing against her chest—time and space blurred to her enhanced vision, swirling into the ball of energy.

“No!” Jin yelled. “Eyia, you can’t let them finish it!”

Her voice died in the chaotic mass of cycloning force, and even Sora’s spiritually acute hearing could barely make out her words. Are they preventing Eyia from hearing Jin’s warning—no, it’s like they’re somehow straining time and space? How powerful are these creatures?!

Sora’s vision shifted to Jin as a shift in air pressure pulled Sora’s hair toward her open mouth, the dragon inhaling nearly half the room’s air supply once again to the point she found it difficult to breathe and tight vents above them kicked into overdrive to fill it again.

The dragon pulled the elements into her lungs, her spiritual energy molded in her mouth into some kind of bubbling inferno of hyper-amplified raw force, changing its very nature as Jin roared in the Daēva’s direction.

A savage gale devastated everything in front of her, missing Eyia by a foot, the resonation vibrating the elements to their core; the closest Daēva turned before she could shout, and slashed at the air with both sickles.

The torrent of spiritual energy-laced air blew their distortions away, yet was met by its sharp slash, splitting it to deflect the dragon’s attack, yet Jin was already preparing something else, hands resting at her stomach, palms up.

Breathing a slow breath, raising her hands to her chest, the elements in her lungs weren’t nearly as compressed as her last attack, but the difference and style of spiritual craft was on another level.

Twisting it in a sharp spiral, she hissed out a beam of radiant red light from her lips, which instantaneously bypassed time and space, skidding across the top portion of the black ball and chewing through concrete, stone, and earth in an impossible path—yet it barely missing the Daēva’s sickles—aiming for the gathering ball instead.

The sphere folded and erupted into shards of solid darkness, piercing the holder's black frame to deliver a devastating blow as the dragon used their own power against them.

Nice! Eck—

Another screech, more deafening than the first, jabbed through Sora’s spirit as the Daēva that took the brunt of it dispersed into nothing; the remaining two cried out a terrifying scream, but Sora’s ears were adjusting to their harsh offensive notes.

She was more concerned for Jin as the dragon doubled over, clutching at her chest as blood sprayed from her mouth in fits of coughs, spreading across the devastated floor in front of the small Korean girl.

Jin knew it was extremely dangerous and couldn’t warn Eyia… Despite how weak she is right now, she still interfered to save Eyia… Why can’t I do anything but defend Wendy and the others? I know it’s important, but I need to help somehow!

Her instincts told her that one of the Daēva was coming to kill Jin, while the other held off Eyia; tails bristling as her mind fixated on what needed to be done.

I can’t let this happen! I can’t, but what can I do? Jin knew she wasn’t strong enough to attack the Daēva directly, so she refocused its energy to strike itself. What can I do on my own? What if… What if I try something like Jin did? They’re shadows, so I’ll try light and use what I saw my aunt do. How did Inari spin that magic…

Thoughts turned to her aunt, strength filled Sora and her jaw set while flipping around her tails—the spheres Inari created were far more than simply lamps, and she knew that now—she just needed to follow her example.

Wrapping her tails around one as her aunt had to produce her blue spiritual spheres; she molded the force passing between them into a tight ball and alternated it in the way her instincts guided.

A brilliant smile lightened her lips as a similar ball formed, yet it held a raging, ruby hue instead of blue, and, knowing it was barely controlled and could collapse at any time, she focused trying to stabilize it; still, this would do!

Twisting her hips into a short spin as the Daēva loomed over Jin’s hacking figure, helpless to defend herself and Eyia struggling against the other to help, she caught a spark of a smile from the Valkyrie that told her she would succeed.

The sphere whipped out from her tails to come between the dark creature and dragon, sickles piercing the flaming orb to blaze into a radiant star of warm light that eradicated every shadow; blinding herself in the attempt. Sora saw spots as she swayed, experiencing what she assumed was a light spiritual backlash.

Still, when opening her eyes, in shock, she found Eyia panting on one knee, body shaking and breathing harshly; for the first time, there were gashes on her smooth skin, and the mark on her left leg seemed far more serious than any other, yet the Daēva were gone.

Recovering, Jin gasped, “Way… to go—Sora. It will take—at least a few minutes for them to reform… Ack—heh, where did you learn something that advanced?”

“What do you mean?” Sora asked.

Hesitantly, Eric answered, Fen appearing utterly in shot at what she’d just witnessed. “Mmh… you drew spiritual energy into an external malleable form, added a magical seal using True Vulpes magic—far more potent than normal Fox Magic—and banished them into a subspace of pure light.”

“No way…” Fen mumbled, clutching at her breast. “I’ve only seen… Only Lady Inari does magic like that.”

Aiden whistled, puffing out a sigh and giving her a thumbs up. “Nice! Wooh… just give me a second… I’m still seeing spots.”

“Eh-heh, well… I did copy what I saw her do when guiding me to her sanctuary, so…”

Every head turned to the Vice-President as he began clapping, the sound echoing around the area; it was then she saw all the brought humans in the second group, excluding Diane, spread out inside a large canvas with bizarre patterns spaced across it—the troll beside it, guns pointing at the creature.

“Now, I am quite impressed, Sora… You really are a blessed Founder to perform something like that at your age, which makes all the sacrifices we’ve made worth it.”

Sora’s lips parted in disbelief; the second he ceased speaking, his hand lifted and made a slashing motion at the troll. It didn’t even twitch as its head dropped to the floor, the following thump of flesh hitting the ground and spraying liquid making Sora’s stomach twist to watch the pool crawl into specific patterns around the frozen men.

Only Diane seemed unphased as Benjamin took a step back, realizing his men were unable to move from their stunned positions.

“What… Vice-President?”

Jin rubbed her throat, glaring at the symbols. “Hell’s language… A summoning circle.”

However, Sora was more concerned for Eyia; the panting blonde girl was currently trying to stop some kind of miasma digging into her spiritual network from the nasty wound the shadowy fiend had made against her leg.

“Shit…” Jin bit her lip, attention moving to Eyia. “They marked Eyia… she’s trying to purify it, but until she does, my girl can’t d—”

“Wait… Jin, you’re sure that’s a summoning circle?!”

“Hmm? Yeah… It’s nothing special—eh, the Second Ring of Hell—somewhere in there, I think?”

“It’s… no!” Face turning white, he transformed into his complete Fenris Wolf and launched at the design; all while they worried about Eyia, the Vice-President had been instructing Benjamin on the canvas.

The Vice-President’s focus drifted to Eric’s beyond fast advance, yet had somehow predicted it, tossing a red marble into the air; the Fenris Wolf instantly struck a shell of crimson lightning and cycloning black flames.

Eric’s head struck the wall, slowing as he slowly pushed through; clearly, it wouldn’t hold him long, causing the man to hum. “Fenris Wolves… haaa… far too resilient for your own good—even taking Hellfire from the First Circle—huh? Mmh… hurry, Benjamin.”

The tall man looked unsure as he glanced at the corpse of the troll, his men, and the bloody canvas. “This is… Diane, what’s going on?!”

Diane was silent, hands behind her back and face unreadable as the Vice-President responded.

“I will not lie to you, Benjamin… I will make you stronger than you can imagine—strong enough to fight Eric—this is the purpose, nay, your destiny, and the reason why I selected you to join the organization… Benjamin, you have an extraordinary lineage that I can make full use of.”

Taking one look at the massive seven-foot brown wolf breaking past the Hellfire before gritting his teeth and looking at the circle, Benjamin made his choice and jumped into the center.

A smirk lifted the Vice-President’s lips as he muttered a deep sounding phrase that made Sora shiver.

“Nedro-groma-ka’la-sumi…”

The blood on the canvas rose, latching onto Benjamin and sinking into his skin, making his chest heave, eyes going wide; Sora’s breath caught as the white in his eyes turned red, then black before crimson irises settled into place.

Eric broke past the lightning, jaws closing around Benjamin, yet the figure vanished in a spray of blood that shot across Eric’s head; the pool shifted at Eric’s shoulder as he thrashed to swallow the twitching guts for Benjamin to appear at his side with a smirk on his twisted lips.

“Mmh… Not strong enough, Boy…”

Foot rising in half a second, it met Eric’s side, sending him through the Hellfire barrier and splitting a pillar for dust to fill the area once again, vents kicking into overdrive.

Sora blinked, unable to process what she’d just seen—Eric—the seemingly uber powerful, evil Fenris Wolf—had just been treated like a puppy trying to bite a man’s heels.

Working around his jaw, Benjamin licked his lips as he turned to the now kneeling Vice-President. “Ainmire… hehe, you actually did it.”

Ainmire’s head lowered further as an ashen-faced Diane dropped next to him. “Yes, Mr. President. It has taken some centuries, Lord Bathin, but all the appropriate steps fell into place like clockwork.”

“I can imagine why,” Bathin said as he glanced toward Aiden. “This is quite the surprise, though… So many Founders.”

Eyia shakily got to her feet, setting herself into another defensive stance and making Bathin chuckle.

“You all are too much.”

Examining Eyia for a moment before speaking in the odd language Sora recognized as Asgardian, Jin huffed as she positioned herself against the pillar, still wiping away the blood that ran down her neck before doing a quick take on Eric’s condition.

“You want Eyia to back down? Hah! Even if we aren’t in any condition to fight, you should know a Valkyrie better than that, being a Devil,” she spat blood to the side. “What are you doing out of your Realm? Didn’t the Founders put you in your place with the rest of your kind? I know you’ve been losing control as of late, heh, but operating so openly?”

Bathin’s lips became a line. “Do not assume to preach to me, little dragon.” Sora had no idea who Bathin was, but for Jin to say they couldn’t fight him put unease in her stomach.

Jin lifted an eyebrow. “Really, I don’t need to preach to you? Then I guess you haven’t forgotten about the little conditions treaty your boss signed with a few of the Founders when you upset the balance? Do you genuinely want to open that can of worms? Right here,” she pointed at Sora and Kari, “are Founders. Do you think their parents will sit idly by while you kidnap their children?”

Bathin laughed heartily at her words. “Sit idly by? You don’t seem to be aware of the bigger picture, young dragon… That’s exactly what I expect them to do. You see, there’s quite a bit of strife brewing at the moment, but how could you understand beings of such power?”

“Then again…” He examined her a bit closer, “maybe you do have some idea… Humph.” He clapped three times. “I am surprised that you know about the treaty and even a small portion of the specifics; however, I am a very busy person.”

His eyes shifted to Eyia as she slowly inched between him and the group; she looked perfectly stable again, at least on the surface and wasn’t breathing heavily, but Sora could see she was exhausted and fighting the corruption still.

Bathin’s vision narrowed to slits. “I do not like repeating myself.”

He didn’t make a single gesture for an enormous eruption of force to shoot at Eyia; the girl held up her shield but was carried off her feet, a gasp leaving her mouth as she was carried back to strike the wall to their right.

Sora winced as she fell to the floor; she wanted to run over and help, but also needed to be close enough to protect Mary and Wendy—her energy was returning in spades after the shadows sealing, yet she couldn’t let her guard down.

“Eyia…” Sora whispered, making the girl give her a strained smile in her direction while struggling back to her feet with shallow breaths.

“I… am fine, Sister… Give me a moment and we will escape this place together…”

“Eyia,” Jin muttered. “To think it would go like this for us, and after I saw just how much strength you were holding back… You blockhead… I guess we both are.”

Bathin snorted, and the same focused pressure returned curving around the group to smash into Eyia’s right side, making Sora cry out as Svalinn took the brunt of it, yet still the Valkyrie soared over the rubble to the opposite wall, skidding down its length.

“Stop it! Why are you doing this—I don’t—grrrr! No… Eyia!”

The girl's weapons and armor vanished in dazzling light; she didn’t stir, but Sora knew she was still alive by her spiritual pulse and heartbeat, even if they were weak.

Taking a shuddering breath, Sora turned back to the grinning man. Jin called him a Devil; not a demon? Regardless, he obviously has some plan or purpose, so… 

“Umm, can we—”

He cut her off with a raised hand. “I’m done with talking, and…” he looked around her, “Mmh… I don’t need any of them… Fenris Wolves are a dying breed in any case.”

Sora’s eyes focused on Ursel, stomach tightening as she walked toward Eyia, spear dragging in her hand. “Please, if I cooperate you’ll get more out of it. Won’t you?”

A dark chuckle moved through Bathin’s shaking chest. “I couldn’t care less if you comply or not. All I need is you.”

His attention went to Eyia with a sneer. “Do whatever you want with her, Ursel… heh, but make sure it’s appropriate for our loss.”

I need to stop—

Sora took one step toward Eyia before Bathin was in front of her; she didn’t sense him at all, and a force locked her spiritual network so she couldn’t move.

“Tsk. Tsk. Tsk. No, I think this will be a good lesson for you, Sora. I am sure you will all understand what becomes of defiance.” His tone grew menacing and deep, displaying a second voice underneath. “And with your father still in the picture… I’d behave, Girl.”

Reaching Eyia, Ursel kicked her in the stomach, sending the Valkyrie flying a few feet away, tumbling along the ground. “Filthy thing…”

Coughing, Eyia began to shift as she came to a stop, hands moving to her leg rather than her stomach before trying to lift herself with shaking arms; Ursel brought her spear around and slammed it against Eyia’s back, making Sora cry out inside and try to wince as if feeling it herself.

Eyia was forced to her elbows, yet she didn’t drop to the floor, defiance still in her focused gaze; the situation was finally catching up to Sora, tears gathering in her eyes. Everything always gets worse… There’s always a glowing hope before it’s snatched away… It’s not fair!

“Haaa…” Losing interest in Eyia and Ursel, Bathin shifted to scan the area, Diane and Ainmire still close by as annoyance touched the Devil’s dualistic voice. “Where could those incessant Daēva have gone… They should have destroyed the restrictive seal and reformed by now… Haaa. Perhaps they materialized elsewhere and got lost.”
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                Guilt and desperation swirled in Sora gut, Bathin’s powers holding her into a vice as he forced her to watch Ursel continue her one sided beating against Eyia.  Please…  Aunt Inari, please…  Eyia’s saved my life so many times now…  Help.  Please, help me…

The Valkyrie was still trying to purge the Daēva’s dark mark, seemingly far more pressing than the bruises and cuts the dragoon was giving her.

Bathin had lost interest in the pair, vision drifting across the ceiling and voice dropping a few octaves.  “Daēva are such fickle creatures, and lack any commanding order, but…  No, something is off.  Hmm…”

His focus drifting to various points of the devastated room, a livid tone touched his throat.  “Diane…”

A quake ran through the woman’s frame as she stepped forward, Sora still struggling against his hold.  “Y-Yes, Lord Bathin?”

“This… eye incident that is within Benjamin’s memories and scarring this timeline…”  The impending dread the Devil released made Ursel stumble and freeze in her attacks.  “Everything—and I mean… everything… connected to it… is to be purged…  The bodies, footage, personnel that handled the corpses—no matter how small—it ‘will’ be eradicated…  Understand?”

A jerky nod came from the quivering witch, and unable to speak, rushed away at a sprint to enact her orders; it seemed whatever this ‘eye’ was, Bathin was done with his games.

“Ainmire…”

“I will see that your will is done.”

Bowing, the man turned on his heels and swiftly exited after Diane.

“Ursel…”

“Y-Yes, Lord?”

“This is taking too long… kill her and be done with it.  An unexpected… being… has taken notice of my operation; we are leaving.”

No… Bathin!  Don’t!  Stop!

Ursel’s hatred returned when glaring down at Eyia, the Valkyrie managing to struggle back to her knees and elbows after her previous beating; the girl breathing as if she were the one in control.

On the other hand, the dragoon was panting profusely, rage on her twisted lips as she brought up her spear to stop Eyia’s spine.  “Yes, Lord.”

Helplessly, she fought with every bit of magic she had, struggling to find anything to slip out of the steel-like grip Bathin had over her spiritual network, yet it was impossible; she couldn’t even whisper Eyia’s name, much less rush to her friend’s side as she had done twice now.

What is the worth of being a Founder if you can’t do anything but bring misery?!  Help!  Someone…

Ursel’s spear shot down, arm jerking back as it missed its mark, barely sliding past Eyia’s exposed side; a small girl was standing behind the dragoon, and Sora wanted to cry while following the girl’s two stiff cat tails—silvery and puffy; not the black, red-tipped fur she expected—this wasn’t Nilly.

Bathin, Ursel, Sora, and everyone else appeared utterly caught off-guard as they followed the tails up the girl’s body, silence ensuing.

Straight and thick silvery hair ended at her shoulders, two slightly folded cat ears, and around the same age as her, Sora couldn’t help but follow the slow moving crimson dripping down the girl’s snow white skin to stain the red shirt Sora knew well—her shirt—from the black jeans to her white sneakers, the girl wore her outfit.

A mildly surprised, curious smile twisted the Nekomata’s mischievous lips as her head tilted to the side, bright blue irises fixated on her stiff hand sticking through Ursel’s armored back, bypassing her armor like hot butter to penetrate the dragoon’s heart.  Ursel’s body convulsed, lungs only able to push out a half-gasp before falling forward, dead.

“Oh…  Huh…  Hehe, I’m sorry… my body kind of just… acted on its own!  Oh!  An Asgardian!  Hehe…  Old habits die hard, I suppose.”  Her sweet voice held a hidden inferno that made Sora’s spirit shiver as her predatory eyes drifted to the man beside her.

Bathin’s dark aura intensified, yet his grip loosened enough for Sora to slowly fill her lungs again.  “A Nekomata…  Githa…”

“Is that… Batty?  Hehehe, I haven’t seen you in ages… Egypt?”  she asked, looking playfully thoughtful as she held her bloody fingers behind her back.

“Why are you here, Githa…  What possible business could you have to show up?”

“Mmh…  I’m just… looking for someone.  Oh!  How’s Fleurty and good ol’ Beelze?  Oh, hehe, don’t tell me you’re still upset about that arm I ate!  Wait…”

She peered closely at him with a snickering grin, seemingly utterly oblivious to everyone and everything else.  “... Did you get it back by taking a special human shell?”  Clapping followed.  “Who’s a smart Devil!”

Bathin took a deep breath before taking on a pleasant smile.  “Haaa…  Ainmire.”

A small red eye split space above them to look at Bathin, making Sora’s ears twitch as she watched Eyia sealing off the curse in her leg with the time she’d been bought.  Ursel’s dead!  Eyia’s okay… we’re okay…  Okay, focus…  I can break free; he’s distracted!

“You called, Lord?”

“It seems Githa has graced us with her… rather sudden and… mildly annoying presence, but I can be a good host.  If you could get some food prepared… the best, naturally.”

“Of course.  I am sure I can procure something spectacular for your unexpected guest.”

Githa hummed.  “Ohh… you always do know how to treat a Nekomata, Batty!”

“Heh, of course I do…  Now, Githa, what brings the Nekomata Faction here?”

The revelation tightened Sora’s stomach; Nekomata had a faction, which would likely involve the cat that had been following her around, and the answer sparked hope in Sora’s near hopeless heart.

“Mmh…  Oh, me?  What I’m doing is looking for Nilly…  Ugh…  I can’t find her anywhere!”

A look that told Sora everything crossed Bathin, seeming to have swallowed bad medicine.  “Is that… right?  Eh-heh… is Nilly going to be joining us then…  If so, I… do not believe there would be enough food in this world to satisfy her gluttony.”

Githa’s right cheek puffed out as she glanced around, and the cat’s slightly annoyed vision soon drifted to her.  “No… she’s supposed to already be here with Mia’s daughter, but… I forgot her name…”

What?  Why does that matter!  I’m here!  Trying to open her mouth, nothing came out as Bathin locked her lungs again.  Dammit!  I’m here!  Help!

“... Was it Sita… Gróa…  No, no, no—it started with an S…  Sora?  That’s it!  Sora!”

A bright grin split her lips as her shiny blue eyes settled on her; in an instant, she was falling forward, Bathin’s hold vanishing with the cat.  Stumbling to regain her position, she saw Githa now standing in front of her, Bathin retreating to where Diane had stood.

“Mmh…  Yes, I think you’re Sora.  Right?”

Coughing, face red, Sora swiftly nodded, tears finally able to leak out of her eyes.  “Y-Yes…”

“Yay!”  Githa threw her hands in the air.  “I found you, so… where’s Nilly?  Oh, hmm?”

The girl’s attention was diverted as Eyia pulled herself up against the wall and looked up at the cat, breathing softly as she studied her.  “Reið?”

A loud huff came from the Nekomata and made Bathin’s face screw up with distaste.  “No!  No!  No!  No!  I used to be—humph—but that was a long time ago.  Don’t remind me!”

“Interesting…  I was… unaware that you were one of Freyja's cats before becoming a Nekomata?  Is that even possible?”  he muttered, and Sora saw Bathin slowly flex his fingers from the corner of her vision.  “So, Githa… you killed the Daēva?”

Lips bunching to the side, Githa folded her arms crossly and sniffed, “Not my fault; they attacked me!”

Shifting positions to look Sora up and down she hummed.  “Here I was minding my own business… following my nose, as a good Nekoamata should—keeping it as clean as my fur—and then, guess what?!”

“What…”

“They popped out of the walls—dangerous shadowy stuff flying everywhere!”  Closing her eyes and folding her hands behind her back, she tilted her head slightly, and after a moment, her lips peeled back to show her thin white fangs as a wide smile took her indignation.  “I could have been hurt.  So, I ate them.”

“Huu-haaa…  Of course you did.”

The rest of the group stayed silent as the encounter continued, happy to have a bit of time to recover as the enigmatic Nekomata put Bathin on the defensive, and Sora didn’t know if she should run to Eyia or stay where she was; if Githa’s presence was deterring Bathin, and he wanted her, if she drew his attention to Eyia, it might do more harm than good.

“Mhm!  They tasted like—oh, mmh… hot!  Well, eh… just a little, but there was this sweet aftertaste—kind of like a giraffe.”

Examining her blood-soaked hand, she licked it once, paw bursting into green flames before inhaling for the blazing liquid to flow into her mouth.  “This is different from what I’m used to,” she licked her lips, as if sampling it a second time, “and not fully human.”

Bathin cleared his throat.  “Hmm… that’s right; you did have a soft spot for giraffes several millennia ago.  So, what’s this deal with Sora then?  You have me interested.”

Githa put her hands on her hips, shifting to look up at her as Sora took a few breaths, trying to recover from the intensity of the last several minutes.  “You—know Nilly?”

She smiled with excitement.  “Oh!  It’s a red fox!  Mia’s daughter, Sora!”

Oh, no…  She’s a little like Nilly—maybe not as forgetful, but still has that quality.

Looking at nothing in particular, Githa gave the space a thoughtful study as if looking at things no one else could see.  “Yes—what do they call it these days—understudy?  I think that’s it; I’m Nilly’s understudy, or acolyte, if you prefer.  Hmm… sometimes I’m her friend.”  Her expression dulled with displeasure, “Sometimes her babysitter.”

“Indeed,” Bathin interjected.  “Now, what is this deal with Mia?”

The Nekomata seemed a little confused.  “Umm—I don’t know—keep up, Batty!  Geez, you’re not that old for a Devil!  Nilly talks with Mia.  Uh… I think keeping her safe is good though, right?”  she asked thoughtfully, looking at her for confirmation.  “Safe is good?”

“Yes!  Please!”  Sora pled.  “Oh, my… I just want to leave!  With everyone…  It’s been—”

“Don’t get so hopeful, Sora.”  Air sucking in through his teeth, Bathin let it out in a low hiss.  “Right…  Well, unfortunately…  I need something from your little fox.  With it this close within my grasp…  I’m willing to fight for it, Githa.”

Githa looked troubled as she looked between them.  “Umm-hmm…  I don’t want to eat Devil right now… it’s sour and will upset my stomach.  It just doesn't match well with those shadows.”

“Right,” Bathin nodded.  “Why don’t you just turn your ears away for… a few minutes?  I don’t need all that long to get what I really need.”

Sora jumped as someone touched her shoulder; looking back, she saw Aiden, ashen-faced and pointing back at their trembling group.  “Eric wants a word.”

Turning, she saw Eric had recovered and was back in his human form, clothing ripped in several places, but he seemed relatively unscathed.

A frown touched her face as she hesitantly followed Aiden back, Eyia giving her a smile to tell her that she was fine; Bathin seemed to consider Githa a real threat because his entire attention was on the Nekomata as he tried to reason with her.

“You know Nilly?”  Eric whispered with all seriousness.

Sora nodded as the rest of the group listened; Aiden had picked up what slack he could when her spiritual tether had been snapped, which was probably why he hadn’t helped her, being forced to keep Wendy, Nathan, and Ashley safe—she was glad he did.

She renewed her own support for her friends; their eyes were spinning, trying to just just remain conscious with all the powerful spiritual forces that had been tossed around.  “I, uh—we’ve met a few times during my transformation.”

Eric breathed a steady sigh.  “My mother told me Nilly is a high-level Founder—at least Second Gener—”

He cut off in a hiss as Githa appeared beside them without warning, seemingly bored with Bathin.  “Nilly?  Mhm!  Mhm!”  she fervently nodded, silver locks bouncing.  “Nilly’s First Generation—she was killed though…  Nine times!  Then she became a Nekomata—real sad—I cry sometimes when she tells the story to us.”

Jin and Eric seemed winded by the information.

“Why…”  Jin breathed.  “Why would you reveal that the Founding Mother of the Cats became a Nekomata…”

“Indeed,” Bathin stated as he materialized a few meters away from them, putting everyone but Githa on-guard.  “That is… quite juicy information, Githa.  I’m not sure Nilly would appreciate you talking about her past.”

“Really?”  Githa’s eyes widened.  “Oh—Oh!  You’re right, Batty.  Oh, no… it’s super hush-hush!”  Turning to them, she smiled.  “Forget that please!”

Sora relaxed a bit.  Bathin is cautious of Githa, and I can guess he doesn’t want to get anywhere near Nilly’s bad side if she’s like Gloria.

She glanced back at Eyia as her friend struggled to walk across the room to them, and making a quick decision, she darted toward her and scooped the Valkyrie up in her arms.  Running back to Jian, she noticed most of his visible wounds were healed.

A pained, yet appreciative smile touched Eyia’s flushed cheeks, skin slick with sweat, yet not a tear had fallen from her eyes.  “Thank you, Sister—no, Sister…”

Vision closing, Sora didn’t hesitate as she brought her faintly glowing tails around to initiate contact with the Valkyrie’s spirit, healing light bathing her in sapphire light—the corruption was leagues above what she’d sensed from the werewolves—and unlike before, copper flames enveloped Eyia as she flipped to a purging force.

A pressure hit Sora’s soul as the marring curse tried to bridge to her, spikes shooting into her spiritual network, yet her natural defenses Inari helped her to cultivate seemed to be helping to combat what almost seemed like an entity trying to use Eyia as a host to reproduce.

Gut tightening, she winced as her stamina flooded out of her, and Sora pondered breaking her connection to Wendy and the others when the corruption attempted to follow the bridge she sustained between them.

Warmth touched her shoulder at the same time as a soothing could passed over her hand; Aiden and Eyia’s powers fueling her with strength.  Redoubling her efforts, she smiled up at Wendy, Mary, Nathan, and Ashley; the four seemed to have sensed her struggling and were sending their emotional support.

A sharp hiss came from Aiden as the curse crumbled and he retracted his hand from her shoulder.  “Oof…  Can you not do something so dangerous without saying anything?”

Eyia looked thankful, but also a bit miffed.  “Indeed, Sister…  Such a force is far beyond your current abilities, and without our support, you would have been overtaken…  That being said, I am proud of your courage and unfaltering spirit!”

Slumping down next to Eyia with Aiden by her side, Sora breathed a heavy sigh.  “Hehe, well, you say that, but I don’t feel all that accomplished so far…  You’ve taken on everything—this is the least I can do—and thank you, Aiden…  You’re helping more than you know.”

“Really?  Hehe…  This is a first for me, too, girl… let's not go crazy!”

Eyia nodded with pure gratitude in her eyes.  

“Heh, fine, fine; I got it.”

Now that the curse was removed, Sora could feel the Valkyrie’s strength surpassing her own in leaps and bounds, showing just how powerful Eyia was.  “The Daēva’s foul mark has been removed thanks to our united effort; if I have a short rest, I will once again be ready for combat.”

Aiden cleared his dry throat.  “What about her?”

“Yes… this Githa is quite strong, and not revealing her true form; I have not sensed such a powerful presence since facing incredible creatures on the Island.”

Jin scooted closer, Eric close by as he nodded at her words, yet all of their attention snapped to the Devil and Nekomata as Bathin rubbed his chin with a grin.

“How about… a deal, Githa.”

Githa’s aimless study shifted back to Bathin.  “I’m still looking for…  Deal?”

“That’s right.  I’m a Devil; we make wonderful deals… binding for us, even.  You know this.”

Githa nodded eagerly.  “Mhm, mhm.”

“I’ll show you, and this group, a wonderful time, for the, mmh… inconveniences you’ve suffered under my organization’s care… the best this world has to offer.  I even have some Dwarven Fire Whiskey you’d love, and… let’s say… four hundred giraffes?  I’ll throw in half a Kraken, while I’m at it.”

Sora’s chest tightened as Githa’s eyes widened, wiping back a bit of drool.  “Oh!  Oh!  What about Athena’s olives?  They’re the best!”

Bathin chuckled, a thoughtful look on his face before a nod came.  “I do… have a source.  It’ll take me at least several hours to get all of that prepared, and… all I want is a small, simple thing… almost nothing to you, I’m sure.”

Jin sniffed.  “What small and simple thing do you want?”

“No need to rush things, Little Dragon.  I’m sure Githa is eager to try some of the best food we can offer at this base.”

Githa nodded expectantly.  “I’m hungry!”

The Devil held up his hand.  “Of course!  I know you’re always hungry for something—heh, you’re a Nekomata—some food should be out shortly.  What was it that had you visiting that Sumerian kingdom where we last met?”

“I don’t remember,” Githa replied with a grin.  “Food!”

“That’s just like you.”

Eric stepped up to Bathin, glaring down at him.  “I think it would be best if you told us what you want.”

Githa eagerly raised her hand next to him.  “Oh, I want to know too!”

“Haaa…”  Bathin vanished, appearing several feet away to distance himself.  “If you must know… I just need a smidgen of young Sora’s spiritual energy—just the tiniest bit—she could infuse a ring with it or something along those lines…  That’s all.  I could then transport you lot to… mmh, wherever you like… give you whatever you want in this multiverse.  I have the power and patrons.”

He turned to Sora, “I could have your father back within moments—a snap of my fingers—and get you registered with the U.S. government—agencies across the board.  In fact, there is an official here at the base…  There will need to be some… minor complications fixed with him, but it is easily sorted out…  You could be completely free from any restraints.”

Bathin’s innocent smile and welcoming gesture made Sora take a step back.  “What do you say; is it a deal?”

“Mmmgm…”  I mean, it doesn’t seem like a bad deal.

She glanced around at the others as he explained it; Eyia, Jin, and Eric seemed to be the only ones really giving it serious thought—clearly not on board—more weighing the options.

It… sounds too good to be true… too simple.  I mean—he is a Devil—there has to be some kind of catch.  If just a small amount of my energy infused into something will get us out and everyone safe… isn’t that a good deal?  I mean, if everything could go back to normal and no one else gets hurt… I don’t know, though…
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                Sora breathed in deeply, the madness of the situation washing through her; she could feel Mary had something to say and was building up her courage.  “Haaa…  Mary, Eyia, Jin… what should I do?  If I can save everyone for something like that… shouldn’t I?”

Her former psychiatrist cleared her voice while easing out from behind Jian, stumbling a little from her trembling legs.  “Sora—I was just… I don’t know much about this stuff—I just think it would be best to get someone that does to… offer their own advice.”

She flinched as Bathin’s eyes locked on her, his sardonic smile returning.  “Mmh… I did not expect a human to be the one to speak up.  Truly ironic…  If you weren’t leeching strength from these two to keep your spiritual networks from being utterly crushed, you’d long since been a husk…  Pity.”

Mary’s brow set, heart still thumping as she marched a bit closer to glare at Bathin.  “That may be true… and I don’t know much about this… this monster world, but I assume there’s a reason for humans to pass down, through every culture, the warning to never trust a demon!  I’m guessing you’re the same, if not worse, Devil.

“Why are you pissed I’m still alive?  Is it because I’m a voice of reason for Sora?  You are not the trustworthy type—everything about you screams an agenda.  What will Sora’s energy be used for?”

Wendy nodded and inched behind Mary, using Sora’s aura to curb her fear.  “Yeah…  Can you control her—like, take over her soul or something with that little piece of her spirit?”

“No,” Eric puffed out a long breath as he sat down on a broken pillar, scrutinizing Bathin.  “He couldn’t control Sora, which is why I didn’t speak up about that…  I’m not too versed in the uses of spiritual forces as a Fenris Wolf that primarily deals with internal strength instead of external, but it isn’t a part of her spirit…  It is a product of it.”

Jin clicked her tongue in annoyance.  “Yeah, heh, clearly you’re no expert, Wolf Boy; there are many things that can be done with a spiritual being’s natural energy… so many that I’m trying to puzzle out his exact angle.  Sora has a unique signature as a Founder; it could be used in all manner of diverse ways.

“Mmh…  If infused into something, it is basically like an access card that he could use to bypass certain barriers or seals from her family…  Very powerful stuff that could be brought down by Sora’s natural spiritual signature as a part of the family.”

Everyone’s attention shifted to Githa as she nodded frantically with a beaming smile.  “Mhm!  Mhm!”  The cat looked around curiously as everyone continued to stare at her.  “Oh—umm, I like you guys talking about it; it was fun listening to you!  Don’t stop,” she pleaded.

A low chuckle came from Bathin.  “Mmh-hmm-hmm-hmm… You are so courteous, Githa.  I’m sure you already have an answer, but you’ll indulge these creatures; I don’t like wasting that kind of time…”

“Shh,” Githa hissed as she turned back to Mary.  “Go on!  Go on!”

“... Thank you.”  Clearing her throat, Mary held her hands against her chest while shifting to look between Jin and Sora.  “As I said, I don’t know much about this stuff, and if he can do something like that…  I’d say you’re putting your family at risk by trying to stop this disaster.  Can any of you explain to me further why Sora couldn’t be sealed or hurt by doing this deal?”

Sora smiled at Mary and Jin; they brought up good points.  “Thanks, Mary, Jin.  This does affect all of you as well… I want to make the correct decision, and I don’t know much either.”

Eyia smiled at the shifting humans.  “Thank you for your concern for my sister.  I do not wish to deal with the Devil either; it is correct that infusing her energy into an object will not give cause to worry for my sister’s safety alone.”

She frowned, thinking for a moment.  “I do not know how to express it, Jin—there are risks involving the security of Inari and Mia’s realms, yet a Devil is of no threat to them…  Still, to me, it would be such a betrayal to my people that I would accept death in its place.”

“Fine,” Jin mumbled.  “I’ll explain…  Imagine Sora’s spirit as the sun and her spiritual energy, the energy expelled by it.  You can harness that produced energy, but it is fixed and cannot be used to harm or manipulate its source.

“Now, as mentioned, there are a multitude of things you can do with that stored energy—too many to count; including manipulating universe beads, yet I highly doubt he would know how to use a Founder’s access in that regard…  Still, it wouldn’t hurt Sora herself.  It’s an unusual deal for someone of his level and makes me think there’s a patron…”

Eric hummed.  “I mean, I can understand why he’d rather propose a deal than fight.  Githa is strong enough to make Bathin deal, but he does have an agenda that can be accomplished with just a tiny amount of energy from Sora—patron or not.

“In the end, our option is fight or deal…  He wouldn’t give us the purpose; you could say that’s a part of the pact.  I can’t think of anything worth mentioning myself…  I mean, perhaps calling Mia or Inari for some deal?

“However, that would be way too risky for a Devil to do, and they’d know it was not Sora herself that called out to them, but some foreign body using Sora’s imprinted power as a medium.  They could even tell it was a Devil, and that would not be good for him.”

Sora groaned.  “No one knows his reason then…  I can see why I shouldn’t…  Anything to do with my family should be a no issue, though.  Right?”

“Ehh,” Aiden shifted uncomfortably.  “I think making a deal with a Devil is reason enough…  It makes me nervous, but if we turn him down… he’ll fight Githa, and any kind of deal would be off the table.  On the chance Githa lost…” he held his hands up, “not that you would!”

Githa shook her head with a big grin.  “You never know!  Bathin’s tricky-tricky!”

“Huu-haaa…  Right…  If she lost—we’re be pretty screwed.”

Everyone’s eyes dropped to the floor, and Bathin’s smile turned innocent.  “Well then?”

Eric’s eyes suddenly widened.  “Wait!  Access to Realms… such as the one my father gave to Hati so he could enter my mother’s Realm.”

Sora’s gut tightened as Aiden’s support wavered, warmth rising into a mild heat while his jaw locked in a flash of anger.  “Tiri died because of that…”

Jin nodded.  “I mean, I already kind of said that was an option, but sure…”

Scratching the base of her left ear, Sora groaned, recalling the emotions she felt from Aiden in the graveyard; there was no telling where this decision would lead, and it could be to another incident that had scared Kari, Aiden, and Eric for life.

Fen kept quiet as she continued to protectively hug Jian, trying to block out all the bad things happening around them and the two other humans gave each other nervous looks yet didn’t seem to have anything else to add.

“I don’t want to take it… unless you think I should Githa.  You’re going to be the one that will have to fight him in the end.”

Githa’s sweet smile was on her, displaying her sharp fangs.  “Ooh!  My decision now?!  Hmm?  Hmm?”

Bathin’s deamenor fell a tad.  “Well, Githa…  Isn’t this fun?  I have many things I could add—”

“No deal,” Githa interjected with chiming laughter, yet the furious flames hidden underneath her charm stoked.  

Sora’s throat constricted as the Nekoama’s gentle face twisted into a monstrous visage of her former innocence, eyes widening unnaturally and lips twisting, flash wet fangs.  “Mmh-hmm-hmm-hmm…”

A sharp hiss escaped her throat and there was no aura of power evident, yet still Sora quivered as danger leaked from the girl.  “Do you think me stupid, Bathin?”

Wendy and Mary quickly retreated beside Jian; Jin, Eyia, Eric, and Aiden straightened as the atmosphere changed, and Bathin sighed.

“I was hoping… it wouldn’t contend with the Nekomata Faction’s goals, but… it seems paths were destined to cross.”

Githa scoffed.  “No… we don’t dispute your goals.  Frankly, it doesn’t matter to us, but it would dampen our relationship with other factions if I let this happen, and Nilly would scold me…

“Haaa-hehe—I do not want to be scolded by Nilly, and you expected at least this much since your pawn has set all those summoning rituals while we’ve been talking.  It’s not nice to lie about food, Bathin.  Not nice at all!”

Bathin chuckled with a soft shrug.  “I tried, but you always knew more than you let on.  Once summoned, my forces can be brought to me at any time,” he said with a wicked grin.  “Are you sure you want to fight, Githa?”

A spiteful laugh left the Nekomata’s throat.  “Bathin, your armies can’t save you from my teeth”  Her tongue slid across her fangs.  “I’ll just devour them.”

Sora blinked as both Bathin and Githa vanished.  Vision darting around the ravaged room, a sharp noise smashed against her consciousness, making her wince; rips appeared in the concrete, massive claw marks that went beyond sight, a green glow birthing within. 

The Nekomata appeared before her; an eyebrow lifted in surprise as Bathin stood several meters away, holding his neck with a deep frown.

Her nose twisted with contempt as green flames flared along her two tails and right hand.  “I didn’t… expect your body suit would be so compatible.  You’re near your full strength; I meant to cut off your head with that swipe.”

A grim grin split Bathin’s lips.  “You’re as feisty as ever, but it was a good call to retreat…  One step closer and I would have teleported you a thousand miles away, mmgm…  Your Ghost Light is as effective as ever.”

Sora focused her spiritual perception; a red aura surrounded Bathin, but there was damage at his neck, green light eating away at his shield.

The crimson shimmer around his hand intensified, pressing it against the green light for it to slowly fade.  “You understand I’m just buying time, and…  Heh, you also know any Devil worth his tail is well-prepared.”

Githa hissed and her tails flicked with annoyance as she glared at Bathin.  “Sora, you should get all your little friends together, and try to keep those humans alive.  It’s going to take a lot more to handle this Devil than I thought.”

Sora hastily backed up to Jian, everyone else closing in.  “Umm, alright.”

This is…  What kind of fight are they going to have?  Should we try to run away or will Bathin just teleport to me when I’m outside the area Githa’s able to react in?

If she’s about to fight seriously, then she’ll release her aura; she’s warning me Wendy and the others won’t be able to handle it at their current strength.  Dammit!  I’m having trouble as it is…

“Aiden,” Sora took a shuddering breath.  “We’re going to have to really focus on protecting Wendy and the other’s spiritual networks.”

He nodded with a nervous swallow, staring at Githa’s back.

“I will support you if needed,” Eyia nodded firmly.  “Have faith!”

Relief flooded her with the Valkyrie’s declaration.

“Thanks,” Sora returned her smile for a moment before her vision returned to Githa, feeding a large amount of her remaining force into them as dozens of cloaked figures appeared around the partially broken arena.

“We’re ready,” Sora reluctantly whispered, knowing Githa could hear her.

The hair on Sora’s tails stood on end as Githa’s features became more feral, her inner odium surfacing in a crushing wave that froze Sora’s lungs; it was becoming stronger than Jin’s initial Dragon Rage state, but not so much crushing—this was smoldering.

Green flames enveloped the Nekoamata, radial heat expanding in sharp waves before Eyia’s ice dome encircled them, Svalinn instantly appearing in her hand to defend against the onslaught; the concrete Githa stood on turned yellow, fissures spider-webbing underneath her.

The unknown figures’ hoods blew off, and Jin puffed out a long stream of air, “Succubi.”

Sora’s vision of Succubi shattered; they had the general appearance of a human, yet their features were fierce and rigid looking, having deep red skin, small jagged horns dotting their faces, and were hairless—more frightening than enchanting—they began to inhale the fire Githa produced.

Eric’s lips tightened.  “They consume spiritual energy, trying to drain her.”

“There’s no way,” Jin scoffed.  “You feel that?  She hasn’t even attacked; that’s just her released spiritual pressure.”

Eric nodded.  “They’re likely distractions.”

A red trigram appeared around Bathin once speaking a few words.

Eric was right; he’s up to something.  It’s not like there’s anything we can do…  we’re having a hard enough time keeping Wendy and the others safe.  All our hope is in Githa, and I don’t even know what she wants!

The Nekoamta vanished, and all the Succubi burst into green light as screams shook the area; transparent skulls materializing from nowhere, all of different sizes and species of monster as green fire surrounding them.  Jaws gaping open, the flaming entities released a horrifying screech that made Sora’s insides quiver.

Jin winced, rubbing her ears.  “She’s getting serious… souls consumed by Nekomata become fuel and weapons to them.”

The mass of circling ghostly entities branched out around the room, and four colossal demons emerged from a black in front of Bathin; they had the apperance of demons in every sense of the word, only muscular and far larger.

Sora’s lips tightened as the Nekomata’s inferno devoured the Succubi for them to join the burning lights of specters circled the room; green claw marks instantly ripped the demons’ flesh, and within moments black lightning enclosed Bathin to protect him from the cat.

“It looks so one-sided?”  Sora questioned.

Jin and Eric shook their heads for the Dragon to glare at the wolf.  “Those are Bathin’s preliminary attacks and defense… he’s preparing the demonic rituals to strengthen his body against her weaponized spiritual frenzy.”

Three of the skulls smashed into the lightning, and flames bathed the field in emerald color, engulfing Bathin.

Eyia winced as the fire grazed her shell.  “I cannot… withstand this heat for very long.  I will faint soon.”

Teeth clamping together, Sora’s vision returned to the fight; if Eyia went down, they weren’t far behind, yet her mouth opened in shock as the fire cleared to show Githa’s claws thrust into Bathin’s shoulder, clawed toes ripping into his shirt front before kicking him away.

She did it!

Bathin smashing into the base, the building trembling around them.

“Is that it?”  Aiden asked, sweat gathering at his temples.

Eric and Jin seemed confused.

“No…” Eric answered.  “Bathin should have been waiting for something.  He can’t be…”

Githa huffed as the fire started dying down around her, Eyia’s shell breaking.

“Bathin!  That was pathetic compared to the old days.  Why didn’t you prepare any—”

She cut off as Sora’s fur bristled and she looked up as a spray of water shot from the open windows; she could hear sprinklers going off all around her.

Githa’s disgust flipped to panic, instantly vanishing from sight, yet a massive burst of green light flashed by the open exit doors as the water fell across them; the Nekomata’s intense pressure was washed away in the snap of a finger, and Sora felt a soft healing effect lift her breast.

“Blessed Water…” Jin questioned.  “From a Devil?”

“Yeah,” Eric muttered.  “How…”

“Lord Bathin, was it successful?”  Ainmire called down.

Bathin’s pained laughter echoed around them as Sora noticed a wet white cat plopped on her belly by the massive steel door.

“Eh-hehehe…  You didn’t suspect a, argh… a thing, Githa.  Didn’t you think I was going a little easy… keeping the fight in a specific area?  Dropping your guard so frivolously—heh, you never change.”

Githa meowed angrily and then slumped to her side, it almost seemed like she was pouting as he forced his way out of the rubble for Sora to hear the shifting blocks of concrete.

“After our last bout, I made sure to have Holy Water on hand if needed… just a few concentrated drops in the water supply and all that savage spiritual pressure of yours, hehe… washed away with such ease.  Such a simple weakness for Nekomata, of course I’d use it.”

He chuckled as she snarled from her belly.  “What… you thought I would be affected by it?  Of course you would—it should have, and that’s why it’s so brilliant—but this suit, as you called it, is for more than looks.”

Sora felt like throwing up; everything always fell apart!  All she experienced was misfortune, and it wasn’t fair!  It never ended!

When Bathin appeared, he was far from unscathed, the green flames may have weakened yet still smoldered his flesh as the water fell around him; he was burned and scarred in several places, a deep gash across his front and shoulder displaying a dampened heat within.

“I… ergh… didn’t expect you to actually use your skulls, though…  Mmh… you intended to kill me—and quickly.  Your haste was your undoing!  You should have analyzed the area a bit more, foolish cat.”

Eric stepped close to Sora as Bathin monologued his victory, whispering, “This is the opening… my sister will be awake soon.  We run; just follow me.  Bathin has a history with Githa and will milk his satisfaction.”

Sora never expected Eric’s grin to give her a spark of hope, yet when he turned to give Aiden a long, sidelong smile that reflected nothing of the villain she’d come to know, hope came.

“Aiden… you’re free from your bond to my mother by me as the proxy; all promises made to me and my family—you’re free.”

“What…”  Aiden couldn’t finish his sentence, throat and chest seizing, yet what next came out of Eric's mouth brought him back to reality.

“Will you offer me a bit of power one last time…  I won’t be joining you.”
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                Eric’s statement left Sora in a temporary haze, trying to connect the words to the man as the implications spiraled in her mind and Aiden hesitated, just as speechless as her.

Eric set him free… completely, as in… his story about Aiden being a slave… it’s over?

Linked with Aiden as they attempted to keep Wendy and the others alive, the emotions flooding through that connection sent a torrent of anxiety, fear, joy, and feelings so complex and mixed Sora couldn’t grasp the overwhelming declaration that assaulted the broken boy.

While Bathin reveled in his victory over the Nekomata, Sora entered the mental vortex dragging Aiden under—biting her tongue, the stress of such powerful temperaments digging into her linked spiritual network—Sora instinctually reached into the chaos to drag him out.

“A-Aiden!  I… can’t do this alone…”

“No, I… I don’t understand…”  Aiden mumbled, unable to grasp the chains binding him being released as Eric’s commanding fangs left his neck to free him of the promises he’d made.

An annoyingly knowing look in Eric’s eyes, he placed a hand on Aiden’s shoulder to draw his focus.  “It’s hard to comprehend… I get it, and you don’t need to give me all of your power… I only need the smallest amount to access the unique properties you have.”

“Why…  If you’re not coming with us…”

“Haaa…  You know why, Aiden.  I’m not much of a brother or friend, but everything I did, I did for my own selfish reasons, and this is no different…  Live, Aiden, and don’t look back.”

A loud hiss came from Jin.  “Cut the melodrama—what are you, teenage girls?  We doing something or what?”

“I agree,” Eyia muttered.  “We… have few options, and though I hate your existence…  If my sister can be saved from this Demon, I will listen.”

“Okay,” Jin pointed at the Valkyrie, “if she—she—can put her hatred aside, you can buck up and save the tears for later!”

Conflicted tears in his eyes, Aiden coughed and rubbed them away.  “Mmgm…  I’m sorry, Sora…  I just—”

He cut off, everyone glancing to Bathin as the Devil cracked his neck and laughed at Githa, sopping wet fur dripping while attempting to struggle to all fours.

“No, no, no, Githa!  I won’t kill you, heh…  Oh, I have a lot planned for you.  Mmhm… the things I’ve imagined.”

He glanced toward them as if an afterthought.  “Feather or not, foolish Wolf; what hope do you think you’re spreading if Githa—a being far more ancient and powerful than your short life understands—could not stop me?”

The lilting and sarcastic voice Sora remembered touched Eric's words.  “By all means, you are beyond comprehension, Bathin—don’t mind the fodder!”

“Humph…”

Aiden’s emotions stabilized—in no small part by Sora’s already strained aura and power—and took a deep breath to calm his racing heart.  “Fine, Eric…  I don’t know what you have planned, but—”

He cut off as Eric hugged him, making Bathin seemingly want to gag and return to his fun with Githa’s trembling, defiant hiss. 

“I couldn’t have felt regret and pain like this without you, Brother…  I’m no longer numb.  Thank you, Aiden…  I am so sorry for the torment I’ve caused you and my sisters.”

Aiden slowly nodded, emotions entering a nosedive before Sora shoved them apart, sweat now slicking her brow.  “How… much pressure are you trying to put on me, Eric!  Get this over with!”

“Heh…  Sorry, Sora,” Eric forced a laugh, making her growl and scowl distrustfully at the entirely different person standing before her.

Holding out his hand, brilliant light condensed into a small, very dull feather compared to what she’d seen in the past.  “You only needed a tiny bit?”  he muttered.

“More than enough…  Thank you.”  Eric accepted Aiden’s hesitant gift and turned to her.  “Sora…  I know it is going to be rough on you, but could you push your influence on Kari to leave with you.”

“Huh?!  She’s immune; I’ve already tried when I wasn’t blowing through energy…”

“No, with all the energy we’ve been exposed to that she’s had to fight, and with how weakened Kari already is… it’ll work for a short time.  Fen will know where you can seek refuge.  Run.”

Dropping that last part on her like a bucket of cold water, Eric opened his mouth and inserted the feather as Bathin neared the hissing silvery cat.

“Mmh-hmm-hmm-hmm…  Can’t even run, Githa—”

The Devil paused, Sora and Aiden backing away from Eric as a savage grin split his lips.  “You were saying, Bathin?”

“What…  How?”

Eric’s skin fractured, as if reality were breaking apart as hair sprouted underneath, Fenris Form pulsing in and out of existence from the mending and breaking fissures in space; darkness rolled off his countenance, a drawing, haunting frenzy leaking out of the shimmering colors mixing into the void.

Voice mixing to hear a sweet tone underneath Eric’s sharp edge, Sora’s mind returned to her aunt’s sanctuary.  “All I needed was a bridge to let a tiny drop enter my Oltera Nexus…  Did I not mention it before…  Oh, well, Bathin… I’m sworn to the Herald of Sakura.  I don’t think you’ve met.”

Sora winced as more of her energy fed into Wendy and the others, yet somehow the force coming from Eric didn’t touch them; it was almost as if it didn’t exist at all.

Bathin took a step back, uncertainty and fear in his infernal eyes as time drew to a crawl; Eric flickered between rips in space as his transformation continued, closing the distance with the Devil in a slow, haunting advance.

Not wanting to stick around to find out what would happen, Sora reached down to pick up Eyia’s paralyzed body; she’d never seen the courageous Valkyrie shaken, yet something deeper than terror was in her sapphire eyes upon witnessing the tiniest drop of the Herald’s power infuse Eric, a chilling mumble she could barely understand.

“She… lives?”

Jin floated into the air, shaken at the unveiled existence but taking command of the situation as she motioned to the stunned group.  “Let’s go!  Now!  I don’t want to be here for anything involving that thing!”

Redoubling her efforts, Sora followed Jin’s prompt.  “Wendy—Jump on Jian’s back, and Fen, don’t let them fall!”

Fen had been trembling for some time but sprang into action at Sora’s order, gut feeling like it was being torn apart while extending some of her aura to the Vulpes; she helped the humans onto the giant tiger.

Aiden gave her a nod as she turned to him, thankful for his supporting waves after burying his emotions.

Every flicker Eric took toward the Devil caused him to retreat another step, malicious voice ringing with mirth not his own.  “Your teleportation won’t work on me, fool.”

“I… I want nothing to do with you…”

“Oh, too bad.  Hmm… Sora, straight two hallways, right, through the elevator, up the ramp, and through the large doors.  I disabled the exit fail-safes; Diane and the Vice-President are a little busy with, heh… something else right now.”

“Impressive,” Bathin seethed.  “So, the infamous Herald is involved…  Even with that power you’ve gained, you can’t kill me channeling only that much power—you’re already break apart.  Mmh…  Ah, you could run—I wouldn’t chase…”

Eric vanished from Sora’s sight with Bathin as a space, walls, and pillars cracked, explosions beyond her sight happening in nearly every direction with quakes shaking the earth they stood on.

“Welp,” a strained grin touched Jin’s lips, “I can respect his sacrifice—let’s go!”

Eyia didn’t look so forgiving, eyes trembling a little while muttering, “He deserves a coward’s death,” vision drifting to Kari as she began to wake.

Sighing, Sora mu  Her cold eyes shifted to Kari as she began to wake.

Sora sighed, noticing her friend’s hatred.  “I promised I’d take her with us…  And forgive her…  It might take some time, but I don’t have the same feelings anymore.  Honestly… I kind of feel bad for her.”

“Can we please leave?”  Mary asked from atop Jian as he rose.

“If the Herald is involved… we must go,” Eyia agreed.  “Nothing but destruction follows her path.”

Nodding, Sora moved to Kari as her amber irises eased open.  “Eric… coward—where…”

Doing her best to sink her magic into the Fenris Wolf’s severely fatigued and barely repairing spiritual network, Sora pushed her influence over the girl she used to hate.  “Kari, we’re in danger.  We need to run; follow me!”

Kari’s building rage turned to confusion as Sora’s magic took hold, causing the girl to look around in bewilderment.  “Danger?  I don’t want to run…  I… I want to fight.”

Sora did her best to strengthen the bind around the girl’s resisting iron will.  “No, Kari!  We need to run!  We can fight after!”

“Oh—is that what we’re doing?  Uh… mmgm…  Okay… where are we going?”

“Just follow us.  Alright?”

“Okay?”  

I hope she doesn’t try to kill me when she realizes I’ve taken her away from Eric and he’s likely going to die…

Without a second word, Sora dashed toward the large steel door she’d entered through, Eyia in a princess carry; finally, it was her turn to be the knight for the vigilant Valkyrie.

As if subconsciously on the same wavelength, Eyia bent down in their race past Githa for the Valkyrie to scoop her up, the sopping wet cat giving a dull meow in thanks.

Jin and Aiden flew, the Dragon gritting her teeth, seemingly almost falling out of the sky a few times before catching herself, and Aiden wasn’t doing much better.

Jian carried the rest, and as Sora shouted the directions, Kari took the lead, possibly trying to act as the pack leader in her hazed, spell-locked delirium, and crushed the steel panel door in their way.

Mildly impressed with how strong Kari was, even at her weakest and unable to resist her control, she watched the Fenris Wolf get her fighting mind state by smashing through any obstacle in their way.  Sadly, all of the humans in the base they came across had their spirits smothered.

A few hallways were destroyed and impassable, yet following Eric’s instructions to the elevator went without incident, outside of Kari’s rampage against the steel barriers, and the thick metal elevator containment wall was torn to pieces in the wake of the Fenris Wolf’s claws.

Kari in the lead, she shot up the passage, destroying more barricades for Sora and the others to dodge the chunks of steel, using the support beams inside to propel her in their upward climb.

Jian shrank a tad to fit through the opening, Fen helping Wendy and the others from falling off in their flight.  Sora saw many traps or tools that could be used to block the elevator shaft or detonate certain parts if triggered by passing, remembering Eric’s statement that he’d disabled the fail-safes.

Making it to the top, Kari quickly broke the doors for them to flood out; the large black wolf cleared the blockade, man or metal, until they came to a supply warehouse, and Sora could smell the greenery beyond with a thumping heart.

No more confinement!

Rushing past the stupefied workers, unaware of what was happening far below their feet, they destroyed the warehouse’s closed metal doors and raced into the forest, out of their captors’ grasp.

Once cleared, Sora fell back a bit to run beside Jian.  “Eric said… you’d know a safe place, Fen.  Well?!”

Fen looked a little unsure as she prevented Wendy from falling, and they made a sharp turn.  “I just—I don’t think everyone else could enter…  That's why I didn’t go.  Only Vulpes are allowed—there’s a barrier!”

Sora clutched her chest as Kari’s defenses fought to regain control, looking forward to see the alert girl scanning the forest for danger; she was beginning to question why she was there.  Eric wouldn’t suggest a place Kari couldn’t enter.  There has to be something there!

“We have to go there then.  Er—mmhm…  He’s been right so far.”

She caught herself while examining Kari's weaving puffy tail.  “What is it—where is it?”

Concern in her voice as she rubbed the tiger’s back, Fen forced herself to answer.  “It’s…  It’s the Vulpes dimension—open to all Vulpes, excluding Kitsune—I don’t know if I can even enter now,” she cried, glancing back at her white tail.

Sora swallowed.  “Well, it’s the best bet we’ve got; we’re going to the Vulpes dimension!  Lead the way…”

            


B2 — 32. Game Changer


                Diane swore harshly as she briskly walked through the halls.  I cannot believe I was so blind…  Everything was a lie!  To think I aided in the raising of a Devil to this plane, and a Duke at that!  How will this change the world’s power structure?

The Senator has been confined to his quarters, locked behind some form of demonic seal…  I knew I should have investigated Ainmire’s long lifespan more thoroughly…  I got too swept up in the resources and knowledge he provided.

She took a deep breath to calm herself.  Where has Ranglor been in all this mess?  He vanished shortly after we started our prep work for the arena…  He could help me destroy all this Eye business.

She slowed, arms crossing under her bust as doubt crept into her heart.  Should I, though?  Perhaps it could be used against Bathin…  Would it affect him?  The way he acted…  It might.  It’s so dangerous though…  Ranglor would do it.

Her mind came to a screeching halt, blankly staring ahead as she thought about the researcher.  Wait…  Could he be doing something with the Eye?  It would be like him to run an experiment.  Dammit!

Pulling out her tablet from her side bag, she gained access to his system files with her clearance, throat constricting as she saw several logs posted.

Activating the first, she listened in building trepidation:

 

The Eye Experiment, log one:

I’m dubbing this series The Eye Experiment.  Upon sight of this visual virus, subjects experience sudden fear; a massive spike in adrenaline follows with heart rates ranging between two-hundred and two-forty.

After a time, the heart rate begins to drop noticeably.  Subjects then experience a mass of psychological changes; screaming for aid while smiling in absolute serenity… seemingly experiencing a sense of psychosis.

Subjects can only describe this Eye if it is obscured within sections; if not viewed in partial, the subject will experience a form of total paralysis within all functions, including bodily.

It is always a single eye, never plural; it has purple, red, and black within it, as described by the exposed subjects.

There is a purple pattern inside a black sclera that some have described as indented within the screen or bulging to envelop them.  This purple alternates in complex designs that move around the outer blackened area and could not be explained before fading; I suspect it is the cause for this paralysis effect, broken if interfering with the pattern.

Many of these subjects were of the Germanic werewolf hybrid class.  The results may vary with human subjects as the high stress might cause cardiac arrest without the werewolf strand’s strengthening of the body.  It might also change since the Germanic werewolf virus could conflict with the visual virus…

Further testing required.  I will continue the study at a later time.

 

Diane bit her lower lip as she activated the next recording, briskly moving to the areas of the facility he frequently utilized:

 

The Eye Experiment, log two:

I have set up an experimentation room on floor seven with several colleagues I trust—with me are doctors Jenis, C. Smith, Olive, Pecker, and Shovel.  For safety reasons, we will be only livestreaming audio to other research parties observing.  If the video recording proves safe, I will send the results to each of those that request it.

We were able to administer sedatives to a few of the remaining werewolves that broke free and have moved them into the room with care.  We have also managed to apprehend a Wolfwere that was trying to escape, which will be the main subject of the planned operation—subject name, Devin.

Doctor Shovel has proposed a fascinating test to see if this virus can affect a patient that has had an infected organ surgically implanted.  Diane will be brought into the circle when the surgery is complete for a more… occult related evaluation.

We will be using a werewolf subject as the donor; infecting it moments before the surgery.  Proper high resistant restraints and sedatives have been prepared beforehand.  We will be adding a layer of the infected werewolf’s skin around the exposed eye before extraction, as a precaution, and if Devin is sane, and safety permits, we may remove it with care at a later date.

 

Face ashen, Diane ran to the room they were using.  You never knew when to let it rest!  Even I would not do something this reckless.  If the Devil finds out what he’s doing…  Could I be added as an accomplice with Ranglor mentioning my name?  You fool!

She burst through the doors, having to utilize admin rights given its sealed protocols, rage twisting her face.  “Ranglor, cease this—”

Her throat caught as she stepped into a pool of gore; organs and blood coating everything as dozens of body parts littered the space—werewolf, and human.

Sitting on a table with thick broken straps sat a teen; he looked at her with a blank stare, his left eye was open, but showed skin covering the transplanted organ.

“Diane…  Why do I see everything?  What are they…  Change, shift, molt, devour, search, search, search, hate, love, peace, chaos, Sora…  Why look at Sora?  She runs, spite, death, life, revolution, destruction, creation—all—I see, all!  Make it stop!”  he screamed, twisting a severed arm, skin ripping.

“Truth, fear, horror, equity, ecstasy, agency—consume… consume all!  They’re originating… they’re arriving… they’re moving!”  His face darted to her.  “We’re coming.”

Diane’s legs collapsed, her wards torn to pieces as a force expelled from the boy’s concealed left eye, hands—countless hands—formless, reaching for her, caressing her, loving her, ripping her apart, rebuilding her.

She blinked, looking down in bewilderment at the blood that stained her—not her own—it was everywhere.  “What…”

Bones trembling, she noticed bare feet in front of her, soaked in red and standing amongst the ravaged limbs of corpses.

“Diane, I see the design.  I see you.  You’re so small—fragile—a speck.”

She didn’t dare look at him.

“I see…  There’s so much.  Benjamin, a pawn, moved on strings of delicate silk.  Bathin, desperate—war is on the horizon.”

She flinched as his hand flexed several times along her scalp, skin tingling.

“Yes, you are needed, Diane.  I need you to fix me.”

 

* * *

 

Bathin snarled as he glared up at the ceiling; he sat in a comfortable chair in Gerard’s old office.  So many unexpected events…  Fleurety won’t be pleased.  There was so much riding on that girl…  We could have conquered Hell with that one deal—beyond it.

Several hours had passed since the Vulpes had escaped the base.  He glanced down at the savage burns and rips in his flesh that were still mending.

Why would the wolf remain and fight…  Why stay until I gathered enough energy to throw him into the first layer of Hell?  Even at his most powerful, enhanced by the Herald, he could only hold me back, which means this has less to do with him and more with the Herald’s plans…

A Founder, sacrificing himself for a Primordial’s plan?  It’s absurd, and breaks the treaty…  Why have not the other Founders stepped in with such a blatant disregard for rules?  They’re sticklers for their rules…  Something has changed that I’m unaware of.

And what are the chances of me meeting Githa—of all Nekomata—here, right when it was within my grasp?  The Firebird…  He must be of Homā… too dangerous to let live, but the curse and consequences that would follow from the Founders.

I would rather stay as far away from possible, yet I don’t have Sora as a shield any longer.  I could have a subordinate wait to hunt him…  That Son of Homā…   Manipulating things so they could enter the Vulpes’ dimension instantly upon exiting the facility, and a link being so close…  Was there always a portal this close?  I need a new plan.

A curious grin split his lips as a spiritual presence entered his radius, far more impressive than his and an almost uncanny addition to the game.

“Bathin… it’s been a while.  Imagine my surprise when I felt you nearby when someone utilized the portal to the Vulpes Realm.”

A dark chuckle shook Bathin’s smoldering chest.  “It has been quite some time.  I’ve heard of the troubles you’ve been causing Inari.  Hmm…  I wouldn’t expect you to be operating so… openly.

“Mmh-hmm-hmm…  Especially considering what I know…  Oh, she’d have it out for a traitorous head like yours more than any other at this moment; although, I suppose you have been on her hit-list for ages without detection.”

“I’ve caught wind of some Myōbu that will be paying you a visit shortly.”

Bathin’s grin expanded, knowing where he was going with the conversation.  “This will be fun… and could work out in both our favors.  So many interesting things are happening, just when I get back to Earth.  He-he-he…”
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                Sora ran beside Fen with their small group in-tow; the bright sunlight that beamed through the trees was so surreal—greenery in general—after being trapped in that suffocating underground base, and the smells that met her sensitive nose were welcomed.

“How do we find the entrance to the Vulpes Dimension?”

A low growl came from the black-haired fox while scanning their surroundings. “I don’t know! It’s a story my mom told me… If you are in trouble, you just have to wish to go there, and it will guide you—silly fairy tale stuff—like Humans have. It’s just a bedtime story; a protected place without all the tests Inari has…”

Eyia’s lips tightened, arm around the back of Sora’s neck to help support herself as she carried the Valkyrie. “I do not sense pursuit as of yet, Sister.”

Warning bells rang in Sora’s mind as she nervously glanced ahead at Kari, still leading the pack; the large jet-black wolf was still under her control, yet she was building strength so fast that it wouldn’t be much longer until her charm collapsed.

“That’s good. Ugh… Fen, he said you’d know a place… If that’s all you can think of—well, then it has to be true. At least… he hasn’t been wrong yet.”

“That doesn’t change the fact I have no idea how to get there!”

Nervously biting her lower lip, Sora’s stomach twisted as she chased after Kari. Fox Magic seems to work on a similar principle… You wish for something, and your energy is used to accomplish it—that’s how I heal and influence people—and Inari said it’ll be natural to me.

Most Vulpes seem restricted in magic, but I’m supposed to have everything as a Founder, and if it’s supposed to be natural to find this safe place when in danger…

Thinking about a safe place nearby, she expanded her spiritual perception to find something that responded to her plea; an inaudible pulse passed through her spiritual network, stopping Sora in her tracks.

The others skidded to a stop, and Jin took the moment to touch down and rest, breathing a tad heavily. “What is it?”

“Do you feel that?”

Fen’s brow furrowed, scanning the thicket they were in. “No?”

The pulse rippled through her again. “There it is… There’s some kind of signal that’s being sent on a spiritual level.”

Aiden turned back into his human state with a burst of light, sweat on his forehead. “What do you mean? I don’t feel anything.”

“I do not, as well,” Eyia muttered, scanning the woods.

Sora turned to the two-tailed Vulpes. “Focus your spiritual perception—examine the waves around us—it happens every five seconds or so.”

“That’s hard and takes meditation—I don’t like doing it on the move,” her nose twisted as she realized something. “Oh… so you can just do it without a problem, huh… Founders,” she spitefully whispered.

Eyia seemed to catch onto Sora’s explanation, Nilly cuddling into the Valkyrie’s arms with a lazy yawn; her spiritual network was utterly exposed since the Holy Water had washed away her energy.

“My father told me Asgard functions in a similar way. Which direction is the source?”

Shifting to the side, she nudged her tails to direct their attention, yet the moment she directed them to it, Sora knew the exact location. “It’s… I have it! This way—follow me!”

She darted toward the source, jumping over the terrain, Kari leapt to her left to guard her unprotected side and making her a bit jumpy; the girl being so defensive in support of her felt so unnatural.

Why hasn’t anyone come looking for us yet? Is Eric really able to hold Bathin off this long? I guess if the Herald is supporting him, anything is possible. I have to assume she chose that time to support Eric for a reason and gave him the information we’d need. I guess Inari was right, instead of her giving us the answer, she gave us hints that we had to puzzle out… A bit annoying.

The pulse was strengthening as they continued up a sharp mountain incline. Where are we? What’s with this vine-like plant that’s covering all the trees and ground…

Her thoughts blanked upon finding an oscillation ahead, centered in a small clearing; beams of light from the cloudless sky shining upon the glade, there was a small brook that trickled down the slope they’d climbed, and the scent of animals lingered all around her.

Slowing to a stop upon walking a little into the clearing, she looked at what appeared to be empty space. “It’s right here… Eyia, do you know how we enter?”

The Valkyrie’s brow furrowed as she stroked Githa, following her gaze. “Mmh… My father told me you must have a key to enter such places.”

Jin hummed, floating behind them. “If the story only says Vulpes can enter, then it could be linked to your unique spiritual energy; try interacting with it.”

Sora channeled her spiritual energy through her hand, waving it around in a wide area, and after a moment, the space lit like the sun; leaping back with Eyia and Jin, Kari ran in front of her.

“Is it an enemy?”

The giant wolf speaking almost made her trip, yet it didn’t take long for the phenomenon to snatch her attention again; the brilliant spark grew into a pulsating three meter wide radiance, causing Fen to hide behind her.

“Is—umm—is that it? It’s, uh, real… What will happen if I try to enter—Sora, Kitsune and other monsters can’t enter… And with my white tail…”

Heart thumping a hundred kilometers a second, Sora took a deep breath. “We don’t really have a choice, do we? I’ll go last in case it shuts, and I need to open it again.”

Eyia nodded, her arm strengthening around Sora’s neck. “We should hurry, Sister; the way will not remain open forever, and I feel Bathin’s corrupting force building.”

“She’s right,” Jin hissed, turning to glare back the way they’d come. “I don’t know how much longer we have.”

Kari jumped forward. “I’ll check for traps!”

“Wha—Kari!” Sora called out in shock; she was way too eager for the wrathful and desperate wolf she’d known for three years.

“I’m right behind you!” Aiden called.

The Fenris Wolf vanished in the light, followed by the Firebird, Jin, a tentative Fen, and Jian with Wendy and the others. Sora took one last look at the forest around them, arms tightening around Eyia in her princess carry.

“Sister…”

Githa gave her a dull look. “Mrrroww…”

“Haaa… Let’s do this!”

Jumping through, everything went white before color returned; eyes closed, she peeked them open upon passing through, studying the new place they’d entered—they were indoors.

Sora’s breath caught as a pressure hit her—power infusing the very air she breathed—it flowed around and through her spiritual network unhindered. What is this atmosphere… It’s charged with so much power, and penetrating every fiber of… of everything.

Stunned at the resonance making her insides quiver, she stared around the massive stone room they’d entered, turning to examine the bright four-by-four meter area.

“Sister, I can stand,” Eyia whispered, furrowed sapphire eyes focused on the single passage leading into a corridor.

Setting her down, Sora was a little surprised to find her arms shaking from fatigue; she hadn’t even realized how drained she was, yet this force flowing through her was filling her like spring water—there was something else attempting to latch onto her but her defenses easily repelled it—she couldn’t be sure if it was bad or good.

Eyia and the rest of the group moved a few meters toward the hallway, studying the rather comfortable space. Chairs and couches filled the corners, and beautiful landscapes or Vulpes paintings lined the walls as orange globes of what Sora assumed was Foxfire provided light.

“What is this place?” Wendy asked, shakily getting off Jian’s back with Nathan, Ashley, and Mary.

A soft hum came from Jin “You feel that, Eyia? There’s potent magic penetrating all my defenses—too many to count.”

Eyia somber nod followed her fervent eyes scanning unseen things. “I feel it as well—unusual teeth hidden within—I am protecting Githa.”

“Mrroww…” the cat mumbled, a pur rumbling in her throat as the Valkyrie scratched her neck.

Wonder was in every syllable of Fen’s voice. “I’ve never felt so… so good before! A warmth fills my soul… This is the Vulpes Realm? I thought monsters weren’t allowed into it.”

“Mmh? Lady Githa…”

The cat suddenly jumped out of Eyia’s arms, landing on her feet to dash further into the only exit, disappearing beyond sight.

“Is she okay?” Sora tentatively asked. “What about this thing in the air?”

“Yes. Githa has seemingly gained enough time to rebuild a semblance of a defense—she is quite proficient. Do we go after her? I only sense two beings in this dimension.”

Kari’s eyes were narrowed, staring around at their group and the closest to the hallway. “I only smell two foxes that have ever been in this area… Are we still in danger?”

“Haaa… Follow me, Kari. Please stay on your guard.”

Kari looked a little confused, resistance causing Sora to stumble a bit as she wondered if she should comply; her own powerful resilience was bolstering to the breaking point. “I… guess I will.”

“Urm… Sora,” Aiden muttered, forcing a smile and pointing at Kari’s back.

I know! There’s nothing I can do about it. I just hope she doesn’t attack us.

Eyia gave her a harsh glare that seemed to put Kari on the defensive, grunting and returning to look before following beside Sora. Wendy, Mary, Nathan, and Ashley stayed close behind her as they walked further into the building.

Passing several room, just as comfortable and inviting as the last, Sora tried to search for any kind of deception, such as she’d seen in movies or read in books; all of this could be some super scary dungeon disguised to appear inviting, but then again, if Jin and Eyia couldn’t see it, she knew seeing past it was hopeless for her.

Voice soft, Ashley smiled while studying each area they passed. “This looks like a waiting place… A really nice one.”

Mary nodded. “You’re right, and the furniture seems to be from all sorts of cultures—Egypt, old Russia, the Middle East…”

Sora glanced back; Eyia, Jin, Aiden, Fen, and Jian were following, Jian back in human form. “Jin, have you ever been to another Realm or dimension?”

Jin shook her head. “Mmh… Yeah, but nothing like this; it’s more like Eyia’s island—I wouldn’t be surprised if this went to a full on Realm.”

“How did you get into Eyia’s place?”

“Eh… I noticed there was an altered space and decided to check it out—really, that’s all there was to it—it was just weird. The way you opened this realm, though… It feels familiar, but I’ll need to investigate it further to be sure. The power here is completely different than the island Eyia was on, but if this is what I think, then I can understand why.”

Humming softly when Jin didn’t elaborate, Sora studied the humans’ spiritual networks; they seemed to be strengthened by the force filtering through them, and with a tiny tied-off shield, they’d be fine. Performing the magic, she released her aura, making the four come to an abrupt stop, a slight touch of fear creeping through them.

“What… happened?” Nathan asked, clearing his throat. “I feel like… I can’t explain it. I feel more exposed…”

The other three nodded with worry.

“Uh, eh-heh, well… I stopped strengthening your spiritual networks. It looks like this place is doing it on its own—I guess it’s not as potent as me personally protecting and empowering you—but it has a similar effect, and I thought it would be better for me to rebuild my strength.”

Mary nodded with a thoughtful smile. “That is good forethought. You know—now that you mention it, I did feel relaxed as we were escaping and when you broke our curse; I can’t believe I didn’t break down and cry on the ground. It’s like—I’d compare it to a drug… I could see it becoming quite addictive. Just the slight boost in security alone that we just lost… I, heh, feel compelled to ask for it back… Sorry, but it’s an emotional reaction.”

Nathan nodded as he folded his arms. “I agree. If I felt like that in some of the shootouts I had as a cop… Man, the clarity inside a stressful situation. I mean, if monsters like you were in the force—the number of lives that could be saved.”

Fen snorted behind them, her envious tone returning. “Not just any Vulpes can do that, which is probably why we were all able to make it in here in the first place. The little princess here is a Founder— basically, a goddess among gods—and you can’t compare anything to what she can do.

“I’ve heard some of your human stories when you come into contact with gods. Hah! It can be horrifying or serene because of your weak spiritual networks; well, Sora here has a natural aura that is invigorating, but she can release it in many ways.

“If she wanted, she could change it to an offensive form, and,” she snapped her fingers, “you’d be snuffed out like a candle! Even normal monsters like me. My characteristic makes men trip over themselves—Sora could do all of that, too—Jian’s instills fear—”

“Uh-huh,” Jin sighed, cutting the tirade off. “Great explanation little Ms. Jealous, but can we see what place we’ve landed in before you write a dissertation on how unfair life is?”

Fen glared at Jin but kept her mouth shut, moving closer to Jian and turning away with a sniff.

Eyia nodded, and Sora figured she likely didn’t catch the undertone. “We must assess our current situation. Once safety is assured, we can talk about frivolous matters, such as what abilities we have to support one another.”

“That’s a good evaluation,” Nathan muttered. “We should probably try not to make too much noise, as well.”

Sora cracked her neck, easing the stress that had built up as she walked down the curving corridor. There are so many people with us now. I’d feel safer if Githa was here… How long will it take for her to be recharged, and will she vanish like Nilly? Why’d Githa run off in the first place? Did something catch her interest or has she been here before? It’s nerve-wracking to…

Her thoughts were interrupted as noises echoed through the halls up ahead; two female voices shouting in frustration.

“How did a cat get in here?”

“Is it one of those Nekomata Minalo told us about?”

“Yeah, I think so… They’re supposed to have two tails in the stories.”

“Cut it off around the other side!”

“What? Gah! It jumped to the second level. Luna, run up after it!”

“Mgmg! Why do I need to run up there? You can!”

“I’m the senior here! Get up there. Hurry!”

A few seconds later Luna’s low hiss made Sora’s ears twitch. “Wait, no! Come back down—please. The cat jumped—Rayla!”

“You’re kidding me!” Rayla yelled. More sounds of frustration met them as they continued to walk down the hallway.

“Hmm…” Sora glanced left at Eyia, intently focused on the paintings. “You hear those two?”

Jian, Jin, and Fen nodded, but Eyia shook her head.

“I sense their presence but I do not have your acute hearing, Sister.”

The black-furred fox snickered. “Sounds like Githa’s playing with them. I want to make some illusions and play too! Do you hear how flustered they are? Hehe. I think they’re close to tears.”

The massive waiting room they entered had three levels, and ahead was a wall of red; it was so huge, Sora was sure they could fit two or whales through it.

A strained grin lifted Sora’s cheeks upon seeing the two single-tailed teenage Vulpes, black fur bristled and tails weaving as they chased the excited Nekomata; Luna really did look close to tears as she followed Rayla’s orders, guiding her younger sister by their appearance.

“They must be extremely young—oh, twins!” Fen mused. “Hehe. They haven’t even noticed us. They’re probably younger than you, Sora. Cute—they’re just getting used to human form… To be young again—eight… No, ten or eleven? Probably.”

So… Not teens, huh? Pre-teens. Yeah, they do look around that age now I see them.

Luna was the first to catch sight of them, skidding to a stop and trembles breaking out across her small frame. “Umm—R-Rayla… Rayla!”

Rayla glared at Luna. “What?! We need to get that cat out… Oh. What… How?!”

Fur sprouted out of their skin, morphing into small black foxes; their simple white dresses fell to the ground as they darted out from within the folds, making a break for the colossal red wall.

“Stop!” Sora commanded, pushing her influence over them; Rayla and Luna froze inches before entering what she assumed was a gateway. “Come here.”

The two black foxes turned, tearful eyes spinning with fear as their trembling bodies betrayed them, forcing the two to walk toward her; it repulsed Sora to instill such terror in these children.

Githa jumped on a sofa to curl into a ball to watch the pair quake before them; it was like daggers stabbing into her breast, watching these two kids look up at her like a wolf with her jaws closed around their throats, ears pulled back, tails between their legs, and sniffles rumbling in their throats.

I’m the worst…

Fen smirked while bending down, a sinister smile on her lips as one of her fingers extended for her claw to scratch under Luna’s neck. “Hmm-hmm-hmm… There, there, Little Pups. Hmm-hmm. We only have a few questions. Were I you, I’d answer—”

“Fen!” Sora barked. “Don’t threaten them.”

“Hmm-hmm! My bad!” Fen snickered, dancing back a bit to grin down at the petrified girls. “It’s been so long since I’ve threatened anyone; I was just having a little fun!” She sniffed, giving her a wry stare. “You take the game out of everything—Princess…”

She strolled to a nearby chair with Jian to sit, an apologetic smile on the man’s face, asking for his mistress’ forgiveness, yet once Fen’s tails were positioned over her lap, fingers intertwined, a predatory grin split her lips that made the twins cry.

Fen doesn’t deserve— Sora stiffened as her influence over Kari snapped. Shit.

Her nervous smile turned to face the confused Fenris Wolf, a forced laugh bubbled out of Sora’s throat. “Kari! Eh-hehe… I can explain!”

Nostrils flaring, contempt lit in Kari’s glowing amber irises. “You—you… You controlled me to—Sora, you follow… You… Eric…”

She’s so mad she can’t even breathe or speak right! Okay…

Sora backed away a little, tails swinging around to her front in case the girl lunged at her, but something she hadn’t expected to see was the tears gathering in Kari’s embittered gaze; thickening throat touching her broken words, hot hair hissing through her teeth, her watering eyes snapped to Eyia, the Valkyrie’s spear appearing in hand.

“Eyia! Hold up!” Sora choked, the cutting waves of frigid energy making everyone shiver. “It’s okay!”

“Why…” Kari mumbled, a line of liquid running down her flushing cheeks and reddening nose. “You… Grrgmmgm… Eric’s—Eric’s probably dead… I don’t… I don’t understand… Grgmmm…”

Quaking figure mechanically walking a few meters away, she slowed to collapse to her knees, trembling fist lashing out at the floor; booms echoed around the silent room as she pounded the ground in frustration, pained screams making Sora’s hair stand on end.

“I don’t—why! Why did he—I hate you… Sora—I hate you! I hate…”

Utterly breaking down in front of them, Sora’s tight fists pressed against her breast as she watched the most terrifying person in her life curse and sob on the ground.

Aiden walked over to put a hand on her shoulder. “Kari…”

“Don’t touch me! I—why would he do that?! I don’t… How can I avenge Mom when… Stupid! Everyone’s so stupid!”

Sora couldn’t help the shock that came from the desire to comfort the girl that had bullied her for three years; facing away from them, all that could be heard was Kari’s weeping, repeating how stupid everything was.

Fen giggled at her wails, but the two young foxes had dropped to their stomachs, paws over their heads and low whimpers escaping their throats.

Sora swallowed as the kids’ emotions fed through their spiritual network. They actually think they’re going to die… eaten alive, and Kari… I can feel the agony she’s in—it’s like every punch against the ground is aimed at herself…

Aiden took a deep breath, giving Sora a not too reassuring smile. “Kari…”

“No!” She answered, stumbling to a nearby chair to lash out, and screaming her rage, she threw it dozens of meters to fragment against the upper wall. “No! I don’t—he can’t be dead yet—he can’t… What am I supposed to do?!” Tearing into a nearby couch, she howled. “What am I supposed to do?!”

Braver than Sora, Aiden approached her again to place a hand on her quaking back again. “I’m still here, Kari…”

Her incensed amber eyes turned to him. “Aiden… What—why?! Why did Eric do this—do that? Why’d he do this to me…”

Kari’s tense hands twitched, sniffing as she radiated emotions so potent, Sora couldn’t move—terror, disgust, loss, hatred, misery—she was in utter agony. “Why do I feel so helpless—I don’t want to feel—everything’s wrong… Everything’s gone… Everyone’s dead…”

Taking another deep breath, Aiden guided her to the corridor to cool off in another room. “Follow me… I’ll explain everything I know. I’m sorry, Kari… I’m sorry…”

She shook for several seconds, processing his words while rubbing her nose and eyes. “It hurts so much… Why… Why does everything I want… Everything I do falls apart…”

Aiden tried to hold back his own emotions. “I’m sorry…”

Using her blood stained and ripped shirt to wipe her face, Kari’s coughs and sniffles became more distant as Aiden led her away.

Uncertain what she should do, Sora watched them walk away, skin tingling and depression settling in. I never expected to see her lose it like that, but… Yeah… I guess it makes sense…

“Huu-haaa…” Trying to release the tension in her chest, Sora shifted to give the kids a sad smile, and attempted to add a bit of cheer. “Okay…”

She knelt in front of them. “First off, let’s help you calm down a little… Hmm… there—feel a little better?” she asked, sending soothing spiritual waves through them. “I’m not going to hurt you—and neither is anyone else here. I promise you!”

Their trembles eased as they removed their paws to stare up at her.

“You—really won’t kill us?” Luna asked.

“Mmh-uh.” Sora was a little surprised, but less so after hearing Kari speak in her wolf form. “I didn’t think I could understand you as foxes?”

Fen hummed, attention pulled away from reviling in Kari’s misery. “Huh… You shouldn’t be able to.”

“It’s the Council's power,” Rayla mumbled. “They help all of us communicate. Y-You’re—controlling us… Like we can control humans… Not that we do!”

Fen laughed. “Darlings, she’s a Founder—it’s much stronger than what we peasants can do.”

“Founder?” Luna asked.

“What’s what?”

Fen’s vision narrowed, amusement dropping. “Uh-heh… Excuse you? Founders are the descendants of the first Vulpes to gain magic. Have you never heard of Inari?”

They both shook their heads.

“Mmh… Mia?”

Again, they shook their heads.

“Impossible!” Fen growled. “What do you learn in this Vulpes Realm?!”

Sora felt for the girls as they twitched under the envious woman’s glare. “Fen… let’s give them time to recover Hmm… how old are you two?”

“E-Eleven,” Luna squeaked.

“Oh! Nice,” Sora grinned. “I’m sixteen!”

They both looked at each other, vision moving to her two tails.

“Eh-hehe… yeah… It’s a little complicated. Haaa… Why don’t we all take a seat! We can talk this out, and again, as I said, no one will hurt you! Right?”

Jin was already in a seat, lying down and looking up at the ceiling as if totally oblivious to everyone’s existence while pondering the meaning of life.

Eyia’s controlled offensive force had receded the moment Kari left with Aiden, and she was giving the girls a compassionate smile. “Indeed! As my Sister has stated; we mean you no harm, Little Ones.”

Mary came forward with Ashley and Wendy to kneel down and pet the trembling foxes.

“We’re sorry for frightening you, girls,” Mary soothed, Ashley following with a short laugh.

“Aww, you two are adorable… You make me miss my kids.”

“They’re so soft, too,” Wendy cooed. “Look at their tails—so cute!”

“R-Really?” Luna asked, eyes widening and shivering a little at their gentle strokes. “I… I don’t want to be eaten.”

Eyes watering again, Rayla hesitantly mumbled, “I-If you are going to e-eat someone… Please eat me and not my sister…”

“No, Rayla!”

“No one is going to eat you!” Wendy repeated, and Sora released her control over them.

“O-Okay…”

Luna’s eyes drifted to their clothes. “Umm… can we g-get those? We’re—We’re supposed to try to—to practice staying in human form…” she squeaked.

Sora nodded. “Hehe—well, I don’t think any of us are groomers here! I can wrap you in illusions if you want to get dressed again.”

Both their eyes widened again as they looked at her tails. “You can use illusions… with red tails?”

Fen huffed. “Not fair, isn’t it?”

“Mhm! I can. So, go ahead and get ready; I just made you invisible to everyone, but me… Eh-heh, not that I think it will stop Jin or Eyia, but… Yeah, some privacy! Promise you won’t run away?”

Swallowing, they both glanced at each other before shaking their heads, spiritual networks confirming their commitment.

“Then go ahead.”

Letting them keep their privacy, Sora turned away to allow the girls to slip their dresses back on. “We’re, umm, done… L-Lady Sora…”

Sora released her illusions and looked at them, happy they’d learned her name. Luna’s black hair hung to her thighs, but Rayla’s was cut at her upper back; they were identical twins, and cute as could be with their wagging tails.

Walking with them to a couch to sit together, she saw they were about seven inches shorter than herself for Luna to sniff the air.

“Umm… Some of you aren’t Vulpes, right? We’ve never met anyone other than humans.”

Sora stretched out her neck while Mary, Eyia, Nathan, and Ashley pulled over chairs, Wendy sitting on the opposite side of the twins.

“Let’s all gather round and introduce ourselves—including what we are.”

She judged that the twins had calmed down enough to release her aura, making the girls give a nervous swallow as her energy left them; they didn’t voice their internal concerns.

Maybe Mary’s right. My aura is kind of a drug…

Wendy started, bright brown eyes lingering on their swaying tails. “Hi, Luna, Rayla, my name is Wendy, and I’m a human.”

“Yo! I’m Nathan, and I’m a human, too.”

“Hello, Rayla, Luna, my name is Mary.” She waved at the twins. “You girls are too cute! And you really don’t have anything to worry about, okay?”

They nodded, sniffing as Luna rubbed at her eyes again.

“I’m a human too.”

“Ditto… Oh, and my name is Ashley,” she said with a small laugh.

“Jian, and I am a Bai-Hu.” At their blank stares, he added, “A tiger monster.”

They shook their heads and Jian fell into silence, brow furrowed.

“Hmm…”

“Don’t mind the peanut gallery,” Jin snickered, still looking at the ceiling and causing Fen to give her a dirty look. “I’m Jin, by the way, and I’m a Korean Dragon. Oh! Heard of me, huh? Hehe. Take that, Tiger!”

“Jin…” Sora sighed as the girls began to shake again.

“Hehe. No, really—jeez, lighten up—I’m not going to eat you!”

“My friend is correct; no harm shall befall you. Salutations, my name is Eyia. I am a Valkyrie and Sora’s Sister.”

“S-Sister?”

Sora forced a chuckle. “Eh, not like you two, but…”

“We’re… sisters?” Luna mumbled, looking at her twin in confusion.

A rumble came from Rayla’s throat. “What’s… a sister?”

“Huh?”

Everyone looked at each other in bewilderment, but Fen just plowed right through with a snooty sniff that made her guardian sigh. “I am Fen! I happen to be quite older than you, so you should do everything I say.”

“You don’t have to do anything she says,” Sora dryly muttered. “Think of her as the annoying bird in the room.”

“Bird? I am no bird!”

“Mhm…”

The twins giggled before turning to Githa, at some point returning to her human form; sharp teeth flashing, she directed a long fingernail at herself. “Oh, hiya! I’m Githa… Oh, that’s right, I’m the kitty cat. It was fun playing with the two of you!”

Her tails were weaving back and forth, making Sora smile again. “Githa—just to be sure—you won’t eat them, right?”

Githa blinked. “I don’t think so?”

“Yeah,” Sora’s vision darted to the girls as they hugged each other in sudden fright. “Could you not eat them? Please.”

“Sure!” she said with a big grin, gleaming fangs shining again.

Sighing with relief, Sora studied Githa for a second. “So, while you’re human—though I guess it doesn’t matter here since we can talk with you as a cat—how long will it take you to regain your spiritual energy?”

Githa hummed. “Maybe… Hmm, a week? Bathin should take about that long too… I can’t believe he cheated! I mean, I was totally winning! How was I supposed to know his meat suit protected him against Holy Water?” she pouted, sinking back into her chair.

“That… was a surprise,” Sora agreed, turning back to the girls. “So, I don’t know if those other two will introduce themselves—the ones that left—but don’t be too worried about them.

“Hehe! Lastly, there’s me, I guess. My name is Sora, and I am a Vulpes Founder… I guess you could call me a Vulpes goddess… I can use every magic there is to a Vulpes.”

Rayla and Luna’s mouths dropped open. “You—You’re like the Council?” Luna whispered in almost a reverent tone.

Fen’s brow furrowed. “You mentioned a council before… What is this council?”

The girls ping-ponged off each other.

“They’re the most powerful Vulpes ever!”

“They can move the mountains and make the rain fall from the sky”

“They glow with pretty designs and rule the realm!”

Fen’s nose twisted. “What color are their tails… White?”

Rayla shook her head. “No! Oh, I’ve never heard of a Vulpes with white tails—only gray—the Council’s tails are all sorts of colors.”

“Pretty colors!”

“Yeah, like Lady Tola—Lady Tola has blue; I think she’s the prettiest!”

For once, Fen seemed speechless, and she mouthed the word several times, probably trying to picture it. “Blue?”

Sora hummed, looking at her own tails, currently pulled around her front, and created an illusion around them. “Like this color?”

They both moved to the edge of the couch.

“Woah!” Luna whispered in awe.

“C-Can you make it lighter?!”

“Like this?”

“Mhm! Yeah, blue, like that! How did you do that?”

“Illusions?” Fen questioned, and growled at Sora’s nod. “So, they’re high-tail Húli Jīng.”

“No, they aren’t,” Luna stated with a shaky voice. “They’re the gods of this Realm! They give us everything.”

Fen’s glare silenced them. “They’re no Founders—that’s certain—they must have obtained their powers from either your aunt or mother, Sora.”

“Meh…” Sora shrugged. “My aunt never said anything about a Vulpes Realm, but I wasn’t with her long. Wait… What if—maybe one of my other aunts is alive?”

Fen’s face turned ashen. “What?”

Jin's interest skyrocketed. “Oh… what do you mean, one of your other aunts is alive? Do tell.”

Sora took a deep breath. “No, I don’t know… I’m just shooting in the dark here. I mean, my aunt and mother are really, really old… Like millions of years old. It’s not surprising most people don’t know much about them since I don’t think they really advertise.

“I’m the Third Generation. In the Second Generation… Oh, I just realized Inari only told me about my aunt Nari… Uh, she didn’t get to my other aunt, but we were short on time.”

Pondering it for a moment, she recounted what she knew about her family, and once finished, Jin groaned.

“Really? That’s what you know, huh… Not much. So, that’s her reason why we Dragons have this inborn hatred for Kitsune? Well, that’s a bit disappointing if I’m being honest; I knew most of that but it was framed differently.

“Ugh… If Gòng-Gōng was that stupid, then he deserved to have his orb taken… I can’t completely trust Inari, though…”

Her vision darted to Fen, making the woman twitch and Jian straighten, but she didn’t address them.

Sora frowned. “Jin, could you let Fen’s white tail pass? She isn’t actually connected with my aunt—just given a chance to start the test to become a Kitsune.”

Leaning back, Jin hummed. “I guess that’s fine. I mean, honestly, after hearing your story, the bite I feel toward Kitsune has diminished… Honestly, I feel a bit frustrated even believing it… So stupid…”

Not knowing why she suddenly had a change of attitude but happy more peace was coming to their group, Sora breathed out a pent up breath with Fen before turning to the twins.

“I don’t know if this Council is connected to one of my other aunts, but Inari was clear that both my aunts were murdered, and that I was the only Third Generation Founder… I don’t know, I have hope maybe one will be alive, but… yeah. Of course…”

Everyone seemed to be waiting for her to finish, but she spontaneously didn’t feel like continuing. Smiling apologetically, she muttered, “Actually, never mind—sorry, guys.” 

What if these are Mom’s… experiments…

Putting the thought in the back of her mind, she looked at the red light. “Rayla, Luna… is the Vulpes Realm beyond that light?”

“Mhm…” Luna nodded, her sister following.

“We were tasked with keeping this area clean by the Area Supervisor.”

“No one told us anyone could enter here, though… We’re not supposed to go to the white light. Umm… Intruders shouldn’t be able to enter the red light. You need the Council’s permission to enter the Realm unless you’re a Vulpes.”

“We’ve never seen any other monsters before…”

Typical bitter tone in place, Fen rolled her eyes. “Well, isn’t that comforting.”

Sora’s features pacified as Kari and Aiden returned, though she raised an eyebrow when she saw Kari’s even further inflamed cheeks; the wolf girl split off and walked to one of the corners, sitting in an armchair on her own.

She’s numb… hopeless… I can relate, but… who does she have? Aiden, I guess, but I don’t think he’s too far from crashing… Learning your faceless uncles caused everything in your life to…

Pulling up a seat, Aiden sat with a forced smile. “What did I miss?”

A haughty huff came from Fen. “Vulpes here don’t seem to know what a Founder is. They’ve never even heard of Inari.”

His eyebrows rose as he glanced at the twins. “Seriously? That’s pretty odd—for an entire Realm of Vulpes to not know the origin of their species… I mean, if it weren’t for the Founders, no Vulpes would know how to use magic or take on human form.”

“Really?” Sora questioned.

Jin chuckled. “Honestly, Sora, I can’t believe how little you know. Yes, your grandmother unlocked magic in Vulpes and taught them a little. Inari picked up from there and created the Kitsune. The different Vulpes races originated from those that had their magic unlocked.”

“That’s news to me,” Sora said with interest. “I wish I could have met my grandma—I bet she was amazing. Just meeting Gloria was pretty awesome.”

Jin whistled. “You didn’t tell us you met with the Fairy Founding Mother—talk about meeting privileged—was that when you were with Inari?”

“Eh-heh, yeah,” Sora said with a short laugh. “Sorry, Inari asked for her to come. There were a few other things that happened—like, uh, meeting the Herald of Sakura. Well, not me… they did.”

Githa snickered. “Nilly doesn’t like her, but she has tasty treats.”

Jin hissed, narrowed vision drifting to the walls as Eyia’s face turned ashen at the name. “Yeah, I won’t say anything—you probably shouldn’t even speak her name… Evil thing…”

Sora tucked her lower lip under and nodded. “Mmh… If my aunt wasn’t shielding me… Well, I’d have been squashed like a bug.”

Everyone fell silent; the twins looked around in confusion, and after a time, Sora broke the quiet atmosphere, turning to Aiden to whisper, “What’s the plan with Kari?”

Massaging his shoulders, he tilted his head to look at the lonesome girl in the corner; Sora knew she could probably hear them. “Well… She’s processing all… you know…”

“Yeah…”

“Umm… I convinced her to stay with me until she figured something out—eh, not that she can really go outside—being marked by her uncles…” he muttered, scratching his brow. “This would probably be the safest place for her if they can’t get in, but… I’m not sure how much she cares anymore.”

Luna’s expression brightened. “The Council will stop bad people; they can beat anyone!”

Fen snorted. “Right… Some false Founders are going to take on Second Generation Fenris Wolves that are basically immune to magic… Brilliant. Even a real Vulpes Founder would be at a disadvantage,” she added, pointed vision drifting to Sora.

Rayla and Luna responded by glaring at the spiteful black-furred Vulpes, which seemed to have the opposite effect, brightening the woman’s mood.

“Hehe. Oh, but by all means—you should ask them to try! Hmm-hmm, see what they say.”

Aiden licked his lips and hissed. “I don’t know about that. I mean, from what Eric said, Fenris Wolves aren’t nearly as purebred from the female Founder lines—such as Inari—which is the reason they’d, well… target Kari…”

Kari’s sullen Amber eyes shifted to him for half a second before drifting back to her lap.

“Umm… They need more power than what they already possess. So… yeah.”

Sora cleared her throat and turned to Githa; the cat appeared to be way too relaxed. “I, umm, think Nilly went to fight one of the Fenris brothers—that’s why she left me. What would that mean?”

A frown crossed Githa’s face, ears tilting with her head. “Hmm… which brother?”

“Eric said it was Sköll,” Aiden replied, drawing the cat’s notice as she snickered.

“He’s the stupid one! Nilly’s probably playing with him… He’s not weak enough to be eaten—not that Nilly would want to eat him either because, eh… reasons, but she’s probably just having fun.”

Recalling the different forms she’d seen the Cat Founder take, a tought came to Sora’s mind. “Does… it have something to do with the golden earrings she has? Nilly would change ages and gain new earrings—well, and her clothing would change, too—hehe, which would be pretty convenient.”

Githa’s eyes widened, and she put a finger to her lips. “Shh! No! It’s a super secret!”

“Mmh! Okay…”

Sora bunched her lips to the side. It looked pretty obvious it was linked to her appearance at least; I don’t think you can really call it that secret.

Scrutinizing their group, a long puff of air shot through her nose. Is this really our only option? We escaped, but we’re still caged in a sense, and we don’t know what’s waiting for us on the other side. This Council could become our enemies… No, we won’t gain many answers sitting around doing nothing, and maybe Bathin can find his way in here…

Suppressing a shiver, she glanced at all the broken furniture lying around the hall. “Luna, Rayla, uh… will you get in trouble if this isn’t cleaned up?”

A start came from the two while examining the scattered wooden fragments.

“Oof… Mmh, the Area Supervisor would be really mad…” Luna mumbled.

A rumble resonated from Sora’s throat. “I wonder if I could do it?”

“Do what?” Wendy jumped in, starting to feel more comfortable.

“I saw my aunt do something when I first met her… I’ll need to see it again and study it. Uh, one second—let me figure this out.”

Closing her eyes, she entered the Outer Body Technique, returning to the recorded scene to watch her aunt stretch out her hand; with her perception activated and new experience in detecting magic, she noticed an energy being molded around the mass of red gems to be sucked up.

“Hmm-hmm. Well, it took you long enough, my Little Niece.”

Sora jumped as her aunt appeared next to her, studying her own actions in the progressive scene.

“A-Aunt Inari? When… huh?”

Her aunt smirked. “No, Sora; I am not the real thing. I am simply an imprinted guide that she instilled in your Intelligence. Your aunt knew you’d need a little support from time to time.”

“Oh… Woah, so, uh… You’ll always be with me?” She asked, happiness budding in her breast. “I can just… you know, enter the Outer Body Technique and see you?”

“Indeed!”

“Aunt Inari!”

Sora jumped forward to hug the giggling woman before she turned her attention back to the replaying scene. “Here, let’s start with what you came here for.”

“Okay! I’m listening,” she grinned, tails wagging slightly with the pleasure of having even some kind of realistic copy of her aunt nearby.

“Hmm-hmm. You’re adorable! Alright, concentrate… Can you feel the magical force around you? It was recorded within your spirit. Naturally, this is not something typical Vulpes can do, but you, My Dear, are my beloved niece—not just any Vulpes!”

“Hehe, you always make me feel so special!”

“You are quite special, and I am not just speaking about the place you hold in my heart.”

“Aww!” Hugging her doting aunt again, heart stilling with her reassuring presence, Sora followed her instructions. “Umm, let’s see… Uh-huh—I can feel it being shaped around us.”

“Excellent! To be blunt, we, as Vulpes Founders, control magic with our desires… The greater the desired effect will be on Existence, the more energy is required—so, be careful what you wish for,” she winked.

“Ah… Okay, yeah, that makes sense—like when I wanted to heal my dad or Eyia.”

“Mmh—it was quite risky to attempt to remove the Daēva’s curse, and without assistance from Eyia or Aiden, you may have sustained substantial internal damage in the form of a spiritual reflux; it would have saved you from the curse but caused other issues.”

“Eh-heh… I didn’t feel like I had a choice at the time.”

“Which is more than fair; my point is, be aware of the risks involved, and this will be something I hate to say… will require firsthand experience to sink in.”

Feeling as if she were letting her aunt down, Sora’s ears drooped. “Sorry…”

“Haaa… It is not something to apologize to, my darling… It is simply something I wish I could protect you from that I cannot. In any case, you may not have enough natural magical energy within your surroundings to accomplish your desire.”

“So I’ll need to use my own, right? I think I’ve always used my own, though.”

“Indeed, which is something you should try to mitigate by drawing from the universe you currently inhabit—supplement your personal supply.”

“So, wait… I think what you did was a bit similar to what Diane does?”

“Hmm-hmm. If we are talking about moving a large stone, there are many methods of accomplishing it; the result may be similar, but my approach could be compared to a spaceship teleporting the rock to a malnourished child struggling against the object.”

“Haha. I get it.”

“Still, you do make a fine comparison to the human magicians in this multiversal fragment that generally require an exceedingly vast amount of time to accomplish anything of worth—hehe, what they term, as powerful magic.”

The white zone to their left became a colossal plane for a beam of light to shoot down from the heavens to destroy a castle. “Comical… but the limits of humans on the planet you left, while you, My Dear, could create a dimension with stars, planets—a brilliant firmament—which would be a simple enough task once you understand the principle of Existence.”

“You mean—woah… I can basically create a universe?” Sora asked, dumbfounded as her aunt directed her focus skyward to show the formation of dazzling celestial forces.

“Oh, Darling, Darling… you are quite a ways from being able to accomplish a task such as this, but how do you imagine humans, multiverses, or omniverses were forged? The First Generation Founders plaything… a test in developing their own mastery.”

“So cool… Umm, so how do I mold this raw magic within the atmosphere around me—like you did—just by wishing for it?”

“Mmh… It is much more than a wish, my niece. You have only begun scratching the surface of your abilities. It is an expectation that matter molds to your will; if you doubt the process, then it will unravel.” The scene shifted to the fox twins. “When you commanded them to stop, did you doubt they wouldn’t?”

Sora shook her head. “No… I knew my control was strong enough.”

“Exactly. Now, there are limits, of course, but that is the basis of your abilities; the source of which that desire is fueled is the matter at hand. You’ve been unconsciously using your own spiritually produced energy—wastefully, I’ll add—but you can use the magic in your environment to mitigate the loss.”

“Ugh… I have so much to learn,” Sora groaned, rubbing her fingers through her copper locks.

“He-he. Be patient with yourself, Dear; it will come in time. As for this process, you simply must bring it under your control—don’t doubt that it will disobey—command and gather. Magic can be fickle if you let it run its own course… hmm, which has been the misfortune of many a human mage. Magic will scatter for the weak and gather for the ruler.”

Sora puffed out a long stream of air, stepping forward to embrace her welcoming aunt; it just felt so good to be held by someone who actually cared for you. “Thank you, Aunt Inari…”

Inari brushed back her hair and kissed her forehead. “Oh, how you spoil me. Now…”

“Right!” Stepping back, she concentrated. “I know you aren’t really my aunt—hehe, but you are a symbol of her love… At least, that’s how I feel, and that means the world to me!”

“You are such a treat! I know the love your aunt has for you, and that being said… this isn’t the time to be dallying. Allow me to be very clear, as well, Sora; I will not answer all of your questions about your aunts—understanding will come in time.”

“I get it. Goddess stuff or whatever, hehe—my aunt’s a goddess!”

“Hmm-hmm—you are so silly—hmm…”

Sora straightened as her aunt’s expression grew somber.

“Your enemies can still reach you in this in-between space you’ve entered; Sora, you are in an admission hall to the Vulpes Realm—a place I… know very well that I currently cannot enter.”

Eyes widened, Sora shook her head. “No, wait—does that mean you’ll…”

“No. Heh, you could consider me sneaking behind the firewall through being inside your Core. Still, I wish to warn you, My Adorable Little Niece… your choices in this place will bring lasting change, so think wisely and be prudent.

“Remember, your desire shapes the outcome of your magic, and I cannot tell you precisely how things will turn out from here, but I am on your side. As a tip, examine the red gate, present your desires, and analyze what is returned.”

“Okay?”

“You’ll understand once you connect.”

“I, umm…” Sora smiled and shook her head, embracing her aunt’s copy one last time before exiting the Outer Body Technique. “I love you.”

Opening her eyes, she was met by Jin’s rather close face, causing her to lean back in astonishment. “Wha—”

“What were you just doing?”

An impressed hum came from Eyia, standing nearby. “I believe she was performing a mental battle. Very useful and demonstrates your skill, Sister! My father taught me such a technique that I use quite often.”

Sora shook her head. “It’s, uh, kind of like that, but eh… it’s a bit more complicated. It’s not just battling—it’s training and studying different possible outcomes—my aunt taught it to me. It helps me gain insights that I normally couldn’t see.”

Jin nodded slowly. “You’ll have to teach me about it because… Hmm. I’ve never had a real instructor, and the way your spiritual network shifted… I couldn't follow all of it since your shield is fairly well placed—and I’m totally drained—but for a moment I was able to catch a glimpse inside… The equanimity I saw was rather astonishing, and I think it could help me with my Dragon Rage issues.”

Rising to her feet, Sora stretched out, feeling rejuvenated since meeting her aunt again. “I’d be happy to try and teach you—I, heh, don’t know if I’m the best teacher, but I’ll give it a shot.”

Sora’s countenance suddenly darkened as her aunt’s warning came to mind. “I don’t think we’re safe yet. Umm, Rayla, Luna, anyone who can find the portal can enter this waiting area, right?”

Rayla shrugged with her sister. “I guess. I mean, all of you came in—oh, but only people the Council approves can enter the red gate! I don’t think the other monsters can enter. Maybe the humans… I don’t know.”

“Alright, hehe, well, I’m pretty sure they can! I thought about trying something, but I think that can wait—Council or not, I’m confident we all can enter.”

The twins gave her doubtful looks, making Sora chuckle.

“I’ll talk to your Area Supervisor and make sure you girls don’t get in trouble. Okay, let’s all go through the gate!”
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                Sora moved to the red light, everyone but Kari following.  The light took up the majority of the wall and looked almost solid.  Taking a deep breath she examined the light, looking deeper than what she currently saw; to her surprise, she found symbols.  They were similar to what she saw at her aunt's shrine. Extending her desires, she watched the symbols shift until four symbols appeared in a vertical line.  “I see,” she muttered. This is Fox Magic; Inari must unlock the ability to use this in Kitsune.  The symbols are the representation of the creator’s desire.

Jin hummed with interest.  “I see you interacting with the gate, but I don’t understand what’s being done.  It’s a complicated mess to me.”

Fen was studying her hand with a furrowed brow.  “I don’t really get it either.”

Sora nodded.  “I’ve seen magic like this before at my aunt’s shrine.  This is Fox Magic at its finest; that’s what I think anyway.  You can’t understand it—how should I put it … in a way, it’s encrypted.  My aunt called this type of magic very powerful. I’m not performing it either, but simply analyzing and using a search function … not that you’d really understand that—I’m relating it to computers in the human world.”

“I see!”  Ashley said with a bit of excitement.  “So, this Fox Magic is like the programming; the thing that makes everything function by following a certain set of rules.  What you’re doing is using a built-in tool to help you navigate and manipulate the program in set ways, setting options and protocols already programmed in.  That’s really interesting; I didn’t think magic would operate like a computer.”

Smiling lightly, Sora nodded.  “Yes. I can’t read the language … I think my mom or my aunt will need to teach me it at some point.  However, I can understand what they mean by asking it to give me what I’m looking for.”

Luna and Rayla seemed utterly lost with what they were saying.  They shifted nervously next to Sora, waiting for her to continue.

Nathan frowned as he looked at the wall.  “So—can anyone interact and change it then?”

Examining the wall’s response as she asked the question, she shook her head.  “That’s not the feeling I’m getting. There are protocols against that. It seems you must be able to utilize Fox Magic or—have a specific key.  I’m pretty sure my aunt could enter if she wanted. I don’t feel any kind of threat or barrier for Kitsune—never mind … I guess it is programmed to not activate for them.”

“What about me, and this white tail I have?”  Fen asked, a bit of frustration in her tone.

Studying it for a few more seconds, Sora hummed, lips becoming a line.  “It looks like I can set it to accept everyone for a set time.”

“Really?”  Luna asked with a furrowed brow.

Rayla crossed her arms.  “But—only the Council can allow others in.”

Smiling down at them, she said, “We’ll have to see.”  Sora asked it to allow everyone to enter from this gate for as long as she was interacting with it.  A set of strange vertical designs appeared. Is that why Inari made that action to seal her shrine again?  Sliding her finger down the symbols, they started to glow.  The entire wall shimmered, turning a deeper red.

Rayla and Luna leaped back in shock  “What did—you—you changed the gate?” Rayla stammered.

“As long as I am interacting with it, anyone can enter.”  She said with a reassuring grin.

Jin smiled at Eyia.  “I was looking for adventure and look where it’s landed me.  Things have gotten so interesting.”

Eyia smiled.  “That it has.”

“Ready to check out the Vulpes Realm then?”

Tightening her grip around her spear, Eyia nodded.  “There may be danger on the other side to meet us. I will go first.”

Jin huffed, a smirk in place.  “Now, I can’t have you taking all the fun.  Let’s go!” They both stepped through without hesitation.

Aiden watched them go, vision shifting to Fen and Jian as they tentatively touched the light, vanishing before their eyes.  “I’ll go talk to Kari; give me a minute.”

Sora nodded as he walked back to where she was sitting, still staring at the ground.

“You—you—other monsters are in the realm,” Luna said, ashen-faced.

“Go on,” Sora urged.  “I’ll be along after everyone goes through—and if Fen tries to pick on you again, just run to Eyia or Jin, okay?”

They started to tremble again as they looked at her.  “You—you’re like the Council?” Rayla asked.

“Umm—I can’t say I am—I’ve never met them and from what I know, that isn’t the likely case.  I’m a Vulpes Founder … I do have certain natural talents most Vulpes lack. That’s all there is to it.”  Swallowing, they looked at each other and shakily entered the light.

“We’re okay to…”  Mary trailed off as Githa jumped on her shoulders, back in cat form.  She purred as she settled around her neck, Mary trying to balance her.  “Eh—okay,” turning back to Sora, “are we clear to enter?” When Sora nodded, and the four humans entered, leaving only Aiden, Kari, and her.

She listened, fox ears twitching a little as Aiden initiated.  “Kari, it seems we still aren’t completely safe here. We’ll need to go into the Vulpes Realm to escape your uncles and the demon.  There’s a barrier, so hopefully, it will be strong enough.”

Kari didn’t answer for a few seconds.  “Aiden—I don’t know what to do anymore.  What am I supposed to live for? I don’t—want anything…”

Aiden sighed.  “I don’t know how to answer that…”

“I—have a suggestion,” Sora offered.  “I know it might not be something you’d want to do … I mean, I doubt you’d really open up about anything.”

Kari glanced up at her.  “What—you expect me to take counseling or something?”

Sora shrugged, arm dropping to her side, the gate returned to its normal color.  Now that I think about it … Jin and Eyia not being here right now could give Kari a chance to attack me … I’m pretty sure I could put up a decent fight though.  “Look, I still don’t like you very much.  You did all those horrible things to me for no reason … you didn’t even look into me to see if I was manipulating people or if I even knew I was a Vulpes.  You just targeted me out of … I don’t even know, but—I know what despair feels like.”

She paused, looking down at the floor.  “I wouldn’t even wish that feeling on you … Eric, sure, I hate your brother.  I don’t really care if he’s dead … which is kind of harsh I guess, but still, I won’t lose sleep over it.”

Kari huffed, chuckling a little.  “At least—I don’t know … whom am I supposed to talk to—you?”

Sora shook her head.  “Mary—she probably hates your brother too, but she’s a kind person.  I think she’d listen and offer her advice. My dad hired her for a reason; she’s one of the most expensive psychiatrists in Miami … though, I bet she has some trauma herself after what your brother did to her.”

Kari closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  “I don’t know—I never heard good things about it from the other girls or TV.”

She laughed.  “You’re taking your advice from TV and teenage girls that probably are deflecting their own issues?  I saw a psychiatrist for over two years, once a week, because of you. They did help me—they helped me a lot.  They could tell there was a problem happening, but your brother and Jenny kept interfering.”

“It’s not like I asked them to,” Kari growled.

Sora shook her head.  “You probably didn’t, but that’s what happened.  If they hadn’t—I bet that organization would have picked you up a long time ago.”

Kari’s nose was twisted in disgust.  “I—that’s…” She swallowed. “Whatever, we need to go through the gate anyway, right?”  Aiden and her nodded. “Fine,” Kari spat. Getting up she stormed to the portal. Sora interacted with it as she neared and the color changed; she vanished as she went through.

Aiden scratched the back of his hair.  “Man … we all need showers. Maybe that’ll curve the tension … everyone feels a little better after a warm shower.”

Sora frowned as she remembered Fen and Wendy’s comments.  “Does Kari smell?”

His brow furrowed.  “No—she has a good smell around her.  Different than yours, but hey, a warm shower never hurt.”  He chuckled as he stepped up to the portal. “See you on the other side.”  He waved, stepping through the gate.

Sora’s lips turned into a grimace as she stared back toward the hallway.  “Honestly, two weeks and—I don’t even know how long I was in that base.” Will I ever be able to save my dad?  Maybe Inari’s imprint can help me figure something out.

Stepping through the portal, she felt a little disoriented as everything around her changed and the charged atmosphere increased.  She was in a massive golden hall; the word extravagant seemed to diminish its appearance. Murals of glistening gems showed Vulpes of all different tail colors, glorious landscapes, and a massive gated city was impressed into white marble walls.  The floor itself was inlaid with gems and seemed to be solid black marble, illuminating the floor and white pillars spaced around the hall were bright orbs of red fire, suspended in the air. Even the black marble ceiling was speckled with diamonds to mirror stars and constellations.  Walking down the steps, she looked back to see a black arch, framing the red portal.

Wendy, Nathan, Mary, and Ashley were walking around the hall in amazement as they studied the art, Githa still riding on Mary’s shoulders.  Luna and Rayla were close to Jin and Eyia as they stood near the hall’s exit, peering beyond. Fen had elected to wait by the portal entrance, Jian close beside her, and Aiden was standing with Kari as she looked around the area.

“A bit much,” Kari stated with a dry tone, voice echoing a little.

“It’s amazing,” Wendy said, a bit breathless.  “It’s like a fairy tale. We go to a new world and find treasure everywhere.”

“Yes, I mean, are there enough gems on earth to make something like this?  They're everywhere, in everything.”

“It certainly is grand,” Mary commented.

Nathan turned away from the jeweled spectacle.  “Rayla, Luna, are we in a city and this is some sort of monument or something like that?”

The twins turned, and Rayla shook her head.  “No, this is the Mountain Gate. We live in a town nearby.”

“The city is much further east,” Luna muttered.

They both locked sight on Sora and ran over to her.  “You are like the Council! You allowed monsters to come in.”  Luna said with excitement.

“Why did you bring them here though?”  Rayla asked, looking over at Fen and Jian with a little fright as they both darted behind her.

Sora smiled as she patted them on the head comfortingly.  They act a bit younger than fourteen, but maybe it’s a cultural thing?  I mean, living in the United States you’re bombarded with a ton of information online and at school.  “We were being chased by some powerful monsters and needed a place to rest to figure out what we’re going to do next.”

Luna’s eyes grew, “You’re so strong though!”

Fen chuckled lowly, “Ignorance is bliss.”  The girls glared at her, which seemed to brighten her mood again.  “Jian, let’s explore—I’m getting bored.” Jian nodded, and they walked past Eyia and Jin as they moved toward Sora and the twins, Wendy and the others joining them.

“So,” Jin said with a grin.  “What’s next?”

Nathan frowned.  “I know you guys don’t know me that well and I don’t want to overstep my bounds—I realize how weak a human is after seeing Githa and Bathin … Eric included.  However, wouldn’t it be best to get the lay of the land? Find some adult—Vulpes, I think?”

Nodding with approval, Eyia said, “That would be wise.  We have escaped our pursuers for the moment, but it is not certain that it will remain that way.  Until Githa is of sufficient strength to combat Bathin, it would be reasonable to be cautious.”

Githa laughed on Mary’s shoulder.  “Bathin can’t get here! Nope, not a chance.  The Fenris brothers couldn’t either. It would take someone strong with magic—like Inari’s level to break in.”  She said before licking her paw. Her tails went stiff. “Oh, no! It’ll take Nilly like … twenty minutes to slip in … she’s gonna be hungry…”  She shivered.

Sora swallowed nervously, remembering Githa’s appetite with Bathin.  “What—does Nilly do when she’s hungry?”

Githa hummed ominously.  “One time, at Asgard, she ate six Kraken!  Odin was laughing off his throne! She drank Thor under the table.”  She recalled fondly. 

“You were in Asgard before the fall?”  Eyia questioned eagerly.

Githa nodded.  “Mhm, they had delicious food, so we’d stop in every once in a while.  Nilly liked to drink with Odin. Sometimes she’d poke fun at Fenrir.”

Kari huffed at her statement.  “Whatever.”

“Ah, you missed that.”  Aiden nodded. “Nilly is the Founding Mother of the cats.”

Githa hissed.  “I said to forget that!  Nilly will be mad if she finds out I told you … I don’t want to starve for a century…”

“Right—sorry about that,” Aiden scratched his temple.  “Won’t mention it again!”

Kari’s brow furrowed.  “Seriously … of course, the first-generation cat would torment the first-generation wolf … that makes sense.”  She sniffed.

Githa hummed with mirth.  “Nilly would bring him drinks sometimes, and they’d talk about the past.  She teased him a lot, but they were friends.”

Eyia didn’t look happy at that.  “Fenrir killed my father.”

“Mhm, Odin and Fenrir were at odds.  Nilly understood it all, but I don’t.  She liked them both. Too bad, old Fenrir miscalculated the power of the moon … Nilly went to his grave like three millennia ago...”

Eyia shot a venomous glare at Kari that made her step back and swallow.   Teeth clenched, she walked away, clearly upset as she moved toward the entrance.  “Grave…” She seethed. Luna and Rayla scooted closer to Sora, pushing up against her as the contentious atmosphere continued.

“Why’s she mad?  Lots of first-generation Founders do.  They were all pretty close.”

Sora sighed as she watched Eyia leave, but Mary responded with concern.  “Did she know her dad well?”

Sora shook her head.  “Only in dreams. She was exiled to an island because of some other gods that would have killed her.  She only knew him from his impressed Intelligence in her mind.”

Mary nodded.  “I see … she must be bitter about that.  She wanted to know her dad, the real him, it seems, and she sees Fenrir as the reason that never happened.  She’s deflected all her negative pent-up emotions onto him.” She turned to Sora. “I might be worrying about something that will never occur, but … she might lash out at Kari at some point.  If she’s in a vulnerable state, the image of a Fenris Wolf might trigger that hatred buried inside her.”

Kari huffed haughtily.  “I don’t care. Let her attack me.”

Jin lifted an eyebrow.  “You’d want to reconsider that statement.  Eyia has been through more life-threatening situations than you can count.  I was her first neutral contact in her entire life; she’s much older than she appears as well.  You may be tough, but Eyia would eat you for breakfast … literally. You’re a long ways off from fighting her when she’s serious.”  Kari’s nose twisted as she turned away, not responding.

Mary cleared her throat.  “Which of you could stop her, if she were to attack Kari—seriously?”

Jin sniffed.  “Why would any of us want to?  It’s their business, let them handle it.”

Mary’s frown deepened.  “I do have some issues with Kari, and there are things I don’t have resolved yet, but I don’t want to see her die.  She may be a Fenris Wolf, but from what I understand, she’s still a teenage girl…”

“Worry about yourself,” Kari snapped as she marched off to the side of the room.

Swallowing as her eyes followed her, Mary pressed a hand to her chest.  Taking a deep breath before her vision returned to Jin. “Kari had nothing to do with Fenrir; in fact, from what I’ve heard about her past, it’s a miracle she’s turned out as stable as she is.  Who could stop Eyia?”

Jin growled as she considered Mary’s words.  “I see your point. If Eyia was to get serious … only Githa or I could stop her.  With how focused and how guarded she is, I doubt even if Sora used all her strength in controlling others that she’d just deflect or combat it.  I doubt I’d be unscathed in that kind of fight either. Realistically, from what I’ve seen, only Githa could shut her down.”

“I was afraid of that,” Mary muttered.

“Why?”  Githa asked.  “I can eat all of you right now!  I’m really strong.” She said in complete innocence.

Jin scratched the back of her head.  “That hurts my pride a little, but it’s probably true.  Could you stop her without eating her though? I don’t have very many people I’d consider friends.”

“I guess … sometimes I still get that urge to help Asgardians though...”  Githa nodded.

Aiden cleared his throat.  “I think we should get together and make a pact to not try to kill or eat each other … I’m just saying.”

“I agree,” Sora added.  “Let’s go check out this new land and then we can all sit down at the nearest town and come up with a plan.  We’ve been jerked around for so long … that kind of feels odd. We’ll be able to decide what to do next; everything’s been happening so fast.”

They all nodded before continuing to the hall, Kari sullenly following behind them.  Sora stayed back, looking down at Luna and Rayla as their bodies pressed against her.  Is this protective feeling what it’s like to be a big sister?  These poor girls got wrapped up in all this drama they have no clue about … they just wanted to clean a little.  Wrapping her arms around them, she squeezed a little.

“Too tight!”  They wheezed.

“Sorry,” Sora chuckled.  “I haven’t gotten used to how strong I’ve become.  Everything will be okay, alright? I won’t let anything bad happen to you.”

They stepped back as she released them.  “You’re too strong!” Rayla said with a beaming smile.

Luna stretched her arms behind her back.  “You can do Council things too! I’m sure the Area Supervisor will want to see you.”

“I hope we can all get along,” Sora scratched at her left fox ear.  “What’s the Area Supervisor’s name?”

“Her name’s Mimi Kogurai.”

“Hmm,” Sora moved after the group.  “Alright, let’s go meet Mimi. Can you guide us?”

“Yeah!”  They both shouted, grabbing her hands as they rushed forward.

“Woah, no need to rush,” Sora laughed.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    People have messaged me about posting a chapter ahead a week, and perhaps at some point, the revenue can open up more time to write.  I didn't want to go that route, but it seems like it might help increase the production in the long run.  I don't want anyone to break the bank for me; this is supposed to be entertainment, I don't want to milk my readers dry.  People have advised me to put the extra chapter at $5, but I just feel like that's too high.  If someone wants to donate that much and is able then wonderful, but I think $1 is more than sufficient.  Thank you all for what you do!

BTW, I have a little side project that I couldn't get out of my head.  I've been wanting to do my own twist on LitRPG and have had several characters in mind for a while.  If that interests you, check out the prelude here—those that like bunny girls (wanted to make a bunny girl for a while, but the opportunity didn't present itself).

^_^7



                



B3 — 3. The Vulpes Realm


                Sora passed several rooms as she caught up to the group; everyone had met at the entrance.  Large stone pillars were erect on either side of the massive doors leading outside. When she left the warm sensation of the mountain to be embraced by the energizing sky, Sora couldn’t help but smile.

The surroundings were green and lush; it added a new type of energy that she’d only just realized helped her stay alert and focused.  I think I felt this when we escaped.  Is this what green forested areas give me?

There was a cobblestone path that led down to a slope, twisting into the forest.  Kari was the first to speak as they examined the area, tone dull. “So, this is where I spend the rest of eternity…”

Aiden sighed.  “Well, it doesn’t seem too bad.  We don’t know how long we’ll be here too.”

“What other choice do I have…”  Kari mumbled as she sat on one of the descending steps, glaring off into the forest.  “At least I smell game in the forest.”

Staring at Kari with concern, Aiden asked, “Sora, where to first?”

“We’re going to see Mimi,” Luna said as they both broke away from Sora, motioning for them to follow.

They all hesitated for a moment before falling in-tow, looking around at the vibrant world.  Flowers and bushes were everywhere; the large trees were unfamiliar and weren’t too close together.  The sun was yellow and sky blue with a few puffy clouds in sight. The mountain range behind them seemed large and imposing, and they couldn’t see much beyond the forest to know what awaited them.

Sniffing, Sora noticed so many familiar scents she’d come to recognize.  “Rayla, I smell animals here, there are squirrels, rabbits, deer—so many.”

“I don’t smell any predators though; none that I recognize…”  Kari added.

“There aren’t any predators.  Animals are just hunted by the humans and Vulpes.”  Rayla said as if that was natural.

“You guys can’t keep the entire population in check, can you?”  Nathan questioned.

“I think we do good.”  Luna frowned. “We’ve never had problems.  There’s always food and never too many.”

Ashley hummed.  “Do you eat a lot of meat then?”

The twins shook their heads.  Rayla twisted to face them, tail wagging slightly as they continued.  “Not really. We do eat meat, but we also grow crops and have fruit fields.  We provide a lot of food for the city and other areas.”

Mary nodded.  “You’re the agricultural district then?  You do trade with the capital. Are there merchants or is there a more advanced economy set up?”

Rayla’s brow came together.  “Umm, I don’t know what that means.”

“We don’t trade with the capital; we offer gifts for keeping our crops safe,” Luna stated.  “We do trade a bit with the other areas though.”

“Is this a unitary state with the Council as the governing power then?”  Mary muttered.

A rumble left Nathan’s throat.  “I don’t know about that … is the Council elected?”

“What’s that?”  Luna asked.

“An oligarchy?”  Mary whispered.

“What’s that?”  Wendy asked, both Rayla and Luna listening with interest.

Taking a deep breath, Mary scratched the back of her neck.  “I guess I wouldn’t say it’s an oligarchy … it seems more like a dictatorship.  It seems like they have absolute power. Only the Council have the ability to allow immigration and the collection of tax on the surrounding towns, likely to give perks or specific benefits to a select few friends … I guess it might have some affiliations to an oligarchy … is it a state or one nation throughout the whole realm?”

The twins didn’t seem to understand what Mary was saying but nodded.  “It’s just us,” Luna said.

Rayla’s lips pursed.  “The Council rules everything.”

Wendy seemed a little lost on all the terminology.  “What does that mean for us?”

Ashley sighed deeply.  “That we’re basically illegal immigrants...”

Sora patted her on the back reassuringly.  “Don’t worry about it too much. We’ll work it out, and it’s not like they had an admission center .... well, not one that was staffed”

“What are you guys talking about?”  Jin questioned. “All those political terms … I know the definitions, but why is it such a hot topic?”

Mary showed a sad smile.  “I’ve been thinking about it since we went through the gate.  We’ve lived in a nation very different than this. It’s just a little scary thinking about living our entire lives in a place with so little … individual security.”

“You’re right,” Ashley said with a heavy tone.  “Since being captured by that organization … I think I’m coming to realize I won’t be able to see my husband or kids again.”  Her face turned red as she sniffed back tears. “I could put my family in danger if I returned, and staying in a place like this … it’s just a lot to take in.  Maybe we criticize some decision the Council makes and we’re put to death or tortured … trespassing into their borders and extradited or something...”

“The Council isn’t like that,” Rayla said with an incredulous grin.

“Yeah, they give us water from the sky and sunlight.  The Council even keeps the ice away, and if you get four tails, you get to go to the city!”

Fen sniffed.  “Why is four such an important number?”  Her two tails twisted around each other. Both twins had blank looks on their faces before shrugging, making Fen’s nose twist sourly.

“I still don’t get why you’re so worried.”  Jin frowned, hands behind her head. “Every place is the same.  If you don’t like something, then change it.”

Ashley forced a laugh.  “That’s easier said than done … I assume being a dragon, not many people—monsters would challenge you.”

Jin nodded.  “Right?”

Nathan swallowed as he watched some colorful birds fly overhead.  “It’s—eh, how do I say this … have you lived in any set ruling system?”

Jin shook her head.  “Not for a long time.  I just wander around and find things that interest me.”

Nodding, he looked toward Eyia.  “You’re a Valkyrie—if I remember correctly?”  She nodded. “Right—and your homeland had a ruler, like Odin … before his death?”  Again, she acknowledged his statement. “Then, what would happen if some people barged into Asgard uninvited, without talking to anyone or going through the proper channels?”

“They would be intruders and imprisoned, tried, and if found guilty of the law or a threat, executed,” Eyia stated.

“Precisely,” Ashley sighed.

“That doesn’t matter,” Fen scoffed.  “We have a Vulpes Founder with us. What can they do?”

Sora frowned at her statement, but Mary interjected.  “That is another concern I’ve thought about. Why would a major legend, such as the birth of the Vulpes race, be lost?”

Fen was silent a moment as she thought.  “I—that doesn’t make sense. I mean, as far as I know, it’s a story every Vulpes learns from their parents.”

Ashley breathed through her teeth.  “I think I know where you’re going with that, Mary.  If Sora, a Founder or goddess, could mess with the magic at the gate, she could mess with a whole lot of other things.  In a tyrannical society, that would be a real threat. Any being that could combat this Council would have been wiped from history; it’s classic totalitarian style.”

“What was your occupation?”  Nathan asked with lifted eyebrows.

“I was an investigative reporter … not anyone big, but I caught wind of some odd—that’s how Eric caught wind of me…”  She trailed off, face passive as she looked into her past.

Nathan nodded gravely, and Sora’s gut tightened as his feelings shifted, underlying negative emotions surfacing.  “I get that.” He glanced at the twins, which seemed unable to follow their conversation. “Sora,” Her head turned toward him as his throat caught.  “I—I feel really pathetic saying this—I’m thirty-two years old—a police officer lieutenant…” Glaring at the ground. “I’m useless … powerless. I can’t do anything and need your protection.”

His nose twisted at Fen’s snicker, but his emotions told her that he knew he couldn’t do anything about it.  Sora tucked her lower lip under her teeth. He’s lost purpose … realized he’s being dragged around by us and there’s nothing he can do without our protection.  What can I do to lighten his spirit?

Licking his lips, he rubbed the back of his neck, working around his shoulders.  “I—I’ve been thinking about this over the last few weeks—since coming into contact with Eric.  How powerless I was and when he turned me—the hopeless rage—I didn’t know where to put it; I couldn’t lash out at him—then…”  He looked up at her and sniffed, face turning red. “My mind was red, all I saw were bodies I ripped to shreds, people in lab coats—then you showed up … broke that nightmare and gave me a semblance of my life back.”  He wiped back a tear. “Thank you.”

Sora was stunned at his emotional swap and could feel similar emotions of gratitude from Wendy, Ashley, and Mary.  “You—you all feel this way—but I’m just a teenager—I’m just learning…”

Wendy hugged her from behind.  “You helped me when my mother abandoned me—you even wanted me adopted … as a sister.  You’re not just some teenager; you really saved me.”

Sora shook her head.  “N—no—I didn’t! I’m the reason you were captured and, your mother always hated…”  She trailed off as Wendy’s emotions flooded into her. What—how?  Is it proximity?  She… Sniffing back tears, she hugged Wendy back, ignoring Fen’s feigned gag.  “I do want you as a sister.”

“Indeed,” Eyia beamed.  “Sora is a wonderful person.  She bought Jin and me food without expectation of repayment when we entered your world.  Brought us to her home, fed us again, let me use her facilities, entertained us, presented a gift to me, and offered to lodge us.  She is truly a wonderful sister to have.”

Sora swallowed, feeling warm from the tips of her ears to her tails; the emotion was so thick she could almost taste the sweet flavor on her tongue.  “Thank you—everyone.” A differently sweet scent carried over the wind that made her mouth water. What’s that?

Mary smiled at her, breaking her train of thought as her emotions fluctuated.  “Sora, you have saved us … you don’t—perhaps you do know how we felt. I’ve never felt so helpless, and it wasn’t you that made us feel that way, but it was you that helped break us free.  I can’t help, but feel real concern though,” she swallowed. “With where we’re going—a place that does not know of Founders, nor what you are capable of. It would be prudent to expect resistance.”

“Mimi’s really nice though,” Luna said, facing forward as they broke into a clearing.

Rayla scratched at her neck.  “She is, but she can be scary if you don’t do your work!”

Luna shivered, tail stiffening.  “She can be scary.”

“How many tails does she have, and of what color?”  Sora frowned as Fen’s smiled innocently back.

“Umm, she has four tails, and they’re black.  They're bushy too!” Luna giggled.

“Don’t try to play with them though,” Rayla glared at her sister.

Luna looked away with a pout.  “We were ten! She used to let us play with them…”

Fen shrugged, any hint of worry vanishing.  “Not really that concerning then; if she’s only a four-tailed Húli Jīng then Sora and the rest of you should have no problem with her.  Plus, if she’s the Area Supervisor, then she’ll probably be the highest tailed Vulpes in the area.”

“Mhm, she’s super strong!”  Rayla said, not catching Fen’s meaning.

Fen chuckled at her statement.  “Of course she is.”

Sora turned her attention to the fields as they rose past a small hill.  There were dozens of fruit trees planted around them in even rows. Vulpes and humans alike were moving between the rows with hand-drawn wagons.  Sora couldn’t tell what type of fruit it was. The fruits on the trees to her right were in the shape of a banana, but small red spikes protruded at odd angles, and they were purple.  The ones to her left were yellow and diamond shaped with thin black fur.

“Odd fruits,” Wendy commented.

Githa’s eyes lit up as she saw all the trees.  “Tolira fruit! I love tolira fruit.” She vanished off Mary’s shoulder, making her jump.

Sora lost track of her movement.  Her vision darted toward a woman’s frightened gasp.  Githa was back in human form near a hand-drawn cart; Sora’s legs froze as the entire cart burst into flames and flowed into Githa’s mouth.  Did she just … we haven’t even … we look like terrible people now!

The gray one-tailed Vulpes woman stumbled back and fell to her butt, her white dress folding around her legs as she trembled.  Fen hummed with interest. “A Brer? I haven’t seen that Vulpes race before, but from what my mom said, they’re not all that strong.”

“That tastes so good!”  Githa said with a wide grin.

Sora’s hesitation didn’t last long, and both Rayla and Luna seemed too stunned to move.  “Githa! You can’t go around eating other people’s things—it makes us look bad … you even ate the cart.”

Githa’s brow creased.  “Really? No one complains when I eat food in Asgard … they all laugh.”

The Vulpes scrambled back, a few humans and Vulpes of varying tail color began running away.  Sora bit her lower lip nervously. What should I do?  If they tell Mimi we are causing trouble it’ll be bad, but I shouldn’t control them all … how should I make up for Githa’s thoughtless action?

Spotting an empty cart one of the men had abandoned, a solution formed in Sora’s head.  Extending her will and taking command of the magic around her, she imagined arms, pulling the fruit off the trees and filling the empty cart.  Her eyes darted around the area as a mass of fruit lifted off the trees, racing past the fleeing people to fill the cart to the brim. The flying fruit made the running Vulpes and humans pause as they darted past them.

Fen looked at her with jealous eyes before her cheeks puffed out and she turned away, but Luna and Rayla looked mystified.  “Did—you do that?” Luna asked in awe.

Sora nodded.  “Yes, I’m terribly sorry about what our friend did.  Can you two go explain that to them? We mean no harm.”

Nodding excitedly, they both ran toward the group; they seemed to know the twins because they waited for them to approach, though it was clear they were still afraid.

Sora sighed with relief as Githa jogged back over to them with a beaming smile.  “You’re more skilled than I thought, Sora! When did you learn to harness raw magic?”

Aiden’s eyebrows lifted.  “Is that what you did? That’s pretty impressive.”

“Yes,” Jin said with a dubious grin.  “It is a bit impressive. I’ve only begun experimenting with it.  Lessons from your aunt?”

Scratching the back of her head, Sora forced a smile.  “You could say that. I saw her do something similar and she did teach me a bit about it.”

“How is that fair?”  Fen sniffed. “You’re a Founder, have a natural aptitude for basically everything, and your aunt, the strongest Vulpes, gave you a short free lesson that put everything I’ve ever learned to shame … even your illusions are a few tails higher than mine…”

“It wasn’t that impressive,” Kari muttered.

“Jealous much?”  Nathan muttered.

Fen glare shot to him.  “You—have no idea.” Jian put his hand on Fen’s shoulder, which made her sigh.  “What do I expect—she’s a Founder … she could learn a thing or two about flirting though.”  She added with a smirk in Aiden’s direction. Resisting a blush, Sora created an illusion of herself flicking Fen’s nose, who squealed in alarm as the illusion materialized in front of her and she tripped, falling on her butt.

Everyone laughed as the tension eased, even Eyia giggled.  Kari smirked, arms crossed. “That was pretty funny though.”  Jian frowned, but helped Fen get back to her feet; she didn’t look happy as she glared into the field, cheeks burning.

“Well,” Sora said with a slight sigh, feeling a little better.  “Let’s try to smooth this over. They might get spooked if all of us crowd them, so I’ll go with Githa.”  She swallowed as she glanced at the smiling girl. “Githa—could you apologize for eating their cart?”

Githa nodded enthusiastically.  “I didn’t know they’d be upset.”

They walked over to the group at a slow pace.  The humans and Vulpes stiffened as she neared, but Luna and Rayla spoke up.  “It’s okay! Sora opened the gate; she wouldn’t hurt you.”

Sora felt nervous at their explanation and the confusion that swept the group, a few people muttering about the shocking revelation.

“She opened the gate?”

“That’s impossible … only the Council can do that.”

“Luna and Rayla were cleaning it today though … they’d have to know.”

Sora sniffed the air as she approached.  Four human men and three Vulpes.  Fen called the gray-tailed Vulpes a Brer … I don’t remember reading about them on the Wiki page, but she said they weren’t supposed to be that strong … Githa’s with me too and all the Vulpes have a single tail.

“Hello,” Sora started.  “My name is Sora, and this is Githa.”

Githa waved with a broad smile, fangs showing.  “Sorry for eating your cart. I didn’t think you’d mind—tolira fruit is so good, and you gathered so many!  I was so hungry … I'm sorry.” She repeated, ears laid back and eyes wide.

“You … aren’t human or a Vulpes?”  One of the human men asked.

A black-tailed Vulpes shook her head.  “I think she’s a Nekomata? This Vulpes—Sora, opened the gate to allow these monsters through?”  She asked Rayla.

She nodded.  “Mhm, that’s right.  She says she can see how the gate worked and was able to allow non-human or Vulpes to enter.”

“That’s what she did,” Luna confirmed.  “It was super awesome!”

Sora looked back at the spot the cart had been and scratched the back of her neck, copper hair shifting.  “I don’t know if just filling a new cart will make up for the work you did, or the cart Githa ate … we can try to work it off.  I don’t want to hurt our relationship before it even begins.” She sensed their nervousness ease a little.

The black-tailed Vulpes breathed a sigh.  “Thank you for that. I—it’s shocking to see anything but human or Vulpes.  What…” She cut off as she stared back at their group. “What’s with their clothes … is that blood?”

Sora cursed internally.  I can’t believe we didn’t consider this.  No wonder Luna and Rayla were so frightened of us at first glance.  “We—there was an incident that occurred.  That blood is mostly their own.” She stated, glancing back at their group.  Jin’s white spandex top and bottom was covered in dried blood as was much of her body.  Kari’s clothes were drenched in red as was Jian’s, they both had many rips in their material.  “If possible—we’d love to get new clothes … we’ll have to talk to Mimi about that.”

“You’re going to see Mimi?”  The Brer whispered.

Luna spoke up with a wide grin.  “Yup!”

“That would—I think that’s great.”  The black-tailed Vulpes swallowed. “If you continue down the road for a little ways you’ll see the village—I assume Luna and Rayla are guiding you … it’s not far.”

Sora nodded with a sigh.  “Thank you for understanding.  I’ll tell Mimi what happened and see what we can do to make up for it.”  They nodded, moving off to another cart to fill it. Sora, Githa, and the twins returned to the group.

“Everything work out?”  Mary asked.

“Somehow,” Sora said tiredly.  “We aren’t far from the village.  I think the sooner we talk to Mimi the better.  I mean, look at us … we look crazy—like we just broke out of prison or something.  Jin, Kari, and Jian have blood all over them.”

“Well excuse me,” Kari huffed.  “I’ve been busy mutilating myself trying to escape since I woke up … what have you been up to?  I smell the food on your breath, soap on your body, and see your pressed clothes. Must have been hard...”

Sora rubbed between her eyes.  “I—it wasn’t easy, Kari … whatever.  Let’s just go see Mimi and get this over with.”

They walked in silence until the village came into view, passing many people that hurriedly gave them room on the road as they moved on.  It looked more like a town than a village; the number of houses was many as they stretched for quite a while, a few up to three stories tall.  They were all fairly similar in appearance and design, but there were small differences in each one. The walls seemed wooden, while the roofing was bark.  There were a few figures atop some roofs, fixing damages.

“How many people live in this town?”  Ashley asked.

“Hmm?”  Luna questioned.

Rayla looked thoughtful.  “Umm, I think there’s like—nine thousand people—maybe ten?”

“You’re kidding?”  Fen said with wide eyes.  “That many Vulpes—all with less than four tails?”  She looked stunned as the twins nodded.

“There are human men and women too—much fewer women though,” Luna added.

Mary bit her lower lip at the information.  “This is going to be worse than I thought … a nation like this—this is only a town … we need to make a good impression.”
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B3 — 4. First Impression


                Sora took a deep breath as they entered the town.  There were quite a few humans and Vulpes hauling carts of fruit, grain, and vegetables down the streets and empty carts moving the opposite direction.  Sora recognized wheat, onions, carrots, tomatoes, and pears, but there were quite a few she didn’t have the vaguest idea about. There were a lot of booths set up with soup and bread around the area; people and Vulpes eating at portable stations before returning to work.

Her lips pursed as she heard nearly everyone’s stomach growl at the sight of food.  “Let’s first meet with Mimi and then we can deal with food.”

Mary nodded.  “We wouldn’t want to break any customs or rules that we are unaware of.”

“Not even a little bit of food?”  Fen pleaded.

Sora shook her head.  “We need to be careful.”

Fen’s lips turned into a pout as they continued along the road.  She resisted a sigh as Fen stealthily snatched a human’s bread bun when everyone’s attention diverted to members of their group.  Fen tried to keep her theft hidden from her as she turned away to nibble at the loaf.

Certain members of their group were attracting a lot of attention.  There were quite a few humans, mostly male; however, it seemed the ratio was seventy percent Vulpes, and twenty-five percent male human, five percent female.  They all wore simple clothes, some were dyed, but most were simple gray and white. 

She noticed there were mostly Vulpes walking around in a more leisurely manner.  There wasn’t a clear distinction between hair color; there were gray, brown, orange, black, yellowish-tinted, and she even saw a silver-furred Vulpes, and there were all in many shades.  It was clear that any shade of red was quite rare, but she’d only noticed one silver-furred woman that had been two-tailed. There were two or three pale pink and grayish-blue haired Vulpes that caught her eye.  There were several that were two-tailed, none three or above. How can you identify the different races and their abilities like this … how are there so many different shades?

Focus returning to her surroundings with her stomach being quieted, Fen seemed to actually take notice of the Vulpes around her.  “What’s—I can’t—this…” She seemed to be having a panic attack; the bread being crushed in her grip. “What happened here? This doesn’t make sense—what are they?”

The twins seemed puzzled by her reaction.  “What do you mean? Wait—can you magically create bread?”  Luna asked with awe.

“I’m a little curious myself,” Jian said, shocking Sora and a few members of the group.

“You actually have a voice?”  Jin smirked in his direction. Her vision scanned the throng.  “I must admit though, this is quite odd.”

“I agree,” Jian muttered.  “The wide variety of shades is … troubling.  What could have caused this?”

Luna cocked her head slightly as she walked backward.  “Umm, I don’t get it. Is it bad to have a lot of different hair colors where you’re from?”

Rayla hummed, scrutinizing Sora.  “Yeah, really, isn’t she the odd one?  Her hair is such a pure color of red … I’ve never seen that before.”

Fen took a steadying breath, she looked a little dizzy.  “No—it is this place that is odd. What are they? Really … what are they?  In the human realm, Vulpes have very clear color distinctions between races … here, I—where do I begin—it’s—wrong…”  She shook her head before shamelessly returning to her bread. She’s a real piece of work … she tries to hide it at first and then once she’s discovered acts like nothing’s wrong … is that what I’d be like if Inari hadn’t helped me control my urges?  I guess I did get a little testy with her earlier though … I lost control—she did have to make fun of my flirting though … was I flirting?

Trying to put the thought out of her mind, she enhanced her spiritual perception and looked at the Vulpes around them.  There’s something odd about the varying shades … their spiritual network seems damaged.  No wonder they have so few tails—could their spirit even sustain more? If they obtained a new tail, it could damage their spirit and kill them.  The energy within the atmosphere around us is helping their spiritual network function, but many of these Vulpes probably couldn’t survive without this life support.

Clearing her throat, Sora whispered, “Jin, Eyia, do you see their spiritual networks?”

They both nodded.  Eyia had a sad note in her voice.  “Indeed, compared to the twins, they are of much weaker stock.  Perhaps the twins were sent to the other side of the gate because of their resilience, in comparison to the population.  The power is stronger here than in that waiting room.”

Jin hummed.  “You could be right Eyia … I’ve noticed some bizarre things with language too.”  Everyone but Kari moved in a little to listen.

“How so?”  Eyia questioned, eyes scanning the crowd for signs of danger.

“Everyone is speaking a slightly different dialect of the same language, but it is being translated in real time.  You are speaking in Asgardian, but it is being translated to this common speech everyone is speaking. I am speaking Draconic at the moment, but it is being interpreted as well.  It feels, unusual … unnatural.”

Wendy frowned as she listened in.  “Does that mean—there’s magic that’s affecting everyone, everywhere at the same time?”

Eyia nodded.  “It appears that way.  It would require a remarkably powerful individual or group to accomplish such a task.”

Jin licked her lips a bit nervously.  “We’re talking about Founder level magic—universe warping level.”

Githa chuckled.  “Mhm, mhm, that’s right!  Very powerful magic is all over the place; shooting up from the ground and expanding into the sky.”  She said while making an extravagant motion.

Brow creasing, both Eyia, and Jin quickly glanced at the floor before their eyes darted around the area.  “You’re right,” Jin muttered. “It is flowing from the ground.”

Sora examined the current of energy around her and tracked it.  “What does that mean?”

Githa giggled mischievously.  “Something powerful is within the earth, fueling this dimension.”

The twin’s eyes lit at Githa’s explanation.  “Really? It must be the Council’s power! They make everything happen!”

Kari smirked.  “The sun is their handiwork too?”

“Yeah!  It is!” The twins stated in unison.

“That makes me wonder something,” Nathan’s lips pursed for a moment.  “How do you tell days in this dimension, and years for that matter?”

Rayla’s hands cupped the back of her neck.  “Every three-hundred and sixty-five days the yearly harvest festival takes place … that’s happening in a few days.  We judge days off the seven colors of the Council...”

Luna cut in.  “In order: Red, Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue, Indigo, and Violet!  Today is Yellow.” Fen just shook her head at the hair colors of the Council, seemingly in denial.  She’d finished eating the bread.

Eyia’s brow furrowed.  “Like the Bifrost?”

Githa seemed to turn into a cat while they weren’t looking and had leaped back onto Mary’s shoulders.  “That’s what I thought! The rainbow bridge at Asgard; it’s the same colors. It’s so pretty.” She purred.

Sora’s attention was diverted as they entered a large square, a massive four-story stone building in front of them that appeared to be a gathering hall.  Most of the Vulpes around them hurriedly moved away and gave them a wide berth, a few Vulpes near the opening, up the stone steps, darted inside once they saw their small party.

“This is where Mimi is,” Luna said cheerily.

Sora nodded.  “Alright, let’s try not to cause any trouble; judging by the strength of the Vulpes we’ve seen, they are in a very delicate state.  I think everyone we’ve seen so far would be killed if Githa released her spiritual energy … we don’t need a mass slaughter.”

Githa hummed.  “Many of them are as weak as humans; they probably don’t taste good at all … they have no substance.”

Mary chuckled nervously.  “Githa, could we not talk about how people taste … it could leave the wrong impression.”

“Really?”  Githa questioned.  “That’s so strange … I thought people would be happy to know they taste good.”  Githa’s so unusual … I guess she comes from a world of Nekomata; they must have a very different culture.

Ascending the stairs toward the entrance, they walked through the large open doors; the interior was of a sizable hall that branched into a T, with closed wooden doors ahead of them.  The interior was stone, and more decorations of paintings and a few statues were evenly placed along the walls. The floor was well polished.

The group paused as a gray three-tailed Vulpes met them; the rest of the hall was empty.  “My name is Gurakuqi, chief assistant to the Area Supervisor. Mimi has heard of your arrival; if you could please accompany me to see her.”

Taking a deep breath, Sora initiated.  “Thank you, Gurakuqi … I hope I didn’t slaughter the pronunciation.  Thank you for guiding us.” She nodded without comment and turned to lead them.  Luna and Rayla had grown quiet and reserved in Gurakuqi’s presence.

They were led down the left hall, passing multiple rooms with closed doors; bright red balls of fire lighting the building, and a few paintings were placed across the walls that were of notably lesser quality than the resplendent gate artworks.  Moving up a few flights of stairs, they made it to the fourth floor, stopping in front of a half-open door. Pushing it in, Gurakuqi gestured for the group to enter.

Inside was a large room with a massive polished rectangular table; they were met by several Vulpes of varying colors, all but one had three tails.  Mimi was standing at their center; the chairs in front of them pushed in. She had four puffy black tails and was dressed in a fitted simple long-sleeve blue dress.  Her long hair was pulled back into a tight bun, and she seemed to have Asian characteristics, but there was a hint of something else mixed in.

Mimi and the Vulpes behind her watched them enter, expressions emotionless, but Sora could smell their apprehension.  The three-tailed Vulpes’ spiritual network was nearly open, while Mimi’s was guarded by a weak mask; Sora could easily penetrate it and see their emotions.  She can smell that we have non-Vulpes monsters and that we’re not frightened in the least … our ease is what’s putting fear in them.

Their escort circled the table to stand behind Mimi as she spoke.  “I’ve heard about monsters entering the town … non-Vulpes. What is your business in the Vulpes Realm?”  Her voice was slightly higher than Sora expected.

Fen scrutinized Mimi as they entered, ignoring her question.  “She’s a four-tails? She seems so weak though.”

Sora breathed an exasperated sigh as she glared in Fen’s direction.  “Seriously, Fen? We meet the leader over this area, and the first thing you do is insult her.”  Wendy scooted in closer to her with the twins, her tails brushing against Wendy’s side.

She huffed.  “Well, it’s true, isn’t it?  You can probably do more than just smell their fear…”  The twins moved closer together, sensing the foreboding atmosphere.

Aiden cut in.  “That was uncalled for and extremely rude.”

“We need to calmly sit down and discuss our case,” Mary said.

Ashley nodded.  “They were kind enough to guide us here; they obviously would like to hear what we have to say.  We aren’t here to fight.”

“I agree,” Eyia stated.  “We must present ourselves honorably.”

Fen chuckled.  “Honorably? They can probably tell just by looking at Jian.  He could lay waste to this entire place…”

Sora’s eyes widened as her fur bristled.  Her vision shot toward Mimi and her group as time slowed around her; she watched their spiritual networks indicate they were about to attack, claws extending as they shifted to run around the table.  They’re terrified, but Fen’s remark threatened the town … she’s trying to catch us off guard to prevent any casualties.  Her gut tightened when she felt Eyia moving to counter Mimi, her cold atmosphere bursting forth.  

“Stop!”  Sora commanded, forcing her influence past Mimi and her Vulpes’ defenses.

Her breath caught as Skofnung’s heavy blade was held stationary inches from Mimi’s wrist, her clawed hand extended.  They hadn’t been able to move a foot before Eyia had intercepted them. “What—I’m paralyzed…” Mimi’s tone quivered slightly as her vision locked on the blade as mist frothed down its length and over her arm.

Sora took a deep breath.  “Eyia, it’s okay.”

Eyia’s intense glowing irises calmed as the sword vanished in a flash of light, the mist it bore fading.  She walked back to her previous position by the wall without a word. Taking a deep breath, Sora noticed Fen’s smirk.  She just loves causing me trouble!

Jin hummed with a small frown touching her lips.  “That was a rash move, Mimi. You’re all lucky Sora froze you.  If Eyia hadn’t sensed everything was under control—you’d all be cut into little pieces.”

Ashley, Nathan, and Mary sat in some chairs with heavy grunts.  Nathan rubbed between his eyes tiredly. “Could this get any worse?”

Mary’s head lowered as she massaged her neck.  “Sora—this was a terrible first impression.”

Nathan nodded.  “This looks like a hostile takeover.”

Sora’s fox ears twitched with annoyance as she scratched the base of her left ear.  “I know—Mimi, if you could all retake your seats—let’s try to start this over.” Looking around at their group, she added, “We should all take a seat too; we’ll have a calm discussion.”  Under her influence, Mimi and her Vulpes took their seats, faces ashen, and the rest of the room picked a chair, except Kari; Kari posted herself at a window and stared out, seemingly uninterested in the conversation.  Githa hopped down from Mary’s shoulders to her lap, curling into a ball, appearing to fall asleep.

“Okay,” Sora breathed.  She turned to the twins, tears in their eyes as they huddled behind her chair.  “It’s alright, Luna, Rayla, everything’s okay now.”

“You aren’t going to hurt Mimi?”  Rayla questioned with red cheeks.

Luna’s lips trembled.  “Please don’t hurt Mimi.”

Turning back to the Vulpes, Sora said, “Mimi, I’m going to release my control over you.  I highly recommend you do not try to attack us—we just want to talk.” Waiting a moment, she watched their fearful auras calm a bit before releasing them.

Ashley glanced at the twins with a slight frown.  “Rayla, Luna, I think Mimi and the others would be more comfortable if you joined them.  Could you go sit with them?” They nodded and slowly walked over to Mimi’s chair, ears and tails low.

Sora’s eyes followed the twins with concern.  They feel like they did something terrible, but they don’t know what it was.  Poor girls.

Mimi’s ears were pulled back a bit as her four tails stiffly held their positions.  “Who are you and what do you want?”

Mary spoke up.  “First, I think it would be appropriate for us to introduce ourselves.  I can start.” They each went around the table, Aiden disclosing Kari’s name.

Rubbing at the tension in her shoulders, Mimi said, “I understand you have a great amount of power … I understand we cannot do anything to stop you.  I appreciate that you are trying to smooth over the hostility, but this is very new to us—we have never encountered other monsters before. How did you get past the gate?”

Everyone turned to Sora.  Scratching at her temple, she leaned back tiredly.  “I’m a Founder. Does that mean anything to you?” Mimi and the other Vulpes shook their head.  “Okay, how do I explain this … I’m basically—I’m like a goddess—I was born with a great amount of power and abilities—no Vulpes can match my growth, I guess.  I was able to open the gate.”

Mimi looked like she’d swallowed bad medicine.  “I see … are there more monsters joining you?”

Sora shook her head.  “I can see your emotions and judge your thoughts to some extent based on your spiritual network.  No, I will not be bringing any more monsters into the Vulpes Realm. I don’t plan to harm or take advantage of any of you either.  We were escaping from a place that had us imprisoned, and this was the best option for us to get away. We don’t intend to upset the balance of this realm or anything.”  Mimi’s vision narrowed as she looked down, pondering her words.

“I have a few questions,” Mary interjected, and everyone’s vision centered on her.  “Mimi, is there any specific title or rank that we should address you with? Such as Area Supervisor.”

Shifting a little, Mimi surveyed their group before shaking her head.  “You may call me by name if you wish.”

Mary nodded.  “Right, Mimi, I don’t quite understand what kind of political system you have here, but we are, in essence, illegal aliens.  We came into your land without going through proper channels, which, from what I understand, only the Council can authorize. Is that correct?”

Relaxing a little, Mimi glanced at Sora for a moment before returning to Mary.  “That is how it has always been in the past. I have only heard legends of people coming through the gate, back when I was at the capital.”

Ashley took a deep breath.  “Then people entering the Vulpes Realm is an infrequent occurrence?”

“Very rare,” Mimi nodded.  “Last I heard, a Vulpes entered twelve hundred years ago.  That isn’t something discussed in the towns, it’s talk within the Capital.”

Nathan folded his fingers, eyes downcast.  “Then, is there a distinct difference between information gathered within the Capital and the town?”

“I would imagine,” Ashley hummed thoughtfully, looking at Mimi.  “If only higher tail Vulpes are allowed in the city then the most ancient knowledge would be passed down or rumored therein.”

“That would make sense,” Nathan agreed.

“Excuse me,” Mimi said with furrowed brows.  “I don’t understand why the humans are leading the discussion.  Why would powerful monsters let the humans dictate what is said?”

Mary, Nathan, and Ashley all seemed to sag at her response, and Sora could feel a bit of despair enter their emotional field.  I see … they were afraid of this.  Humans are seen as lesser beings here; they don’t have much of a voice.

To Sora’s surprise, Jin was the one that answered.  “I think it’s fairly simple. These humans have much more experience with this form of setting.  Personally, I’d simply just take what I wanted from you; however, Mary has brought up a few points that have made me ponder that response.”

Eyia nodded.  “I agree. The humans seem to have a great deal of experience with political structure and foreign affairs.  It would not be wise to discount their input simply because they are human. My sister also seems to hold their wisdom in high regard; therefore, it is only natural that I listen.”

“Sister?”  Mimi glanced around the table.  “I do not smell anyone that is similar to you.”

Eyia looked to Sora.  “Not by blood, but by deed.  Sora has earned the right of sisterhood based on feats.  She has earned my trust; it is rare to find someone that would open themselves up so willingly to strangers and provide for them.  She supported and aided me as a sister; equity demands payment. We support one another as family.”

Touched, Sora felt her nose burn a little.  “Thanks, Eyia.” She turned to Mimi. “Mary has had a lot of experience as a psychiatrist.  Ashley was a reporter; so, I assume she knows a bit about a few topics. Nathan was a ranked police officer; it’s natural that he’d know quite a few things as well—not that you’d know what those are.  They worked in professions that gave them a lot of knowledge that we don’t have. Their opinion is as valid as any other person—being around me.”

“That’s—odd to me,” Mimi mumbled.  “Those of higher power are the ones in charge.”

“Is there no checks or balances to prevent abuse of power?”  Ashley asked.

Eyes downcast, Mimi shook her head.  “There’s only the Council and the supervisors.  If a supervisor does not like something a Vulpes or human does then they can do what they wish.  It can only be overturned by a Vulpes of higher rank.”

Nathan shook his head gravely.  “Tyranny … it isn’t a kind of system I want to be a part of.”

Githa purred as Mary gently stroked her side and scratched her head.  Sighing, Mary frowned. “I understand, Nathan. I don’t want to be in a tyrannical government either, but it isn’t like we have a right to step in and do whatever we want.  Revolution is a movement of the people; if a system collapses then the people will just return to their roots, and it’ll start over again. Trading lives for a temporary form of unstable freedom that could lead to even more death and bondage than before.”

“I get that,” Nathan’s head rested against his chair, staring up at the ceiling.  “Our group is like a special forces unit though. It’s not like we’re just any illegal aliens that stumbled onto a foreign nation—I mean, if I were to transplant the current situation to the U.S. … it’s scary.”

Ashley rested her arms on the table with a nod.  “Yeah, in comparison, it’s like a group of illegal refugees storming the Miami mayor’s office and held the cabinet hostage.  It doesn’t even sound like they have a military to respond to the situation.” 

Nathan grunted.  “Why would they need one?  The gate is a pretty decent barrier.  They’ve never had opposition.”

Mimi’s composure kept dropping as their conversation continued, making Sora nervous.  She’s realizing just what kind of situation this is … isn’t she?  I’m a part of this terrorist refugee group … we’re invading their livelihood.

“I get the moral implications,” Mary stated solemnly.  “We were running from an oppressive organization to become oppressors ourselves.”  Her vision shifted to Mimi. “I know we’re not really giving you much of a choice. I think it would be best if we talked with the leaders of your nation, but at the same time—Sora presents a real issue for them that could get all of us in trouble.”

Aiden breathed a heavy sigh.  “You’re talking about the gate?”

Mary nodded.  “This is a tyrannical system with the only pass into this closed country being the Council.  Suddenly, there’s a person that could destabilize that power.”

Sitting a little straighter, Ashley rested her elbows on the table and supported her head.  “You couldn’t just extradite her; she could be mad about being forcibly removed and return with an army … since she could just reopen it.”

Nathan cracked his neck.  “Which leaves imprisonment or death.”

Fen seemed to finally catch on to what the humans were saying.  “Wait—they can’t do anything to her though. Inari or Mia would shatter this dimension.”

Mimi’s eyes widened as she swallowed.  “Shatter—the dimension?”

“Of course,” Fen rolled her eyes.  “Destroying a dimension as small as this would be easy for Mia or Inari.  I mean, Inari can make realms like this with a snap of her finger—I recently visited one.”

“What do you mean—shatter the dimension?”  Mimi pressed.

“Are you serious…”  Fen was cut off by Mary.

“Fen—that isn’t helping, and will only drive a bigger wedge between us.”

Somehow Mimi had turned even paler.  “You’re—like destroy the entire realm—the Council would stop something…”

Kari laughed from the corner, causing everyone to go silent.  “This is stupid.” She turned to Mimi with an annoyed expression.  “It boils down to this. Your Council is nothing; they’re weak, and there are beings much stronger than them out there.  Two such beings are related to that fox, and you and this entire realm could be destroyed if you anger them.” She turned to Sora and cut off Mary before she could speak.  “Be honest, Sora. What do you think Inari or your mom would do if they killed you?”

Sora felt a shiver run down her spine as she remembered her aunt’s words.  “Honestly—my aunt—she’d break anything involved … she isn’t kind to anyone she thinks as her enemy.  I have no doubt she could easily destroy this realm and everyone in it.”

“With a snap of her finger,” Fen stated darkly.

Mimi and her Vulpes looked down at the table in front of them, clearly shaken.  So, in the end, the weight of my family hangs over their heads … is this a small part of what Inari said about being a Founder?

Loosening the muscles in her neck, Sora sighed.  “Kari may be right, but I don’t think it will come to that.  We were guided here by someone—something that is extremely powerful … at least on par with my aunt.  I don’t think they’d do that if they knew something bad would happen to me; my aunt seems to know everything too.  I don’t think it will come to that.”

Kari shrugged with a huff.  “At least you have family that cares for you.”

Sora felt winded at her statement.  I didn’t expect—her words were filled with such spite and bitterness … her emotion was like an actual blow.  Did I lower my guard?  Swallowing, she stretched out her arms, regaining her senses.  “Mimi, can we bother you with a place to stay, some food, and we can discuss these things later?  We’ve had—it’s been a rough few days. I think some time to process everything would do some good.  We don’t have to be hasty, and I’m more than willing to help out with the harvest and labor if needed; I’m the one that brought everyone here in the first place, so I need to take some form of responsibility.”

Mary smiled at her, and Nathan nodded.  “It’s a good proposal. We can think everything over and come back to discuss how we’ll proceed when everyone’s emotions settle.”

Mimi sagged back into her chair.  “That—seems wise. Olivia, would you take them to the town guest house and see to their needs.  We can reconvene tomorrow.”
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B3 — 5. Settling In


                Sora’s vision focused on a gray-furred Vulpes as she nodded rigidly. Olivia’s voice was soft spoken. “If—that’s what you’ve decided.” Her white dress was fitted but showed a few rips that had repair work done and there were three blue stripes on her sleeves.

Mimi’s yellow irises locked on Sora. “I will have Olivia guide you back tomorrow at the appropriate time.”

She nodded. “Thanks, Mimi. I—this is a difficult position I’ve put you in and I really hope we can work all of this out. I know you must have a lot of questions.”

Head tilting back, Mimi looked at the ceiling. “Yes—I’ll ponder what questions to ask—this was rather sudden.”

Nodding, Sora followed Olivia out of the room with everyone in-tow; the twins stayed beside Mimi. I didn’t think it would be this bad. I didn’t even get to tell her about the cart—I guess that’s minor in comparison to the other topic. Could Mary and the others be right; will the Council really view me as a threat that needs to be dealt with? I’ll have to ask my aunt when we get to the guest house.

When they left the building, she noticed there were many eyes following them. Most of the humans looked at them with curiosity, while the Vulpes could smell the monsters among them, their spiritual networks mixing with apprehension. They passed many houses and a few large warehouses that seemed to be producing simple clothes; she mostly smelled human females in the building, but there were a few Vulpes.

Turning to Olivia, Sora asked, “What’s the population size between humans and Vulpes?”

Olivia looked around at the people observing them. “I don’t know about the Capital or other towns, but in Shōuchéng it is around sixty percent Vulpes and forty percent human.”

“What about female humans?” Sora pressed.

“That is an odd question,” Olivia stated with furrowed brows. “There are not many; the only female humans that are here are from other female humans, and the human males don’t usually take a liking to the human females. I would say, four percent of humans are female; they tend to work in a few production trades, such as tailoring.”

“That seems so harsh,” Ashley muttered.

“How so?” Olivia looked truly confused.

“It does seem rather difficult to comprehend from a psychological standpoint,” Mary commented. “Humans need comfort and the warmth of others, physical contact … in a society dominated by female monsters that are naturally beautiful and, I assume, release intoxicating hormones—they must feel sexually unlovable, outclassed.”

“I see,” Olivia whispered. “The female humans do tend to group together. There are a few human males that like the company of the human women, but it is a small number. We have a relatively small human population as most of the men are sent here from the Capital. There are times when Vulpes from the Capital come to take half the female humans back with them.”

Nathan’s spiritual network spiked with fear at her statement, causing Sora to glance his way. “You can’t mean—but with a low human population and no immigration…”

Mary and Ashley grimaced, nodding with understanding. Sora’s stomach tightened as she read their meaning from their networks. “Human breeding grounds?” She whispered in horror.

Olivia’s eyebrows lifted. “There are settlements where there are mostly humans. The Council sends representatives to distribute the number of humans in specific areas.”

“Then,” Ashley bit her lower lip. “You’re saying that the humans can be uprooted and moved across towns at any moment? They must leave behind everything?”

Nodding, Olivia seemed puzzled. “Why is that hard to believe? It’s natural. We get a large influx of single-tailed Vulpes from the Capital and men in their thirties. Once a year the men that reach the age of eighty return to the Capital.”

“Eighty?” Wendy asked as she looked around at all the men. “I haven’t seen anyone with gray hair or that look that old.”

“What do you mean by gray hair,” Olivia asked. “Humans don’t grow gray hair until they reach ninety or sometimes older.”

Jin hummed. “It must be the magic in this realm. Does anyone get sick?”

Olivia shook her head. “I have not heard of anyone becoming ill; occasionally the young single-tailed Vulpes can become weak for a few days, but that is normal, and no humans get sick.”

“Isn’t that a bit odd?” Ashley folded her arms. “Monsters get sick, but humans don’t.”

“It is not odd if you account for their spiritual networks,” Eyia commented, eyes alert as she studied their surroundings.

Fen chuckled. “I never thought that I’d be stronger than other Vulpes around my age or even those a hundred years my elder. What could have damaged their spiritual networks to this extent?”

Githa yawned atop Mary’s shoulders, shifting beneath her hair. “They wouldn’t provide a decent meal at all.” Sora swallowed, vision darting to Githa as she chuckled. “I won’t eat anyone.”

Sora was a little surprised to feel a tingle shoot down her spine. Looking back, she caught Kari glaring at Olivia; she seemed disgusted. “Something wrong, Kari?”

Kari’s cold gaze slid to her. “Mind your own business.” She puffed out a breath through her nose before her vision fell to the cobblestone road, clearly deep in thought.

Aiden frowned as he studied Kari. “Sora—nevermind.”

Sora chewed lightly on the inside of her cheek. What’s he thinking? His emotions are conflicted about something.

She glanced at Olivia as she stopped in front of a massive three-story building. “This is one of the town guesthouses. There are two Vulpes that are charged with maintaining it and providing visitors their needs. I will be by in the morning to guide you back to the Town Hall. I’ll introduce you before returning to my duties.”

“Thank you,” Mary stated.

Olivia nodded and opened the wooden door. The first floor was large; the open space was well lit by floating balls of fire. There was a bar in the back, a staircase leading to the next floor beside it. Couches, armchairs, and tables were spaced around the room. There was a single door that led into a branching room to their left.

Two Vulpes with faded pink fur stood stiffly as they entered. They wore simple white long-sleeved dresses that were fitted to their frames. They seemed to be in their early twenties by appearance, both their hair was straight and fell halfway down their backs.

“Oh, Olivia—are these new guests?” The Vulpes to the right asked. They both twitched nervously as their scents carried to them.

Olivia nodded. “Yes, Liz. You and Alice will take care of their needs. Answer their questions if they have any. I will be by in the morning to take them back to the Town Hall—yes, there are monsters among them. Don’t cause them trouble or pry for information. Understand?”

Alice and Liz shifted a bit as they glanced at them, but nodded. “Understood,” Liz said. With that, Olivia turned and left.

Liz cleared her throat, rubbing her left shoulder for a moment. “So, umm—I’m Liz and this is Alice.” Alice nodded stiffly. “Would—what do you wish to do first?”

Jin grinned. “Food, as much as you can make.”

Eyia nodded. “It would be best to eat first and regain our strength.”

Githa jumped off Mary’s shoulders. “Yes, I’m starving!”

“You ate an entire cart full of fruit … with the cart,” Wendy said incredulously.

Licking her lips, Githa nodded. “Mhm, mhm, but that was just a snack!” Liz and Alice opened their mouths but seemed to be at a loss for words.

“I like the way you think,” Jin chuckled. “I’m interested to see what kind of food you have here.”

Sora bit her lips as Githa vanished. Scanning the room, she found her in human form by the door that led further into the first floor. “Is this the pantry? I smell food!”

“Githa,” Mary said with a tad exasperation. “We should be courteous. Let the girls cook the food, we can wait a little bit.”

“Aww,” Githa looked crestfallen. “Having all my spiritual energy purified made me so hungry.”

“I understand,” Sora said with a small smile. “Thank you again, Githa. You really saved us, but we just popped into Liz and Alice’s lives. Let’s give them a moment to get used to us.” Walking up to the girls, Sora held out her hand. “Hello, Liz, Alice, I’m Sora.”

Alice looked confused but soon reached out her hand. “What—are we doing?”

Nathan chuckled. “I guess shaking hands isn’t a custom here.”

“Shaking hands?” Liz stared at Sora’s hand uncertainly.

Taking her hand, Sora lightly squeezed. “It’s a friendly greeting. We just…” Sora frowned as Alice’s hands trembled in hers, she was looking at her in terror. “Alice?” Sora questioned. She pulled away, arms pressing against her chest, her eyes defocused.

“What is it?” Liz touched her shoulder with concern, causing Alice to jump.

“Energy…” Alice muttered. “She has so much spiritual energy.”

“Seriously?” Liz questioned, looking at Sora with wide eyes.

“What do you mean?” Wendy moved closer to Sora as Eyia’s eyes narrowed; Sora got the feeling she was ready to strike if needed.

Alice closed her eyes and shook her head. “There’s—so much and so many types. Way more than Lady Mimi. There was just so much…”

“What’s she talking about?” Aiden asked. Kari huffed and walked to a couch, dropping into it, she put her hands behind her head and closed her eyes.

Liz shook her head. “Alice is able to sense certain things sometimes. It’s a gift given by the Council. I don’t have it, but she can understand things by touching them.”

“By the Council … I’d say more naturally gifted with spiritual perception from birth.” Jin hummed.

“I’m shielding my spirit though?”

Fen sniffed as she dropped into an armchair, Jian sitting beside her. “I bet she saw the energy you’re gathering. What do you think, Jian?”

He nodded. “By her statement, she must have sensed the elements that you are absorbing.”

“That seems plausible,” Jin muttered. “If she can sense natural energy then she could sense you absorbing it.”

“Oh,” Sora brought her left hand to her lips. “I think I know what you mean. When I’m under the open sky I feel an energizing feeling as it fills me with spiritual energy; it’s the same with the earth, but I feel warm and cozy. I think there are others too, but those two seem to drown out the other sensations.”

“Natural attunement,” Fen stated dryly. “The benefit of being a Founder. You can gain energy from just about anything.”

Sora smiled apologetically as she turned to Alice. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Alice shook her head. “No—it’s okay. I—it’s just a little overwhelming.”

Fen rolled her eyes. “Great, the Princess is special … can we get some food now?”

Jumping, Alice nodded. “Yes—we’ll start cooking.”

They both hurried toward the closed door. “You don’t have to rush,” Sora called after them. Turning to Fen, she ground her teeth together. “Fen … could you please be a little more considerate of their feelings?”

Fen’s eyebrow lifted. “This is me being considerate.”

“Of course it is,” Sora sighed. Taking a deep breath, she glanced back at the humans. Her lips pursed as she read Nathan’s concerned expression. He was glaring at the wall, deep in thought. He’s worried about being controlled. It’s a valid concern in a realm full of Vulpes that can magically influence him.

“So, we just relax until then?” Aiden asked, frowning as he stared at the group. “You know—we really need to get new clothes for some of you.” He blushed as he turned away from Jin and Eyia and their spandex covering.

“That would be wonderful,” Mary nodded.

Ashley eased the tension in her neck. “Yeah, a bath would be great too.”

“They might have something for guests.” Wendy chimed in, glancing at the stairs.

“It would be good to explore—hopefully there is some kind of bath or shower here,” Ashley said with a hopeful tone.

Sora nodded. “Alright, I’m going to find a room to meditate.”

“Meditate?” Wendy’s brow furrowed. “When did you start meditating?”

“It’s a little more complicated. I need to work out some answers and that’s the best way to do it. I want to try and figure out how to make you guys resistant to Vulpes influence.”

Fen breathed a long sigh. “When are you going to grow tired of playing the hero? You’re nothing like a Vulpes…”

Nathan licked his lips. “Is that possible?”

“I won’t know until I study it a bit more.” She glanced at Fen. “And it isn’t playing the hero, Fen, I just care about them. Are you saying I shouldn’t have removed Diane’s ward and healed Jian?”

Fen’s frown deepened as she sunk deeper in her chair, averting eye contact. “It’s not like I asked you to…”

A sly smile lit Sora’s cheeks as she pushed her influence over Fen and showed the image of her crying, thanking her for healing Jian. “I remember you acting a bit more thankful before.”

Fen’s eyes widened. “Hey, stop that! Who said you could invade my mind.” Sora snickered as she released her magic. “I—you’re too nice to people.” Fen sniffed bitterly. “It’s going to bite you one day…”

Turning to Wendy, Sora smiled. “Why don’t you join me? We can leave Ashley, Mary, and Nathan to poke around.”

Wendy nodded. “Yeah, okay … I don’t know what we’ll be doing though.”

“You’ll see.” She looked between Jin, Aiden, and Eyia. “What are you three going to do?”

Eyia examined the room. “I am unsure about this building’s occupants.”

“Just us and those Vulpes,” Jin said, glancing up at the ceiling.

“I understand,” Eyia’s vision shifted to the door leading outside. “I will stand guard by the door until we gather to discuss our future plans.”

Aiden took a deep breath as he smiled at Eyia. “You’re so dependable. I’m glad you’re not our enemy.”

“I will not be so long as you show no harm toward my sister or friend,” Eyia stated bluntly.

“Of course,” Aiden chuckled. “Well, as for me, I think I’ll try to take a quick nap on a couch. I’m feeling a little spent, emotionally.”

Jin stretched out. “I’m with you there, but more physical. I need to rest a bit; I’m still a bit sore from transforming.”

Sora nodded, noticing Githa in cat form again, curled up on an armchair. She was so energetic about food a moment ago. I guess all Nekomata are a bit fickle. “Okay, let’s go, Wendy.”

They walked up the stairs, Ashley, Nathan, and Mary following. The second floor was split down the center by a long hallway with rooms on both sides; the staircase to the third level next to stairs they’d climbed.

“It’s curious how these fires don’t set the wood ablaze,” Nathan commented.

“Magic,” Ashley said, shaking her head.

Sora waved to them as she went through the closest door to the left side of the hall. It opened to a medium sized room with two full-size beds, two wardrobes, and chests at the foot of the beds; there were two desks, the window spacing them. The beds seemed to have the same plain white material they used for clothing as sheets, and there were folded blankets with a single pillow atop them.

“This all seems unreal,” Wendy breathed, shutting the door behind them.

“I know what you mean.” Sora sighed, dropping down on a mattress, she laid back. It seemed filled with feathers. “It feels like cotton.” She said, wiggling a little on the bed.

Wendy moved the blanket and pillow to the floor, dropping down beside her. “Everything’s happened so fast. It feels like a nightmare that I’ll wake up from soon.”

“Yeah—I felt that way when I was going through the transformation.”

“Did it hurt?” Wendy shifted a little, hands resting at the back of her head.

“Yeah, a lot—I had to soak in my spa for like thirty hours to get used to my ears. My tail was a lot easier though; my ears just—the pounding killed my brain.”

“Sounds terrible…” Wendy whispered.

“It feels like ages ago—anyways, this will be the first time I try to bring someone with me. I think it’s possible. I just have to guide your Intelligence with me, I think.”

“Intelligence?”

“Yeah, it’s like, you are made up of a body, spirit, and Intelligence—it’s a little complicated. Let me see if I can do it.” Sora closed her eyes and entered the Outer Body Technique, trying to direct her spiritual energy into Wendy’s network, she gently studied her spiritual flow until she found her Intelligence housed inside her spiritual core. She lightly pulled, guiding it with her as she fueled her spiritual energy into Wendy’s Intelligence. She opened her eyes; she was in the dark space with the bright overhead light, Wendy beside her.

“Okay,” Wendy said breathlessly. “That was a little … intense. It was like I could feel a warmth spreading through my whole body and then I was being tugged all over the place.”

“You are so talented,” Inari’s impression appeared in front of them with a beaming smile.

“Who—she’s gorgeous…” Wendy said, wide-eyed.

Inari laughed lightly, “Even as an impression with no real power; I still represent Inari in her radiance.”

“So—you’re Sora’s aunt?” Wendy questioned. “I think I heard someone say Inari was your aunt, right?”

Sora nodded. “Yes, Inari is my aunt—but this isn’t Inari ... I guess. My aunt put an impression of her Intelligence, like a part of her mind, inside me. She’s like my own personal instructor.”

“Okay? So—what are we doing here?”

Sora took a deep breath, but her aunt replied. “My young niece wishes to ask me some questions and seeks guidance with tweaking your frail human spiritual networks against assault.”

“Yeah…” Sora said, trailing off.

“So,” Inari hummed with a sly smirk. “Ask your questions.”

“Do you know about this Vulpes Realm?”

Her aunt’s sly smirk didn’t falter. “Of course. Though, I was unaware of a few specifics that I have recently understood; all the necessary information was written in those adorable twin’s spiritual network—twins are rare for Vulpes … such a shame. Mimi’s Intelligence confirmed a great many suspicions I had discovered from the twins. It may be necessary for me to reach out to your aunt if a certain set of circumstances arise, but I believe you can handle most of the possible outcomes.”

Sora sat on a cushioned chair that appeared with her desire, head leaning back against the soft back. “You won’t tell me … although, I guess by telling me this, you are giving me hints. How should I deal with Mimi and this realm’s laws?” She made a chair for Wendy to sit next to her and an extravagant padded armchair appeared for Inari to sit.

“Indeed, I cannot stunt your growth by giving you all the answers.” Her smile grew slightly. “You know, Sekhmet—Tear Thingy,” she giggled, “must be fairly annoyed at this moment.”

“What—why? Wasn’t it her that wanted us to go here?”

Inari chuckled. “Yes, and no. This was the best option for the current circumstances. She could not interfere directly, due to certain laws, and Eric could only buy so much time. Even we are restrained in some regards, by our own word and realm restrictions. If Sekhmet truly made an appearance on Earth, rather than influencing things through spacial fractures, then the whole world would be consumed. She did manifest herself in my sanctuary; she’s a bit impertinent, to say the least, but I suspect she was just excited to see Gloria.”

“I don’t know who this Sekhmet is?” Wendy said, looking between Sora and her aunt.

“Nothing you should concern yourself with,” Inari replied with a dismissive gesture. “Now, in regards to the laws in this realm. I can see you are worried; the thoughts swirl deep within your mind, but you have yet to fully realize them. Therefore, you feel uneasy, but don’t fully understand why. That is an instinctual knowledge that you have gained through passive information gleaned through spiritual interaction. There is much hidden in this realm. Continue the discussion with Mimi; things will become clear in time.”

 “Alright—obscurity it is,” Sora leaned back in her chair. “What about strengthening a human’s spiritual network to resist Vulpes control—it feels so weird saying human … not being one.”

Inari’s head tilted slightly. “The human spiritual network is fragile and without resistance. If you are to protect them, then you must maximize their Core. Every being has a core, more than just their spirit, and it is the sum and fuel that feeds their existence. The Core is an integral part of the Nexus … a convolution of spiritual organs that interact to keep your existence intact; it is not necessary for me to explain it at this time and would serve to confuse you until you have more experience with it. What is important for you to understand in relation with the Nexus is that a spiritual network can be damaged, but if the Core remains intact then it can be recovered.”

Sora scratched the back of her left fox ear as she listened. So, it’s not the network I need to strengthen, but the Core. What about the Vulpes in this world … their spiritual networks are damaged; so, that can be cured somehow—if their Core isn’t damaged.

Wendy frowned. “So, my Core … I don’t understand what it is. My Intelligence is like, my mind, right?”

“Kind of,” Sora mumbled before turning to face her. “Your Intelligence is the actionable part of you; your agency or will. It’s connected to your memories and instincts, but I don’t know how … my aunt said it was a little complicated to get into—well, how it all connects. I think I get what I need to do. When I compel someone or influence them, I’m penetrating their spiritual network to their Core, into their Intelligence, and I feed my desires into it.”

“Wow,” Wendy hummed. “That’s pretty scary to think about … it makes my skin crawl just imagining it.”

“As it should,” Inari’s tail’s shifted to lie across her front. “What Sora does, so effortlessly on her part, is actually quite difficult for a normal Vulpes to accomplish.”

An image of Fen appeared, jealousy and self-loathing were evident in her network as she said, “That’s hard. That takes meditation, and I don’t like doing it,” her nose twisted as she realized something. “Oh, so you can just do it without a problem … Founders.” The image vanished.

“She is correct,” her aunt shrugged. “Founders are naturally talented; it is not a skill, but a given through genetics of Intelligence—yes, it is truth that Intelligence and Spirit have genetical roots. Life is not equal, evolution is not equal; equity in opportunity can be awarded, but equity in outcome is asinine. It is illogical and impossible to obtain. Every being starts on a different footing, and if those beings that are gifted work to develop those talents with skill, there is nothing someone that is not talented can do to overcome that gap. That is reality.

“Now, the Vulpes within this realm are far weaker than normal, at least the ones you have come into contact with. They may have influence over humans, but it is far less potent than the average Vulpes. Normal Vulpes influence Intelligence through the surface of a being’s network, not the Core; it is extremely difficult for a trained six-tailed Vulpes to navigate and penetrate a human’s spiritual network to a significant degree, and that is still child’s play compared to my little niece. In addition, the Vulpes here are extremely underdeveloped; their magical growth has been stunted and they cannot exercise their gifts in any meaningful way. There is a multitude of factors that contributed to this, but that isn’t relevant to the conversation.”

Inari folded her fingers together, resting her arms across her tails. “Human Cores have levels that can be unlocked; you have heard of humans becoming demigods and gods within your myths. That, in a manner, could be counted as true. Now, humans do not have the slightest sliver of capability or level of growth as a Founder; however, they may reach great feats such as spoken of in many of your legends; lifting mountains, throwing lightning, and obtaining a semblance of immortality. In fact, the Asgardians are a highly evolved form of humanity.”

“Really?” Wendy straightened. “You mean, I could do those things … the stuff Eyia does?”

A small smile touched Inari’s cheeks. “Every human is capable of growth. To what means they advance their evolution is dependant upon their Core genetics and active pursuits. It is worth mentioning that real legends did not obtain their glory through luck, but hard work. Do you recall what I told you, Sora?”

She nodded. “Only the weak believe in luck. I must be willing to make the hard decision, to feel uncomfortable, awkward, to face rejection, to fail, to be pressured.”

Her aunt stroked one of her tails. “Indeed. The hardest walk you can make is the walk you make alone, but that is the walk that makes you the strongest. That is what builds your character the most, and everyone will go through that loneliness. This walk is hard, but the hardest walks lead to the greatest destinations. Stay strong, be different. It will be worth it in the end.”

She turned to Sora. “You have qualities only a few can admire because most do not possess. Strength few can understand because most have never experienced. Don’t lower your expectations to fit in, you were born to stand out—lead.”

Her vision returned to Wendy. “It is a brutal path that requires discipline and character; the path to becoming the master of your destiny will lead you to constant pain and sacrifice. It is easy to go with the flow and do what is comfortable. It’s supposed to be hard; if it were easy, everyone would do it. Expansion requires payment in blood and an indomitable will. Do you have the fire within your Core to weather the storms that will come?”

Wendy swallowed. “I don’t know … what is it I’ll be doing? I don’t know my strengths or what I’m supposed to do.”

Inari’s eyes showed compassion. “If you do not feel blessed, you will not be blessed, my dear, think on that. You must recognize the gifts inside of you before you can recognize the gifts outside of you. You must know your worth before you can be worth anything. You must feel blessed before you will be blessed. Your growth is dependent upon your own will; how you view yourself will hamper or accelerate your progress. Right now, you have a host of issues clouding your Core; internally you must overcome these to unlock your first level of advancement, and you are not the only one.”

She turned to her niece. “Sora, the three other humans with you will need to overcome certain things in order to unlock the first level of their Core. I can help guide that, but it is your power that will be the directing force. It is a very personal experience that they may not be comfortable sharing.”

Sora nodded. “I see. I want to help them. I’ve seen their emotions … they’re lost and need direction. If I can help, then I’d like to, but it is ultimately their decision.”

Wendy took a deep breath. “Thank you, Sora. I mean,” she glanced back at Inari, eyes falling to the dark floor. “Seeing your aunt—even an impression of her—it makes me realize that you’re—it’s just a lot to take in.”

“Wendy,” Inari’s voice was warm. “You have been a friend to my little Sora before you knew of her lineage and power. I know you do not seek an advantage from her. You are a wonderful Intelligence, and I would be thrilled to return the gratitude I feel. You do not understand the significance your influence has had on my adorable little niece.” Sora blushed, making Inari’s smile shine. “My first time embarrassing you. Such—what a wonderful emotion; to think that I, an impression of your aunt, would experience this before your mother. When I return this information to your aunt, she’ll tremble with glee and relish this moment thoroughly.”

Sora’s expression lifted at the thought. “Tell her I love her.”

“Of course, you’re such a treat.” Her focus shifted. “Wendy, for future reference, not much time will have passed in the physical plane. The Vulpes Realm seems to operate in a one to seven ratios to the Human Realm; one week in the Vulpes Realm would be one day in the Human Realm..”

“That’s amazing,” Wendy whispered.

“The Outer Body Technique is similar and takes place in someone’s Core; Sora drew you into her Core,” she scrutinized Sora with a slight frown. “I hope you do not make a habit of this form of action. It is quite dangerous, and leaves your Core utterly exposed to those invited in.”

Sora nodded. “I understand. I wanted to see if it could help Wendy’s spiritual network. I’m glad you were able to give us answers.”

Inari sighed, “Nothing ventured, nothing gained. I’d appreciate you consulting with me before doing reckless things—perhaps that’s my overprotective nature. It is a new emotion—for me to be so cautious when I lecture you to step outside your comfort zone.” She laughed, a sad tone in her voice.

“Go gather the rest of the humans. It is true that inviting them into your Core will be the quickest method of unlocking their potential; the amount of energy they can feel here is nigh non-existent in the Human Realm. I do not see the slightest spec of ill intent from them either. They should feel blessed; only a very small fraction of humans have ever unlocked even the first level of their Core.”

Wendy nodded. “Thank you, Inari—impression of Inari—what do I call you?”

She chuckled. “Inari is fine. I will return to Inari at some point in the future; everything I have done will be known to her.”

Both Wendy and Sora waved. “Alright,” Sora arched her back, stretching. “I’ll be back with the others.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    Current Plans:

A Tail's Misfortune:  Man ... Chapter 6 was difficult deciding to write.  It's so deep that I don't know how people will take it ... we'll see next week.  It's on Patreon.

The Oscillation:  I was going to focus on one of the extra chapters for Patreon, but Scarlet and Fiona are neck and neck again.  >.> keeps happening, haha.  I'm going to try to write two chapters in the main plot to introduce a chapter ahead for Patreon this weekend.  Vote for the next extra chapter for the one you most want to see!

Discord Link

Enjoy!  ^_^7



                



B3 — 6. First Trial


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    Man, I've really had to dig deep with the following chapters ... I'm trying to make them as comprehensible as possible!  I know I'm getting into deep philosophical territory, but that's kind of what Inari's about.  She has lived for a VERY long time and has certain requirements for what she teaches.



                

                Sora’s vision cleared as the ceiling came back into view; Wendy stirred beside her, rubbing her eyes.  “I’m a little scared about what we’ll be doing.”

Lifting herself, Sora nodded.  “Me too, I don’t want to mess up.  I don’t know what opening your Core levels will do or what that involves.  My aunt described it like the demigods and gods in legends; they went through trials and struggles to obtain that power.”

Wendy scooted against the edge of the bed.  “Right … like Medusa or something? Like when that one guy that went to the underworld … well, I think there were a lot of legends like that—wait, does that mean there are multiple underworlds?”

Sora hummed.  “I think so—it’s like different dimensions, like this Vulpes Realm, each was created for different purposes.  You have places like hades, and then you have hell … I guess Bathin comes from there.”

The door opened to reveal Ashley; she smiled at them.  “Hey, we found the restroom and shower—it’s so odd.”

Nodding, Sora cleared her throat.  “Hey, Ashley, could you get Mary and Nathan?  I have something I need to talk to you about.”

She frowned.  “Umm, sure, I guess.  Give me a second.” She left the door open as she walked to her left.  The sound of another door opened before she said, “Hey, Nathan, Mary, Sora wanted to talk to us.”  Shortly after, the three of them entered the room.

“What is it?”  Nathan asked, concern evident in his tone.

Sora licked her lips.  “Okay, so—I don’t want this to sound creepy, but I can see your emotions and know what you’re all feeling; I can even understand what your thoughts are if I study your Spirit just a bit more than a casual glance.”  The three of them shifted uneasily, their networks telling her that it did make them uncomfortable. She sighed. “I know that makes you uneasy.”

Mary nodded.  “Yes, it is an—you were human, I believe.  So, you can imagine that we are not used to our emotions and thoughts being so—exposed.”

Swallowing, Sora nodded.  “Though, I did wish at times people could see how I felt, maybe they’d do something about Kari—that’s beside the point though.  I noticed Nathan was very worried about something in particular that bothered me.”

Nathan’s brow furrowed.  “Just me?”

Sora shook her head.  “The feeling was evident in the others, but it wasn’t as clear.  Let me see if I can—what’s the word, Mary? I want to say something, but I want to get it right.”

“Articulate?”  Mary offered.

“That’s it, I want to articulate what I’ve seen within you properly.  A lot of my own concerns have stemmed from watching the three of you.”  Nathan shifted a little as she continued. “We have entered a world where humans are treated mostly like slaves, or seen kind of like objects.  You, as a man, are extremely uncomfortable with the thought that you’ll be forced to do—things that you don’t want to do.”

Sora’s attention shifted to Ashley as her mind shifted between different topics, branching from her statement.  “Ashley has thought about the human female oppression as well and how humans being forcefully segregated into different camps or towns to accomplish a specific goal, that being to increase the human population.  Time also functions differently here; I’ve learned this world’s time operates on a seven to one ratio to the human world. That means one thousand years in our world would be seven thousand in this.”

“Is that so,” Mary muttered.

Sora nodded.  “Yes, and it is true that these Vulpes can control you in a manner—not anywhere near as powerful as I can control others, but they can manipulate your hormones.  However, the Vulpes in this realm are damaged, extremely weak.”

“What do you mean by that?”  Nathan asked, folding his arms as he leaned up against the doorway.

“Yes,” Mary’s posture shifted.  “What do you mean the Vulpes are damaged?”

Taking a deep breath, Sora said, “I don’t think you heard Eyia and Jin talk to me about the state of the Vulpes here.”  They shook their heads. “Where to begin … every being has a Core that houses many spiritual organs; from the Core, there is a multitude of systems in operation.”

Mary moved with Ashley to the opposite bed, sitting.  She rubbed her chin for a moment as Sora spoke. “So, this Core and the systems around it are like the human body, only for our Spirits?”

Wendy nodded.  “That’s how I understood it.  It’s like the Core is our brain; our real brain, that has something called our Intelligence in it.  Our Intelligence is like the part that lets us decide things, and is connected to our memories and other things.”

“Wendy’s right,” Sora shifted to get a better view of the three.  “I don’t know how it all works myself, but there is something called the spiritual network.  This network is like the human body for your spirit. I can observe this network and determine certain things about people, like how you feel.  If you have the power, you can interact with it and influence someone through it.”

“That’s how you controlled those Vulpes?”  Nathan asked.

“In a way,” Sora scratched the back of her neck.  “Because I’m a Founder, certain things come naturally to me, like instinct.  I can do some extremely advanced things … things that take other Vulpes a very very long time to learn.  I can penetrate spiritual networks to their Core and influence their Intelligence directly. From what I understand, normally, Vulpes and other creatures have a hard time navigating and penetrating spiritual networks; even human spiritual networks, which are pretty much unprotected.  Not only that but the Vulpes that we’ve met so far—the Vulpes that I’ve seen, they’re all very sick—spiritually sick.”

Mary crossed her legs.  “Spiritually sick?”

“It’s like veins in the human body, or how fat and thin a person is—it’s hard to explain.  The energy they produce, the strength of their defense, the strength of the fiber of their spirit, when I see them, they’re just sickly.  Imagine looking at a starving, sickly human that—just looks very malnourished. That’s what it’s like when I see them spiritually. Mimi should be much stronger than Fen since she has two tails and Mimi has four; however, that isn’t the case.  Just by looking at Mimi I can tell that she doesn’t even have a good grasp of her abilities either; she didn’t use illusions at all when preparing to attack us.”

“What does that mean for us?”  Ashley asked.

Sora took a deep breath.  “Okay, so, this is going to sound a bit strange, but my aunt left an impression of her Intelligence within my Core.  It’s like—an artificial intelligence, in a way—she’ll return to my aunt at some point and return all the information she’s gathered.  She’s like a tutor for me.”

“Okay,” Mary said, her tone saying she didn’t know how this connected to them.

“She’s told me that it is possible for me to help you get stronger—Wendy, how would you describe what she told us?”

Wendy cleared her throat, before looking at each of them.  “Eh—well, Sora—I think Sora took my Intelligence or mind—I think, into her Core—that’s where I met her aunt’s impression.  Just seeing her—it’s more than I can explain; she was a goddess in every sense of the word. She sounded super smart, and it felt good that she cared about me—but, umm, she said that humans can become demi-gods or gods.”

“What?”  Nathan frowned, shifting his shoulders around.  “You mean, we can become like her?”

Wendy shook her head frantically.  “No, never! I mean, I couldn’t imagine being like her … ever.  She said there’s a difference between human-like gods and Founders; there’s no way we could ever match a Founder, but we can do powerful stuff like move mountains and throw lightning.”

Mary swallowed.  “That’s—it’s really hard to conceptualize that for me…”  There was silence for a moment as she thought. “Knowledge-wise, I know it’s probably true—I mean I was literally a werewolf not too long ago.  However, it’s hard for me to believe—feel like it’s true.” Nathan and Ashley nodded, glaring at the floor.

“Really?”  Wendy asked.  “I don't feel like that.  I believe it all—I mean, everything Inari said sounded like the truth, completely.”

Ashley’s brow furrowed.  “Sora…”

“Yes,” Sora said while scratching behind her right fox ear.  “My aunt has an influential aura that is naturally produced; it’s always there around her.  It’s much weaker since this is just her impression and doesn’t have any of her power, but it’s still there to a small degree.  I could barely notice it—but in her actual presence, I have to be cautious about it.”

“Oh,” Wendy muttered.  “I just—she seemed so sincere…”

Sora nodded.  “She was, but it didn’t matter if she was or wasn’t, you’d still believe her.”

“Founders are scary,” Wendy mumbled.

“Terrifying,” Mary scratched her left shoulder.  “This whole world is terrifying.”

Nathan yawned before rubbing his eyes.  “It is—Sora, I don’t—I guess your natural aura is invigorating like Fen said.  That’s comforting to know that it’s not influential. All of that being said, I assume what you wanted to talk to us about was becoming gods?”

Ashley frowned.  “That sounds so strange.”

“Right,” Sora eased the tension in her shoulders.  “My aunt said it won’t be easy. Every human Core has levels to be unlocked, and it’s similar to the legends in mythology.  There are tests of some kind you must overcome to achieve that; it’s very personal, and you might be uncomfortable with me—hosting it, I guess.”

Mary leaned back against the bed, tone tired.  “How is the little beaten down girl I counseled not three weeks ago now counseling and protecting me?  It’s disheartening—this feeling of failure … there’s nothing I can do about that though.” She sighed. “I understand.  If we are to survive and feel in control again, then we must participate in these trials to become—gods … how is this real?”

Wendy shifted to a more comfortable position.  “It’s not that easy. We can’t just become gods; there are many levels to unlock to get there.  We’ll only be unlocking the first stage.”

Nathan grimaced.  “I see. Like a video game—we’ll only be going up one level, and she’s concerned we won’t even be able to handle that … I feel pathetic.”

Sora groaned.  “I didn’t want you all to feel more depressed by this, but you all have a glint of hope now.”

Ashley sighed with a light chuckle.  “Guess we really can’t hide anything from you.”

Mary worked around her neck.  “No sense in wasting your time, Sora.  After all, you are also our diplomat and have quite the load on your plate.  What do we need to do?”

Sora leaned back, licking her lips.  “I don’t feel like you’re all wasting my time.  I feel like I owe you all so much more, especially to Wendy and Mary—I got Wendy wrapped up in this and Mary was pulled in by Eric and Kari—even if it was mostly Eric, it was in association to me.”

“How can you do that?”  Mary questioned, sounding truly puzzled.

“What,” she read Mary’s spiritual network and hummed.  “Ah, I see, take on so much responsibility. I went through a really rough time with Kari—you know how terrified I was, and I had a lot of baggage because of that.  When I met my aunt, gaining my second tail, I also met the first-generation Founder of the Fairies, the Founding Mother, Gloria.” They all sat straighter at the knowledge.  “She’s vastly more powerful than my aunt, probably one of the strongest beings ever, and she healed my heart—I guess with love, as cliché as that sounds.

“After all that emotional trouble was healed, my aunt enhanced certain characteristics within me to help me deal with my unbalanced state; helping me come to terms with my Vulpes nature and human experiences.  I guess that had a part to do with it—I guess she unlocked my Core.”

“That’s—incredible,” Mary whispered.  “As a psychiatrist, it sounds too good to be true.  To help someone to that extent in such a short amount of time—to have that kind of power—and to not abuse it.”

Sora shrugged.  “I guess, why would you abuse it—why would they need to?  They’re strong enough to have their own worlds … in fact, from what I understand, Gloria helped in the creation of the Human Realm.  They don’t need anything as far as I know, but they do have enemies—beings as strong as them having enemies is frightening to me; what kind of creatures are they?  What could put those,” she was at a loss for words.

“Transcendent beings?”  Ashley muttered.

She nodded.  “Exactly, what could make those transcendent beings cautious … I’m in that world, connected to them.  I mean, just the beings I’ve met are overwhelming; Githa and Bathin alone are monstrous in power, yet I come here to the Vulpes Realm, and I’m the monster that destroys their security.  It’s—confusing. Anyways, what I’m going to do is guide each of you into my Core, then, I don’t know, my aunt will take it from there. All you need to do is lie down on the bed and close your eyes.  I’ll do the rest.”

Mary and Ashley leaned back, folding their arms across their stomachs as they closed their eyes.  Sora scooted over to allow Nathan a spot. Sora closed her eyes and gently found each of their Cores, nudging their Intelligence with her as she entered the Outer Body Technique.  Opening her eyes, she stepped back to study each of them as they stared around the dark space.

Nathan breathed a heavy sigh.  “That was…”

“Intense,” Ashley finished, pressing her hand against her chest.  “It was so warm, like everything inside me, and then I felt pulled all over the place.”

Wendy giggled.  “Yup, it was a little rougher the first time.  I think Sora got a little better at it.”

Sora chuckled.  “Sorry for using you as a guinea pig.”

Their attention shifted as Inari appeared at the far end of the light, sitting in the same chair, white tails across her lap.  “Greetings, Ashley, Nathan, and Mary. It is a pleasure to meet you.” Each of them seemed speechless. “Yes, I understand.” Inari giggled.  “Sora, we should begin soon. Do you have any objections?”

She shook her head.  “No, what’s next?”

Her aunt nodded, studying each of them.  “I would love to get into a deep psychological and philosophical examination; however, it would be much too dense of a lecture for each of you to digest so spontaneously.”  She smiled at Mary. “I understand your disappointment. I must construct this lecture in a manner to get the same points across while being understandable to Wendy.”

Mary took a deep breath.  “I just—you know, of course, but I was hoping to learn from you after everything I’ve heard.”  She swallowed, nervously. “Just seeing you is…” She trailed off.

“Yes, Founders that have learned how to control their abilities to even a moderate degree will cause that reaction.  Now, to begin; I am going to set you on the path to unlocking your Core. I am not casual about spreading my knowledge or power; Vulpes must undergo trials or quests in order to earn the gifts I can bestow.  Why is that?”

Nathan rubbed his chin as Sora created chairs for each of them to sit in.  Taking the seat as the silence stretched, Mary was the first to speak. “Interesting—asking us to identify your reasons.  I’m considering a few possibilities, and I doubt it is so simple as a single reason; however, for a primary reason—could it be related to your image?”

Wendy’s brow furrowed with concern.  “Are you saying she’s selfish? I don’t think she’s selfish.”

Inari giggled.  “No, Wendy, she’s saying I’m cautious, which is a fair assessment.  It is most productive to engage with people if you wish them to learn.  Ashley, why would I be cautious about my image?”

“Umm—I see, you already know I have a thought about it; since you can read my mind.  So, I was thinking that it has to do with how your name is represented. If I were going to interview a corporation executive, then the actions the company had taken would be attached to the executive, and I’d question him about that; good or bad, the actions of individuals in the company would be connected to those in leadership positions.  You don’t want your company or yourself to be represented in a negative way—umm, your Faction, not company … sorry.”

“No need to apologize; you are bridging the situation with something you can identify with.  Indeed, that is a major concern of mine. I was not always this cautious about unlocking Vulpes’ Core, and that proved to be a mistake; I have lived a very long time and made a fair share of mistakes along the way.  This is why I do not give power to those like Fen; can you understand why, Mary?”

She nodded.  “Oh, absolutely.  I just have to think of…”  The environment around them shifted to the twins, cowering before Sora as Fen bent down.  “I shouldn't be surprised,” Mary muttered. “Yes, this incident alone would deter me from giving Fen any form of smoking gun—if you can see into people’s Core—their ego—then I completely agree with withholding power from those that will abuse it.  However, I’d like to know why she has a white tail though? That means you did give her power, right?”

“Potential power,” Inari said calmly.  “What I did was give her something like myself, an imprint.  It is not so complex and complete as myself, but will record and identify when her Core has made the change to begin the first trial.”

“A Core can change then?  People can change?” Nathan asked.

“Of course,” Inari chuckled.  “People change greatly across their lives; is it easy to change—no, but most definitely possible.”

Mary hummed.  “Okay, so, in connection to your image, your Faction requirements, and us—you want us to undergo trials to prove our worthiness—but, no, that can’t be,” she looked down at the floor in thought.  “You already know each of our Cores and have already decided to help us—the same for those that begin your trials. So, this discussion, in and of itself, is a trial.”

“As expected,” Inari said brightly.  “Yes, there are a multitude of reasons for this discussion.  In connection with Mary’s examination, what do you think my goal is, Ashley?”

“Hmm—I would guess that it has something to do with helping us become demi-gods or gods from what Wendy and Sora told us.  So, this would be to help us better understand your goal … your goal is to help us understand your goal.” She chuckled.

“That’s not confusing at all…”  Nathan muttered.

“It really isn’t,” Mary smiled.  “Inari’s goal is to unlock our Cores, correct.”  Nathan nodded. “For what reason is she willing to do that?”

He shook his head.  “I don’t know … because Sora asked her for help?”

“It’s not so simple,” Mary shifted in her seat to look at him.  “Sora could say she wanted Inari to help Fen, would she give Fen power, just because Sora asked her to?  I don’t think so,” she turned to Inari as she shook her head. “Right, she loves Sora, but wouldn’t do something reckless just because she asked her to.  That means it’s for our benefit—frankly, we’re insects compared to Inari, why should she care for us? Sora’s desire wouldn’t sway her decision; why would an executive hire someone that is unfit for a job when it could reflect poorly on the company, simply because his daughter wanted it—not a responsible executive, that’s for sure.  Therefore, even before we came here, she’d already determined we had potential.”

“Okay…”  Nathan trailed off and turned to Ashley as she continued.

“Mhm, I see that, but it’s not like Sora’s desires didn’t have anything to do with that decision.  We wouldn’t even be on Inari’s radar if it wasn’t for Sora’s desire to help us.”

“You’re not wrong,” Mary nodded.

“Right,” Ashley, shifted to look at Mary.  “Inari’s decision wouldn’t have been swayed by Sora if we were unfit for this Core unlocking thing, but it seems Inari decided at the very least it was beneficial to Sora.  I mean, perhaps it was close to neutral on a scale, but the exercise of Sora’s power was beneficial, and that tipped the scale in our favor.”

“A good observation,” Mary said, a slight smile curving her lips.  “We are not so important but could benefit Sora’s growth while also helping her emotional state.  She feels guilty in playing some role in our current situation; however small that is, she still feels responsible.  I imagine we are only scratching the surface of Inari’s motivations, but I hope this is acceptable.” She turned to Inari.  Wow, I didn’t even consider any of that when asking for help and we’re only scratching the surface?  It is my aunt … I guess she’s taking into consideration many things … not just now, but in the future.

“You all did as expected.  Each of you have strengths in different areas; you are not inadequate, Nathan.”  She turned to Sora and Wendy. “Yes, Sora, this is for not only their future benefit but yours as well.  There are certain ethical choices that each of you must make in the future, and you must understand some very deep concepts of psychology and philosophy.  This would be very difficult for Wendy to understand, but I will help by simplifying it to the appropriate extent. I know you’d love to get into the deep underlayers Mary; however, you have already studied many of the sociological and psychological studies to draw your own conclusion.”

Mary nodded, features alight with excitement.  Wow, she really is feeling excited and all of that information rolling around her head … I can only understand a little of it.  Nathan is feeling a little depressed Ashley and Mary were the ones doing all the talking, but at least my aunt’s words cheered him up a bit … probably her aura that makes him believe it.  Still, I don’t think Inari would lie … that’s dangerous for me to feel.

Inari giggled.  “Indeed, Sora. Be careful, always be careful.  Now, let us begin the lecture on ethics.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    Update:

A Tail's Misfortune: Man ... I hope the Patrons enjoy Chapter 7 ... Introduction to Ethics ... I'm trying to make it as understandable as possible with examples.  We'll see how they respond.

The Helena Chronicles: It's actually surprised me, the direction I'm taking book 2.  There are elements that I had in mind, but new aspects that opened up as I started writing.

The Oscillation: Man, I didn't expect to enjoy the book as much as I am.  I rather enjoy Rachel, Scarlet, Maria, and Fiona.  I can't wait for you guys to meet Fiona, but we'll see how long it takes to get to her ... Patrons seem to love her because they really want Chapter Three.  Lol.

Open poll on Patreon for next Oscillation side chapter change!

Discord Link

^_^7



                



B3 — 7. Introduction To Ethics


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    Okay, well, I'm starting to get caught up.  I'm trying to make the next few chapters as easy to understand as possible as I try to write what I envision.  I hope everything makes sense!



                

                Sora straightened as Inari continued.  “When you think of myths, the stories that are told throughout your history, what are they representing?”

Ashley cupped her chin.  “Hmm, in connection to your previous statement, I assume it has to do with ethics.  So, my guess would depend on the tale, but they are all meant to represent something.”

“Right,” Mary muttered.  “It could be modeling a virtue to emulate or teach the listener about a vice to abstain from.”

Nathan examined the floor, brow furrowed.  “So, you’re going to talk about ethics within myths?”

“Like the Egyptian myths?”  Wendy scooted a little forward.  “I love the Egyptian myths!”

Inari giggled at Wendy’s statement.  “That is an excellent example, Wendy.  Okay, let’s dig a little deeper. Let’s pose the thought that myths, such as Egyptian mythos, are a map to human behavior; a map that has been refined and molded throughout history by the subconscious reflecting on the state of man.”

“Oh,” Mary’s eyes widened.  “That’s—huh … an interesting thought to propose.”

“Indeed,” Inari nodded.  “We will come back to Egyptian mythology in a moment.  Ashley, you used to play House as a girl.”

“Umm, yeah.  I had a lot of fun with some kids in the neighborhood where I grew up.  We used to play a lot of different games, but House was a common one.”

“And, Nathan, your grandfather taught you about marbles, correct?”

He licked his lips, leaning back while folding his arms.  “Huh, yeah, when I was a little kid. I didn’t remember it all that well, but I remember picking it back up when I was nine or so and playing with a few friends.”

“Wonderful,” Inari’s vision shifted back to Ashley.  “How many different things could you do while playing House?”

Ashley looked down, clicking her tongue.  “Ack, I mean, endless, I guess—there’s so many things you could do—more than I can count off the top of my head.”  Mary was silent as she listened to Inari guide the conversation.

“You might say that,” Inari chuckled.  “An infinite amount of games that could be played within House; however, not an infinite amount of sustainable games.”

“Sustainable games…”  Mary muttered. “Wow, so—connecting House with ethics and myths being a map to human behavior…”

Inari smiled patiently.  “If you gather a bunch of children together they will create and adapt games; they are a bunch of different games—that is the moral relativist element.  Combine that with the moral absolutist element; they are all different games, but the games must be playable, which means they must continue in a repeatable way.  Ethics are moral values in action and must follow this same concept as a foundation in games, organizations, and civilizations. That is a massive constraint for these game-playing children.  Why is that, Mary?”

“That’s—brilliant…”  Mary muttered, she took a moment to phrase her words.  “The children must want to play the game; people must want to be in that society—not only do the rules have to be comprehensible to the group, but they must be enjoyable and self-maintaining or else the kids will leave … a nation will fall apart.  It’s so simple, but I haven’t heard it voiced like that before.”

Inari nodded.  “This is the process of developing the dominance hierarchy.  Consider you have a number of motivated, emotional, and limited people occupying the same space, families, communities, nations.  They are all competing and cooperating for the same resources, including the resource of cooperation that can generate more resources—this is not a zero-sum game.  There are going to be patterns of adaptation that will emerge from this that are similar across all hierarchies. You have a great many ethics that can be established, but specific ones will dominate across history and will stand longer than others; the ethic must be enjoyable, comprehensible, and self-maintaining.  This applies with House and Marbles. So, let’s continue to a mythological examination that exemplifies this, such as the Egyptian mythos.”

She nodded at Wendy with a smile.  “This is the story of the Egyptians and on what they based their society. These characters were gods, now there is a reason for all this with actual beings that developed this system—not Founders, but humans with their Cores unlocked.  Four major characters; there were other minor figures, but they were nowhere near as influential. Wendy, why are there Central Gods?”

Wendy shook her head.  “I—I couldn’t even guess.”

Inari smiled.  “Questioning something spurs the brain; you don’t need to have an answer, but the simple question can spark the imagination.  The answer is quite simple; imagine that gods compete for dominance across time, in people’s imaginations, and some gods win. These gods occupy the position in the dominance hierarchy of gods—these gods also represent ideals, and ideals compete across time for dominance, embodied by the figures in the hierarchy.  So, what happens when a group of people comes together?”

Sora frowned.  “They usually fight or try to establish peace, right?”

“They take each other’s gods, their embodiment of ideals, and they throw them in the ring together until something emerges as the victor,”  Inari said with a smile.

“That’s quite the imagery,” Ashley muttered.

“You’re talking about the emergence of Monotheism out of Polytheism?”  Mary asked.

“That has to do with it,” Inari nodded.  “Each of these gods represents a set of ideals, and the ancients followed those deities.  Not all civilizations had gods to learn from; only many of the early ones. However, throughout history, many of those ideals have consolidated into the ethical stories of the past—that developed a set of unified morality within humanity across the ages.  When you have a set of ideals from two different societies that are vastly similar it is because of the ethical embodied deity was victorious across multiple hierarchies. So, who is one of the four central Egyptian gods, Wendy?”

“Umm—Osiris?”

“Good,” Inari praised.  “Osiris, in his youth, was a great hero that established the Egyptian state, but now he’s old, archaic, and willfully blind.  Who’s next Wendy?”

“Seth!”  She said with a broad smile.

“Seth is Set—Seth is Satan via the Coptic Christians; Seth was the precursor to your ideas of Satan or Enemy.  Next?”

“Isis.”

“Isis is the queen of the underworld—the actual being Isis is an interesting girl … of course, she’s an infant compared to me, but she was part of a religious structure that prevailed across thousands of years.  And the last one, Wendy?”

“It starts with an h … umm—Horus?”

“Yes, dear.  Horus is represented as a Falcon, painted as the Egyptian eye because Falcons can see.  If this tale was to be represented in a modern depiction it could be seen as Lion King; Zazu as Horus, Mufasa as Osiris, Scar as Seth, and Isis could be seen as the queen of the hyenas.  This is how the story goes:

“Osiris was a great king, the embodiment of customs, culture, the thing the pyramids represent; he used to be a hero, but now he’s old and willfully blind.  What does that mean, Mary?”

Mary shifted to lean against her chair’s right arm.  “Hmm—my guess, because that’s what culture is; it’s a paternal spirit that’s old and willfully blind—a construction of the dead, they’re archaic.”

Inari looked to the left for a moment, a reminiscent smile in place.  “Exactly right, Mary—you reminded me of the early Mesopotamian gods; they inhabited the corpse of their father … I’m getting off topic.  Osiris is archaic and refuses to see the problems around him; his brother Seth is not a good person, and Osiris knows this, but willfully underestimates his malevolence and the power he has gained.  What’s the problem?”

Wendy’s hand shot into the air.  “Seth wants to rule the kingdom! Right?”

“Every stable society, at every level, is threatened by willful blindness and malevolence.  This is also true with your individual Cores. Every bureaucracy has that proclivity, to stagnate and become blind; that’s why all your Fortune Five-Hundred Companies only last thirty years, why you have elections, to stop the dead from staying in control for too long.  This happens in the Lion King; Mufasa turns a blind eye to Scar—he knows his ambition, but willfully stays ignorant of his nature and power. So, what does Seth do, Wendy?”

“Scar kills Mufasa, and Seth cuts up Osiris into pieces!”

“Correct.  Seth waits for Osiris to make a mistake and become weakened before cutting him into pieces and separating them across Egypt.  Because Osiris’ Core was unlocked to a great extent, it takes much more than simply dismembering his body to kill him.

“The Egyptians regarded their provinces as pieces of Osiris’ body; there’s a meaning behind that as well.  That’s the historical account, but the mythological account adds an undertone to that; Osiris represents the structure, order, and there is always a structure.  Order cannot be destroyed; it always reconstitutes itself—things fall apart; why?”

Ashley nodded.  “Things get old, and malevolence undermines them.”

“That is what the Egyptians were trying to sort out.  Osiris or order is broken into pieces; what is brought forth?”

“Chaos, Isis, the underworld?”  Mary muttered.

Wendy frowned.  “Isis is chaos? She’s Osiris’ wife though.”

“The Yin and the Yang…”  Ashley pursed her lips.

Inari smiled.  “Historically, Osiris’ body was destroyed, but his Core remains.  She’s looking for order, her husband, chaos cries out for order; she goes all around Egypt trying to put her husband, order, back together.  The substance of order is still alive; it can be brought back by uniting with the chaos and producing something new.

“Thus, we have mapped the dissolution of structure into chaos and its revivification—something The Herald of Sakura is quite fond of.  Isis goes back into the underworld and gives birth to Horus, a savior, a new structure—he’s a combination of the father and the mother, a messianic figure, it’s the human basic heroic motif.  Horus grows up outside the kingdom. Why?”

Mary nodded.  “He grew up in the underworld; he was alienated from his culture because it was old, dead, and corrupt.  He grew up in chaos, Isis, the mother figure—it’s a representation of adolescence, isn't it?”

Inari laughed.  “Horus grew up, the falcon’s eye he represents, he could see; that’s what separates him from his father.  He goes and fights Seth or corruption and maleficence; he does not underestimate him, the hero’s wariness of the dragon, he can see what it is.”

“That happened in the Lion King too…” Nathan muttered.

“Yes, now Horus and Seth are fighting and Seth tears out one of Horus’ eyes.  What does that represent?”

Everyone was silent for a moment as they thought; Mary was the first to pose an answer.  “Seth is representing the embodiment of evil and destruction—he destroyed the old order to set up his own corrupt kingdom.  No hero can fight the beast or dragon without sustaining some kind of injury—no matter how conscious or careful you are … if you encounter that evil, even voluntarily, then it will likely damage your consciousness.  When reading and studying sociopaths—I experienced something similar.”

“Excellent identification,” Inari tilted her head to look at Nathan.  “That’s why most people do not do it; when tested, many fail the heroes’ trial.  You know this very well, Nathan. Everything’s fun and games until the shooting starts; that’s when you find out who the real men are.”

Nathan’s complexion darkened.  “I understand that.”

“So,” Inari continued, “Horus’ eye is torn out, but Seth is defeated—banished to the nether regions of the underworld.  Horus couldn’t kill him historically or ethically—his Core was still intact, weakened, but guarded; ethically, because the malevolent force that threatens states or order never dies.  Malevolence is always there; you can only remove it temporarily from the walled garden of order. What happens next in the story?”

Wendy’s brow creased.  “Let’s see—Horus becomes the pharaoh, but he returns to the underworld to give Osiris his eye that Seth tore out … that always confused me.”

“Wait,” Nathan frowned.  “So, Horus, the real-life awakened human god Horus, gave some of his power to his father in the underworld?  Why give power to the fool that caused everything? You said they’re competing in a dominance hierarchy, so that means Horus would be the ruler, reigning supreme now; wouldn’t he put his eye back in or reabsorb the power or something?  Why would a hero give power to his father that caused the mess in the first place?”

“Sight,” Ashley muttered.

“What?”  Nathan turned to look at her.  “What do you mean, sight?”

Inari’s vision shifted to Ashley.  “She is correct. Osiris is a shell of his former self; his Core is degrading after helping to create Horus—a half-dead ghost.  Horus goes down and gives him his eye, and now his once blinded father can now see. What does that mean?”

Wendy’s eyes popped.  “Oh! His father was blind to Scar and his evil ways, but since Horus gave him his eye, he now sees all the bad stuff he saw before he became old.”

Mary smiled.  “I think I understand what you’re saying, Inari.”  She paused as everyone turned to her; she looked to the side, deep in thought about how to phrase her response.  “When—threatened by malevolence, even to the point of damaging your consciousness, you go down into the chaos to find the dead spirit of your tradition and give it vision.  It’s a fascinating representation of the mind and one’s ethical vision.”

Inari shifted slightly in her chair to view the group.  “Osiris and Horus rise from the underworld, combine into one, and rule jointly; the Egyptians believed that the Pharaoh, who had an immortal spirit, signifying the Awakened Core, was the embodiment of Horus and Osiris … the representations of the highest order of the dominance hierarchy for them.  Therefore, the Pharaoh must be awake to malevolence and chaos, and embody their tradition—accomplish that and you’re at the highest level of your dominance structure. This is the start of unlocking your Cores.”

“Huh,” Mary studied the floor.  “So, the battle across time, competing gods that embodied ethical structure, and the emergence of the highest possible virtue as a consequence of that competition—the eye on top of the pyramid.”

“For instance, Ashley has an interesting memory that drew my attention.”  Ashley straightened as Inari spoke her name. “When they made The Washington Monument they made the cap out of aluminum, why?”

Ashley sucked on her lower lip for a moment before answering.  “Because it was the most valuable metal at the time, the most important.”

Inari’s tail’s shifted around each other.  “It means there is a pyramid, and there is something at the top of the pyramid—however, the thing at the top of the pyramid is not the same as the rest of the pyramid, it’s distinct.”  She began making gestures. “The pyramid exists, there’s a dominance hierarchy, something climbs up to the top; however, it’s not just at the top of one pyramid, it’s at the top of all pyramids—the thing that can rise to the top of a pyramid is the same thing that can dominate all pyramids.  It isn’t good enough to be the best at a dominance hierarchy; you must be the best at all possible sets of dominance hierarchies. That’s the thing that’s gold at the top of the pyramid—what is it?”

Sora was a little surprised to feel Nathan catch on first and speak up.  “The eye—attention—pay attention, keep your eyes open … I don’t know how to express it.”

Inari nodded.  “Keep your eyes open—it’s not the same thing as merely thinking.  Did you know, human beings can see better than any other creature besides birds of prey?  Your brains are organized around vision while most animal brains are organized around smell.  What you can see, saves you and saves your communities—in other words, the watchman on top of the tower … the hero.

“If you put enough people together in enough different places, because of the grounding in common motivation, emotion, and embodiment, means they are going to generate broadly similar hierarchies.  For Nathan’s understanding; a problem and solution, there are strategies of success in those broadly similar hierarchies and the descriptions of those strategies will be broadly similar in each tale; communication, providing of needs, and so forth.  Therefore, the ethics that gave rise to this enlightenment of heroic characteristics are in place more or less everywhere.

“This embodies the heroic tales of your past; think about the myths and legends.  Why are they so similar and common? It comes down to keeping a watchful eye for malevolence and chaos while being an active agent in the world to overcome threats, including corruption within your own society.  And that is the introduction to the rise of the embodiment of ethical value that I am going to teach you.”

“That—was just the introduction?”  Ashley sighed.

“Yes, now, with Sora’s aid, I will help teach you these important ethical lessons through action—this will be imperative to unlock your Cores to become like Horus and not Seth.”

Sora stiffened.  “Say what?”
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                Sora couldn’t help but feel a mountain drop on her shoulders.  “What do you mean: I’m going to help?”

Her aunt chuckled.  “Sora, I told you before, I am only an intellectual construct of your aunt; I hold no real power.  I can guide you, but you must be the one to act out the instructions.”

She swallowed nervously, shifting to look at each human in her Core.  “I—what if I mess up? I could damage their Core or Intelligence—I couldn’t live with myself if I destroyed their entire being!”

Mary’s brow creased.  “I don’t want to proceed if you are uncomfortable doing it.”  Everyone else nodded.

Inari’s pleasant smile didn’t falter.  “You are mistaken, my niece. You will not be manipulating their Cores, Sora.  This is a personal experience; they must unlock their own Core. However, you will be facilitating the test and providing the means by which they can accomplish this.”

“I see,” Ashley hummed.  “So, we are the determining factor, not Sora.  She is providing the stage, but we must perform.”

Sora pressed her hands against her chest, looking down at the bright floor.  “I can’t kill them with this then?”

Inari breathed a long sigh before resting her elbows on the armrests.  “Bringing them into your Core was a vast degree more dangerous than what you will be providing.  Do not dwell on that though. Let’s return to the topic at hand, now that your fear has been quieted.  There is something that Nathan desperately wants to know the answer to that is clouding his thoughts, and that is in regards to me.”

“Eh?”  Nathan jumped.  “I have a question about you?”

“You do … you wonder about Sora’s aunt and just how powerful she is; after all, absolute power, corrupts absolutely, correct?”

“Oh,” Ashley leaned forward.  “It’s a popular quote. You were talking about the height of the dominance hierarchy; it does seem relevant.”

Nathan growled lowly, folding his arms.  “Okay, yeah, it did cross my mind. I mean—you’re super powerful and could solve all our problems, right?  You could solve all the problems in just about all the worlds, right?”

“Hmm,” Inari grinned mischievously.  “I very well could solve a great number of issues in regards to humanity, but I don’t and won’t.  Let’s first discuss your quote, which is laughable if you gave it any form of empirical thought. It is grossly misunderstood.  Power doesn't corrupt; power reveals.”

Mary sucked on her lip for a moment before nodding.  “I get it—yeah, that makes a lot more sense.”

“What makes sense?”  Nathan shifted uneasily.

“There are many powerful people that do great things,” Inari commented.  “Look at your legends and heroes. Are they perfect? No, but they are not corrupt.  Power reveals the character hiding underneath. We will discuss a portion of this in the following discussion upon the Yin and the Yang or the persona and the shadow.  Let’s discuss what you each will be performing. You’ve each read or watched media that portrayed the dark side of a hero's personality, and they combat that darker self, gaining mastery.”

Sora shifted nervously as she felt the tension rise in each of their Intelligence.  “We’ll be fighting our darker self?” Nathan questioned. “I’m a little scared of that aspect—I kind of fear what that might be inside me…”

“That’s a natural reaction,” Mary said with an audible breath.  “We each have darkness inside us … everyone is capable of evil, but we are in control of what we choose to release.”

“I wonder about that sometimes…”  Ashley muttered.

“Control,” Inari said with a crisp tone.  “You mentioned the Yin and the Yang, Ashley.  Such a wonderful identification with so much depth.  The light and darkness inside us, cycling in balance; not separate, but combined into a whole.  Mary, you’ve studied some of Carl Jung, have you not?”

Mary’s eyes lit up.  “Oh, yes, I most definitely have.  He was a deep psychology genius. There were things that I disagreed with, but it’s Jung; he was an intellectual giant.”

“I have seen his Core, and he was indeed awakened to a great many things; he had a deep imaginative Intelligence that allowed him to identify specific phenomena and predict many events in a prophetic manner.  There were many such men throughout human history that are seen with contempt because of their intellectual forethought on observing the currents moving through society; people such as Nietzsche and Dostoevsky.”

“Nietzsche?”  Ashley’s brow furrowed.  “Wasn’t he the one that said, God is dead?”

“Yes,” Mary shifted in her chair with a light sigh.  “Nietzsche’s statement is often taken on a surface level and without context.  Essentially, what Nietzsche meant was: God is dead, and we have killed him, and we will never find enough water to wash away the blood.  It’s true; when people quote him, they do it in a triumphant manner, but that wasn’t his intent.  If you read his writings, Nietzsche thought all hell was going to break loose because of it; he predicted much of what happened in the twentieth century in the eighteen-seventies.”

Inari tilted her head with a wry smile.  “What did Nietzsche propose after that statement, Mary?”

She cleared her throat.  “What are we going to do to replace him; Nietzsche believed the morality that structured western society was predicated on the fundamental axiom of divinity.  He believed the whole corpus of morality was dependant upon that axiom being true, or at least be accepted as true. When that got knocked out in the conflict between science and religion, it had nothing to stand on … then morality becomes entirely questionable.

“Dostoevsky was writing just about at the same time and concluded that morally, if there’s no god, then basically anything is permitted … morality turns into whatever you can get away with; there’s nothing transcendent about it.

“That’s what motivated the Nazi’s into their religious transformation into a morality that was extremely opposed to Christianity … a rise of the state, an alternative to God.  World War Two really didn’t end until nineteen-eighty-nine, the war continued, but it was a war everyone was too scared to fight until that point.”

“Some excellent examples, Mary.  I’ll ask this of everyone, what is the purpose behind evil?  What is it trying to convince you of? This pernicious element that corrodes human consciousness.”

When no one answered, she continued.  “Life is so unbearably cruel, unjust, random, and tragic, that reality itself would be better off if it never existed at all.  Everyone will go through moments with this malevolent element that latches onto your Core. It is not easy to rid yourself of this miasma; it takes real purpose, meaning, to accomplish that, and if you cannot find meaning, then you will drown in darkness.

“Humanity has struggled with this subtle presence since the beginning; yes, Mary, humanity didn’t really vote on it as a whole until nineteen-eighty-nine, when nuclear crisis reached its zenith.  There were moments during that war that the whole world was ten seconds from destruction.”

Nathan looked down sullenly.  “Is it worth the pain?” Sora was a little shocked to hear that from him.  Does he really think life is that bad … he does have a lot of turmoil in his Core, now that I look.  What’s going on with his thoughts … family?

Inari smiled.  “It depends how you live; however, just knowing the answer doesn’t mean you know how to live.  It takes a bedrock of ethics to stand upon, and not many people are willing to uproot their inflated ego that they can intellectually navigate the moral sphere alone.

“Ethics is grounded in eons of religious evolution and throwing that out of the window spells disaster, and thus births the Marxists.  There’s only evidence of Marxism being a murderous philosophy, nothing else.

“As Mary stated, the death of God produces Nihilism; no foundation under your feet to buttress your moral claims, what is life worth in the face of tragedy; something needs to replace it … the state, opening the way for people like Josef Stalin and Mao Zedong or perhaps even the Vulpes Council.  We can discuss more about this Realm in time.

“It’s important to get your ideas right because people die if they are not.  Those are the options; worship the state or worship nothing, Nihilism.”

Mary sighed.  “Yes, I think we understand.  A postmodern response, which is Nihilistic, and the fascist response, which is state worship, and both are terrible.”

“Indeed, we are getting into a state of philosophy that Wendy would start becoming confused about.  Jung was trying to bring the primordial imagination back into the world, the understanding of ethics that undergird mythology.  Let’s move to some more mythology then; let’s look at the ethical understanding of the Phoenix and unite that to the Jung idea of integrating your shadow.  This is important in regards to your Core.”

Mary sat a little straighter.  “Those are polar opposite ideas; how can they be brought into harmony?”

“Explain why they are opposites,” Inari instructed.

Hmm,” Mary looked up into the blackness.  “The Phoenix … there are times in your life where you have to identify in yourself flaws or insufficiencies that you must have a controlled burn, purging or discarding a part of yourself that doesn’t fit, like the rebirth of the Phoenix.  Jung’s idea of incorporating the shadow plays out like … as you get older, you mature by reincorporating things about yourself that you lost when you were younger—integrate your shadow or things that you’ve been rejecting about yourself. One discards the flaws, while the other incorporates them.”

A playful smile curved her lips.  “In Jung’s work on Alchemy, what was his explanation of the prime alchemical dictum?”

Ashley’s eyes widened with surprise.  “I know this one! I remember a lecture back in my third year at University.  I don’t remember the term, but it meant to dissolve and integrate. So, connecting the Phoenix with dissolve and the shadow with integrate?”

“Hmm,” Inari’s orange irises shifted to Wendy.  “Imagine you have an angry drunk as a mother.” Wendy stiffened at her words, Sora reached out and grabbed her hand to try and comfort her.  “Your mother is not very controlled in her aggression and verbally abuses you while dictating chores as some arbitrary punishment. Mary, what’s the normal response to that?”

“You build a moral structure that’s a part of your personality; I’ll never drink like my mother, or I’ll never be aggressive like her.”

“Is stripping the possibility of physical or verbal aggression of any ethical utility a good thing, Mary?”

Mary shook her head.  “No … it’s not a good thing.”

“No, it is not,” Inari agreed.  “So, you burn that negative structure of your mother’s abuse, shedding it like a snake, but you still need to incorporate your aggression, why?”

“Ah,” Mary slapped her fist.  “It’s associated in some degree with Nietzsche’s idea that morality is cowardice.”

“Indeed,” Inari praised.  “One of Nietzsche’s most trenchant critiques of traditional morality is that most of what passes for morality is not that at all, but cowardice; it’s not that I’m a good person and I don’t want to hurt or steal from you, it’s that I’m afraid to hurt or steal from you because of consequences.  Because I don’t want to admit that I’m afraid to hurt or steal from you, I say I’m moral, and I can mask my fear and cowardice as morality.

“Once you can perceive the human Core and the intent of the Intelligence, then it becomes all too apparent that this pervades many human interactions.  Being harmless and being moral is by no means the same thing. A good branch from this is to address Sigmund Freud; what was Freud’s expertise, Mary?”

She swallowed, brow furrowed as she tried to puzzle out Inari’s connection, which didn’t take her long.  “He was—ah, okay. Freud concentrated on aggression and sexuality. Probably the two most difficult parts of our personality to integrate.”

“Freud was explaining, hyper-simplified morality stops you from tapping into deeper recesses of your psyche; primarily because they are primal forces—it’s not surprising you don’t want anything to do with them, avoid situations where they may manifest.  However, by denying the worst in yourself or repressing it, you prevent the possibility of the best. Nobody can be a good person without integrating their potential for aggression. Why is that, Nathan?”

Nathan pressed his hands against his forehead.  “Give me a second to think about that—nobody can be a good person without integrating their potential for aggression…”  He closed his eyes and leaned forward; Sora could sense his mind working frantically at the problem that Mary had already discovered.  She squeezed Wendy’s hand with a concerned smile. She returned the smile, letting her know she was alright.

“Wait,” Nathan sat up, eyes wide.  “You can’t say no without aggression, can you?”

“Precisely,” Mary clapped.  “You know, it took me reading Freud to actually understand that.  I’m impressed you came up with it on your own.”

Inari nodded.  “If you really mean no, then what you’re saying is:  There isn’t anything you can do to me that will make me change my mind, or conversely, it means, I will play for higher stakes than you will.  And unless you have your aggression integrated, there isn’t a chance you can say that, not even a glimmer. If you did, without aggression, no one would take you seriously—they’d know it’s just a persona.  Jung did excellent work identifying what he termed, the shadow, which is represented in many of the mythologies where the hero must face himself.

“Jung was very interested in the workings and concept of evil; what do you do with the part of you that is aggressive and potentially malevolent?  Do you crush it?”

“That’s the superego response!”  Mary chimed in.

“Yes, the response to put it behind you.  However, is that even a possibility? Or—do you admit its existence and bring it into the game?  For Freud, morality was superego clamping down on the Id, and they were fundamentally opposed.” A smile touched her lips.  “Both Jung and Jean Piaget had a different idea, Mary?”

Mary breathed out a heavy sigh.  “Man, going between Jung, Freud, Nietzsche, Dostoevsky, and now Piaget … you’re making my head spin, Inari.  Okay, both Jung and Piaget … they’d say to Freud—no, no, you don’t shut the bad guys down, you invite them out to play...”

Inari picked up where she left off.  “It will come in a moment; imagine you are an aggressive hockey player … that’s disciplined aggression.  That gives you access to a source of energy you wouldn’t otherwise have. In regards to sexuality; unbridled promiscuity does not constitute a virtue, but neither does unavoidable virginity—in fact, personally, I think that’s worse.”  She chuckled. “Because that masks itself with virtue. The definition of a genuinely moral person: You should be able to do things you wouldn’t do; they could do it, but they don’t, and that’s not cowardice. The Phoenix, you burn off the things that get in the way of that integration.”

Wendy groaned.  “Do you have an example that I can follow this with?”

“I second that!”  Ashley sighed.

“Of course,” Inari chuckled.  “This was a bit for Nathan, but mostly to help condense a few ideas for Mary.  Let’s connect this to another Disney film that you’re all aware of, Pinocchio. Geppetto, the father figure of Pinocchio, similar to how we discussed Osiris and Horus—Geppetto is stuck in the belly of the whale.  He’s so caught in his assumptions that he can’t escape, sound familiar? Trapped in the underworld, chaos, willfully blind. Pinocchio, Horus, represents the new force. Wendy, what does Geppetto confuse Pinocchio with when he tries to rescue him?”

“Umm, he thinks Pinocchio is a … I forgot,” Sora felt Inari’s Intelligence reach through her and touch Wendy’s Core.  “No, a fish! It was a fish! He wants something to eat because he’s starving!” Wait, she doesn’t have any power, but she can use me as a conduit … oh, I see what she’s getting at.  Maybe…

“Yes, but Pinocchio is better than something to eat, right?”

“Rescue,” Ashley muttered.

“Indeed.  And what does Pinocchio, this new force, come up with to save them?”

Sora felt Inari’s influence touch Nathan through her.  “Oh—man, I can’t believe how long ago I saw it,” Nathan said, eyes lighting up.  “Pinocchio wanted to start a fire to smoke themselves out, but Geppetto freaked out because he didn’t want to burn up the furniture.”

“I see,” Mary muttered.  “They don’t need the furniture if they’re getting out of the whale … Geppetto and Osiris, they’re old, that’s the rigid structure of our ethical walls.”

Ashley hummed.  “The old year that has to die off before the new year can be born—a forest fire that allows for new growth.”

Inari took on a pleasant smile.  “You might think, if I burn it up there’d be nothing left, but that isn’t true, is it?”

“You’re right,” Ashley jumped in.  “If it’s deadwood then you have room for new growth.”

“Yes, that’s the snake that sheds its skin and transforms itself—the death and resurrection from a psychological perspective.  Many people accomplish this to a lesser degree, the low hanging fruit or foolish things that if you stopped doing, would improve your life.  I’m talking about something much, much deeper, but also requires the burning of those low hanging fruit as well. This has to do with pride; people tend to be prideful of who they are, which is a bad idea because that puts you in a sense of comfort.

“The idea that you’ve reached a state of perfection is a terrible idea because it stops you from becoming who you could be; if you are proud of what you are, then you cannot let that burn in the Phoenix’s flames and integrate the unknown and dangerous elements of your shadow.  You become your own parody; you don’t want this, you want to be continually progressing away from your previous self. Here we get to the conclusion. Are you the yin or the yang; the order or the chaos; the persona or the shadow—or, are you the process that mediates between them.”

“Wow,” Mary breathed out slowly.  “That all connects.”

Inari’s patient expression didn’t falter as she finished.  “Unlocking your Core; you are the thing that transforms, and that is the right attitude for a human being.  That is what you are; you are the thing that voluntarily confronts chaos and transforms—you could say, your deepest biological essence.  So, you can let things go, if you know more things are to come.”
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                Sora sat back against her chair as her aunt faced her.  “This is the next lesson I wished to share with you in regards to the Nine Asgardian Virtues; the Asgardians are not weak or what you might call, goody-two-shoes.  Is Eyia virtuous in a coy, smug or sentimental manner? No, she is cautious and ruthless, but also compassionate; this is the mediation between light and dark.”

Mary clicked her tongue before humming.  “So, are you trying to enable us to do this?”

Inari’s lips pressed together with disdain.  “I hate the word enable; Sora has been enabling you with her power—the energy that keeps you calm and in control.

“Enabling is a crutch that is addictive in a negative manner; it is the same for the Vulpes within this realm—they are being enabled by this surrounding power, but are weak in and of themselves.  Sora unconsciously recognized this, which is why you are here … my niece wishes to make you powerful within yourselves rather than borrowing her enabling power.”

“I see,” Ashley nodded.  “But aren’t you enabling us to do so?”

“I think it’s more complicated than that,” Nathan muttered.  “She may have provided the training ground, just like the Military or Police Academy, but we have to perform.”

“Indeed,” Inari smiled.  “I am encouraging you to make use of the tools that have been provided.  If you are offered a gym, am I giving you power? No, but I am providing the means by which you can obtain it for yourself; I am not giving you strength, but providing opportunity—the outcome will be different for everyone.

“I can give you encouragement and give you a mental understanding of what you can accomplish by using that gym, but I am not giving you muscle or strength.  You must lift the weights and run the track; I will not do it for you.”

“Got it,” Ashley sighed.  “I guess there’s no easy path to becoming a god.”

“Of course there is,” Inari chuckled.  “I could force your Cores open and advance you to gods with a snap of my finger; even Sora could enable you to a great extent, but that will not help you grow.  You are to contend with the chaos that disrupts order.

“Remember back on the lecture—what I am doing is encouraging you to become the masters of the chaos that can disrupt order; rather than denizens of order that create tyrants or denizens of chaos that create nihilists and hopelessness.  I encourage you and my niece to be masters of emergent chaos. That is the basis of the Asgardian Code—the Conduct of Heroes.

“The heroic story is to voluntarily confront the unknown when it manifests itself and to gather something of value as a consequence and to share that with the community; there’s tragedy and suffering in that that is inescapable.  That doesn’t mean life is unbearable or not worth living, but it means you have to contend with it, prepare for it, adopt responsibility for yourself and your community to combat it; that’s a precondition. Then you accomplish that, bring back the treasure; you bring back a little happiness by the accomplishment of overcoming that suffering and tragedy, or preventing some of it—you’re thankful.”

Wendy folded her arms with a thoughtful expression.  “What is chaos though?”

Mary shifted her weight to look at Wendy.  “Chaos is future potential; the snow that piled atop your car and roads throughout the night that delays your path to work; chaos is what lies before you; chaos is what you don’t know; chaos is what’s outside the walls of your house or town or nation; obstacles, challenges, the future is all chaos and potential.”

Ashley leaned against her right armrest.  “So, you can call on chaos when you need to be rescued from malfunctioning order?  Then … aren’t we the snake in the garden, here in the Vulpes society?”

“Very observant,” Inari applauded.  “Yes, you could consider that a representation of your circumstance.  You are in the isolated walls of the Garden of Eden, and you are bringing the chaos, you are the snake, and that is what scares Mimi.”

“But,” Wendy paused for a moment.  “You said chaos isn’t bad, we need chaos to grow and learn; so, isn’t that good for the Vulpes Realm?”

Nathan chuckled.  “Well, I guess you could see it like that, but they definitely don’t see it that way.”

“Not yet,” Inari’s lips curved.  “Change is terrifying; chaos is terrifying—however, the potential it brings can be elevating.  Look at it from their point of view; chaos has risen up in their ranks, but no one was keeping a watchful eye.  They’re petrified; Mimi may not be blind to the influence, but she lacks the resolve to make the hard choices.

“She will not send the information to the Council because she is frightened of what you might do and terrified of what abilities you might have.  She doesn’t want to risk displeasing you, which is also a product of her upbringing; she is trained to respect power over her own thoughts and fears.

“Order is where something functions in the manner by which you intend; Mimi has lost order, the gate has lost its infallibility, doubt has crept in, chaos.  This feeling is sweeping the town; you may not be able to detect it, but it is like a cancer. Why hasn’t the Council come? Shouldn’t they be aware of intruders?

“They know everything.  Then why are they not here?  They are all-powerful, but something has slipped their notice—are they not all-knowing?  Doubt festers and corrodes their beliefs that, until now, were unquestioned, not unshakable—there is an important difference.  Perhaps this is a test for them? If it is a test, then what’s the answer? These are the things running through Mimi’s heart. Chaos will always exist in one form or another, but how you confront it is what makes the difference.”

“How do you know what you’re doing works in proper order?”  Ashley asked.

Mary grimaced.  “That’s the thing—you don’t.  Most people don’t know what they’re doing because we don’t know everything; everything we do is bounded by ignorance.  However, we still need to operate in the world—so, we humans make finite plans, and if they work out then we regard that knowledge as sufficient … that’s our definition of truth.  That’s the only definition we can use because we don’t have everything at hand, and when what we are doing is working … that’s order.”

“So,” Nathan sighed.  “Inari’s telling us that we can’t stay in that comfortable place of order?  Just how these Vulpes are freaking out once the smallest thing disrupts that order; we need to always be watchful and prepared for something to go wrong.”

“Right,” Inari made a square gesture.  “If you are in a walled garden, and you stay there, chaos will enter because things are not static; the universe, different planes, and other universes continue to function around you.

“Just how these Vulpes bound themselves to a static and isolated structure, it is destined to fail because everything around them is in flux.  Even if you had not entered, given several more generations, the Vulpes in this realm would not be able to produce offspring; they would die before birth because of the damage to their spiritual network.  There are real problems with this realm; it has been in operation for a very long time, and it may have been good in the beginning, however, because of its static nature, it has become corrupt. The chaos or potential you bring is actually a saving grace.”

“Huh,” Mary glared into the darkness.  “That makes me feel a little better about being here.  There are real issues that we can help to fix, but naturally, it won’t be easy … will they even accept it?”

“There are steps,” Inari nodded, turning to Ashley.  “First cast out the beam out of thine own eye; and then shalt thou see clearly to cast out the mote out of thy brother's eye.  Clean your own room before helping someone else clean theirs. You must be the master of your own chaos before hoping to fix the chaos of the world.  You start with yourself, then your family, then your neighborhood, and keep branching out. If everyone did this, then there would be much more stability in the universe.”

Wendy took a deep breath.  “Okay, I think I get it now.  The Yin and the Yang, or order and chaos must be in balance.  We each need to overcome our own issues before we can help someone else … what about Sora though?”  She turned to her with an apologetic smile. “I’m not dissing you; I’m just wondering if you have things to work on too.”

Sora smiled.  “I get it; I mean, a lot of this I’m learning right along with you.  Umm … yeah, I think I have some things to work on.”

“Yes, you do.”  Inari sighed. “You have let order constrict you to a greater extent, barring chaos.”  Fen appeared before her. “This is one of the reasons why.”

“Fen?”  Sora’s brow creased.  “What does Fen have to do with me being too orderly?”

“Her behavior?”  Mary muttered. “I could see that; Sora sees herself as a Vulpes and Fen is her primary representation of a Vulpes … she’s subconsciously repressing her chaotic Vulpes nature.”

“Am I?”

“You are,” Inari frowned.  “Vulpes naturally curve toward the chaotic side; however, you have been repressing much of your urges.  You haven’t completely rejected change; look at Kari as an example. The potential you’ve extracted by allowing her into your group, and to an extent forgiven her.

“On the other hand, this realm has rigidly refused chaos for a very long time, which has caused massive troubles that they are willfully blind to—not only this but the denial of their very nature as Vulpes.  You need to access more of your shadow, the aggressive nature within you; that being said, it’s complicated, it’s not simple.

“When you have a brother, sister, wife, or husband, and you have an argument, what is your goal?  Winning the argument is a bad strategy; you need to live with this person; peace is a good strategy, consensus.  At the same time, there are times you cannot back down, and you must cultivate yourself to recognize these scenarios.  When Fen doesn’t like something, what does she do?”

“She’s pretty vocal about it,” Sora grimaced.

“Exactly,” Inari chuckled.  “When she does something you don’t like, you’re very conservative about it, even if she’s destroying order. You need to tap into your shadow, that potential, and express yourself.  Some behaviors are not conducive to the potential you wish to bring about, Sora; it’s unbelievably complicated, and you must know how to navigate these situations. Think about this:  The probability that your well-meaning intervention into someone’s life, be it individual or national, will have the positive outcome you intend, and no other—is what?”

Sora shook her head.  “Umm, like the well-meaning hope I have to help Wendy and the others?  I guess … no, I was hoping that it would be a lot easier than it looks like it’ll be.  I guess it’s a lot more complicated…”

“Unbelievably more complicated,” Inari stated.  “The answer—zero, none, it will never happen exactly like you predict at the start; so, imagine how it will go wrong, the worst.  That being said, you must stand up and take charge in the potential future you wish to create, which you must identify, and soon—but you must be open to the chaotic change that will inevitably raise its head.

“You must also be cautious about trying to improve something that is already working, because raising that structure’s productivity a little bit is extremely difficult while decreasing it is done with the wave of a hand, and that can affect a lot of people, so be cautious and map out the possible consequences—are those possible consequences worth the risk of damaging the existent productive structure to that extent?”  Her aunt’s head tilted to view Wendy. ““The same for you.”

“Me?”

“When my niece empowered you with her aura, you had the strength to stand up for yourself and speak with confidence; even with the empowering aura of the Vulpes Realm, you are handicapped.  If you were to go back to the Human Realm, you’d fall flat on your face because your Core hasn’t been enhanced, but simply empowered.

“My niece’s solution was only temporary; it’s actually destructive and damning in the long run.  Once that empowerment leaves, you will revert to your timid nature. Each one of you has much to work on.  You cannot be stable and stagnant; they are not the same thing. Stability is a dynamic nature; you must have stability plus transformation—that brings the instinct of meaning.”

“Meaning as an instinct?”  Mary whispered.

“The deepest instinct,” Inari stated.  “It’s the instinct that tells you: where you are is sufficiently stable, but you’re transforming yourself at a sufficient rate to keep up with everything that is changing.

“You instinctively know this; you may be at your job and say, my job is very secure, but it’s not very challenging or fulfilling … why do you care about that?  It’s very secure and provides your needs, but you’re unhappy. Why?

“Happiness isn’t the process or goal; it’s the byproduct; if it’s not challenging, it’s deadening, not worth anything, lifeless.  You need to be challenged to feel the fulfillment necessary to keep going and produce happiness as a byproduct of achieving a goal; it must be comprehensible, enjoyable and self-maintaining or else you will leave … you’ll quit the game.”

“Okay,” Nathan leaned back in his chair.  “So, we’ll be unlocking our Cores and rising through the dominance hierarchy, but before that, we must become the balance between chaos and order, not tyrants or nihilists, but between them.  I’ve learned a lot about a lot of fundamental principles in life, and you’ve made me think a lot about ethics, but what is the meaning in it that will keep us facing our darker self?”

“It is important to realize that the dominance hierarchy isn’t necessarily a good thing, but it is Nature.  As far as I can tell, it will always exist; it exists within your most basic biology. Just because it exists doesn’t mean it’s good or bad, but you must be aware of it.  To round the subject off, Mary, why don’t you explain to the group about human sexual biology and the hierarchy therein.”

Mary sat a little straighter; Sora could feel her excitement at Inari’s prompt.  “Is my hypothesis all true?”

Inari’s smile turned sly.  “I will not answer that, but go ahead and voice it.”

Clearing her throat, Mary said, “Human beings separated themselves from chimpanzees structurally in many ways.  One of those reasons is that human females are extremely selective; this is sexual selection, while chimps are not sexually selective.

“Female chimps will mate with any chimp—the dominant male chimps chase the subordinate chimps away, so they’re more likely to have offspring, but it’s not because of a female’s choice, they’ll mate with any male.  Now, I don’t know about Vulpes, but we human females have done something entirely different.

“We have hidden fertility, and we are much more likely to go after males that have climbed up the hierarchy—to your point Inari, we could say heroes, to what individual females constitute as heroic.”

Inari nodded with a light laugh.  “I applaud your intelligence as a species; by this token, you could say women are Nature.  Fascinating how most of your legends paint Nature as feminine, isn’t it? Of course, the Founding Mothers play a role in that, but it doesn’t change the observable evidence.  Human females select; therefore, natural selection is female selection; they are one and the same.”

“Right,” Mary chuckled.  “I’d love to hear how your mother was born, but I suppose that’s just my curiosity at play.  Anyways, even if we are using wealth or status as a marker; it is a marker of competence—the heroic characteristic we’ve been mapping out.

“The evidence for that is clear within the scientific study material.  You might think that human female choice was what selected them, the males; well, that’s not random at all—that means female consciousness is making its choice as to what propagates, just as you so cleverly articulated, Inari.

“The heroic value of the hierarchy then becomes a marker of natural selection in conjunction with sexual selection that involves the social structure of a culture, underlying the entire species drive for survival.  Then what you’re saying about the topic of chaos and order in conjunction...” She trailed off, deep in thought.

“Are you serious?”  Nathan asked.

Mary nodded.  “It’s even more complicated than that—here’s what happens between human men.  The men all get together in their hierarchies and posit a valued goal, and all accept that as the collective goal; otherwise, they wouldn’t be cooperating, and the collective good would fall apart, society would collapse.

“Then they arrange themselves into a hierarchy, and they let the most competent males lead because they want to achieve that cooperative goal and the best way to accomplish that is by having a competent leader.  It’s really fascinating—the men all get together and vote on the competent men, and the competent men are then chosen by the women, and those are the people that propagate; of course, the women have an even more stringent selection process added on top of the male selection process.  It’s like men are voting on which men get to reproduce, and women go along with it while also being even more selective.”

“Indeed,” Inari folded her fingers.  “Through the active expression of the consciousness in men and women; men select the lineup and women select the most competent among that selected group.  From this, the potential of the world is transformed into actuality and also selects the direction of evolution. Now really think about this; Intelligence extracts the proper world of being from potential, or the chaos around you, by truth or the fundamental state of order that you have envisioned; in essence, faith.

“That is expressed in all heroes and is transpersonal; the admirable fundamental state of order that the hero was able to demonstrate through his faithful belief in a good collective state of order as he combats chaos and brings back its treasure.  Faith is action; why plant a garden unless you had faith that it would produce?

“You would not, and the reason it produces is because of the faithful dedication you input into the chaos to produce the fruit.  This heroic ethical consciousness is the driving force behind the process of evolution; it is the same with sexual selection and natural selection.”

“Wow,” Mary breathed.  “That is powerful.”

“Living beings pull energy in, you do not wind down in any simple manner like a deterministic structure.  We are a dissipative structure, not an interruptive structure; you are an active agent of choice confronting an infinite landscape of chaos, and casting that potential into reality for either good or evil.

“The way we treat each other is as logos; if you treat yourself this way, then you will have proper respect for yourself, and also a fear of yourself because you can make bad decisions and warp the structure of reality or warp order.  The moment someone sees how they negatively twisted the structure of order, it wakes them up, if good is their pursuit.

“If you do not treat yourself as an active agent, imbued with logos, even in an evolutionary sense, then you will not flourish; even more, if you do not treat others this way then they will not want to associate with you, and you will be isolated outside the system of order.

“A society that is not built with this objective reality in mind is only doomed to fall apart; all societal structures that corrode this principle of heroic value dissolve or become totalitarian almost instantly; corrupted for a hero to set right—just like Seth and Horus.

“Any society that is built upon deterministic grounds will and has failed every test throughout my knowledge of history—an extremely long history.  You must treat each other as individual centers of consciousness for a society to prosper and positive values to be set with free-thinking as a grounds to expansion … this principle, the Vulpes Realm has corroded.  A council, but they are not voted in; the deadwood is not replaced. A hero must rise, and your entrance has marked the beginning of opening their eyes to potential.

“It has fascinated me for some time; a villain and a hero are determined by the individual and their choices, not the society by which they are born to, and that is what makes the appeal of heroes so eye-catching.”

Inari took a deep breath.  “Wonderful,” she beamed. “Values must not only be understood but acted out.  Each of you has hatred, loss, depression, and frustration twisting your Core; in short, you’re resentful.  Resentment is actually a very useful emotion, but it can also be one of the most damaging if it is not dealt with properly.

“If you are resentful, it means one of two things,” she held up a finger, “one, it means you should grow up, quit whining, and get on with your life, or second, you’re being subject to tyrannical order, of one form or another—it could be a product of yourself or perhaps your environment, and you are not putting your own best interests in developing your character.

“In connection, first you must identify how much of your resentment is due to immaturity and knuckle down and take responsibility; then combined or separate for this as a secondary option is that you have something to say or do—in short, you are violating your own internal ethical standards, you’ve been pressured to say things or do things you believe to be wrong.  Such as Ashley, feeling like she’s abandoned her family.” Sora swallowed at her aunt’s statement as Ashley’s emotions sank into a pit of despair; she looked down at the floor, rubbing her left shoulder. 

“These emotions are natural,” Inari soothed.  “Therefore, you must determine a means to rectify your ethical dilemma.  You first must take note of that; you are unhappy, resentful of the situation you are in.  Next, you must be willing to engage in a certain amount of conflict; in order to sort out what’s disturbing you, you’re going to have to express those emotions.

“You are going to have to be honest with yourself and those you must discuss it with; the danger is passive aggressiveness.  It must be done in a way of ignorant humility; for example, you might say: Look, I’m frustrated, I’m hateful, I don’t know where to put my emotions, and I’ve been feeling this way about myself and these other people.  Here’s where I think it went wrong, maybe this was on my part, maybe their or your part here … here’s what I envision as a possible solution.”

Inari pointed at each one of them.  “Each of you, this is very important; if you are going to say what is eating at your Core, then you must express solutions.  You can’t just complain without expressing actionable potential; you must think: What are my minimal conditions for satisfaction?  You must offer that with the person you are negotiating with, and that includes yourself. There is a real phenomenon; Mary, how would you express it?”

Mary had her eyes lowered, nodding as she listened to Inari.  Upon her name being called, she folded her fingers together, pursing her lips for a moment.  “You’re exactly right, Inari. You’re not storing up a whole sequence of memories about how you were unjustly treated, and abused, and betrayed; instead, you’re trying to stay on top of all those negative emotions to note your unhappiness and dissatisfaction when it manifests itself.

“To accept that that’s the case, and to analyze it to see if it’s your problem, as you said, in regards to maturity, or if there was a real injustice in the manner the world and you are interacting, and then to work to set that right.  I’ve counseled some past patients in a similar manner, even if only in small ways, it can help a person greatly. You’re talking about characterlogical development—that makes you stronger, over time.”

“Indeed,” Inari’s tone darkened slightly.  “However, there is something much deeper at play with what you term characterological development.  Most people will envision their potential future, putting faith, as we’ve described, into such a goal, and that’s good.  However, you must also envision your worst possible hell; what you can imagine your worst outcome to be if you take that road.  What’s the purpose of that?”

“Being chased,” Nathan muttered.  “You’re chased from behind by that fearful, realistic path and encouraged by the hopeful goal you’re aiming for in the future and all that entails.”

“Yes,” Inari nodded at Nathan.  “That fear and hope, working together, can help you stand up in the face of conflict; characterological development is very easy to avoid, most humans do avoid it because it is very easy to let slide because it’s stressful in the short term.  

“They store up grievances across the span of their relationships and lives until it transforms into this hulking monster that devours everything around you; this is where you have divorces or yell at your boss and get fired or develop high blood pressure over fifteen years of bottled up monsters in your closet, and you drink yourself into oblivion because you can’t stand your life.”

“How do you avoid … fix that?”  Wendy asked uncomfortably.

“Just as I said,” Inari smiled.  “You must imagine the worst possible outcome within your given life; you must be terrified of not speaking your peace.  This is emphatically important; it is the mark of someone that is wise: To have enough humility to think through how things could go terribly wrong, even if you have the best intentions at heart.

“That is why I was honestly shocked by the Intelligences that founded the United States.  Their idea was: We’re more than likely going to be governed by idiots at some point or another, or halfwits that aren’t any smarter than we are.

“They never set out to make the perfect system; they set out to make a system that if someone that was the personifications of asinine ideology ended up leading, how would we not end up in hell?  Hence, the balance of powers; they were quite sophisticated. They imagined the best and worst … most importantly, they imagined the worst and how to prevent it; it’s a great deal more likely that something will go wrong than go right.

“That terror can spark the motivation to counter the fear of having that conversation or to create precautions against that outcome.  It is the same with your shadow; you must get in touch with the depths of your anger. Humans always have something to be resentful about—they’re resentful about women, resentful about men, the patriarchy, the monarchy, the left wing, and right wing, the rich, the poor, the cataclysmic forces of nature, their own inadequacies, bad parenting, the list is endless.

“This can make you very angry and cynical and bitter and dark and full of fantasies about destruction and anarchy and shaking your fist at God … you can become very dark.  Jung said: The human shadow extends all the way down to hell.  He really meant that; all the terrible things humans are motivated to do are associated with that shadow domain.”

Inari’s orange eyes leveled with each one of them.  “None of you are saints, all of you have a terrible capacity for destructiveness.  When you confront your shadow and consider your resentment, it can terrify you. Sometimes it can construct itself into very destructive fantasies, which you likely try to repress because they’re so brutal, aggressive, and dark that you can’t believe you’d generate them; the nice persona that’s you could never do such a thing.

“You don’t want to associate yourself with the satanic part of the human character; however, without that, you’d be ignorant, which is also represented by the Bible study of Adam and Eve with the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil—it opened the door to that darker understanding of humanity, which is also contrasted by the understanding of the good of humanity.  That is extraordinarily useful.

“This is the combination of everything we’ve discussed, because having that darker self means you can incorporate that into your actions when needed, you’re a lot more immovable, courageous, a force to contend with; it can give you respect for yourself when you realize you’re a force of controlled destruction and creation, and you’re more likely to treat yourself with a lot more intelligent caution.

“All of the beings I really admire have a clearly dangerous side to them because they’re powerful; you don’t want to have them activate that any more than necessary, they are forces to be reckoned with, but it’s also what makes them respectable and strong.”

“That sounds … difficult…”  Sora sighed.

Her aunt chuckled.  “This is a very challenging undertaking; if it were easy, everyone would reflect this heroic balance between the light and darker sides of humanity—to pull in that dark side of your character, and that would be all the things you’ve repressed or failed to develop as a consequence of trying to be a harmless citizen, this persona that looks virtuous on the surface.

“Most people aren’t put in situations where they are encouraged to be bad which is why people feel dazed after participating in a riot; they thought they were good-natured people—no, they were never placed in a situation that allowed them to be bad; the persona that masks the shadow … Wendy has a memory of a game called Persona Five that illustrates this principle in a grand manner.”

“I remember hearing about it,” Wendy whispered.  “I just don’t remember much about it.”

“In any case, it is possible to unlock your Core with these emotions evident, but they will only enhance and cause you a shift in personality.  Therefore, we must go through a few events before unlocking that first layer. You do not understand what unlocking your Core implies; it is a very personal and emotional task that can twist your personality if not handled properly.

“How do you think trickster gods and evil deities in your myths were created?  They were not born evil or twisted but became as such through unhealthy means of unlocking their Core before dealing with their darker emotions.  As discussed, many of your legendary heroes are described going through character trials to overcome this; you are no different.”

“That makes sense,” Mary muttered.  “For instance, the evidence is overwhelming in cases such as lottery winners.  They obtain a vast amount of wealth or potential power overnight and unravel. A year later they are even more miserable than the year previous, or dead from overdose … suicide.  The evidence that the pursuit of power without restraint is harmful is overwhelming. Thank you for taking that into consideration.” She smiled at Inari. “Wendy’s explanation was correct; your presence is without words to describe.”

“I understand what is meant by that,” Inari sighed.  “Not as a compliment, but as reality. Founders that have learned even a moderate amount of control over their power release that kind of aura.  It is natural. Sora will be the one to answer your prayers though.” Her aunt rested her cheek against the back of her hand.

“First, you will be astral projecting to the Human Realm to view what has become of your family, and by Sora’s powers, you may communicate with them; they will see you in a daydream-like state.  What you tell them is up to you, and Sora can transport you anywhere. You may see many of your family members and project the same message so that they come together and correspond with the event.  This, I have decided, is the first step.”

Sora felt the pressure hit her in the chest as Mary, Ashley, and Nathan’s emotions struck her.  “Can—I really do that? I don’t know how to astral project or how to influence them when I am astral projecting—wait, could I find out what’s going on with my dad?”

Her aunt smiled at her.  “Of course you can, my little niece; you are so much more powerful than you credit yourself.  Take each of them separately; it is an impression of yourself, linked to your Core, birthed through your magic.  How impossibly complicated it would be for a Vulpes like Fen; she couldn’t fathom the magic behind it. You will not comprehend it either, but it is natural for you.  The moment you desire it, you will begin to understand what you must do, and every time you repeat it, it will become easier, such is your gift, which I am fostering. Are you ready to begin?”
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                Sora swallowed nervously, shifting to view the four humans in her Core.  “Who—wants to go first?” Everyone was silent, but she could feel their emotions radiate.  They’re all anxious to see their families; each of them has a level of reservation … but only Wendy wants to skip it … I understand why.  She pursed her lips.  The adults all feel like they should go last though and all of them think Wendy should go first … they don’t know her circumstances.

Her aunt’s voice entered her mind.  “Sora, you’ve already identified all of their feelings, and Wendy must do this.  It would be best to start with her. It will not be easy, and she’ll try to play it off, but you must be firm, but supportive.”

She ran her hand through her copper hair before scratching her right fox ear.  “Alright—I know how each of you feels … Wendy, we should probably do you first.”

A sharp tremor ran down Wendy’s frame.  “What—no, no, I think Ashley should go first—she has her family, right?”

Ashley shook her head.  “No—I can wait,” she smiled encouragingly.  “I’m sure you’re anxious about your family too.  I can wait, and Sora does know how we all feel; so, I’m more than willing to wait my turn … this is a prayer answered.”  Mary frowned at Wendy’s statement as she studied her nervous twitches, but kept silent.

Wendy’s brow furrowed as she shifted to look at her.  “Why—you know how I feel—why do I need to go first?” Sora pursed her lips, turning to stare at Inari, but she merely stared back with a neutral expression.

A low moan rumbled in her throat as she rubbed her wrist.  “Umm—everyone does need to do it … like my aunt said. Everyone wants to let you go first … I know it’s not easy, but I’ll be there with you.  Is that—are you ready to go?” She corrected herself. I guess this is something Wendy needs to address … it’s not easy for her, but I feel like she’ll concede with the pressure of everyone voicing their opinion.  I guess this is something else she needs to work on when we get to her Shadow.

“I just,” Wendy glanced back at Ashley, Mary, and Nathan before looking at Inari with a hard swallow.  “Do I—do I really have to see my mom?”

“I’m afraid so,” Inari stated.

Sora’s vision moved to Mary as she began puzzling out Wendy’s response.  Mary’s beginning to understand Wendy’s relationship with her mom.  She’s connected Inari’s statement with her current reaction, and she approves … this is exposure therapy.  I guess it’s something Mary would suggest, though in smaller doses rather than this big step. Mary thinks Inari is also hitting multiple stones with this one action … it’s breaking a lot of Wendy’s walls.

“I,” Wendy closed her eyes, holding her side and rubbing her shoulder.  “I just—what would I say?”

“You’ll know when you arrive,” Inari stated.

“What’s wrong?”  Ashley asked.

A sharp tremor ran down Wendy’s frame as she faked a smile.  “Oh, nothing—nothing, I—it’s just a lot to—no nothing’s wrong.”  She cleared her throat and turned to Sora. “Alright—sure, why not…”  She’s panicking internally … I doubt she would be able to present herself so calmly if she were in her physical body right now; her heart would be thumping through her chest, and she’d be sweating a ton.

Smiling reassuringly, Sora got up, chair disappearing.  “Okay,” Wendy followed her action, holding her arms to hide the shakes, fake smile still in place.  She doesn’t want to look vulnerable to the others.  She thinks they’ll think there’s something wrong with her, she doesn’t want to see her mom … who wouldn’t want to see their mom?  Another thing to work on with bringing out her more aggressive side; I need to work on that too.

Turning to her aunt, Sora cleared her throat.  “So, what do I need to do? Should I hold her hand or something?”

Inari chuckled.  “Did you hold their hands when you pulled them into your Core?”

“No?”  Sora’s brow furrowed.

“No, you did not,” Inari smiled warmly.  “Sora, do you know what you did when you pulled them into your Core?  The danger that you didn’t give a second thought about?” Of course, she knows I didn’t … it’s her asking a question to make me think again.  “Right,” Inari tilted her head fondly.  “What could have gone wrong?”

“Umm,” Sora shifted a little nervously near Wendy.  She noticed that her aunt shifting to put a little stress on her was easing Wendy’s nerves a little.  Is this her plan?  I mean, everything she does seems to have multiple reasons, not just one, so I guess this is one result, but she’s really asking me these questions too.  “I could have … killed them?”

“Think about it, Sora, think.”  Her aunt tapped her side of her head, making her bright white hair shift slightly.  “What did you do?”

“I—pulled out their Cores and brought them into myself—my Core.”

“What’s in their body?  What’s sustaining it; guiding it?  A person’s spirit is a part of their Core among many other complicated elements.”

“So,” Sora’s vision narrowed as she stared at the floor.  “So, she—their body,” her eyes widened. “Did I kill their physical bodies!”  Everyone stiffened at her response; fear shooting through their Core.

“No, Sora,” Inari shook her head.  “You were able to sustain each of their body’s spiritual needs through the magic you used to bring them into your Cores.  You could consider it delicate spiritual surgery that you had no clue how to perform. If Jin or Eyia saw what you just did; the very slight shifts that you took that could have damaged them or you—they’d freak out and for good measure.  Not only was it extremely dangerous to perform for each of them, but the manner in which you did it has left you extremely vulnerable. You have much to learn in regards to protecting yourself and others.”

“But—but you told me to do it again!”  Sora stammered. “Why—why’d you let me do it again then?”

Her aunt hummed.  “The first time you did it with Wendy was very rough, and the tossing and turning that she felt with all those other sensations; those were moments that she was very near complete destruction.  However,” she sighed, “you managed to do it; narrowly, mind you, and that did impress me.

“You mapped out the procedure to perform such magic, with humans,” she stated clearly.  “Do not do this with any other Core; the level of resistance human Cores have are neigh non-existent, which allowed you to maneuver without any tug or variance.  I bring this up now, because you are about to do something else you have never done; it is not nearly—not even a fraction close to how dangerous as what you did with their Cores, but understand there are real consequences to using your powers that could snuff out beings with low Core resistance.”

“Should—should we wait a little bit then?”  Wendy chuckled nervously. “You could train Sora a bit more…”

“I’m afraid not,” Inari’s eyes slid to her.  “Sora is not moving your Cores, but will be creating an Intellectual copy of each of you and herself; this copy will be linked to your Core in a manner that is similar to how computer files that are read only function, any outside influence done to the copy will not directly affect you.  You could meet with Bathin in this manner, and he would only be able to destroy the copy, which would just be cutting the connection. He couldn’t use your copy either, because it is not you, but a fed magical construct that when broken, is no longer fed and dies. It is extremely complicated to create a magical construct like this, but I will guide Sora in the act.  You have nothing to fear.”

Wendy looked down at the bright floor.  “Okay…”

“Hmm,” Ashley shifted in her chair.  “Does that mean that astral projecting is actually dangerous if not done in this kind of way?  In movies, I always got the impression it was pretty harmless.”

“Movies,” Nathan huffed.  “Right, I guess I should throw out all my movie experience.”

“Not necessarily, Nathan,” Inari chuckled.  “Movies are generally symbolizing an archetype that’s been passed down through generations; there’s bound to be some truth in it.  As for Ashley’s question, yes, and no—there are means to harm you if you astral project. I spoke to my niece a bit about the damage one could experience between the different Planes of existence.  What do you remember, Sora?”

“Man,” Sora scratched her left fox ear with a slight bit of irritation.  “I feel like I keep getting quizzed. Umm, so—your Intelligence is what astral projects; not your spirit or your Core, but just your Intelligence, and it can be hurt in a lot of ways, but you’re also safe from physical or spiritual harm … it would take special magic to hurt you.  What I’m understanding, my aunt’s saying that she’ll teach me a way to prevent even that.”

“Rough,” Inari sighed, “but get’s to some of the points.  Yes, I’ll be guiding you down a path that is much safer than what you’d normally experiment with; this is something you’d normally learn through millennia of experimentation.  I am handing down experience I have garnered for myself. Now, close your eyes and listen to my voice, Sora.”

Sora took a deep breath.  “Alright.” She reached out her hand for Wendy, and she took it, fingers trembling.  She squeezed reassuringly before closing her eyes.

“Sora, you have had to push a little to get Wendy to this point, but you’re going to have to let go when we arrive.  We’ve set her stage, let her play it out at her own pace. She must confront this obstacle herself; just be there for support, let her engage.  You know what this means … you’re going to have to slowly reduce your Core’s empowerment and let her stand on her own two feet.”

I don’t want to leave her alone…

“You will not be leaving her alone, but you will not be empowering her stability; she must burn this monster and incorporate her aggression.  Her mother has been a massive block in her life. She must pull out this dagger in her heart by herself; you cannot be her life support—if you want her to be strong, you’ll do this.”

Swallowing, Sora cleared her throat.  Okay, I get that she needs to be strong, but Mary even thinks this is a bit fast.

“Yes, because she deals with people on a much different level than you can.  This is Wendy’s Core and you know exactly her issues that need to be addressed and can provide the stage for that in an instant.  You are much more equipped to handle someone’s transformation than she ever could be or understands; you do not understand. Just trust me; I have done this for eons.  These concepts I taught you are not new, but rediscovered and presented in a different manner than generations past; again, just trust me. This is how you bring Wendy back to life; it is very similar to what Horus did to Osiris in the Underworld—you are giving Wendy sight she never could have imagined.”

I—I’ll trust you then…

“Call upon your magic and link the desire to replicating Wendy and your Intelligence into a physical manifestation inside your Core.  Yes, that’s it … now sustain those with a link, just like a power cable and link that power cable to the information feed that connects your replicated Intelligence to Wendy and you; no, do not connect yourself to Wendy’s magical replication, you do not want to interfere with her growth.  There you go … open your eyes.”

Sora opened her eyes; the clones stood in front of them, making the other three humans gasp, and she was a little shocked to see her aunt smiling, soft tears falling down her cheeks.  “I cannot express—I was advised, you might even say warned, to not interfere like this by The Herald of Sakura; she’s tied to your mother in some sense, and she feels a little protective in that regard, but I was not going to let my only niece face such a future without guidance … I cannot express how selfish I am in this.”

Sora felt tears coming on herself; she sniffed, brushing back a few tears.  “I don’t care how it sounds—you’ve been more of a mother to me than I feel she ever could.  I don’t know what she’s done for me or the Herald or anything else, but—you were there for me when I needed it.  I don’t know what deals she has with Nilly or the Nekomata Faction or The Herald or maybe even Stephanie, who knows … but you—you’ve been there from the moment I met you.  You’ve helped me get stronger—not just...” She started to shake a little. “You’ve been doing the same thing to me that you’re…”

Inari chuckled.  “Yes, Sora, I’ve been helping to unlock your Core and prepare you for your own advancements.  It is a process, not a one-time event.”

All the humans seemed a little lost and didn’t want to interrupt.  “Now,” Inari brushed at her red cheeks without removing the stains.  “I want you to close your eyes and imagine Wendy’s mother, search for her spiritual ripple; it is in your databank.  This is not a completely safe method to find someone that is powerful and could respond in a hostile manner, but for normal humans that can’t even shield their spiritual presence, it is more than adequate; you are not pinging her Core, but searching for the ripples she already sends and following them.  It is important to note that you must be careful with this method as someone could be sending a trap; however, with the method of replicating your Intelligence, it is safe. Send your linked Intelligences to the location you found.”

“Sora, once you find Jane, start reducing your Core’s empowering energy feeding into Wendy’s Core.”

Following her aunt’s instructions, for a brief moment, she felt a massive wave of countless ripples before they faded to a single pulse.  It feels a little like the pulse from the Vulpes Realm gate; it’s different, but it fluctuates like it.  With a desire, she sent her Intelligence replicas toward the ripple and felt a slight tug as she fell through space while actively reducing her empowering energy feeding into Wendy’s Core.  The experience only lasted a fraction of a second before she was standing on solid ground.

Opening her eyes, she was standing on concrete; Wendy and her aunt on either side of her.  They were at some kind of resort; turning around she saw several people walking around and a red-tinted wood deck that surrounded a large pool.  They were at a resort she remembered going to once; it was a luxury 5-star eco-resort in Fiji she’d went to with Wendy during her eleventh birthday, the vast ocean view behind them.

It was twilight, and there were soft lamps atop tables and around the pool; Sora caught sight of Jane sitting at one of the tables, browsing a menu with a satisfied expression, a glass of red wine in front of her.  Sora shivered as Wendy’s emotions began to escalate with her continuing to shield her from the energy in her Core.

“What—why am I … I don’t want to do this, please!”  Wendy pleaded, turning away from her mother’s smug expression as she looked at a passing attendant.

“Take your time,” Inari stated as three chairs appeared, facing the ocean.

Wendy quickly moved away from her mother, walking toward the beach.  “She can’t see us, right?”

“No dear,” Inari said, slowly moving to follow with Sora in-tow.  “Everything here is a dreamlike imitation of what is actually around your mother in the Physical Plane.”

“I just—why do I need to do this so fast?  I mean, we could go see my aunt … why don’t we go see her?”  Sora frowned. She’s never even met her aunt, so I have no clue about her.  I guess this is just her panicking.

“Perhaps after your mother,” Inari said.  “If you still want to see her, but there’s no need to rush; just sit by the ocean, for now, it’s fine.”

“It’s not fine!”  Wendy screamed, making Sora flinch, but Inari placed a hand on her shoulder.  “It’s alright.  Just let her get away; she’s coming off your emotional security, and she’s a little unstable.  We’ll just sit here and let her walk it out; she’ll come back in her own time.”

Sora hesitated as she watched Wendy start briskly walking along the side of the beach.  “I want to follow her though.”

“I know, but she needs to calm down on her own.  When she’s calm, she’ll join us. Just sit with me and let her work through the rush of emotions you’ve been leveling out for her.”

“Okay…”  Sora held her arm nervously.  Did I cause all of this built up tension in her by calming her with my aura?

“No, dear, you did not cause this, but you actually saved her life.  Again, in a very dangerous manner,” she scolded, making Sora’s ears droop; Inari huffed, putting an arm around her.  “Still, it was very courageous of you. You managed to bridge Wendy’s broken heart with yours on an emotional level; she trusts you because you left yourself vulnerable to her when she was most vulnerable.  Now, you just need to let her cool down and come back; she’s in flight mode, not fight. She doesn’t want to confront her emotions with her mother; why would she? Her mother is a contemptible creature that doesn’t deserve Wendy’s sacrifices, but it is Wendy that needs to recognize that, and then release all those pent up emotions.”

“This really is important for her?”

“Extremely,” her aunt gestured for her to take a seat.  “She was left in an ocean, lost in the open, and nothing could take her pain away, but you bridged her cast off boat to shore.  There is a fire that can be tempered through this; in essence, we are throwing her back to the wolves, her ravenous emotions. She’s beaten black and blue, but she’ll survive those wounds, and they’ll shape her; every scar will build a stair for her to climb the pyramid—she may be among the wolves, but when we’re done, she’ll be the leader of the whole pack.  She’ll leave her mother choking on every word she spoke or left unspoken, rebuild everything that Jane broke within her, and build a throne to be the master of chaos and order; Jane will be the reason she continues to fight forever, every future wound will only feed her pack, that she tamed here.”

Sora watched Wendy continue walking away from them as she sat with her aunt, shifting their tails to lay across their laps.  “I really want this to help her; thanks for calming me down.”
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                Sora sat in silence as she listened to the surrounding noise; there weren’t that many people that moved across the beach or ate around the area.  Wendy’s mother seemed to be enjoying the silence as she drank her wine and dined on the expensive food. It’s been a while since I’ve been here … everything’s changed so much for me.

She recalled the past few weeks; trying sort everything out.  I used to be so constricted; all I could think about was Kari and what her gang might do tomorrow, but now that seems so small.  I’ve almost died several times, I have friends, my dad’s still prisoner… “Inari…”  Her aunt turned to her.  “You’ve been alive for a long time; is life just suffering?”

Inari hummed as she turned to stare out at the sea.  “Sora, existing is suffering—there is suffering in the very nature of existence, and every being is tainted by malevolence that extends that nature.  The question becomes not if there is suffering in existence, but what’s meaningful in that suffering? There’s pain to alleviate, chaos to confront, order to establish and revivify, evil to constrain; not least in your own heart.”

A sad smile crossed her lips as she looked sideward at Jane.  “The life of the selfish is a short-lived existence—once you have balanced yourself and accept that there will be suffering in living, then the only satisfying continuity is to bring that harmony to others … a family; the joy of building bonds with unique individuals and encouraging them to reach their maximum attainment.”  She paused as she turned back to the sea. “That’s the only lasting joy; my work and my glory.”

Sora looked down at her tails.  “You mean the Vulpes community that you help?”

“Not entirely,” Her aunt sighed softly.  “There are few lasting motivations in a life as long-lived as mine and your mother’s—it must be comprehensible, enjoyable and self-maintaining or else you will leave.  Family is one of those things that can continue; that doesn’t mean there is not suffering that comes with family. Being enjoyable does not mean without struggle, in fact, you cannot relish the joy without the suffering; to live without struggle is a short-sighted and ill-wished existence bounded by ignorance.  There is a reason even the gods suffer in all of your religions, and there’s meaning in it for everyone to continue.”

Sora scratched her forehead.  “So, suffering is just a necessary part of life then, but that doesn’t have to define us?”

“It’s not only logical but self-evident.”  Inari stroked one of her tails. “There must be opposition in all things; without the sorrow, you would not enjoy the bliss … there’s more to that statement than you imagine.  Bliss is perfect happiness, and that accompanies utter misery; the yin and the yang. It is a law of existence.”

Sora frowned.  “So, I should enjoy the suffering?”

Her aunt chuckled.  “No, dear, just because something is a necessary evil and fact of reality does not make it good or bad, but simply there.  You are here, and because of that there will be suffering, but there’s so much more than the suffering; if all you can see is the suffering then your priorities are not in order, and you are not in balance—that is actually a natural warning.  If you cannot see the joy, then you are not walking in the right direction, but there will also be misery in the right direction. A part of that balance is choice which separates you from many creatures and the elements.”

“Like free will?”

“Yes, Sora, there is a divinity to discover within your Core that at this moment, you cannot even begin to fathom.  It is written in your very spiritual biology, you can become gods, but you must take up your cross, as the saying goes.  There is suffering and sacrifice that bounds that journey that all the legends demonstrate; the implication is not something many conceptualize.

“Because of this spark within each of you there is pain; as independent souls, there will be differences.  That spark of divinity within you that few creatures possess can be cultivated and unlocked. However, with that gift also comes the inevitability of conflict, but again, that is necessary for growth.  Imagine Kari as an example.”

“Kari?”  Sora rubbed between her eyes.  “I never really imagined it from Kari’s point of view … I guess because I never really tried to understand her.  I just thought she was the incarnation of evil or something…”

Her aunt chuckled.  “Yes, it’s easier to cope that way, but not to sustain yourself over an extended period of time.  She must be understandable; your circumstance must be understandable.”

Sora sat back to stare up at the bright stars as she thought about what she knew of Kari’s past.  “She really has had a lot of tragedy—even more now … I don’t even know if I can imagine it. She’s never really experienced … a real family.  From what I’ve heard from Aiden, she was basically isolated in her mother’s sanctuary. Her first contact with the outside world would have been … with me, right after walking in on her dead mother—brother telling her to eat her mother … that’s horrible.  I can’t even imagine that—if I was in seventh or sixth grade and that happened to me.”

Sora’s vision shifted to Kari as she appeared in front of her, her younger self, back when she’d first met her.  Her aunt took a deep breath. “I know a fair bit about Alva’s decisions that lead to Kari’s life, including her uncles, half-sister, step-uncle, and brother’s acts and so much more.  This is an extreme example of a tragic history; the level of experience that Kari had when she met you was minimal and with much suffering. The level of hate she has for her brother far exceeds your minor interaction with him—he’s the incarnation of hell itself for her that she’s struggled against much of her life, and all alone.”

“She had a whole pack of girls; she had tons of people supporting her.”  Sora’s brow creased, feeling a bit of heat shoot up her chest.

“People, but not friends—did they stand up to her?  Were they independent souls of reason in her life? No, they were merely riding her desperation—resonating and living through her.  They each had their own issues, but nothing in the face of Kari, and they felt that and let her be the excuse for their dark release—they used her.  Kari was searching for any measure of happiness she could find, and she found a portion of that in sharing her suffering with you.”

“She was using me then … just like they were using her.”  Sora scowled.

“Sora,” she looked at her aunt’s compassionate features with pursed lips.  “You should understand Kari more than most; what happened just before your transformation?”

Sora folded her arms; she looked down the beach, but Wendy had already disappeared.  Why is this turning into a Kari pity party … wait, is she trying to help me with one of my problems because Wendy’s...  She glared at her aunt.  You tricky fox.  Her aunt just smiled innocently.  I know you can hear my thoughts … fine.  Taking a deep breath, Sora glared at the sand.  “What did Kari do just before my transformation?  She told me to leave…”

“Why?”  Her aunt pressed.

“I—how should I know?  She got bored with me—I wasn’t fulfilling her joy meter anymore?”

“Think about it, Sora.”  Her aunt prodded. “Since seventh grade, she tormented you and then she decided not to do it.  Why?”

Leaning back against her chair, Sora huffed.  How should I know?  Yeah, she had a really tough life, but she made my life tough to feel good.  She hated competition … well, that’s what I thought when I changed. I was another supernatural being that was in her territory; so, it was a game of pick on the fox.  She decided to run me out before that though… She turned to her aunt.  “Why did she decide to chase me out of school?”

“It won’t be as significant if I give you the answer,” Inari smiled patiently.

She sunk into her chair with a low groan, shifting her tails a little.  “Alright, so, this has to do with chaos and order … probably. I mean, you’re telling me all of this because I’m too orderly and not accepting chaos or potential, right?”  Her aunt didn’t answer. “Right…” Kari hates losing … the wolf in her.  What did she say?

Calling upon her magic, she searched for the memory to play in front of her; she stiffened for a moment as Kari appeared, dressed in her sports clothes.  Kari’s cold and dominating presence made her swallow as she repeated the information “I’m finished with this little game, Sora. After today, I want you to leave…”

Her image seemed to cut as the second half played.  “I’ll give you the week to set everything up. Homeschool, transfer schools, leave the state, I don’t care.  I want your foul stench of an existence out of Miami Beach Senior High by the end of the week, period.” She stood, her eyes penetrating, making a shiver run down Sora’s spine as she felt the aura again.  “If you stay…” She trailed off with a murderous look of contempt before moving to leave the locker room. “Don’t make a scene, Sora.”

The image of Kari vanished; Sora took a calming breath.  I forgot how scary she was … that’s how I remember her.  She was larger than life, but she was really just hurt and broken inside, releasing stress; so, why let her stress ball go?  She was finished with the game … she never acted like it was a game though. Her brother made her life hell, and she took it out on me.  She was the one in control with me, but then she let that control go … why would she let go of control? Inari was talking about … no, family?  Kari had feelings of family and let me go? Absolutely not, not at all … Lori and Jenny? Maybe … with how she acted … possibly, but she was still pretty controlling.  That was how family was to her though…

Inari sighed.  “Yes, Sora, Kari was finally finding a second family.  She was beginning to feel happy with her life; why was that?”

Sora tucked in her lower lip.  She wanted me to leave … she wasn’t going to go.  The school, how she talked to Lori in the classroom … it was like it was her sanctuary, and she didn’t want her brother or his gang near it.  Was the school like her new home? She found a place she belonged? She was the star of most the sports teams, people praised her, she was accepted, and she felt a measure of love.  She didn’t need to bully me anymore to feel something in her life … she had a bunch of girls around her. She was trying to create her own family … Eric’s story, the deaths of both Lori and Jenny … being separated from the school and unable to return … finding out about her uncles…  “Wow—that’s actually really sad…”

“There’s much more to be examined,” Inari’s voice was soft as she stared out at the ocean.

“More?”

“There’s always a deeper layer.  Look further into her current mind; complete your thoughts.”

“Her uncles, they want—yeah, super disturbing … I don’t really want to go there.  Umm, Kari’s here with me because—well, the deal I made with her brother … that makes my skin crawl.”

“You’re focusing more on yourself; think about it from her side.”

“Okay … she lost everything and was then controlled by me.  I saved her … forced her to come with me when she was weak. She woke up, found out everything from Aiden, was super hurt, confused—she was just in a lot of pain.  Then she followed me because she didn’t have a choice. It was the best option; so, now she’s downstairs…”

“There’s a lot left unpacked still.  What’s going through her mind?”

Sora breathed out a long sigh.  “A lot of pain, probably. Probably a lot of confusion.  She doesn’t know what to do with her life—like she yelled at Aiden, what should she live for … the lecture you told us about … the beginning of this conversation … was—was all that to help me—help me accept Kari?”  She scowled at her aunt. “Wait—of course there’d be more to it than that—you’re multitasking all the time. So—Kari’s confused about what my plans are for her? I guess I’m confused about it too; I mean, it was because of Eric—wait!  No—no, that can’t be right?” She stared at her aunt with disbelief.

“It wasn’t Eric … it was The Herald of Sakura!  She—why—you said she was connected with my mother in some way…”  She bit down on her fingernail as she glared at the sand. Does that mean … does my mom want Kari in the group or around me?  The Herald made Eric serve her and made Eric cause all that panic just to get Kari in the group and around me?  No—it wouldn’t be that simple … freaking… She scratched her left fox-ear in frustration.  All these Founders and Goddesses have so many plots!  My mom…

“Don’t judge your mother harshly,” Inari soothed.  “Your mother has her reasons, and yes, I have my own.  I’m not just an ecstatic aunt that wishes to spend every waking breath with her niece.  Not just … I certainly am an ecstatic aunt, but I do have my own reasons; as you’re coming to realize, beings of my age multitask, and that includes your mother.

“I recognized the host of plots surrounding you from the moment we met.  I feel it is not only my right, but my privilege to protect you, and your mother is also working diligently to prevent such occasions, but she also has her reasons to be hidden.  The biggest blind spot to all of us, including the Herald, which is a feat in itself, came in the form of Aiden; the poor bird has had a harsh life, just as much as Kari. However, his manipulations have set in motion so many plots that he couldn’t fathom the depth he’s brought you.  All the careful planning your mother did was subtly eaten away, and yes, she’s taking back control, but the damage is done.”

Sora stayed silent as her aunt finished.  There are so many things she addresses at once … I guess that’s what makes her a goddess … Founder, I think that’s even more impressive than being a goddess.  That’s why I love her though, I really do… Her chest burned as tears gathered in her eyes.  She’s always so honest and straightforward with me, she’s here, right here with me; she’s shown me nothing but love, she’s dedicated herself to me, shows her concern, acts to help me, she’s patient … I have a perfect aunt.

“You certainly do enjoy making me cry,” her aunt sniffed.  “These are feelings that I’ve longed to experience with a daughter of my own, and perhaps someday I will be able to have that joy, and you’ll have a cousin to adore; your mother has given me hope in that.  However, I could not feel this way unless I had experienced that longing for … you certainly are a treat, my little niece.” She beamed.

“I guess I know at least a fraction of that…”  Sora whispered. I’ve wanted a mother for so long … the pain once I found out she wasn’t here … I took that out on dad.  I need to save him somehow. She looked over at her aunt with concern.

Her aunt wiped away a few tears as a sigh escaped her lips.  “Could you save your father? Yes, you could have with my guidance; however, your father is not in Bathin’s claws any longer.”

“What!  Where is he?”  Sora leaned forward, fear twisting her stomach.

Her aunt frowned as she folded her hands across her lap.  “I wish I could say, but I confirmed it once I met you. It could have been your mother’s work or the work of a host of different beings.  I wanted to do a little investigating before addressing it with you. They did not leave a trace, which narrows the list of potential beings, but there are quite a number of them.  I have my suspicions, but that is out of your hands. Your mother is most definitely aware of it and is either the cause or in search of the cause. I know that your aunt is already in search of a solid answer.  So, you don’t need to worry about your father; I was waiting for the proper time to make you aware—you’ve had much to deal with as of late.  Now that you have a moment to worry, it is the best time to put that at ease.”

“I’m still worried though … who could have taken him … why?  To get back at mom? Because of me? If it was my mom, why wouldn’t she let me know?  She’s so confusing to me...”

“Yes,” Inari closed her eyes with a sad expression.  “Your mother has a method of her own; I cannot say if it is wrong or right or even if I would do the same thing in her place.  There are things even I do not know about my sister as there are things she is not aware of with me. We are extremely close by Founder standards, but to humans, it may seem a bit distant; we judge time much differently than humans.”

Sora bent over, rubbing her eyes.  “Everything’s so complicated…”

Her aunt chuckled softly.  “Yes, Sora, that it is, and you must learn how to navigate in this complex world.  There’s a reason why I’m explaining all of this to you. A Founder’s life is very complex and decisions can have lasting impacts on other beings; you will have to navigate this gray moral sphere and live with your decisions.  You must make a decision in the direction you wish to take because if you do not then you’ve made a rather poor choice; it is better to choose a wrong path and be the captain of that ship than be the poor fool that is used as the cabin-boy along a ship that is just as misguided.  Lead, do not be lead by the nose. These are lessons to help prepare you for your future—your mother and I may not always be here.”
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B3 — 12. Don't Be Stupid


                Sora shivered as a chill radiated through her body.  I might not always have my mom or aunt … I’ve lived all my life thinking I had to live without them.  It’s not fair, but I guess that’s why she’s teaching me all this … life isn’t fair.

“Oh, my adorable little niece,” Inari sighed.  “I wish I had my mother; life is full of regrets and lost dreams, but still we move forward.  Life isn’t meant to be easy, fun, or happy; life is meant to have meaning. Can you have happiness and fun?”

Folding her arms, Sora leaned back with a sad smile.  “I get it; yes, we can have fun, but it’s the product of finding meaning and working toward it.”  She looked back as Jane finished her meal and moved to lay on a foldable chair beside the pool, sighing with satisfaction.  I still don’t understand my mom … Inari said I shouldn’t judge her, but I don’t…  Frowning, she glanced back at her aunt; she was calmly gazing into the ocean.  “Aunt Inari…”

“Yes?”

“Can you—what kind of stories can you tell me about my mom?  I just—I don’t know anything about her.  Well, besides what my dad told me about them getting married.”

Her aunt was silent for several seconds as she turned toward the ocean.  “Stories about your mother … I have so many fond memories with your mother, bitter ones as well.”  She licked her lips, shifting two of her tails to rest atop the others. “We do have the time for part of a story before Wendy returns.”  She knows exactly when Wendy will return … she really is amazing.

“When your mother and I were very young, and when I say young, I’m saying four-hundred and seventy-three years from an Earth perspective, our world was thrown into chaos.  That was the start of The War … we were nowhere near capable of contributing, but we all wanted a part, every young Founder.” The War?  Kind of like how they call the World Wars … the war or the biggest conflict?

“Yes, Founders had their scuffles, but it was never on the scale of a war and was always solved amongst the parents in the end.  We are a very hierarchical society, and before things would become dangerous the parents would step in, and we’d come to a compromise; all of the adults had no desire for bad blood between us … for the most part.  There were jealousies and bitter rivalries, but up to that point, it hadn’t gone as far as bloodshed.

“When they appeared though, the Five Factions, they were warful, a conquering breed—we were swept into war, and for the first time, there were beings that rivaled us.  The Five Factions were initially divided, but formed a temporary and fragile truce to combat us … however, that would take a long time to explain—the war lasted ages, and eventually my sisters and I entered the conflict, but that was much later.  No—that story is just to set a timeline for this next tale.  Before The War, we were each taught by our parents, but would also have lessons from other Founders every so often, and this caused a rivalry to be born between the second-generation.”

Sora shifted a little to get a better view of her aunt.  “So, you guys were competing to see who was the strongest?”

“In a way, there are many forms of power, and we each tried our best to make our parents proud … each of my sisters had their own strengths.”  She turned to look across the beach with a small smile touching her full lips. “Wendy’s on her way back; it would be beneficial to wait for her to join us.”

Sora followed her aunt’s gaze; Wendy had just came back into view, slowly walking their way, head lowered.  She looked up a few times and slowed her pace, trying to avoid eye contact. I know she’s hurting, but she’s also overcoming her fears … I know she can do it!  They watched in silence as she continued to make her way toward them.

Sora jumped as a chair appeared beside her; Inari smiled as Wendy reached talking distance.  “Wendy, why don’t you join us. I was just telling Sora a story about her mother.”

Wendy rubbed her left shoulder nervously.  “Are—you sure?  You were pretty—you wanted me to confront my mom…”

Inari shook her head.  “Confront is a strong word; what you talk about with her is up to you, but you must overcome the fear of at least looking her in the eyes.  We have time to let your nerves settle.”

Swallowing, Wendy moved to sit in the seat beside Sora, taking a quick glance at her mother across the pool.  “I—I don’t know if I can…”

“I’ll be clear,” her aunt looked right into Wendy’s eyes.  “You have nothing to be ashamed of; any mother should feel honored to have you as a daughter.”

Wendy bit her upper lip as she settled in, shifting the chair to face away from her mother.  “Umm—so, you’re telling a story about Sora’s mom?”  Sora nodded and reached out a hand. Wendy took it, smiling back as she squeezed.

Inari’s countenance brightened.  “Yes, my sisters and I were very competitive; we each inherited our mother’s vast power, but there was also an oddity.  We each excelled in different elements; we each were more than proficient with all elements, but there was one that we favored.”

Sora hummed.  “I’m guessing my mom’s favorite was fire, right?”

“A wonderful guess,” her aunt chuckled.  “Yes, your mother was a fireball and was very proficient at the acceleration of particle motion while your Aunt Seiōbo favored the deceleration and absorption of molecular motion.”

“Ice then?”  Wendy asked.

“Wait,” Sora’s eyes widened.  “I forgot Aunt Seiōbo’s name! You did tell me it…”  I can’t believe I forgot my aunt’s name.

Inari’s smile turned sympathetic.  “Sora, you don’t have to beat yourself up over forgetting things you were only told once.  Why do you think I’ve repeated so much information and taught it in a variety of different methods?  Repetition is the best teacher. I only mentioned your Aunt Seiōbo once.”

Sora shifted her weight, glaring at the floor.  “I know, but … I’ve wanted to know about my family for so long.  I really want to learn about my mom’s side of the family.”

“Darling, you don’t even know that much about your father’s side.  You have time, don’t rush things. Savor the information you do glean.  I can feel your emotions rising; don’t be so impatient.” I know … it’s just…

Her aunt nodded.  “Yes, I understand.  My earlier statement has you fearful that I will disappear soon and you’ll be left alone.”

“I just—I don’t want to be alone again…”  She trailed off, trying to keep her voice from cracking as Wendy squeezed her hand with an encouraging smile.

“I won’t go anywhere.”  Her sincere aura calmed Sora’s heart.

“Dears,” Inari sighed with a sad smile.  “I cannot promise when I will go or if Wendy will always be there.  You must understand that this world is chaotic and there are many forces at work behind the scenes that could disrupt your peace.  Your mother and I are working to keep those forces at a distance that is manageable for you, but fate is not certain … for the most part.”

A shiver ran up Sora’s spine at her aunt’s tone, Wendy glancing at her with concern.  “What do you mean for the most part?”

Inari sat back against the chair, eyes distant.  “As long as I have lived, Sora, I’ll tell you that I don’t believe in destiny … I’ve only done what’s best for me, my family, and those I protect and nurture.  However,” she sighed, “there are powerful forces that paint a fairly clear picture of the future; I am counted among those forces, but not the only one. You even have beings like Aiden that can even affect creatures such as myself and your mother.  Causality is a powerful ability … but even that has its limits. It’s a complicated tapestry … the future.”

Wendy’s brow furrowed.  “So—you’re saying we won’t understand it?”

“But,” Sora growled, glaring at the sand.  “I want to understand it.”

Her aunt giggled.  “Of course you do, but first concentrate on the lessons I’ve taught you thus far.  Back to the story … we sisters had a lot of enemies as time progressed. We worked hard to prove the Vulpes name to the other Founders, but all they saw was obsessed failures.”

Sora rubbed her right shoulder, releasing Wendy’s hand.  “What did Grandma think about that?”

“Your Grandmother…”  Inari trailed off as she looked into the past.  “She was wise … she taught us that you cannot change other’s opinions of you by words alone.  Our actions would pave our reputation, not the ill-informed opinions of others. She knew that Vulpes were late bloomers; we required much longer to come into our power.”

“Oh,” Sora straightened.  “You didn’t have nine tails, did you?”

“We did not … the tail advancement of Vulpes weren’t understood at the time, nor the power that each tail brought.  You could imagine within our first four-hundred years that we were quite weak compared to our eight-hundred-year mark.”

“Eight-hundred?”  Wendy muttered. “Wait, isn’t it supposed to be like a thousand?”

Inari hummed with mirth.  “A fox spirit has a tail at birth and gains a second tail around their one-hundredth birthday; they are not tailless at birth.  That means that they obtain their ninth tail around their eight-hundredth birthday. The myth of nine-hundred years was coined from the belief of the nine-tails; it is not so sudden and exact either.  Vulpes can be early or late bloomers, but on average a Vulpes will change around each hundred-year mark.”

“Oh,” Wendy smiled sheepishly.  “I guess logically it would be the eight-hundred mark … it didn’t occur to me that they already have a tail when born … I feel kind of silly saying that.”

“Just an old myth among humans.”  Inari smiled lightly. “My sisters and I were bullied too, Sora.  Could you imagine?”

Sora shook her head.  “I mean … not really. I’m trying to, but you’re—you’re you … I just can’t imagine the goddess aunt beside me letting anyone boss her around … not even Gloria.”

“Not even Gloria,” her aunt chuckled.  “Well, there’s some truth to that. Time changes a person, and the little fox pup that Gloria knew has changed quite a bit over the ages, but I would still be extremely cautious around someone as powerful as Gloria.  Sora … I suppose this will be a good lesson.” Lesson?

Wendy frowned.  “Umm … lesson?” She turned to Sora.  “So—who’s Gloria?  She sounds really strong.”

A smile lit Sora’s features.  Is that what she meant by lesson?  “Oh, let’s see if I can do it.”  Wendy’s right eyebrow lifted as Sora took a deep breath and closed her eyes.  Calling forth her magic, she tried projecting an image of Gloria.

She heard Wendy’s breath catch.  “Wow—she’s beautiful.”

Opening her eyes, Sora saw an image of Gloria standing before them; she was even more radiant than she remembered.  “I—she’s—it’s like real…”

Her aunt smiled tiredly as the image of Gloria smiled, her full lips curving as she looked between Wendy and Sora.  “Well, well, my prediction was correct.” Sora and Wendy’s mouths dropped open.

“Gloria,” Inari smiled before taking a deep breath.  “How is Avalon?”

“Wonderful,” Gloria stated, a pure rainbow chair appearing behind her as she sat.  “My children have begun bickering about what to do with Múspellsheimr since they’ve begun to expand into some of their worlds.”

“Bold, but expected.”  Inari nodded.

Gloria shrugged with a light sigh.  “Indeed. I warned Magna, but she’s strong headed.  She may be respectful on the surface, but she considers this grand old lady a fossil from times past.”

Inari clicked her tongue.  “Avalon has never even seen an enemy despite the countless attacks against your realm over the eons; of course, I’d lay the blame at Magna’s great grandmother for not teaching her line the history of Avalon or your feats.”

“Yes, Venus was rather impertinent.  It was a shame she let her pride split her house and caused the clan wars.  They have their own agency though; if they choose not to heed my warnings, then all I can do is watch.”

“You never were one to interfere too much in your children’s strifes.”

“Only if it involves my own realm,” Gloria shook her head.  “That’s what my grandchildren decided, and I intend to keep my word—even if it pains my heart.  On another note,” she giggled as she turned to Wendy and Sora, still dumbfounded. “It seems you will be teaching your young niece another important lesson; don’t conjure the image of a being such as myself, because they will always know, and many may not be so kind.”

Inari nodded with a slight bow.  “Thank you for taking part, Gloria.”

“Of course,” she smiled impishly.  “I’m growing rather fond of your little niece.  Well, I wish you a wonderful day, Sora.” She folded her delicate fingers together before staring into Sora’s eyes.  “Our next visit will be quite enjoyable.” With that, she faded out.

“What…”  Was all that Wendy could express.

“Gloria … that was really Gloria…”  Sora muttered. “I didn’t feel the pressure though?”

“No,” Inari smiled before running a hand through her hair.  “When Gloria meets someone, she has a complete understanding of their magical signature, and you cannot even hope to contain her spiritual imprint.  You did not record her presence in the least, but the mental observation of her image; that same image she can keep note of and when you combined that image with magic, it resonated in an extremely small ripple across the magical planes.  Gloria could easily detect it and hijacked your magic, controlling the image you created. You couldn’t fathom what she did … it’ll be eons before you understand the surface level of that kind of magic.”

“Who … who was that?”  Wendy breathed a heavy sigh.

Inari responded.  “Gloria, the First-Generation Fairy, the Founding Mother of the Fairies, the High Queen of Avalon.”

“She was—can anything be that beautiful?”  Wendy asked, doubt clear in her tone.

Sora shook her head.  “I haven’t seen anything as beautiful…”

“Right,” Inari leaned back, staring up at the sky.  “Sora, your mother was practicing one day; she was completely focused on her magic when Marduk, the second son of the First-Generation Founder of the Cows, approached her with Kutkh, third son of the First-Generation Founder of the Ravens.”

“I can imagine where this is going…”  Sora huffed, regaining her composure. “How old was mom?”

“She was two-hundred and seventeen in Earth years.  Marduk had recently shown how proficient he was with his Sun Fire, which had outshone your mother’s Foxfire.  He’d come to gloat about his position … as I stated, we are a very hierarchal society. All the Founders would gather together their children and demonstrate their advancement; it provided a communicative element to the Founders and kept them on good terms.”

“What happened to Sora’s mom?  Did they try to fight her?” Wendy pressed.

“No, why don’t I show you what happened.  Sora, unleash your magic, and I’ll form it; we don’t want your mother meddling with the product,” she giggled.  “You’re mother can be sensitive about her youth.” Oh, was mom a rebel or something?

“Something like a rebel,” Inari mused.

Sora unleashed her magic in a wild form, and she felt her aunt take control of it; what she experienced was awe striking.  Her aunt wove the magic like a seamstress with raw materials, forming an unbelievably complicated work of art.

The beach in front of them shimmered before the scene in front of them changed.  The ocean turned into a forest with towering mountains beyond, larger than Sora had ever seen, reaching high into the heavens.  They were in a small clearing that had a short cliff where a waterfall fell, branching into five streams that flowed around small islands to converge into a single stream further down the meadow.

The grass and trees were a vibrant green, and there were gorgeous flowers of varying colors all around the field.  On the center island before the waterfall hovered a small red fox with white tail-tips. Mom in fox form?  She’s a lot smaller than I would have guessed she’d be; she’s just a little bigger than the twins.

Her mother was hovering several feet off the ground, eyes closed as three balls of blazing Foxfire circled her with three runes between each flame.  Her three tails were fanned out, straight and stiff. Wow, I even feel the strength of those fireballs … they’re about a fifth the strength of Githa’s flames.  Mom was able to do that at two-hundred and seventeen years old? Isn’t Githa supposed to be like thousands of years old?

She shielded her eyes as a massive burst of light lit the area; looking up, Sora followed a golden-skinned bull descending from the sky with a crow that left an aura of dark energy behind him.  Marduk landed before her mother while Kutkh seemed to land on something in midair, folding his wings. So, they just show up out of nowhere?  Mom’s minding her own business, trying to train, and they just decide to barge in and brag about how his fire was stronger?

Sora huffed.  “He’s just trying to show off, isn’t he … dropping out of the sky like that.”

Inari’s light smile didn’t falter.  “Yes, in his youth Marduk was quite hungry for the spotlight.”

“He’s flashy alright,” Wendy crossed her legs.

They stood in silence for several seconds before a voice echoed throughout the area.  “Huh, she’s trying to strengthen her Foxfire with some kind of Fox Runic Magic; she can barely even keep the symbols stable.”

“Indeed,” Kutkh chuckled.  “It could be powerful if she’s able to combine them, but she doesn’t have the ability.  The second to the left is just about to collapse; it’s sad that her mother’s teachings go to waste.”

“Yes, Seiōbo’s even more stable in her Fox Runic Magic.”

Kutkh’s feathers ruffled a moment, and three shadowy feathers materialized around him.  “It would just take a small amount of pressure right … here.” His feathers shot out toward her mother’s symbols, the barbed end sticking into specific locations.

“Hey!”  Sora jumped to her feet, feeling her fur bristle with anger, but one of her aunt’s tails blocked her as the image froze.

“It’s okay; it’s an event of the past.”

Sora took a deep breath, fur still bristling.  “I just—it feels so real.” She fumed. It’s like they’re really there … I can feel their presence, the breeze, sun, sounds, smells, everything is so clear.

“Yes, I’ve constructed the exact event,” a sly smile turned her lips.  “What did you think you could do though? You can feel their presence.”

“Yeah—I can,” Sora sat back, hugging her tails against her stomach.  “I don’t know—I know they’re super strong … it just didn’t feel right watching them pick on my mom…”  She mumbled.

Wendy giggled, making Sora turn toward her, brow furrowing.  “What?”

“It’s just, you’ve changed so much.  You used to be so shy and timid—seeing you jump up, all heated and ready to give them a piece of your mind—it’s just really cool.”

Inari nodded, pulling back her tail.  “Yes, it means my teachings are sticking.  Let’s continue the story.”

Sora glared at the scene as it started again, but quickly grew panicked as her fur stood on end; the symbols cracked as the feathers struck and in a flash of light the letters vanished before the balls of fire around her exploded.  Sora couldn’t help but throw her arms up as the blaze lit the entire area. She could feel the intense heat but knew it was only the magic replicating the event.

When the inferno ended, she heard Wendy breath out a heavy sigh of relief.  Her voice was hoarse, “I thought I was going to die … I couldn’t even scream—it was so fast.”

“Yeah,” Sora gasped, swallowing a lump in her throat.  “I…” She trailed off as she surveyed the landscape. Steam billowed around the field, and much of the topsoil was thrown back, undersoil blistering.  The destruction covered most the clearing as the fire continued to blaze, and for the first time in memory, she heard her mother’s voice.

“Kutkh, that was rather rude.”  She held an indignant tone, but it was lovely on Sora’s ears.

As the fog cleared, she saw both Kutkh and Marduk unharmed, and a golden shell surrounded them; the protective barrier faded, and Marduk chuckled.  “If you were more attentive of your surroundings then it wouldn’t have happened. Fenris would have laughed at how oblivious you were.”

Her mother stepped through the cloud of mist, eyes narrowed.  “Yes, Fenris would, he enjoys watching us fail; however, I don’t see why you’d point out my failings as he couldn’t get enough of your failed Shadow Mimicry.  Your mother must have been so embarrassed.”

Marduk lowered his head slightly as his sides shook with laughter.  “Yes, Fenris did rather enjoy that, but aren’t you forgetting about our show?  To have your sister underperform just before you; if it wasn’t for Inari, then your family would have been the laughing stock of the entire event.”

Sora’s jaw snapped together, and she could help but feel a growl rumble through her throat.  Seriously!  What’s wrong with them?  They searched for my mom just to grind her nose in the dirt?

Sora’s brow furrowed with question as her mother responded.  “You’re right … if Inari hadn’t blown Enlil out of the valley, then my mother would have seen the most shame amongst the Founders.  I know you won, Marduk.”

“Heh,” Marduk chuckled.  “I didn’t expect you to actually admit it; have a little…”

“Pride?”  Her mother growled.  “I don’t have anything to be proud of, but I will!  Why don’t we test it out now? My mother showed me a new Runic Symbol.  You saw some of them; so, why don’t we test out this one’s strength.”

Kutkh laughed.  “Seriously? You couldn’t even handle the previous Runic Harmony, and now you want to try something new?”

“Are you scared?”  Her mother’s tails lifted as a rune appeared on her center tail; all the flames around the area changed direction, flowing into her fur as fiery beams the size of school buses shot from her tails, burning with white-hot ferocity.  Sora’s breath caught at the spiritual waves they emitted.  

“Hey, now,” Marduk’s tone lowered.  “You know we aren’t supposed to fight without one of our parents being present.”

“That didn’t stop Kutkh from attacking me,” her mother snarled.

Kutkh breathed out a dark sigh.  “That wasn’t an attack … that was just a prank.”

There was silence as the standoff lasted for several more seconds before Marduk huffed.  “I have to admit, that move is impressive. You should have pulled that out at the competition … Kutkh, let’s go.”  Holy cow … he’s not joking.  Those flames are a little more than half the strength of Githa’s.

Kutkh and Marduk rose back into the air, disappearing through a golden gate that appeared before them.  The moment it vanished, her mother’s flames died, and she dropped to her stomach, fur drenched with sweat as she shifted to her side.  “Stupid bull…” She muttered before the scene dispersed.

Taking a deep breath, Sora leaned back in her seat.  “I get the feeling that was really dangerous, wasn’t it?  You’re showing me this memory so I won’t repeat what my mom did.”

“Extremely dangerous,” her aunt shifted her tails as she stared at the spot Mia’s image had been.  “Your mother used Runic Fox Magic that converts all naturally absorbed energy into a singular element; it could have damaged her elemental threads if she had kept it up or wavered in her concentration.  Our mother knew what she had done and punished your mother quite severely for it. That is but one story about your mother … even now she can still be quite stubborn and reckless,” she said with disapproval.  “I know there will be moments where you must bet your life, but that was an unnecessary thing for your mother to do. Judge a situation wisely, Sora; learn from your mother’s mistakes.”

“I get that, but…”  Sora glared at the sky.

“Yes, this is why I’m explaining this to you,” her aunt sighed.  “I know you’re becoming more and more bold with your development.  Your Vulpes nature is becoming more evident, and I sense your mother’s proclivity for reckless behavior starting to take bloom.  I want to nip some of that in the bud; not all of it, but give you an image to contrast it with. Your mother’s pride was hurt, and so she risked her future on a shortsighted victory; that was not a wise decision.  She should have perfected the previous technique and beaten him in the next competition … tempered her emotion.” A sad grin touched her cheeks as her head dropped back against the headrest. “Your mother has a hard time with tempering her emotion though … she’s always been passionate.”

A smile grew on Sora’s lips as she looked down at her tails.  “Thanks for showing me that … now I know my mom’s voice.”

“Of course, now,” she turned to Wendy, “it’s time for you to face your mother.”
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B3 — 13. Baby Steps


                Wendy stiffened. “I—I…” she couldn’t get the words out as she stared at Inari.

Sora got up and stood in front of her, hand outstretched. “You don’t have to go alone! I’ll be with you.” She turned to her aunt, “That’s okay, right?”

“Baby steps,” Inari nodded.

Taking a shuddering breath, Wendy rubbed her eyes before rising to take Sora’s hand. “Alright … I don’t—what do I say?”

“For now,” Inari smiled encouragingly. “Nothing.”

“Nothing?” Both Sora and Wendy’s brow creased.

“Nothing,” her aunt repeated. “Simply walk up to the pool.”

Wendy swallowed as she looked up at the pool, unable to raise her vision any further. “I—alright…” Taking another deep breath, she moved past the chairs to the pool, staring down at the deep end. “Why…” She locked up again, squeezing Sora’s hand. “You—you want me to get closer to my mom!”

Sora frowned as she looked at Wendy’s flushed face, eyes closed, arms trembling. She’s trying so hard to not think about her mom … I didn’t know it was this bad. I can’t blame her … her mom’s supposed to be here to protect her, but she just threw her away; traded her for this.

She scowled at the dozing woman across the pool; Jane seemed to be in bliss as she rested in the tranquil atmosphere. I trust Inari like I trust my dad … I can’t … if they betrayed me, threw me away? Plus, Inari said my mom hasn’t abandoned me … I can feel Wendy’s pain, but I don’t fully understand her emotion; it’s dark, suffocating, how can you fill the void a mother’s betrayal leaves?

Wishing to see through Wendy’s eyes, she activated her magic and attached the tether; her breath caught, the world shrank, light and sound deadening. The terror of inescapable danger made her hair bristle and skin itch; she clutched at her chest with her free hand as the emotions struck.

Memories conflated—Jane holding her when she was sick, making lunches, reading to her, tucking her in at night; her mother asking how much money the adoption would give her, signing away her life, the twisted joy on her face. Worthless, ashamed, hurt, a tool, buried, cold, left outside in a cruel world without a home as her mother slams the door in her face.

The thoughts running through her mind terrified Sora; her hands felt like ice as cold sweat broke across her body. I should have seen that there wasn’t anything good in me. I thought I could be useful, but I guess I’m only worth this. I’d lie for her … die for her, so isn’t this right? Why should I feel bad? I shouldn’t. Mom wouldn’t get rid of a good daughter, so…

Her aunt’s image appeared in front of her, time slowing in her mind’s eye. “Sora, you’ve been warned about attaching yourself to these kinds of emotions. You need to sever yourself; if you continue to absorb this type of emotional energy, you’ll damage your Core, and harm the humans you wish to protect, if not kill them since their Intelligence is housed within.”

She released her tether, each breath felt like knives digging into her lungs as the world opened up again, sound and light returning. Is … how? She looked to her right, Wendy was near motionless, and her grip was like a vice as the world continued to operate in slow motion.

Her aunt brushed back a lock of her hair. “Sora, this condition you know as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. When you enabled her, you were strengthening her resolve while repressing these emotions, but they have been there since you first met her at that underground base. You must help her combat these emotions by healing her heart in a similar manner that Gloria fixed yours.”

How? Gloria’s the Founding Mother of the Fairies … how can I do that?

“Think back; what did Gloria do?”

She … I remembered all the people that cared about me. She showed me I wasn’t alone, and the emotions that everyone had … that was their real emotions. That’s how they really felt.

“Yes. Gloria took all the spiritual imprints you had and showed you how they felt. You could call it an imprinted tether; it’s very similar to how the Outer Body Technique operates, but at a more advanced stage. What she did, you cannot, not at that massive level, but you can help Wendy in a more isolated manner.”

Gloria was … did she know this would happen?

Her aunt chuckled. “I knew that this was a possibility in the near future, and if I knew, then Gloria most definitely did. I thanked her because she gave you the base understanding of such a technique; you didn’t realize it at the time, but she was giving you the blueprint for training and helping to ease your heart at the same time.”

I don’t get you guys… Sora sighed. You’re too much. It’s like a massive chess game or something, and you guys think years … hundreds or thousands of years ahead.

“Give it time, my little niece, in time you will begin to understand the methods, but you must take one step at a time. You saw the image of your mother; she nor I started off as we now are.”

Alright … so, how do I do that then? What do I need to show Wendy?

A warm smile touched her aunt’s features. “What else is stronger? Love.”

So … find someone in her spiritual imprints that loves her?

“It’s a little more complicated than that. It’s not just love that Wendy needs; she must be reminded that she’s worthy of love. Being told someone loves you and actually feeling that you are worthy of being loved are two separate things, and usually takes much time, however, you, my little niece, have magic on your side. One name will spark this process.”

One name? Just saying a name seems rather too easy. There has to be more to it than that?

“Now you’re thinking about the complexity of the world, but the most complex things can also be the simplest. What follows is complex, but what starts the transformation is but one simple name, Theo.”

Sora tucked in her lower lip. Theo? Her aunt changed to smoke in front of her as the world returned to its normal pace, Wendy’s shivers vibrating up her arm. “What?” Turning, she found her aunt still in her chair, staring out at the ocean with a passive smile.

“I just … I can’t.” Wendy shook her head, eyes closing, head lowered. Swallowing uncertainly, Sora gently pulled Wendy close before hugging her. “Sora?” Wendy sniffed.

“I know it’s hard. You know I love you, right?”

“I’m just useless baggage though…” Wendy muttered against her shoulder, tears staining her shirt. Should I say it? Who is Theo?

Licking her lips, Sora pulled away, holding her shoulders at arm’s length before sniffing back her own tears. “Would Theo think you’re useless baggage?”

“Theo?” Wendy’s puffy eyes blinked blankly for a moment. “What does … how do you know Theo?”

“I don’t … who is Theo?”

Tucking under her lower lip, Wendy looked down at the wooden deck. “I—what does Theo have to do with my mom?”

Sora shook her head. “I don’t know, but he’s important to you, right? I’ve never met him, and you haven’t talked about him to me … who is he?”

“He…” Wendy rubbed her shoulders nervously. “I—just a guy.”

Frowning, Sora closed her eyes and activated her magic, desiring to know more about Theo; his spiritual imprint surfaced in her mind. Oh! He did go to our school, but I never talked to him. He … he was another student janitor. Of course Wendy would know him, she worked with him.

“Oh, I found him.”

Wendy’s shoulder’s stiffened. “What do you mean…”

I heard his name a few times in the halls … didn’t he play sports? That’s right, he transferred into our middle school in eighth grade. Which person’s mental image has the clearest interaction with him? Reece. I had two classes with him in ninth-grade. They played baseball.

“Sora?” Wendy’s tone was apprehensive. “What do you mean, you found him?”

Spinning her magic into the spiritual imprint, she willed it to take shape behind them, and Theo appeared. Sora turned with a triumphant expression to smile at the image. I did it! It’s like a training copy from the Outer Body Technique!

Wendy turned with Sora; the moment she caught sight of the tall, sandy blonde haired boy behind them, she let out a squeak before her face went from white to scarlet. Sora frowned as Wendy’s surface level emotions fed to her. She looks terrible? Her eyes widened as Wendy’s hands clamped onto her wrist and she stepped back into open-air. “Wait!”

It was too late, Wendy dropped into the pool, taking a stunned Sora with her. Sora was shocked as luke-warm water met her, hair fanning out above her. What just happened? Wendy … she likes him! Why didn’t I think of that sooner? She looked to her left, Wendy’s body was rigid with shock. I just materialized him not six inches from her back … she just turns around and … stupid!

Surprisingly, the water didn’t feel any different from normal water, but she could breathe underwater if it was water at all. I guess since we’re Intelligence Clones, we don’t really need air to live; plus, we’re on the Astral Plane.

Wendy still seemed to be in shock as she stared up at Theo; pulling on her arm, Sora swam to the surface, dragging Wendy with her. They broke through, Wendy breathing heavily, and not because of the water. “What—what the crap, Sora? Is that … did you teleport...”

Sora smiled apologetically while keeping herself afloat. “No—sorry, it’s just a spiritual imprint … well, it’s like, it’s him without his Intelligence … like a very close copy of his Intelligence, but it has no free will.”

“Why—he—what are you doing?” Wendy looked up at Theo before sinking back into the water, letting go of Sora’s hand. She didn’t even let me explain … Inari’s probably really enjoying this… Dropping below the surface, she found Wendy at the bottom, huddled in a ball as she stared at the wall, cheeks red. Wow, Inari … you knew she’d be trapped between her embarrassment of how she looks with Theo in front of her and her mom’s ominous presence nearby. She’s just trying to hide … water works way differently in the Astral Plane.

Swimming toward Wendy, she pushed herself to the bottom where she stayed. Wendy’s cheeks darkened as she turned away, back to her. I forgot how shy she can be.

“Wendy…” Her voice was surprisingly clear. Wendy shook her head, hair shifting wildly in the liquid. “Hey, I’m sorry for not warning you, but it’s not him.”

“Why—I can’t believe you! Why did you even bring—create him?” At least she’s talking to me.

“Because—I think you should know something about him.”

“Inari told you—didn’t she.” Wendy huffed.

“Not everything,” Sora said carefully. “She just told me that saying his name would—no, she told me a little bit about how to create his spiritual image before giving me his name … really, she can be sneaky, but she knows how to help you.”

Sora could imagine Wendy rolling her eyes. “Well, she is a super old goddess, right? Of course she’d know…” she looked up at the surface. I think sarcasm is a good thing, right? She bunched her lips to the right as Wendy asked, “Why’s Theo important?”

“Why don’t we go back up and find out … my aunt loves to give me bread-crumbs to follow.”

“I know you’re doing all this for me,” she sighed. “I don’t want to pull you down…”

“How could my oldest friend pull me down? You were there for me…”

“No!” Wendy turned, and she could have sworn there were tears in her eyes, masked by the pool. “I wasn’t there for you! I left you to deal with Kari because I was scared … weak. That’s why my mom sold me! I’m useless—a useless human while you’re a powerful goddess with a perfect aunt and dad!”

Sora’s ears pulled back. “Hey—that’s not fair.” She’s mad at herself and then strikes out at me? No, she’s just trying to push me away. “I know…”

“I hate your Fox Magic telepathy! You don’t know! You can’t! If I hadn’t met you, then I’d still be with my mom!”

A dagger struck Sora’s heart, her nose burned, and now she felt like crying. I know she doesn’t feel that way, but … it’s true … that part is what hurts, and she knows it. If she hadn’t met me, she would probably still be with her mom. “I know,” she swallowed a lump in her throat. “You’re right. All I wanted was—I even tried making your mom treat you better … I just wanted you to be happier. Well—maybe I was being selfish … I wanted more time with you.”

“Why? Why spend time with a loser like me? You’re a freaking goddess! A real goddess! You should just leave.” She … oh … she’s a weakness for me … that’s why that organization wanted her. She’s angry with me, herself, everyone, but still she’s trying to distance herself… Setting her resolve and sniffing back her tears, Sora pushed toward Wendy and hugged her.

“Hey, get off!”

“You’re not my weakness—I know how cliche that sounds, but remember what my aunt said? Life is complicated and filled with misery; what’s life without meaning? Your friendship gives me meaning!”

“What—no—why?” Wendy cried. “I’m useless; my own mother doesn’t want me … so, why do you?”

“Because—I don’t know … that’s just how I feel. I wouldn’t want to be here with anyone else; you’re my closest friend! You’ve always been my closest friend.”

Wendy took a shaky breath before hugging her back as they began to slow against the rough bottom of the pool. “I don’t understand—I dont, but … thanks for loving a useless friend like me … that abandoned you.”

“You never abandoned me; you just stepped back to help your useless mother. She’s the useless one.” Releasing her, Sora smiled. “Want to go up and see what my aunt wants us to find out from Theo? Although, I think I can already take a guess.” Sora said with a sly grin.

“What? No … Theo was too worried about taking care of his sick grandma. I just—I was just the cover girl—for his shifts when he needed time off.” She blushed.

“One way to find out.”

“Hey—wait!” Sora pulled her up to the surface. Breaking through, they both looked over at Theo’s imprint, still standing in the exact same spot, a handsome smile in place.

“He is kind of cute, eh?” Sora nudged Wendy.

“I never … freaking fox goddess intuition…” Wendy grumbled, sinking a little further into the water.

“Hey, we can’t have you going turtle again!” She pulled her back up.

“What! I’m telling you, he can’t like me.” She mumbled, but Sora heard a spark of hope flutter her heart and touch her tone.

Licking her lips with a playful grin aimed at Wendy, Sora asked, “Hey, Theo, describe to me the person you like.”

Wendy’s muscles locked up as Theo began talking. “I like a girl; she works with me. She’s kind and pretty,” Wendy’s face turned beet-red, “with brown hair that curls a little when it gets humid. She has beautiful light brown eyes that I swear sparkle like an anime character…”

“Make him stop!” Wendy’s knuckles were pressed against her nose as her heart fluttered furiously.

“Thanks, Theo; by the way, what’s her name?”

“Wendy Elise.”

“Oh my…” Wendy looked faint as she stared at his lips. “He—he liked me? Why?” Her breath caught as Theo began explaining.

“Because she was pretty and really helpful and covered for me when my grandma needed help. Wendy wore a really nice perfume that smelled like Violets, and she was really sweet, she’d ask about my grandma…”

“Okay! Thanks, you can stop!” Wendy yelled. “I smelled nice? I don’t wear Violet perfume though.” She whispered.

Sora nudged her and gave her a wink. “See, not so unlovable; it’s not just me.” Frowning, she brought her hair around. “So, on a side note … our hair’s not wet when we leave the water.”

“Oh,” Wendy smirked. “Excuse me if I have other things on my mind!” She sent a spray of water at her.

“Hey!” Giggling, Sora sent a jet back.

Laughing and giggling as they played in the pool, Wendy finally broke away; holding herself up with her arms at the edge of the pool, she looked up at Theo with a heavy sigh. “I wish I would have known that from the start … why didn’t he tell me?”

Her brow creased as Theo responded. “You were always so busy. I didn’t think you’d be interested in me; you’re out of my league.”

Wendy huffed, resting her head on her arms as she sunk back into the pool. “Too good for you? That’s a joke…”

“No joke.”

Sora chuckled as she got out, hair and clothes completely dry. “Honestly, Wendy, you’re too hard on yourself! He said it’s no joke. You are pretty and sweet—even Theo said it.”

“I feel cheated,” Wendy sniffed.

“Of course you do,” Inari stated. She’d been watching them play and Wendy shout with a pleasant smile. “You have been cheated out of many opportunities, but that’s in the past and cannot be recovered. However, once you unlock the first level of your Core, you’ll see the world in a new light as spiritual phenomena becomes evident to you. You’ll even be able to tell if someone likes you, but of course, as with everything, there is a warning; attraction and love are by no means the same thing. Love is built over many meaningful encounters throughout a lifetime; attraction is only the first gate along the crucible of love.”

“That sounds kind of terrible,” Wendy muttered.

“Yeah, crucible?” Sora hummed, kneeling down beside Wendy to sit.

Inari chuckled lowly. “Love is a long and grueling crucible, but well worth the effort; the Greeks had four words for love, Agápe being the greatest—self-sacrificial love; given freely, not taken or sought after. When done properly by both parties, that is the image of true love. Of course, no one is perfect, and that is also a part of the crucible as you work through the trials.”

“There sure are a lot of trials … so,” Sora smiled down at Wendy. “Feeling better?”

“Yeah, thanks, Sora, Inari.”

“That’s what friends are for! Do you feel like you can take those feelings of love and confront your mother with me?” I can feel Wendy’s so close, but there’s still something more.

Frowning, Wendy took a deep breath as she stared down at her arms. “I’m still scared … my legs are knotted right now … heh, I guess we’ll take it one step at a time…”

“Yeah,” Sora glared over at Jane. “And I thought I was the monster.” Turning back to Wendy, she grinned. “I know—if I was your mom or if she were standing beside me, what would you say?”

“You seriously want to go there?” Wendy asked with a sad smile.

“Why not? You tell me what’s on your mind, and then we can go tell that hag over there!”

“Hag,” Wendy muttered, staring down at the wood. “She was kind of a hag … wasn’t she?”

“See, that’s progress, keep going!” Sora encouraged.

Taking a deep breath, Wendy scowled. “Okay…”
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B3 — 14. Let It Go


                Sora shifted to a more comfortable position, resting her tails against her thighs as Wendy worked herself up.

“I remember…”  Wendy cut off, her body lowering into the water as she rested her chin against folded arms.

“Remember what?”

It took a moment for Wendy to vocalize her thoughts.  Her features dropped as she mumbled, “My first memory—I remember my mom coming home.  She was frustrated—I don’t know how old I was, but she looked like a giant. She must have paid the babysitter because she left, and then my mom sat on the couch—she cried.”

Sora’s brow furrowed as she listened.  I thought she was going to go off on her mother?

Wendy swallowed before sucking on her lower lip a few seconds.  “I don’t remember saying anything … I just remember that scene, and it makes me sad.  I didn’t like seeing my mom cry—I don’t know what it was about, but I just remember feeling that my mom was so sad—my first memory.”

“You’ve never told me that … I guess I’ve just always seen the jealous side of your mom.”

“Yeah—she started to change when I met you … the end of first-grade.  I mean, for a while it was great. No more babysitters; well, there was hotel staff.  I’d just go to your suite after school, and we’d play … we’d go places with your caretakers and have lots of fun—it was the best.”

“Yeah,” Sora smiled.  “I remember going to Disney World a lot—we always had the Platinum Plus Season Passes.  We always were doing something.”

“For a while, it was really great, but—my mom grew more and more bitter.  She occasionally had a bit of wine when she got home, but in third-grade was when it became a common thing … then sixth-grade, it got really bad—that was when she was blacking out, and the house was always a mess.”

“The court case?”

Wendy shifted a little to scratch her cheek before looking left.  “Yeah—Ms. Hoover called Child Protective Services, and the court ordered her to take rehab … she passed the minimum requirements.  It started to become bad again in seventh-grade—when Kari showed up and started singling you out—sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Sora sighed.  “It was a hard time for you.”

“My mom had a few blackouts that year but seemed to know when the PO would show up.  I helped out a lot more around the house—eighth-grade was when I started working when I turned fourteen.”

“It must have been rough—I wish I could have helped,” Sora whispered.

Wendy huffed.  “How? You were dealing with Kari—I knew what was happening; I saw it, heard the talk—but I was scared.  I mean, Kari somehow made even the principle, and just about every adult think you were an attention seeker.  I didn’t want to stand out—Kari scared me.”

“For good reason,” Sora mumbled, staring up at the darkening sky.  “I understand now why all of it happened—Eric was manipulating everything behind the scenes, letting Kari lash out … even Aiden’s ability seemed to play a role in that.”

“I still feel bad…”

“Hey,” Sora frowned.  “I thought we were talking about your mother; not how much we both suck at being friends.”

Wendy chuckled softly.  “Bad habit … yeah, I tried getting my mom to date again.”

“When was that?”

“Eighth-grade—that was when I met Theo.”  She paused, cheeks reddening.

“Hold up,” Sora grinned.  “Let’s focus on that for a minute!  How did that happen?”

Wendy’s face grew even more flushed as she glanced over at Theo’s imprint, still standing motionless with a slight smile.  She quickly turned away, ears scarlet. “I—why do you want to know?” Her heartbeat elevated. “He’s just cute—handsome…”

Sora’s smile grew impish as she felt a spur strike a nerve.  “Cute? Explain.”

Swallowing, Wendy took a deep breath.  “What’s there to explain? He’s nice and helpful…”

“Helpful, how?”

“I—you really are a Vulpes…”  She growled, sinking into the water a bit more.

“Hey!  Don’t run away,” Sora giggled.  “I want to know a bit more about him.  It’s more than obvious that you like him.  I just want to know why—what caused it?”

Unable to blush any further, Wendy breathed a moment before responding.  “Theo—I mean, he is pretty cute. Every day he’d get to the janitor’s closet first, and he’d clean out my bag for me … the vacuum.  We each had a trash can that had supplies on it, and he’d make sure it was stocked up—he didn’t have to do it, but he did it every day.”

“Oh?”  Sora grinned.  “Sounds like he liked you.”

Wendy shook her head.  “I mean, how could I have known?  He did it for everyone; that’s why I thought it was nice.  It wasn’t just me, but the other staff too—he was just really nice.  Sometimes we’d meet each other when we were doing the same job … we’d sweep the halls together.”  She tried hiding her face in her arms. “I’d take the left side, and he’d take the right, and we’d talk.  I was always too embarrassed to talk about my life—so, I always asked about his.”

Sora hummed.  “He never asked about your life?”

“He did,” she mumbled, head lifting.  “I was just—I didn’t want to sound like a loser—I just changed the topic and asked about his grandma.  His grandma was always going through rough health, so there was usually something to talk about with that.  He told me about his dreams—he wanted to become a professional dance choreographer; he was pretty good at hip hop and contemporary.”

“Wait,” Sora shifted her tails as a tingle shot down her spine.  “You’re telling me that he showed you his dance moves?”

“Yeah … I was a little curious.”  Wendy shrugged.

“He told you his dreams and also danced for you.”  Sora shook her head with a smile. “And you didn’t think that he might like you?”

“I—it’s just that—what’s there to like about me…”  Wendy whispered.

“I have just one word,” Sora winked.  “Violets.”

“Don’t say that—it’s embarrassing.”  Wendy sank back into the water, trying to cool down.

Sora chuckled as she watched her disappear, embarrassment emitting in waves.  I like this side of her, and we’re getting so close!  I can feel the walls cracking. When she’s talking about Theo, it’s like I have my old friend back, before all the drama.  She’s sincere and filled with emotion.

Sora pursed her lips as she looked down at Wendy, cupping her face at the bottom of the pool.  She’s really thinking about that.  She giggled.  She never thought she naturally smelled nice, but she did eat well and took good care of her hygiene when we were kids.  I blame Tasha for always making us follow that hygiene chart; eventually, it just became second nature … dad hired really great caretakers.  Now I’m a Founder that has a lot of natural perks…

Her attention returned to Wendy as she began to rise; poking her head out, she stared at Sora.  “What?” Sora asked.

“You didn’t make me smell like Violets, did you?”

“What—no?”  Wendy continued to glare at her.  “Seriously? I didn’t change into a Vulpes until my sixteenth birthday.”  She chuckled. “You should blame Tasha.”

Wendy’s eyes widened.  “You’re right! Tasha had us follow that same weekly chart … she always made us eat berries and vegetables with our meals too.”

“Don’t forget about cooking … I hated it, but you always enjoyed the cooking lessons.”  Sora grimaced. “The moment she left, I ordered all sorts of things from the kitchens … I hate cooking!”

Wendy smirked.  “I told you those chocolate truffles would make you fat, but it looks like that’ll never happen now—you could probably eat chocolate all your life—well, forever since you’re basically a goddess, right?”

“Wait—do I sense jealousy?”  Sora smiled back.

“Hey, I’m just saying that you should be thankful!”  Wendy huffed. “Some of us have to watch what we eat.”

Sora grinned.  “For Theo?”

“Don’t!”  Wendy warned, threatening a wave with her outstretched hands.

Giggling, Sora held up her hands.  “Please, not the wetless water!”

Wendy broke into giggles.  “How can I beat a goddess?”

“Ouch, that’s low!”  Sora huffed. “Once your Core’s unlocked, you can start developing into a goddess!”

Wendy’s smile fell a little.  “Right … the story about Isis and the Egyptian gods.  Humans can become gods.” Taking a deep breath, she looked over at her mother, dozing in an outdoor lounge chair.  “Sora…”

“Hmm?”

“Can you show me a little about my mom’s past?”  Why’s that a crack in her walls?  A pretty big one.

Sora frowned.  “Umm, I think so—I mean, I think it’s like reading someone’s Spiritual Imprint, but I’m reading their Core itself … so, there’s a lot more information, but I think I can.  I’ve never done it to a live person before though…” Well, I think I did the surface level of that with Aiden at the graveyard.

She looked over at her aunt, but she was gone, chair empty.  Of course, this must be another teaching experience.  Wait … she’s inside my Core, so she can’t actually be gone.  No, she’s got to still be here; it’s just her telling me to figure it out.  I’ve learned a lot of the basics, now to put it to the test … it’s my aunt though; there’s got to be more to it.  Human Cores are much easier to read than monsters, so it shouldn’t be that bad … I hope.

Sora took a deep breath as her eyes returned to Wendy’s searching gaze.  This is turning out way different...  “Alright, can you...”  Her lips pursed as she leaned forward, staring at Wendy’s lower body, legs tightly crossed.  “Can you even get out?”

“Let’s see,” she inhaled before holding her breath.  Arms tensing, she lifted herself up, turning to sit at the pool edge.  Her legs knotted as she looked at her mom, but she didn’t look away. “I made it out.”  She breathed.

Rising, Sora smiled down at her.  “Yup. What’s next?”

Wendy scratched the back of her neck before running a hand through her hair, humming with pursed lips.  “I—I feel so stupid … it’s just my mom—it shouldn’t be this hard.”

“You’re right,” Sora muttered, bending down to offer a hand.  Inari’s watching, I don’t want to reach too far into Wendy’s emotions and thoughts … I want to share her feelings though, but it could be dangerous...  “She shouldn’t have made it this hard on you—that’s why you want to go through her memories?  You want to figure out how she justifies it?”

“Partially,” Wendy rubbed her temple before accepting Sora’s hand, getting to her feet.  “I’m so—I just want to feel her love … not a burden.”

Sora couldn’t help but feel the slash to her heart, nose burning as she fought her tears unsuccessfully.  Just to feel loved again?  What justifies a mother making her daughter feel like a burden … that it would be better if she hadn’t been born at all?

Wendy’s muscles sagged as she caught the tears running down Sora’s cheeks.  “Hey—I’m supposed to be crying, right? Don’t be a baby…” She cut off as Sora hugged her, sniffing as she buried her face in Wendy’s left shoulder, tails crossing around her waist.

“Why aren’t you crying?”  Sora felt a massive fracture split down Wendy’s walls.

“I—I can’t,” her chest fluttered against Sora’s, voice cracking.  “Hey—that—that’s not fair…” A tear struck Sora’s shoulder. “I—I can’t—can’t cry … my mom’s crying inside—I know she is—I can’t cry if she doesn’t…”  Her words started to jumble together, hands jerkily closing around Sora’s back as her walls collapsed. She buried her face against Sora’s neck, both quaking in each other’s arms as they cried.

After a while, their emotions began to stabilize; Sora waited for Wendy to pull away, face wet, red, and puffy.  Sniffing, and taking a deep breath, Wendy looked down at Sora’s shoes. “Why does school seem so long ago? Even that horrible place.”  She muttered, forehead pressing against Sora’s chest. “But—my mom—it feels like it’s happening now … every second—it hurts.”

Sora leaned back in as Wendy’s emotions rose again; chin resting atop her head as she held Wendy’s shoulders.  She didn’t have an answer, so she just continued to hold her, Wendy’s hot breath pressing against her skin. “I don’t know what I’d do without you—I don’t,” her throat constricted.  “I—I hate it … Inari’s right … I feel it—all the time. Life is so unbearably cruel—it’s tragic—unjust,” her voice cracked again as soft tears stung Sora’s chest. “I hate it—why me—why?  I tried—so hard…” Her chest trembled. “I just wanted—I wanted to make her happy—so why am I so—so sad?”

Wendy pulled back a little, wiping at her cheeks as she looked across the pool.  Breathing in and breaking down, her heart shattered. “She looks happy … why’s she happy—why—without—without me?  Why am I so empty—an object to her? Why?”

Sora squeezed Wendy’s shoulder as she turned to look at Jane.  “Let’s go find out.”

She nodded against Sora’s chest.  “I—okay.”

They both walked around the pool, passing a male attendant that slowly cleaned up around the pool, and sat on the lounging chair next to her.  Wendy’s hand trembled in Sora’s as they watched Jane, several seconds passed in silence.

Swallowing, Sora turned to Wendy.  “Alright, I’m going to try to link the questions you desire with your mom’s Core; bringing those memories into your mind.  I won’t intrude.”

Wendy shook her head.  “No—I want you to be with me.  Is that okay?”

“Alright,” Sora squeezed her hand.  Taking a deep breath, she released her magic and fed her desires into it, molding it.  She looked up as their environment changed; it looked like her Core, black everywhere but with a sourceless light overhead.  It spotted with color, showing a rough image of the bar Jane used to work at, Jane’s emotions and thoughts filling their minds.  She looked younger, healthier.

Jane knocked on the back office door, hands knotted as she waited for a response.  “Come in.” Entering, she took a deep breath. “Oh, Jane. Your shift should have ended fifteen minutes ago?”

“I know … it’s just—remember what we talked about last week?  I need some overtime…” So, there was a time Jane tried to work overtime to make a bit more money.  How old was Wendy?

“Ah, yeah, your daughter’s birthday,” he leaned back in his chair with a heavy sigh.  “I remember—I talked with Paul, but he said he couldn’t do it. Overtime hasn’t been approved; so, if you could just sign out at your normal time.”  Sora frowned at his responses; she could feel his intent through his Spiritual Imprint. What a liar … he forgot to talk to Paul and just wants to save face.

“Please—Keith; is there no other shifts I can take?”

He shook his head.  “Sorry, Jane, but no overtime—maybe next week.”

“Alright, I understand,” Jane whispered, head low as she walked out.

The environment changed to Jane at a store, looking between different MP3 players; she was talking to an employee.  “So, you’re saying that this can hold how many songs?”

“Oh, Ma’am, this is the Bush four gig MP3 Player!  You could listen to a thousand songs on this. It’s one of the best MP3’s you’ll find today for the price you’re looking for.”  At least he’s sincere.

Jane looked torn.  “I’d need to buy some albums and transfer them over on a computer though, right?”

“Yes—do you have a computer at home?”

Jane sucked on her lip with a frown before shaking her head.  “No, I usually go to the library to use their computers.”

The boy’s attitude brightened.  “That works! You just have to use the cord that comes with it to transfer—move the—well, you’ll need to rip the music to the computer with something like Itunes, but you can download it free.  I think you can download programs onto the library computer, or they should have something like Itunes … I think. There are videos on YouTube that can help you!”

“I haven’t used YouTube that often … that’s the video website, right?”

“Yeah, just ask someone at the library!  Any kid should be able to help you.”

Jane looked down at the MP3 Player with a small smile.  “It’s for my daughter’s ninth birthday—I used to use a CD Player; these MP3 Players are big though, right?”

The boy’s features faltered.  “Ehh, kind of—I mean, they were really big a few years ago…”

Brow creased, Jane hummed.  “So—it’s old technology already?  Will she like it?”

“Sure,” he shifted nervously.  “I mean, I guess if she doesn’t have one.  Phones are becoming the big rage with teens now though.  You said she was nine though—so, maybe she’s a bit young to take care of a phone?”

“Really?”  Jane swallowed as she looked down at the MP3 Player.  “I only got a phone a few years ago, and they’re giving them to teens now?”

“Well—at least at my school, there are some kids with them; everyone wants some of the new phones.  I mean, the iPhone and Android phones are pretty popular with some of the rich kids.”

“How much do those cost?”

“I mean, they’re like three hundred to four hundred dollars … then you have the kind of call plan you have and data—apps … it can get pretty expensive.”

Jane shook her head.  “No—I can’t do that. This is just twenty-five dollars, right?”  She asked, holding up the MP3 Player.

“Yeah, that’s what I mean by the best for the price.  There’s a three dollar discount I can give you too!”

Smiling warmly, Jane nodded.  “Thank you; I’ll take this and see if I can find some of the groups she likes in the CD section.  Mind waiting?”

“Sure!”

The scene faded again to Wendy’s birthday party; Sora had arranged for them to have it on the party terrace atop her hotel, her dad hiring a party planner for the celebration at her request.  It was extravagant, Jane was more than intimidated as she took the elevator to the top floor, walking up the granite steps to the rooftop party. They’d invited their entire class, and there were many more kids and parents that came as word spread.  I didn’t think that it would make Jane feel so insignificant … I just wanted Wendy to have a good birthday.  Wait … was this…

Wendy was watching her mother’s journey with sad eyes, knowing where this was going as she experienced her mother’s emotions.  The environment changed; it was time to open presents. Wendy opened Sora’s gift first, a Samsung Galaxy S2, sixteen gigs of internal memory with a thirty-two gig Micro-SD inside, attached to her own plan with unlimited texts, calls, and unlimited data with four gigs of 4G.  There were subscriptions to Spotify and Netflix among a host of other services included.

Jane recognized the phone from ads and from what store employees had mentioned to her as she shopped around for an MP3 Player.  She feels so worthless and insignificant; like all the effort she puts in was for nothing.

The scenes kept changing, showing Jane’s efforts to compete with her, struggles with her bosses, and fighting to get time to spend with Wendy, but thwarted at every turn with her rich lifestyle mocking her as she took Wendy around the world.  No wonder she grew to hate me and became so jaded.  Wendy noticed there was something wrong with her mom, but didn’t start really paying attention to her until sixth-grade, and she was already in a spiral by that time.  I never noticed her efforts either. Wendy was her life, but I stole her, and when Wendy pulled away from me, it was too late.

Eventually, it showed the memory of the organization presenting adoption papers to Jane.  The emotions were confusing to Sora. Jane was terrified of her, but more of life. She was drinking to escape the terror she felt about the world and her own miserable decisions in life; even genuinely feeling like it would be better if Wendy hadn’t been born or lived at some tutoring program.

Sora looked to her right as Wendy watched her mother sign the documents; her tears were soft and silent, but her emotions were so mixed inside her.  She felt powerless, hurt, sad, angry, but still love for her mother.

Wendy sniffed softly.  “I never needed all the fancy stuff,” she whispered.  “I just wanted you.” She was silent for a moment. “Sora…”

“Yeah?”

Rubbing, her shoulder, Wendy turned to her.  “Can you heal my mom’s alcohol addiction?”

Sora’s brow furrowed.  “You want me to heal her?  Are you really okay with what she did?”

Wendy was silent for a while as she stared at her mom’s giddy excitement at a vacation as she got ready.  “No,” she sniffed. “No—I don’t think I ever will, but—I don’t hate her—I can’t. I’m just sad—really sad.”  She sucked on her lower lip before turning to smile at her. “I have you though—so, I’m not alone. It sucks—I hate how this turned out, but—but I still have you.”  Her vision returned to her mother. “If she’ll be happy, then maybe it’s for the best. I want to pay her back for all the wonderful things she did for me though—can you heal her?”  Wow … I really didn’t expect this.

“I can try.”

Nodding, Wendy wiped at her cheeks and nose.  “Thanks—that’s all I ask.”

Taking a deep breath, Sora let go of the magic, and they returned to the beach.  She stared at Jane for a few moments before rising, tails shifting to hover over her.  Feeding the magic into them, they began to glow a light blue as she sent her desire into the magic.  A faint blue aura surrounded Jane before vanishing.

“There—I think that’s it.  She won’t go through any withdrawals anymore—unless she gets addicted again.”

“Thanks, Sora.”  Wendy moved to her mom’s side, pulled her hair back, and kissed her forehead.  “Bye—mom.” Her throat caught for a moment. “Have a good life.” Pulling on Sora’s hand, she guided her back to the chairs overlooking the beach.  “I think I’m done.”

Her aunt was back, smiling warmly.  “That was beautiful; you’ve overcome a major shadow in your heart.”

They both sat, facing Inari.  “What now?” Sora questioned.

“We return.  The other human confrontations are happening as we speak.  Time works much differently in Sora’s Core, The Vulpes Realm, and Human Realm.  Sora’s magic is compensating for the time delays between dimensions and within her Core by connecting your copied Intelligences to those spaces.  Time is a tricky thing; in essence, Sora actually projected your replica Intelligence into the Human Realm at the moment she desired it and the magic was woven, and when we choose to leave, these copies we will be sent back to merge with your real Intelligence.  It is no different than me and how I will return to Inari.”

“Wait,” Sora thought on her aunt’s words for a moment.  “That means … since the Vulpes Realm runs a lot faster than Earth, that it will be a little bit before this sinks into Wendy and my Intelligence?”

“Yes, I suspect that when you leave the Outer Body Technique, freshen up, and go downstairs to eat, that is when this impression will merge with the humans and yourself.  At that moment, I have already arranged for the first level to be unlocked; the spiritual energy is awaiting to pulse inside your Oltera Nexus to quicken it. So, until that happens, they will not know anything that has transpired here, but it will be as if inspiration illuminates their minds; transforming your Cores in an instant.”

Wendy smiled, staring down at the sand and ocean.  “Thank you for being so patient with us, Inari. Honestly—I can’t express how I feel, but—I know you know … thank you.”

“Of course, darlings.  That emotion you’re feeling … this will do.”
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B3 — 15. A Deal Struck
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                Bathin sat back in his chair, eyes closed and grin in place as he contemplated his options; he spoke aloud, addressing the uninvited presence in the room. “Myōbu are on their way—more than one? If that is the case, then it would be quite a mess for me, but your arrival and recent events paint a desirable outcome.”

Opening his eyes, he glanced around Gerard’s old office; the shattered monitors and blood hadn’t been cleaned up yet, but it had been tidied. There were several black cushioned chairs placed around the room; two chairs in front of the monitors on the left side of the room, three along the right wall, and one in front of the oaken desk. The plain concrete design and minimal decoration made for a rather bleak, business-like environment, just the way Bathin enjoyed it, and the stains added a bit of flair. 

Interest touched his voice as he scanned for the presence. “I am curious about your source. How do you have eyes on Inari’s movements? I imagined you a hermit with the information I have. Although, I must admit that I’m not well acquainted with the details of your past; in fact, the only name I’ve heard connected to you is more of a title, Neishin.”

Neishin hummed, clearly enjoying himself, physical presence hidden behind magical veils. “Information is never cheap, Bathin. You know this.”

“I do,” Bathin grinned, cracking his neck with a sigh. His tight pinstripe suit hid Githa’s magical burns that he was still combating. “I assume we are on a clock then—how soon until the foxes arrive?”

“I have a proposal, but the deal might take some time to negotiate,” he paused, the humor in his voice increasing. “I could show you one of Amaymon’s Demonic Wards … I myself cannot use them since I am not a demon, but it could buy us time.”

Bathin’s red eyes lowered to slits. “That would be extremely out of my league, trying to perform a Demonic Ward of Amaymon’s level is tantamount to suicide. Why bring up such a proposal? It would be valuable information to present me with, seeing as he is not allied with those I serve. So, what do you gain?”

Neishin’s voice shifted locations, appearing from the back left corner of the room. “On the contrary, this is within your capability, since it requires human sacrifice; a rare resource in the Hellscape War. A resource you’ve been secretly cultivating for centuries. With your host’s willingness to accept you in, contract formed, and requirements met, you are not violating the Founder’s laws of intervention. Now you have access to the resources required; a massive achievement to say the least, and you’re about to lose it all. It would be wise to complete the ward quickly, Bathin.”

His vision shifted to the broken monitors along the left wall. It could be beneficial to him if he plans on ambushing the Myōbu; he seems to know which ones are coming. He’s confident in at least that, but he requires time to negotiate with me, which is lovely, that means I hold some cards that he needs. I’m not very familiar with the Fourth Layer’s Eastern Wards though; he could be leading me into a trap, but he’s more than powerful enough to send me back to hell if not kill me entirely. There’s a larger plot at play, and I’m betting it has something to do with Sora if he’s already gained information on the Myōbu.

Features brightening, Bathin folded his fingers together. “Well then, Neishin. Show me the requirements of this ward.”

“Wonderful,” Neishin’s voice shifted to his back. “Call for three humans, ones that won’t be missed.”

Bathin chuckled darkly as he pulled out his phone, dialing Ainmire’s number. The answer was prompt. “Yes, my lord?”

“I need three sacrifices. I have a guest.” He glanced left at the wall with a slight smile. “Are three sacrifices all that’s required, Neishin? I could arrange more.”

“Three is all that is needed, then we can discuss plans for the Myōbu.”

“Very well. Ainmire, I need those sacrifices as soon as possible.”

The response was calm and distinct. “Right away, my lord. They’ll be there within minutes.”

Bathin ended the call. “So, what is the ward’s design?” He asked eagerly, setting the phone on the desktop. His lips parted with curiosity as he watched several monitors along the wall forcibly removed at the same time, thrown to the corner. After a moment, smooth and thin lines of glowing red light began to carve an intricate design into the wall that spanned half its length in a tapestry of demonic language.

“Where you start is not important; as long as the design is overlapped perfectly with the human blood, then the linked human spiritual network should attach with their lingering Oltera Nexus to power the ward.”

Rising with interest, Bathin walked over to the expanding design, tongue sliding across his molars. “Fascinating, this is quite proficient; effective at utilizing the human spiritual matrix, which is rather difficult for most demons. Amaymon developed this?” He frowned at closer inspection. “It’s not his work though—you’ve modified it.” He muttered, glaring to his left at the presence. “It doesn’t have the demonic flair. It’s a tad too … fluid.”

Neishin chuckled lightly, moving to his right in an instant. “Yes, I had to modify it. It’s not as if Amaymon sets out to design Demonic Wards to throw off Myōbu.” That’s acceptable, but still … this is actually an extremely powerful Demonic Ward. How did he come across it, much less the information to modify high demonic language? I doubt Fleurety would be able to see past this masking ward. It’s no wonder if Amaymon was the creator; he’s just under the level of Lord Beelzebub.

Cocking his head, he glared at the glowing red designs before clicking his tongue. “To go this far—whoever’s coming must be of great significance if this is only meant to slow them down.” Could it be Suke? If it’s Inari’s right hand, then I’m as good as dead, even if I had Lord Beelzebub with me. This could be the reason why he’s taking this opportunity to strike. How relishing … I haven’t had this many odds stacked against me for millennia. With the Wolfwere incident, Sora, and now Neishin showing up … yes, this could be quite entertaining.

Clearing his throat, Bathin looked right as he spoke the Demonic tongue. “Shirinvyn, come to your master.”

A massive burst of deep red flames flared into life beside him, a dark-skinned demonic woman appearing; she had four glowing red eyes, orange demonic tattoos of power inscribed across her visible skin, and black goat horns protruding through thick raven hair. She wore a dark velvet cloak, comprised of Hellgoat Wool that covered most of her body.

She glanced to her right, examining the demonic runes. “You called, Master Bathin.” She hissed passed full lips, fanged teeth flashing in the faint light of the overhead bulbs.

“Yes,” Bathin moved back to his chair, behind the desk. “Human sacrifices will be joining us shortly. Fill that outline with their blood; they must be kept alive before you finish the inscription. Once every line is filled, it will automatically activate.”

Shirinvyn bowed her head. “As you wish.”

Leaning back again, Bathin’s fingers intertwined. “Now, Neishin, what do you wish to negotiate?” Shirinvyn seemed to ignore the conversation as she studied each thin line carefully.

It took a moment before Neishin responded. “The lingering presence below, what is it?”

“Ah,” Bathin grinned. Of course he’d be interested in that. It’s a good thing that I’ve prepared him. “I think it would be best to hear the response from one that was involved.” His eyes moved to the door as two men and a woman entered the room, dressed as scientists; their expressions were vacant as they lined up in front of his desk. Mezmorized, Ainmire never disappoints.

“You three, go join Shirinvyn by the wall.” They obeyed without a word. Shirinvyn’s left hand lifted, exiting the folds of the cloak; her razor-sharp fingernails glimmered like obsidian in the light as she softly traced one of the runic symbols, head slowly turning to view the rest of the design.

She quickly moved to the humans and used her left index finger to prick each of their necks, drawing blood. Uttering a demonic word of power, she activated her dark energy and flicked her wrist, left index finger tilted upward. The blood flowing down the human’s necks lifted and began filling the design with Shirinvyn’s careful manipulation.

Neishin broke Bathin’s admiration at the art his servant was performing. “Who is this person you mentioned? The energy I’m sensing could provide a wonderful distraction, but I am unfamiliar with this chaotic force.” 

Bathin smirked, head resting against the chair. “That isn’t surprising. This event has never happened before … it’s quite dangerous and unknown territory. It’s a wonder it was even allowed in the first place; she must know.”

“She?” It’s nice holding the information.

“I can arrange for some of the details to become clear, but is it right to assume this plays a role in your plans?”

The silence stretched for several moments; his voice became curious. “It might. It depends on how it will affect the Myōbu on arrival. They’ll be drawn to it the moment they cross over to this plane. What is the cause?”

Bathin picked up his phone, he text Ainmire Arrange for Ranglor to enter in five minutes. “You will get your answers shortly.” His vision shifted to the ward as the humans dropped to the floor, and the lines began to glow purple. It actually worked. “Shirinvyn,” she appraised the glowing demonic ward with a curious smile before turning to him.

“Yes?”

“Memorize this ward and document it inside my personal grimoire.” He held out his hand, calling forth the book from his dimensional vault. Shirinvyn took the large volume with reverence before opening it to the end; a new blackened page appearing in a blaze of fire. She moved back to the wall to carefully study the demonic words.

Leaning back, Bathin closed his eyes for a moment. How will he take the information? It’s a dangerous wildcard, but takes eyes off me … he’s likely thinking the same thing. This will also play in the Herald’s game as she wouldn’t let it happen unless it benefited her. Does she even know the consequences though? I don’t know, perhaps, but I imagine very few beings will have a clue … no one of our level; that should include the Myōbu. It will be worthy information to report back to Inari on. It should be a blind spot since the Herald is involved, and likely the Homā … how much does Neishin know?

Sliding his tongue across his teeth, Bathin hummed. “Neishin, what do you know about Sora?”

He was silent several seconds longer this time. “Sora … is that the one-tailed Nogitsune that was greeted by Inari not long ago?” He does have a contact in Inari’s faction, but the information seems limited. Of course, Inari would wish to keep her niece hidden from prying eyes. She may even know there’s a spy; it would be prudent to assume she is aware. She did meet with her aunt and obtained her second tail recently then … although, at her age? Benjamin remembers her being sixteen years old … she is a Founder, but to handle the first stage of her transformation at that age … there must be more to it.

“Oh? Inari met with a single-tailed Nogitsune? That’s quite odd for her to devote her time … but, wasn’t her gathering not long ago? It wouldn’t be all that odd if she found a Vulpes with decent potential. However, no, Sora happens to be a two-tailed Vulpes, not a single-tailed.” He popped his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “I’m interested in this single-tailed Nogitsune though. Nogitsune are rare these days, but for Inari to meet with a single-tail … curious.”

Neishin chuckled lowly. “Your wordplay is as flexible as ever, Bathin. You can shed yourself of the feigned surprise. I’m able to tell a bit of what happened through the humans around this facility, and it’s not a far leap to assume she obtained her second tail while here. Information regarding the girl seems to have been kept within your organization’s top brass, because none of the other humans know much about her.”

Bathin opened his arms with a hearty laugh. “Oh, how thorough of you! Yes, yes, Sora is the Vulpes you mention.” His smile turned wicked. “However, what was it you said? Information is never cheap, Neishin. I hold all of the cards.”

The low hum at his back shifted to the front of the desk. “Indeed, you hold quite the hand; however, information is only as good as its credibility and how actionable it is. You may have something to sell, but that means nothing if you’re dead. I have business with the Myōbu, but I could wait until they finish with you or we could strike a deal.” How exciting. I haven’t had a negotiation like this in some time … it’s been a while since I’ve been between a rock and a hard place.

Bathin licked his lips eagerly. “Then, how about this? I will tell you the information I have that you will find sweeter than persimmon fruit, and in exchange, you will take care of the Myōbu, but I want something more.”

“Oh?” Neishin clicked his tongue a few times. “You think that this information is worth more? Very well, tell me what you really desire, and I’ll see if I can grant it.”

Fingers folding together, Bathin leaned forward, resting his hands against the desktop. “I want you to become partners with me in chasing after that little Vulpes. That is all; I merely want to accompany you in your journey. Oh, and I will be providing my own resources in accomplishing this as well, it is a partnership.”

“You—are still after this two-tailed Nogitsune? Even when it’s clear she holds some importance to Inari and would put not only you but those you serve in her sight? Does she hold—no, there’s no possible way Inari would give such an artifact to a two-tailed Vulpes.” The possibility of her being Inari’s family doesn’t even cross his mind; of course it wouldn’t, it’s been known for many ages that the Vulpes Sisters were barren. He has the knowledge I need to get what I need. This is beyond perfect … too perfect. What design is being spun here? No, I have to take the risk.

“Yes, I have my reasons, and I have no ill will for the girl. However, both our goals will align once you understand the scope of the situation, but before that, why don’t I express that lingering sinister energy you feel. Any moment, the primary person involved will appear.”

The silence stretched as they waited another minute; Shirinvyn continued to work in seclusion, documenting the High Demonic Ward carefully, as instructed. Bathin’s eyes shifted to the right wall as demonic energy exploded in a massive pulse; a blaze of fire erupted along the wall as a portal opened.

Neishin hummed lowly. “You created a door to the first layer of the Hellscape; it’s not powerful enough to transport anyone above your pet—what was her name, Shirinvyn? A second-layer denizen of the Endless Caverns of the Southern Planes of Darkness, if I’m not mistaken. A rare breed. You must have been planning this little expedition for some time to gather the resources...” He trailed off as a man stepped through the portal.

Bathin’s tone held amusement. “Neishin, let me introduce to you my newest recruit, Ranglor. It seems the experiment was a success.”

“Demonization…”

Ranglor had transformed completely; he was no longer old, wrinkled, and small. His muscles rippled underneath his leather-like dark gray skin, glowing crimson blood showing through popped veins. His hands were thin and dexterous, ending in sharp retractable claws. Hollowed black eyes shone with green light as he turned his monstrous head that resembled a rhinoceros; he had three horns, protruding out of his skull in a straight line, each extending further as it reached the forehead, and a single sharp spike protruded at the back of his hairless head. His jaw was much larger than it should have been, and without lips, his three rows of flattened teeth gleamed in the faint light, showing an appalling grin. He only wore plain brown Hellwool pants.

His teeth parted, stretching the sinew at the ends of his mouth, releasing a sharp popping sound. “Bathin—you called?”

Bathin’s small smirk grew as Shirinvyn stiffened, turning to face Ranglor, burning eyes narrowing. Her harmonic voice held steel. “You are to address his lord by Master, filth.”

A shiver ran down Ranglor’s body as he met Shirinvyn’s four red eyes. “Of course, Taskmaster Shirinvyn; I mean no disrespect.” He bowed to Bathin, dropping to his hands and knees. “Master, what is it that you require of me?” Fifteen minutes in the Hellscape and he’s already demonized. How can human Cores be so fragile yet hold so much power? It’s always been such a mystery. He was much weaker than I thought.

Neishin hummed with interest as his position changed again, Shirinvyn returning to her task. “I always found it fascinating; the effects of the Hellscape on the human Core. It seeps into their network and when it reaches the Core, it corrupts spiritual matrix, turning it in on itself as it absorbs the demonic energy. Nigh-irreversible—if only his Core were unlocked, even at the first level, he might have survived a day.”

“It doesn’t matter in the end,” Bathin chuckled. “Ranglor, speak about the experiment you conducted. What were the results? The quick version.”

Ranglor didn’t show a hint of defiance as he recounted the event. “The Eye incident made me and a few other researchers curious. We engaged in an unauthorized experiment that involved exposing a subject to The Eye, removing the infected subject’s organ, and putting it into a subject that was unaffected...”

Neishin’s tone became serious as he cut Ranglor off. “The Eye … describe it.”

Before he could respond, Bathin cut in. “I think we can skip by the nasty details; yes, it was the Herald’s.”

“You—forgot to mention that she was involved in this mess.” His tone indicated he was not pleased. “Inari detests their kind … how is she connected to that Vulpes?”

“We’ll get to that,” Bathin assured. “Go on, Ranglor.” He sees his own stake in this deal; he knows the risk, but not the reward. Wonderful. Just a little more.

Swallowing nervously, Ranglor bowed further. “Yes, master. We performed the experiment, transplanting the organ into a Wolfwere. I left to use the restroom ... I had a weak bladder. When I returned, everyone was slaughtered, ripped to pieces—gore everywhere.”

Neishin clicked his tongue a few times, clearly disturbed. “I can understand the sinister nature of the energy now—you let it complete its adaptation, but … at least it isn’t whole. You’re right, Bathin—this has never happened before.” He paused. “The Myōbu will most definitely be distracted by this occurrence. The real question is why she let it happen … why was she here in the first place—to use that? Should we even interfere—what’s she planning?” Yes, stew on it … let it sink in.

Ranglor continued to bow, waiting for further instruction. Bathin’s vision shifted to him. “Ranglor, why is Sora important?”

“Sora—she’s a Third Generation Founder…”

Ranglor barely got the words out before he was thrown into the wall, intense bloodlust filling the space as he dangled against the concrete, grasping his throat, choking. “What—did you say?” Neishin growled. Ranglor’s body began to glow blue as he went limp, Neishin absorbing all his knowledge. In a manner of seconds, Ranglor’s withered husk dropped to the ground. Yes … that’s it … crawl in the web with me. You can’t resist.

“Impossible … Mia’s daughter—Inari’s niece … impossible. How? This—this changes everything … everything...”

Bathin chuckled. “Well, you didn’t have to destroy my pawn, but I suppose it was to be expected.”

Neishin’s voice was hoarse. “Bathin—you don’t know what this means to me … your deal. Whatever you want … give me the information. Where is she? Where is Inari’s niece?”
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                    From Fen's (Two-Tailed Vulpes) POV.  Takes place just after Sora leaves upstairs to start the Human Advancement.



                

                Fen glared at Sora as she ascended the stairs, humans in-tow.  I hate her so much!  She has everything … just in the last day, she’s surpassed me by mountains … nothing in this life is fair!  She received personal training … personal, unique training from Inari … the actual Founder Inari … her aunt.

Teeth grinding together, she watched Sora disappear from view.  I’m so much older than her … so much older, but she’s stronger and even pities me!  She invaded my Intelligence with ease to play a prank on me… Her vision dropped to the ground.  It’s something I’d love to do, but I can’t.  She has the power to do anything … the weight behind her name to do anything, but she’s wasting her time with humans?  I don’t understand her!

Her focus shifted to the room.  The floating balls of fire in the corners and along the ceiling lit the place well, only producing enough heat to warm the space; she had no clue how they accomplished the magic, but it was weak.  The dark wooden plank floor was worn, but well maintained. Armchairs and couches were spaced in patterned ways to house several parties, and the furnishing showed an eastern design that she was accustomed to.

Ears twitching slightly, she shifted them to listen in on different conversations.  She quickly grew tired of Sora’s senseless talk and tuned in to the twin foxes. They were whispering about different food items, focusing on their cooking task.  This is so dull … no, not dull, aggravating...

The bird spoke up, drawing her attention as he shifted his back against the couch to get a better angle on her.  “Fen, you don’t look too happy. What’s up?”

Fen’s nose twisted.  Right, like he cares.  What’s his … ah, I get it.  He just wants to humiliate me since Sora penetrated my defenses so casually.  “Mind your own business,” she snapped, turning away.

“Geez,” he clicked his tongue.  “Suit yourself.” The couch creaked as he went silent.  So carefree and smug…

She glanced between the Dragon and Valkyrie; the Dragon seemed to have fallen asleep, but she quickly averted her eyes as the Valkyrie’s blue irises shot to her.  What’s up with this group?  They’re all here because of Sora.  Why is she friends with any of them?  They’re all beneath her. Well…

She examined the Fenris Wolf, resting on a couch, eyes closed.  The dried blood on her skin, black hair, and her spandex top and bottoms made for an odd combination.  Founders … how did Sora, a Fox Founder, meet this Wolf Founder?  Foxes and Wolves don’t get along that well from what I understand, but what do I know?  It’s the realm of Founders, who knows if they’re buddies? They certainly don’t act like it though … I just don’t understand it!

She felt Jian’s concern for her spike through their link as her emotions continued to fester.  Her stomach growled, but she was beginning to hate the company more than her empty stomach. This is just … terrible.  Right now, my safety depends on Sora’s good graces … I guess I’m lucky she’s nothing like a Vulpes or else she’d be playing with me.

A lump formed in her throat as she caught sight of the cat, resting peacefully on a chair.  Forcing the lump down, she took a deep breath.  She’s dangerous … Githa.  The Nekomata Faction’s pretty neutral, but from mom’s stories … chaotic.  Githa said Nilly … the Cat Founder … I’ve heard too much about Founders the last few days.  I’ve discovered more than anyone my level should. There’s nothing any of us can do if the cat turns into an enemy, but she wouldn’t, right?  I mean, I don’t know … if Nilly’s a First Generation, then she wouldn’t be scared of Inari or Mia.

Tingles shot down her spine and tails, making her shiver.  I need to get out of here and think!

Getting up, she glanced over at Jian as he rose with her; he knew how she felt.  “Let’s go for a walk.” Her tone was tense as she glanced back at the Valkyrie.

The Valkyrie’s chilled eyes met her.  “I will not halt your path. Leave if you desire; you are trouble for my sister as it is.”

Fen stiffened at her words but bit back a retort as she walked past, opened the door, and exited.  I hate this!  I hate it so much!  They’re so strong; strong enough that I have to watch what my tongue … I hate it!

The cobblestone road was well made, and the houses were constructed in an organized manner to allow plenty of space on the road for traffic.  The yellow sun was beginning to fall, indicating evening’s approach. Fen breathed a long breath as she ran a hand through her black hair, the stress of the Valkyrie’s cold atmosphere fading as they entered the busy throng.

Jian’s deep voice was soft.  “I’m sorry, Fen.”

Taking a deep breath, Fen shook her head.  “It’s not your fault, Jian … it’s them. They’re so…”  She seethed through her teeth. “I don’t even know how to express it.  They’re just … they don’t make sense! None of them! None of this!”

Her shouts drew the eyes from Vulpes and humans around them as they went about their business, carrying carts, pottery filled with water, and other goods.  She could care less about drawing attention from these sickly creatures; finally, she could express herself without walking on eggshells.

“We escape that hellhole and Sora’s all worried about the humans and upsetting people … she’s a Founder!  All she has to do is show them her power, and she’d be treated like the princess goddess she is! Why doesn’t she?”

Jian was silent for a moment before answering.  “I believe hearing that Sora was human before transforming into a Vulpes.”

Fen’s brow creased incredulously.  “Wait, you seriously believe that, Jian?”

He shrugged.  “What purpose would she have to lie?  There’s plenty of evidence that shows she’s a Founder which is supposed to be impossible.  However, she exists, and who else besides Inari or Mia could help her advance so suddenly? You felt the power Inari infused in your tail resonate with Sora’s own power, I felt that through our link.  She’s a Founder and apparently, whatever means Mia used to have a child, caused Sora to be human for a certain amount of time.”

Her ear twitched with agitation; scratching at it, she growled, “It’s so complicated!  A Founder was a human … I just, what? I don’t get her!”

Jian massaged his neck for a moment, in-taking a long breath.  “Perhaps we don’t need to understand her, but use this opportunity as best we can.  We have actually benefited from our acquaintance with her, but at the same time, she’s paid her debt by freeing us.  We freed her, and she freed us. We should discuss our next move.”

Fen bit her lower lip nervously.  He’s right … Sora did owe us, but now we are even.  She has that kind of goody-feel that would pay back a debt, but what happens with us now?  Will they leave and we’ll part ways? I mean, we are in a much better position here than when we left Inari’s gathering.  From the looks of that red gate, Long Mu won’t be able to chase after us in here. We could live our whole lives in the Vulpes Realm, and we’re much stronger than anyone so far.  I mean, I’m about equal with Mimi, and she’s a four-tail, but she didn’t even use any abilities when attacking Sora … I may be even stronger than a four-tails in this realm.

“What,” she paused, licking her lips.  “What do you think about living here? Long Mu can’t get to us, and we hold a lot more power than the Vulpes of this realm.  You might be able to fight an eight-tails if Mimi is really that weak.”

Jian was silent for a moment as they turned down an alley, trying to move away from the large crowds.  He paused halfway down the two-person lane, leaning against a building, Fen shifting opposite him. He looked up at the short overhanging roof, eyes narrow, Fen could feel him worrying about something.

“I don’t know … there are so many mysteries about this realm; you heard the conversation between Jin, Eyia, Githa, and Sora.  In addition, the conversation with Mimi … there’s a lot of unknown factors about this realm. This council has me worried.”

Fen rubbed her eyes with a small groan.  “Honestly, I wasn’t paying attention that much … I mean, they can’t do anything to Sora, Mimi’s scared of her and the threat of Inari and Mia.  What about that conversation is worrying you so much?”

Jian folded his arms; he leaned his head back against the building, eyes closed, she felt him scanning the area for spiritual signatures.  Fen pursed her lips to the side, crossing her legs as she lifted her tails to examine them. They could use a thorough cleaning; dirt, sweat, and a slight odor clung to them.  Maybe I should have looked around that building for a bath … no, that Valkyrie … Eyia, was her name, right?  How’s Jian so good with names? No, it was best to leave; she’s boiling about something, and I don’t want to be near that...

Fen’s large yellow eyes lifted to Jian’s face as he spoke.  “From what I’ve gathered, there’s an enormous magical force powering this realm.  Githa identified it somewhere in the earth; it’s powerful enough to sustain this entire realm, including the sun and moon … whatever form of space this realm is situated in, everything is energized by this.  Not only that, but every single being in this realm is also drawing on this power, many Vulpes to simply survive. This is something that’s more powerful than Githa, possibly even at the level of a low Founder, perhaps, a group of elder gods or titans.”

Her face turned ashen at his explanation.  “Wait, really? There’s something that powerful sustaining this realm?”

Jian nodded solemnly.  “There are a lot of other issues to address, such as this council.  Manipulating the weather, such as what these Vulpes have implied, is powerful magic for beings like us.  They seem to be doing this across the entire world once a year. This society is also based off a power structure that holds complete authority.  What are your thoughts on these Vulpes?”

Fen’s brow furrowed.  What kind of question is that?  What are my thoughts on these Vulpes?  They’re weak. Her eyes widened.  “Wait, they don’t act like Vulpes at all … the way they responded, the work they’re doing around this town … it’s like they’re whipped, broken into submission.  They act like slaves, they aren’t free … but that kills Vulpes.”

“Their weak spiritual networks,” Jian stated.  “Over so many generations of this society, their spirits have become weak.  If Mimi were to recover, then she’d be much stronger than you, but they’ve been turned against their very nature as Vulpes.  This can’t have happened in just a few generations, this must have been done for millennia, and the council is the most likely cause.”

Fen folded her left arm across her stomach and lighting bit down on her right thumbnail.  “If they’re—they can’t be the cause of this place’s energy; I mean, weather manipulation is pup level compared to maintaining an entire realm.  Plus, that’s only done once a year, while this sustaining force is constantly active.”

“Like I said,” Jian’s eyes shifted back to the entrance of the alley.  “There are many mysteries about this realm. Dangerous mysteries. This system and the Vulpes nature seems to be a large one.  They seem to worship this council as gods; Mimi only started to doubt because of her knowledge of the Capital and Sora’s feats.  However, others in this community might rise up against all of us, every intruder, if we don’t play our cards right. The humans are surprisingly wise with the current affairs.”

She felt like huffing at his statement but restrained her emotions.  “You honestly think those humans are worth anything? They’re just humans.”

“I haven’t had many intelligent conversations with humans,” Jian admitted, glaring at the ground.  “Humans are easily manipulated and destroyed, but these humans talked about things that I hadn’t thought about … words I’ve never heard used and possible scenarios that could play out.  I believe Sora is being wise in putting weight to their words. However, I also believe that there is more that needs to be done. I can sense the distress, doubt, fear, so many negative emotions sweeping the town.  Not only because of my intimidation aura, but the scent of monsters. Something must be done to better introduce our presence in a positive light.”

A smile spread across Fen’s lips.  “I think I know exactly how to stir things up.”

Jian frowned.  “I don’t know if stirring things up would be beneficial.”

“Oh,” Fen giggled.  “This is beneficial to us.  So, this realm is a danger, Jian?  Then we must approach this the Vulpes way.  I think I can see a path opening up that will give me exactly what I want.  It may cause a little trouble, but I think this is just what this realm needs.  Let’s lay the foundation; the slightest touch of a natural Vulpes to set things right.”

She grinned, tails wrapping around each other as she turned to the side, head tilting to look up at her protector with a wink.  “Let’s go find a rest stop for a place with all humans and a place with all Vulpes!” She moved back toward the street with a hop in her step; Jian followed but held a slight frown.  “Finally, I can have some fun!” 

Entering the flow of traffic again, Fen’s ears twitched slightly as she adjusted her hearing, searching for casual conversation.  She found it after a minute of searching; Jian stood beside her patiently, but she could sense his unease.

Fen chuckled as she walked toward the group of people she’d found, the crowd parting for them with nervous expressions.  “Have some faith in me, Jian. This is perfect for us.”

“This won’t turn out like your Long Mu plan?”  Jian muttered. Thanks for the trust…

“Why would it?  We needed information from Long Mu, that’s why I lied, but this time, we have the information.  It’s completely different.” Fen smiled wickedly. “This is child’s play.” 

She stopped in front of a large building, it was a little smaller than the place they’d been guided; this structure was less refined, but still of good quality, built with solid wood planks and a stone foundation.  Opening the door, she looked around the interior; there was a large group of men and women, humans. They sat around many tables, drinking and eating as they took their break after a long days work. Perfect, it seems humans and Vulpes have segregated spaces.

The human merriment died down as she entered; Jian, ducked under the door frame to fit, standing behind her.  Fen’s smile was charming as she studied the atmosphere she created. They’re cowed.  It seems these Vulpes did something right, at least.  However, pressure needs to be applied correctly if this is going to work.  How wonderful, they’re not even willing to speak until I address them.

Tossing her hair back, twisting her tails, and holding her hands behind her back, Fen walked a little further into the room.  “Excuse me, but I am new to the Vulpes Realm. My name is Fen, and what would this quaint establishment be?”

She was a little surprised how well the realm’s energy stimulated the humans, allowing them to counter Jian’s fear aura to a certain degree.  The first man to speak was a man to her left, behind the bar. He bowed his head respectfully before looking at her feet. “I see. Thank you for greeting us, my lady.  I have heard that there were visitors beyond the gate…” He trailed off, gaze sliding to Jian beside her.

Fen’s smile widened, feigning compassion.  “Oh, dear, you don’t have to be so apprehensive.  I don’t know the customs in this realm, but beyond the gate, humans rule that realm.  You could see humans and Vulpes as equals.” She felt Jian stiffen beside her, understanding the direction she had stepped; his emotions flashed with warning, which made Fen’s smile grow.

There was silence as Fen let her statement sink in.  This council and unknown force won’t suspect a thing.  They won’t see me closing in; I’ll creep into their hearts, seeping through the cracks to poison their bones.  I’ll break this system without lifting a finger, and pull out the Vulpes nature that’s been buried within, and make myself a home in these cobwebs and lies.  Sora will be my salvation where her aunt failed me, and she will accept me with open arms.

The atmosphere grew deathly quiet, and after a few seconds, Fen looked around with confusion.  “Did I say something wrong?”

One of the women swallowed, a shiver ran down her spine as she asked, “You—are you really beyond the gate?”

“Of course,” Fen smiled.  “Would you like me to tell you a little about what’s beyond this realm?”

The man behind the counter rubbed his shoulder nervously.  “Well—I don’t—Vulpes don’t normally drink or eat with us. They—usually it’s if punishment needs to be exacted.”  I see so that’s why they were so stiff when I entered.  This is too perfect; I bet no Vulpes has acted this way before.

“Oh?”  She blinked innocently.  “I apologize. Am I doing something inappropriate?”  Jian’s breath was held, but he continued to present a stony demeanor beside her.

“No!  Absolutely—not,” the man stammered.  “Vulpes—you could—never inappropriate!”

Fen giggled.  “Oh, I’m relieved!”  Hand pressed to her chest, she glanced around the room.  “Are you busy? I’d love to sit with you and idle, but—it looks like you just returned from the fields … I’m sure you wouldn’t want some dirty looking Vulpes like me hovering around you.”  She mumbled, head drooping.

“N—no,” a woman stuttered.  “If—we’d love to spend time with you.”

Fen beamed at the woman; creating the illusion of a bright aura surrounding her, she took on a sincere persona as she appraised the dumbfounded crowd.  “Then I’ll gladly join.”

Gracefully walking toward a table in the back right side of the room, she sat, Jian moving to stand behind her.  “Now, I don’t want to dampen the joys of being released from a hard day’s labor. How about I tell you some stories of the land beyond the gate?  I understand it’s quite a mystery for you.”

A younger boy, around the age of thirteen, started to shake with excitement.  “Please—please tell us the story! I’ve heard the stories of the Great Vulpes Sanctuary that houses the red gate, but it’s the first time I’ve heard humans are behind it.”

“Akemi!”  One of the older men growled.  “You do not address a Vulpes…”

“Oh, the boy did no harm.”  Fen smiled warmly. “I’ll gladly offer you my knowledge.”  She gestured to Jian behind her as she began to weave the scenery she described through illusions, illustrating her points.  “This is Jian, he’s a monster from the outside world, a Bai-Hu.” A large white tiger appeared between some tables, causing the occupants to gasp at the strange creature.  “There are many monsters beyond the gate and few Vulpes.”

The humans seemed enthralled as she continued to spin the story, no one daring to interrupt her.  “Humanity actually ruled beyond the red gate; they have massive cities that reach high into the heavens and across the entire planet.  They’ve tamed the beasts of the land and advanced in their technology; they even forced monsters into hiding and killed many for sport.  You could call it a human paradise and monster hell.”

Akemi’s eyes grew big.  “Are Vulpes servants?” He whispered, no one but Jian and her hearing.

“Vulpes are not servants to humans in the realm beyond the gate, but they were hunted for a time.  Many of the Vulpes ran and hid away because of the human’s great power, but a shining light broke free and stopped the violence and bloodshed; a human-Vulpes, Sora, the Founder.”  She beamed at the illusion of Sora that was created. “The very same Vulpes that came to this realm with me. She has extraordinary powers, and was able to bend the gate to her will!”

“She—she’s really that powerful?”  Akemi asked, the entire room silently waiting for an answer.

This time, the man that scolded Akemi spoke.  “She united human and Vulpes—as equals? She’s half-human and half-Vulpes?”

Fen nodded with the most sincere smile she could manage.  “Oh, yes, most definitely, but,” her eyes widened. “Oh, I forgot my place!”  She gasped. “I’m not to speak of these things—we are traveling in disguise, but I just feel—so comfortable around humans.  We saw how oppressed you all are…”

“Oppressed?”  The man behind the counter whispered.  “We—no Vulpes—what does oppressed mean?”

“You poor things,” her voice rang with pity as she showed images of terrible labor.  “I want nothing more than to see you enjoy everything that we Vulpes enjoy beyond the red gate.  I myself was freed from oppressive human overlords by the great Founder; Sora saved both Jian and my life!  If I could,” she looked down, rubbing her shoulders. “But—I’m just not strong enough.”

She quickly glanced between the humans around her, captivated by the strokes across the tapestry she crafted.  “Please keep this between yourselves!” She pleaded. “As a sign of her charity and good intentions, spread the word that we are here to heal your weary and lost souls.  Gather those that have injuries and seek out Sora, the Founder of Vulpes! She will heal you.”

The group was now shaking, overwhelmed by emotion as she showed a maimed person being healed by a two-tailed red furred Vulpes.  “You are meant to be free,” Fen said it with such compassion that a few humans dropped to their knees, tears falling down their cheeks.

Nodding, Fen smiled at each red and hope-filled face.  “I must go and prepare more. Spread the word among the humans though, I just—I can’t stand seeing you in such a hopeless state.  I will bear the consequences of revealing this to you if needs be, but you are all precious souls that need the freedom of choice; who to be with, where and how long you work, what becomes of your labor, and so much more.”

She sniffed back fake tears.  “Thank you—I feel so privileged to have met with you.  Stay strong and hang in there. There will be a sign when you know to rise up for your liberty, but until then—prepare, for that day and the day of healing, for that will be your sign of our great goddess Sora, the Founder of Vulpes has come to deliver you from bondage.”

Fen spent a little longer with each of the humans, expressing her sympathies and listening to a few of their troubles; it was difficult to hear them moan about their insignificant lives, but her plan had succeeded more than she could have dreamed.  Leaving the bar, Fen smiled wickedly up ahead as she began searching for a Vulpes only resting spot.

She could tell Jian’s face was pale, even if others would hardly notice a change in him.  “Fen, you can’t mean—are you really going through with this?”

“Of course,” Fen smirked.  “This is how I get everything I want.  Now, let’s go talk to the Vulpes and paint them an image of Inari and what Sora can do for them.  How will the Vulpes of this realm take the news of Founders and the gifts they can bestow?”

Jian swallowed nervously.  “Greed and envy are powerful tools, but planting hope...”

Fen giggled at his statement.  “We’re only getting started.”
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What's our devious little Huli Jing up to?



                

                The crowds were growing as Vulpes, and humans returned from the fields; the carts became more and more sparse as the volume of people increased.  There seemed to be segregated areas for humans and Vulpes as they continued to roam the town. The inn where they’d been led seemed to be in the Vulpes district, but there also appeared to be a class distinction.  The area closer to the town center had more powerful Vulpes with more tails while the further they moved to the east, the more humans they ran into and weaker Vulpes.

Pursing her lips as she read the magnetic fields of the planet, identifying the directions each human and Vulpes group moved around them.  There are hardly any Vulpes here.  If the news spreads like I want, then there will be quite the upset.  Judging by the way those humans reacted, they’ve never even thought about freedom; they’ve been brainwashed to think a certain way, but that was stripped away with ease.  The moment I offered them new knowledge, showed all of it in illusions, and offered them something more than what they’ve been given … yes, this will most definitely work.  The humans and Vulpes will eat out of my hands.

The buildings were just as well constructed here as the rest of the town; there was a little less stone, but the quality was equivalent.  The humans wore the same simple fitted clothes as the Vulpes. There seemed to be a lack of clothing diversity in many regards, the Vulpes and humans lived rather simple lives.  They worked in the fields, dried fruit and meat, prepared and recorded supplies for shipment, and talked among different social groups. There appeared to be specific circles of people that associated with their particular jobs and locations, but they were decent with others around them.

Fen moved to the side of the road, leaning up against the side of a building, arms folded.  Jian stopping beside her, sharp eyes scanning the throng. The humans seem rather content for the most part, but there’s been no diverse thought.  Vulpes run everything, and if they don’t accomplish a task, then they incur the wrath of these godlike beings.  They see the Vulpes Council as living gods; they’re Vulpes, so, naturally, Vulpes are above them. I sit down with a few and show them some attention, likely the only personal attention a Vulpes has ever shown them, and they fall over themselves.  I promise them something better, and they fall to their knees in tears. A smile curved her lips.  What about the Vulpes?

She hummed, vision following two Vulpes as they moved to the north.  The humans are all equally servants, but the Vulpes, on the other hand, belong to a distinct hierarchy.  The humans are at the bottom, and weak one-tailed Vulpes are just above them. Mimi is the superpower of this area, which means I’m more powerful than anyone in this town.  I doubt any Vulpes here can even weave an illusion; definitely nothing as potent as I can create. What will happen when they learn Sora can not only heal their spiritual networks…

She frowned.  Wait … do they even know they’re spiritually sick?  Two Vulpes passed by her and Jian, shivering and glancing their way as Jian’s fear aura struck them.  They don’t … I mean, didn’t that one three-tailed Vulpes say humans don’t get sick, but Vuples do?  She quickly scanned the humans around them, eyes narrowing.  There are scars, even a few with lost limbs or fingers, but they don’t get sick because the realm’s sustaining force.

“Fen?”

She looked up at Jian, feeling his unease.  “Yes, give me some time. I’m just thinking.  You’re right that this is a lot more complicated than I thought … this realm is standing on straws.”  If they have any Vulpes nature left, I’ll draw it out.  “Let’s go north.”

They moved down the street until they reached a junction; turning north, they continued up the road.  The crowd swapped from mostly human to Vulpes as they entered a lower status district; strangely colored Vulpes were becoming more prominent, and they were drawing more attention.  Of course we’d draw attention.  Jian is far taller than any man I’ve seen here, and I have a white and black tail.  I don’t see any two-tails; this must be the lowest Vulpes section. She smiled.  Perfect.

Finding a resting place similar to the human building they entered.  The layout was the exact same, fires dotting the ceiling and corners.  Yellowish, orange, and brown-furred single-tailed Vulpes were scattered around the room, two were even in their full fox form; every fox stiffened as they entered, noise dying down, and every eye on Jian before sliding to her white tail.

“Good evening,” Fen greeted with an innocent smile, head tilting slightly, her black hair obscured part of her vision.  Flipping it behind her ear, she moved to the bar, focus centering on the orange-furred Vulpes behind it. “Might you have something to drink?”

She swallowed nervously, the atmosphere deathly quiet, only broken by the muffled voices outside.  Her grayish irises shot to her two tails before back to her yellow eyes. “Wh—what would you like?”

Taking on a confused expression, Fen hummed, glancing around the room.  “Is something wrong?” I suspect none of these Vulpes are beyond forty.

She resisted a smirk; she could feel the tension in the air as ripples shot down every fox’s frame.  The Vulpes behind the bar shook her head sharply, bound hair swinging back and forth. “No, nothing’s wrong!  I—would you like some water or elrinic juice?”

Curiosity peaked, Fen’s eyes lit up.  “Elrinic juice, what is that?”

The girl sucked on her lower lip nervously, glancing back at a bottle along a shelf behind her.  “It’s an alcoholic juice that ferments inside the fruit before extraction. It’s strong right out of the fruit, so we mix it with crushed telerian nuts and hapima flowers.”

“How wonderful!  I have never heard of it.”  Fen smiled eagerly.

She took the bottle she’d eyed off the counter and a wooden cup from below the bar.  Uncorking it, she poured out some of the bright red liquid. 

Sliding her tongue against the inside of her teeth, Fen accepted the drink.  “Pour another for Jian—please,” she added as an afterthought.

The girl’s lips became a line as she looked up at the large man, standing well over two feet above her.  Her arms shook while pouring the drink, somehow managing to keep herself from spilling. She slid the glass over.

Fen’s eyes slid from her to the rest of the room with a frown, darting to a yellowish furred Vulpes that entered.  The girl couldn’t have been more than thirty by the standard energy she felt from the others in the town. “Jalina, what’s that smell…”  her words died as she caught sight of her and then Jian, visibly swallowing a lump in her throat.

“Welcome,” Fen greeted cheerily.  “Why don’t you come sit down?” I’m probably the highest ranked person in this area for them.  I have pure black fur, like Mimi, and I have two tails. White is also an extremely rare color, and it seems to play a part in the ranking structure.

“You—want me to join—you?”  the girl asked hoarsely.

“Of course,” Fen said with a bright tone.  “I’d love to understand a few things about this realm; you see, I’m not from around here.”  The tension rose rapidly; she could smell the apprehension in the air and knew they sensed it too.  “You don’t have to be so nervous,” she giggled. “I don’t know what it’s like in this realm, but I won’t bite.  Now come, sit!”

Several Vulpes shifted uncomfortably as the girl mechanically walked to the opposite side of Jian, keeping several feet between her and Jian until she arrived on the opposite side where she sat on a stool.

Fen turned to the orange-furred girl behind the bar.  “I assume you’re Jalina, correct?” She nodded, hiding her quaking hands behind her back.  Turning back to the girl beside her, she asked, “And your name?”

“Lumia,” she squeaked.

Placing her elbow against the counter and resting her head against the back of her hand, she breathed a long sigh.  “Is it strange for a two-tailed Vulpes to enter a building like this? I do sense that most of you are likely below the age of forty, but is there such a disparity in the association between two-tails and single-tails?”

Jalina nodded.  “Normally—two-tailed Vulpes are near the southern part of the town—that’s where the stronger Vulpes tend to gather.”

Picking up her cup, Fen sipped at the juice; her tails stiffened as the liquid passed through her lips.  It was sweet with a hard punch that followed, hitting her tongue. Swallowing, she cleared her throat, tails intertwining as she pressed her tongue against the roof of her mouth.  “Wow … this is really good.” She muttered, feeling a slight burn in her nose and throat. I haven’t had anything like this before.

Jian frowned, picking the glass up, he downed it in a single shot, every Vulpes holding their breath.  He licked his lips before releasing a short huff. “No, it’s not bad. It’s a lot different than saké.”

“It really is, but it has a good hit to it.”  Fen smiled, turning to Lumia. “How can you tell how powerful a Vulpes is, or who gets to live in the southern district?”

“Well—color of fur and tails.”

Fen nodded, finishing her juice.  Breathing out a long sigh, she slid her cup forward.  “I’d love another glass—please.”

Jalina licked her lips, brow furrowed as she poured another glass.  Her hands had become more steady. “A single cup is usually enough to get a Vulpes drunk.”

Humming, Fen accepted the glass, drinking half of it in a single shot, smacking her lips.  She smiled at her comment. “Really, it’s that potent?” I see … she gave us the most potent drink they have, hoping I’d quickly get drunk.  This is very out of formalities for them, having to entertain a two-tails.

Lumia looked impressed.  “Yeah, I can’t even handle half a glass!”

“Interesting,” Fen muttered, smiling at the cup.  “So, have you heard that I come from beyond the red gate?”

“No,” Lumia whispered, eyes widening.  “I—really? You came—I mean, I can’t believe it!  That place is—I’ve never heard of anyone coming out of the gate!”

“Lumia,” Jalina muttered.  “Lower your voice.”

Fen heard the other Vulpes shift nervously in their chairs, paying close attention to their conversation.  “Oh, I most definitely have.” She lifted her left arm, presenting Jian. “This is Jian, my protector. He is a monster known as a Bai-Hu, and is far stronger than Mimi.”  Jian’s worry spiked at her statement. I know Jian, they view Mimi as the most powerful authority in this area, but power is their standard.  You’ll understand.

She smiled as a shiver ran up every Vulpes’ back.  “Oh,” Fen brought a hand up to her lips, glancing up with a thoughtful expression.  “I guess that’s a bit sudden to just say…” A bright expression lit her features. “I know!  Jian, show them some of your power, but not too much, we don’t want them to faint or die.”

Jian sighed, he now looked visibly troubled but did as she asked.  He released a small portion of his spiritual pressure in a short, concentrated burst as to not alert the Vulpes outside.  The Dragon or Valkyrie might have been able to detect it, but it wasn’t anywhere near a threatening force to them, so Fen figured they wouldn’t be alerted, and she figured Mimi wasn’t spiritually aware enough to detect a concealed burst of energy.

Fen studied Lumia, likely the weakest out of the Vulpes present; she went rigid, eyes defocusing as every muscle locked and the air froze in her lungs.  Vision shifting to Jalina, she watched her body shake, eyes wide, locked on Jian’s neutral face. The outside noise increased, not a Vulpes willing to risk a breath.

“Oh, too much?”  Fen asked, feigning a concerned and apologetic tone.  “I’m so sorry! Are you okay, Lumia?” She touched her back, making a quake reverberate down her frame and across Fen’s arm.

Lumia slowly grabbed her left hand, sliding up to her arm as she shook.  “I—I—what—I…” Her heart was pounding enough that Fen could feel its beats as she pressed her hand against her back.

“Shh,” Fen soothed, rubbing her back comfortingly; her heart pounded, she could feel its beats thumping against her hand.  “I’m sorry—just breath.”

It took several minutes before Lumia was able to say something; she was the last Vulpes to get ahold of her fear.  “That—that was a small portion of—of his power? You—that didn’t affect you—not at all?” She gasped.

Fen hummed, hand still pressed against her upper back to sooth the girl.  “Oh—no, sorry, but I’m about as strong as Mimi. We just met with her this afternoon.”

Lumia swallowed a lump in her throat as she turned to stare at Fen in terror.  “As—you—Mimi?”

Cocking her head, Fen frowned.  “Is that so hard to believe? Oh…”  She removed her hand, lifting a finger to her lips thoughtfully.  “I suppose she does have four tails—I thought it was odd that all the Vulpes we passed were so weak.”

“Weak,” Jalina mumbled.  “If—if you’re as strong as Mimi—just two tails—then what—what if you had four tails?  How are you so strong?”

Fen felt that sentence strike her heart.  She licked her lips, relishing the tingling sensation shooting down her spine to her tails.  “Could you—ask that again?”

“How—how are you so strong?”  Jalina swallowed.

Closing her eyes with a small smile, Fen breathed a long breath.  I’m strong … they’re weak.  This is it … this is the feeling I’ve waited for!  Eyes opening, she replaced the persona, looking to the side with a concerned hum.  “Well, I mean, I’m not that strong. In fact, Húli Jīng are the weakest amongst the Vulpes.”

“Weakest—you—no, that’s impossible…”  Jalina whispered.

Humming, Fen smiled apologetically.  “I’m really sorry, but I don’t understand why everyone is so tense?  Of the Vulpes races Húli Jīng are the weakest, and I’m only a hundred and thirty-nine years old.  I guess,” she brought her white tail around, stroking the slightly dirty fur, “I am borrowing a little power from Inari.”  If only she did actually give me power…

“What do you mean, Vulpes races?”  Lumia asked, heart still beating rapidly.

Fen pursed her lips to the side, swirling the cup of elrinic juice in her hands.  “I—hmm, I don’t know if I should tell you about what it’s like beyond the gate. I mean, I don’t know if you could handle the truth.”

“What truth?”  A brown-furred Vulpes at the nearest table whispered.

“Ack,” Fen pulled her hair back, looking troubled.  “I—guess I can tell you. Do you really want me to tell you about the Vulpes Goddesses, the Founders of the Vulpes race?”  Cowed by Jian’s early burst of spiritual energy, not one had the heart to retort about the Vulpes Council being goddesses.

Everyone waited silently with bated breath.  “Alright,” Fen sighed. “So, where do you believe all Vulpes magic originates?”

“That’s—The Council,” Jalina muttered.

Fen shook her head.  “I’ve heard some Vulpes say something like that, but how?  Where did it start, what happened? What’s the story?”

They were silent as they all looked down at the floor, scouring their memories.  Fen’s brow creased as no one answered. Seriously, no one even has a single story as to how they originated?  No one has ever been bold enough to ask that question? Well, I suppose only Vulpes in the Capital would know, and not one of them can even journey there … wow, I never realized how much of an information block that was.  Bravo, this Council has seriously done their job. If no outside force arrived, then this would just continue forever!

“You—don’t even know how Vulpes were created?”

Jalina opened her mouth for a moment before closing it.  After another few seconds, she shook her head. “No…”

Fen looked around the room; every Vulpes had a shocked or dumbfounded expression as they stared at the floor or table in front of them.  “Wow … alright, then would you like me to tell you how everything started? How Vulpes are treated outside? The Founders that can shape realms like this, entire worlds with the snap of their fingers?”

The room was still for only a few seconds before Lumia spoke up, “Yes, please!”  Fen smiled at the spark in her eyes, the thirst for answers. Child’s play.

“The first Founder was known as The Vulpes, she was the first fox to unlock magical powers; no one is sure how that happened, it was countless ages ago, before even this realm ever existed or even the realm beyond the red gate.  This Vulpes then had children; the lore is not clear who with, but the two beings that were born were Inari and Mia, the Second Generation Founders.

“The First Founder, Vulpes, taught the first foxes magic, unlocking their magical potential.  Every Vulpes is descended from those first students of that First Founder. The history isn’t clear why, but she disappeared, no one knows what happened to her, but her daughters stayed among us.  Inari, the older sister, she founded the Kitsune, further unlocking the potential of Vulpes to reach their utmost power.”

Lifting her white tail, she stroked the fur.  “This tail is Inari’s gift. I attended one of her gatherings in a realm, similar to this world that she created for that express purpose.  Do you know what I found when I arrived?”

Enthralled by her story, Lumia shook her head.  “What was there?”

“Ogres, an entire empire,” Fen growled, vision narrowing.

Jalina cleared her throat at Fen’s tone.  “What is an empire and Ogres?”

“A vile creature; they stand over eight feet tall, some warriors can even grow as tall as twelve.  An empire is a massive nation, think about your Capital city and all the surrounding towns across the land, that is an empire.  Clad in heavy armor, swords, axes, hammers, bows and using strange ritualistic magic, they captured Vulpes that entered the realm.  You see, Inari doesn’t have her meetings for hundreds of years at a time, and in that space, the Ogres made it their home. They made a sport out of hunting Vulpes and keeping their tails for trophies!

“Imagine it,” she began to weave the magic to illustrate her story.  “A hulking monster with bulging muscles, wearing all manner of tools of death, chasing after a young single-tail, fleeing for her life as wolves pursue, trained for the sole purpose of stalking Vulpes.  Capturing a Vulpes, leaving a mark of capture in her body before throwing her back into a cell, spelled to resist magical attempts of escape.

“The next day, forced back into the jungle for the hunt, and if the Vulpes didn’t increase the time it took for them to capture her, she was killed.  This continued day after day as different Ogre Hunters sought to find the cleverest, most resilient Vulpes, the most challenging hunt until they surpassed some record.  This was a mark of advancement, and this game varied among different tailed Vulpes.”

Lumia’s eyes were wide with horror, clear that she’d never even dreamed of such a nightmare.  “How—how long did this last?”

Fen hummed darkly.  “I came in on the tail end of this empire; a few Vulpes told me of their trials, starvation, dehydration, lack of sleep even.  One was a five-tail, restriction tattoos were placed on their body to control her, she’d been there for over a hundred years and was nearing her last hunt when they’d finally take her tails.  Her mind wasn’t … all she thought about was methods to—she only thought about escaping the Elite Ogre Hunters.”

“I don’t…”  Jalina seemed lost for words.

“Did that change when you arrived?”  Lumia pressed, scooting closer to her.

Finishing the rest of her juice, Fen nodded with a light smile.  “It most certainly did. You see, I was nearing the final point of the appointed time for the meeting.  When I arrived, there were much higher tailed Vulpes already combating the Ogre legion, but it was a hard-pressed battle with their numbers and preparations around the gate.  The thing holding the tide was the several seven-tails that had recently entered, Kumiho and even a Nogitsune.”

She showed the image of several Vulpes showering the Ogre defenses with all forms of elemental, arcane, and manipulative magic that made the Ogre army chaotic with puppet Ogre Warriors; recovering many captured Vulpes as they fought with vicious efficiency, they worked together to defend the weakened and wounded younger Vulpes.  The room was filled with tension and excitement at the small victories they witnessed and winced at each wound a Vulpes received.

“The seven-tails were powerful, but even they couldn’t handle an entire Ogre empire.  They were quickly running out of energy and retreating back toward the portal as the Ogre Elite Hunters began to target them … one fell, wounded by several of the Elites, killed and stripped of her tail; the Hunter that delivered the killing blow holding up her tails to the retreating Vulpes in victory.”

Tears fell down a few of the Vulpes’ cheeks as they witnessed the scene, every tail bristled.  “Jian was rushing me back to the portal, but we were ambushed several times.” Ogres in chainmail, plate, and holding weapons drenched in poison or cursed with dark magic appeared around the space as she showed them several Vulpes huddling around her and Jian, Jian transforming into his true form.  “Jian was swift, shredding every foe that stepped before us. We were nearly at the gate when it happened…”

She fell silent, causing Lumia’s ears to twitch.  “What? What?”

Fen breathed in deeply, looking up; the ceiling was replaced with an open sky as she wove the magic.  “She appeared … Inari. More radiant than the sun, she appeared in the sky ahead of us.”

Every Vulpes seemed to weaken at the knees and hold their breath as Fen felt tingles run down her own body; she showed an image of the perfect goddess above them, flanked by two of her Myōbu.  “She’s … not even The Council…” Jalina muttered, eyes wide in disbelief.

“More radiant than anything,” Fen whispered.  “Flanked by two of her most powerful Myōbu; Vulpes like you or me that have had every thread of potential unlocked within them, they stand beyond any Vulpes besides Founders themselves.”

Swallowing reflexively as she recalled the image; Jian and her rose into the air with every other monster and Vulpes that came for the meeting, rising toward her shimmering presence.  The women around the room watched with bated breath, unable to breath as Inari’s image descended from the sky until they could see her stony orange gaze. The floor vanished to show the army below them, every Ogre paralyzed by Inari’s presence.

“The only thing she said was—Suke … the name of the most powerful non-Founder Vulpes, her right hand.”  The room’s gaze shifted to the gold-furred Myōbu to Inari’s right; every one of her nine tails held unique glowing silver designs and strange runes.  She had porcelain skin, a traditional Japanese kimono, and her hair was in a bun, held by a beautiful white and pink kanzashi. Her expression was hidden behind a beautiful fox mask.

She lifted her delicate hand and drew a white symbol in the air as she began to glow a radiant white.  There were gasps all around the room as roots shot up from the ground from everywhere, wrapping around every Ogre in sight in a split second, snaking around their bodies; no sooner than it touched them, they began to wither before their eyes, life force ripped away, leaving only husks.

Fen licked her lips, nervous tingles still prickling her skin and making her fur stand on end.  “I learned after—every Ogre, male, female, child, elderly, every Ogre in the entire realm met the same fate.  Not one was spared—it happened in seconds, an entire world—every creature’s life force removed.” She swallowed, lips dry.  “All done by Suke, not even Inari herself, but someone that’s an insignificant speck compared to the Goddess.”

More than a few Vulpes dropped to their knees at the overwhelming revelation, staring at Inari’s cold expression as she observed the genocide below; Jian’s emotions flew through their link as he realized her desire, and even a tad bit of fear touched his consciousness as he contemplated the possible consequences.  “This...” Fen sucked on her lower lip for a moment. “This—is a Goddess—a Founder. She’s able to enhance normal Vulpes like you or I—enhance us to do this … that is the kind of gift a Founder can bestow. If Inari wanted, she could have snapped her fingers and destroyed the entire realm, reforming it at the same time to whatever she desires.”

Jalina was supporting herself against the bar, eyes unable to turn away from the image of Inari, voice hoarse.  “But … The Council members—they must be at the location to change—I never—these kinds of worlds—these horrors—they’re beyond the gate—these powers?”  Her body shook with terror, as did several other Vulpes, but Fen could feel the anticipation and reverence building in Lumia and several others.

Fen smiled in a compassionate way.  “Oh, there are much more terrible and wonderful things that happen beyond the gate; it’s a contrast, where there is horror there is bliss.  There are beings so powerful that they can make you strong enough to wipe out the life of an entire realm in moments, with a flick of your wrist, effortlessly—to never fear for your life again.  That is the blessings you can have from Founders … and there is one that has entered your realm.”

They all turned to her, tear stained eyes wide.  “Yes,” she erased the illusions, feeling her magic beginning to reach its limit from all her complex weaves and replaced it with a simple image of Sora.  “The Third Generation Founder, Sora, daughter of Mia, niece of Inari—she can unlock your potential, just like Inari did to Suke—you can become goddesses, capable of that magic.”
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                Following the meeting with Mimi, Kari walked at the group’s tail, Olivia leading them. Kari was operating on the last fumes of hatred she felt for her brother, the hope that he was alive so she could end his existence herself. She did her best to silence the torrent inside by listening to their guide answer questions, but that only displaced the rage boiling within her.

Kari’s eyes slid to Olivia, glaring at her back as she answered another painfully obvious question that this realm was oppressive toward humans. What did Sora expect out of her kind? This is Vulpes nature, manipulate their surroundings to get what they want, yet … their spiritual network releases a sense of sincerity that doesn’t make sense. They don’t act like the Vulpes my mom warned me about. I still don’t get this realm’s humans either, but why should I even get involved? This is their problem...

Sora looked back at her, brow creased. “Something wrong, Kari?”

Kari’s cold gaze slid to her. Seriously? Why does she care? “Mind your own business.” She snapped, huffing before her vision fell to the cobblestone road. She shouldn’t care … I bullied her for so long. My brother manipulated that, but that’s not an excuse. I definitely took out my frustration on her, but … she saved me? Sure, she made a deal with Eric … but what would you expect from a Vulpes when trapped. She’d betray my brother the first chance she got … but, she doesn’t act like she hates me?

Her face flushed, nose burning. She didn’t tell me to go … why? What? Fighting back her emotions, she cleared her throat. There must be a reason … some manipulation! It’s not just some kind gesture; she’s a Vulpes … I was her hell for so long. There’s a reason why she hasn’t told me to leave … where would I even go? Is this how Sora felt when I told her to leave? I don’t understand her! 

Aiden studied Kari with concern. “Sora…” Kari glared at him. “Nevermind…”

Olivia stopped in front of a massive three-story building. “This is one of the town guesthouses. There are two Vulpes that are charged with maintaining it and providing visitors their needs. I will be by in the morning to guide you back to the Town Hall. I’ll introduce you before returning to my duties.”

Kari swallowed uncertainly. Should I go in with them? Eyia definitely hates me … I guess my grandpa killed her dad. I can accept her hate, there’s a reason for it, but still, she tolerates me because of Sora. I have no doubt Eyia could kill me; my instincts tell me that she’s hiding her real strength. I just don’t understand them! I’d never settle for anything other than killing Eric … if he was in front of me, my enemy, I don’t care, I’d attack no matter what, but she tolerates me because of Sora. Why?

“Thank you,” Mary stated.

Olivia nodded and opened the wooden door. The first floor was large and open, well lit by floating balls of fire. There was a bar in the back, a staircase leading to the next level beside it. Couches, armchairs, and tables were spaced around the room, and a single door led into a branching room to their left.

Two Vulpes with faded pink fur stood stiffly as they entered. They wore simple white long-sleeved dresses that were fitted to their frames. They seemed to be in their early twenties by appearance, both their hair was straight and fell halfway down their backs.

“Oh, Olivia—are these new guests?” The Vulpes to the right asked. They both twitched nervously as their scents carried to them. These Vulpes are a bit different than the others I’ve seen. Especially the one to the left; her spiritual network is scanning her environment. It’s short range and not that well hidden, but dangerous … no wonder her spiritual network is a mess.

Olivia nodded. “Yes, Liz. You and Alice will take care of their needs. Answer their questions if they have any. I will be by in the morning to take them back to the Town Hall—yes, there are monsters among them. Don’t cause them trouble or pry for information. Understand?”

Alice and Liz shifted a bit as they glanced at them but nodded. “Understood,” Liz said. With that, Olivia turned and left.

Liz cleared her throat, rubbing her left shoulder for a moment. “So, umm—I’m Liz, and this is Alice.” Alice nodded stiffly. “Would—what do you wish to do first?”

Kari started to grow frustrated with the calm yet energized atmosphere Sora created. She stood behind the group as they talked about food. This is ridiculous! Why am I here? What should I do? Eric’s dead … there’s no possible way he could fight that demon! How could he do this to me? How could he leave me with nothing? Why am I cursed?

Her teeth ground together as she glared at the floor, the Vulpes finally getting in range to sense Sora’s energy. Alice muttered, “There’s—so much and so many types. Way more than Lady Mimi. There was just so much…”

Aiden’s brow creased with concern. “What’s she talking about?”

Kari sniffed at his statement as he studied the pink-furred Vulpes. It’s so obvious, Aiden. Didn’t mom teach you how to detect information gathering magic? Sora’s pulling in a ton of energy; her spiritual probe had a reaction to Sora’s elemental conversion. Somehow, Sora’s natural attunement exploded recently, and a small amount touched the girl’s spiritual network when she tried probing the energy around Sora’s spirit. Her smell and spiritual network indicate she’s sincere, so she probably does it unconsciously. Everyone’s so clueless!

She walked further into the room and dropped into a couch, folding her hands behind her head. She closed her eyes, thinking as Sora’s group continued to discuss the topic. I don’t know why it took so long for her elemental conversion to expand. Sora’s energy just exploded the day after I told her to leave … I thought she was actually planning on fighting, which was true, but she’s still so confusing. She wanted to fight, then tricked me into hurting Lori and just backed off … maybe I can’t understand a Vulpes’ mind.

Taking a deep breath, she puffed it out in a long stream. I have to believe Eric’s still alive … he can’t be dead. No one can kill him but me … he owes me that! The seething rage seemed to die as if ice shot through her. What’s my purpose if Eric’s dead? Why am I here? Why was I even born?

She swallowed a lump in her throat. I was so naive … humans, they had everything. Is that why mom always had us take human form? She knew everything, so why wouldn’t she protect me?

Fighting back her burning nose again, she took a shuddering breath. Why am I thinking about this still? I haven’t thought about this … since her death. Of course, Eric couldn’t have killed her; I’m stupid for even believing that was possible … so stupid. She killed herself, okay … why? She told Eric to eat her and absorb her power … why? Why couldn’t she protect Tiri? Why couldn’t she hunt my uncles? She was invincible … so, why? Why would she do this to me?

Her mind turned back to the movies her girls had shown her; she loved them, the romance series, drama, family shows. Humans have so much … so much that I want. Why couldn’t my family be like those families? My mom had the power to fight anyone … so, why didn’t she fight for it … fight for me?

She opened her eyes as she heard Fen and Jian leave, sensing Fen’s own frustration and self-loathing from the waves her spiritual network released. What right does she have to feel that way? Her teeth locked as the Valkyrie’s cold glare and chilling energy directed toward her as Fen left. There it is again … why doesn’t she just attack me? What if she does? Should I defend myself?

Kari licked her lower lip as she stared up at the ceiling; hearing Sora talk with Wendy. I … don’t think I would. I keep telling myself, but … I can’t bring myself to believe Eric’s still alive. He left me with this hole in my heart … my mom, my brother, everyone leaves me. Lori … I knew Lori was consumed with hatred, but … she stayed with me. Jenny wanted to be real friends, but again, all manipulated by my brother … nothing was real. Eric built me a sand castle, then … he smashed it in front of my face…

Feeling another pulse of Eyia’s energy, Kari shot up. “What? You want to kill me? Do it!”

Aiden stiffened, rising to his feet. “Woah, Kari!”

“Shut-up, Aiden!” Kari snapped. “If she wants to kill me, then knuckle down and do it!”

Jin chuckled but kept her eyes closed as she laid against a couch, Githa continuing to sleep through their spat atop her cushion. Eyia took a deep breath before her icy aura faded.

“Why?” Kari growled. “You hate me? My grandpa killed your dad? Then take revenge on my family!”

Eyia frowned, glaring back at her, but her cold intent was gone. “I would have, at first, but I was unsure of your relationship with my sister. However, it is clear that she wishes for you to be protected. She spent time and energy in forcing you to follow us in our escape, protecting you from Bathin. Why don’t I attack you, despite my hate for Fenris Wolves? Discipline. I am not ruled by my hate.”

Kari’s teeth shifted against each other as her words struck a chord, reminding her of another motivational speech from the humans. “Discipline? For some belief?”

“For my sister and the bond that brings.”

Snorting, Kari smirked. “Sister? You keep saying that like it means something. Family will stab you in the back the moment it suits them.”

Eyia’s vision dropped to the floor, she seemed deep in thought, yet Kari’s instincts told her she wouldn’t stand a chance if she attacked. “The hardest walk you make is the walk you make alone, and I walked alone, fought alone, hurt alone, but that is the walk that makes you the strongest.”

Her eyes rose, blue globes penetrating Kari. “That is the walk that builds your character the most. Do you know what it’s like walking that path? The centuries of solitude with only enemies surrounding you, but my father promised me that it would be worth it in the end, and if I showed what I was made of, then the right people would show up in my life. They did, and I must be disciplined to keep that. Destiny will present you opportunities, but it is up to you to take hold of them. Faith in that is action.”

Her words struck Kari’s heart on so many levels that it stunned her, and she could sense Aiden’s shock. What … that … how can she tell me that? She hates what I am, but responded sincerely … did she offer me advice based on her observations of me? You...

She swallowed nervously as Eyia continued to stand guard by the door, the silence stretching. After a time, Kari walked to the door and left, Eyia shifting to let her by without incident. I need to think … there’s just too much…

Briskly walking through the streets, she tried not to think, but the thoughts and feelings came anyway. Discipline … discipline … I was disciplined! I did everything I could! I waited, I fought, I sought help, I learned, I grew stronger, but nothing worked! I lost everything! I’m a wolf with her leg stuck in a trap, and I don’t even know how to get out! I’m pathetic!

The spandex covering she wore melded into her skin as Kari transformed into her Fenris Form, Vulpes and humans screaming in shock and panic as she ran, wind pressing against her body as she raced through the streets. What do I do?

She ran out of the town, through the fields, and entered the forest, moving as fast as her legs would carry her. Slowing, she finally stopped against a massive tree, dropped to her side, and began to cry. It’s not fair … I tried … so hard…

The animals weren’t even afraid of her as they moved about, more curious than cautious. Kari’s emotions gradually became more manageable as she listened to nature, the sounds reminding her of her mother’s forest. The trees were ancient, reaching as high as the redwood forest she’d seen in pictures, but these giants had bluish tinted trunks and orange leaves that hinted Autumn. The woods were filled with several different types of trees with different shapes and colors, shrubs of varying design could easily hide wildlife, but they seemed completely at ease with her.

Taking a shuddering breath, Kari closed her eyes. What if I did what Eric wanted? Would it be different? Did he want me to kill everything? I don’t even know what he wanted … I never listened. What if I listened to mom more? Did she tell me this was going to happen and I just ran off to practice hunting? If only I had listened more … mom would still be here … what if I played with Tiri more. If Tiri were alive, I’d never chase her off for scaring away my prey, or I’d share more. I’d even let her sleep next to me … even if she was too warm.

Her saliva was thick as she swallowed a mouthful. Lori … why did I even get mad at her? For not telling me about Devin? Trusting in me? Jenny … if only I realized it. I was so stupid … would they be alive if I did what Eric wanted?

Kari’s senses started to dull as her heart seemed to plummet in her chest; time stretched as the hollow feeling only increased. It doesn’t matter though … they’re gone. Mom … Eric … Tiri … home … Jenny … Lori … everything’s gone. Aiden’s free, so he’ll leave. I’m alone … completely alone, and my uncles want to use me as a sex slave to give them more power. What is there to live for? My only worth is being used and thrown away. I don’t even know how to die though … I’ll only enter a hibernation state if I try drowning myself … I don’t know how to die. Maybe if I just keep biting my arm off, then I’ll eventually bleed more than I can heal, but I’ll likely just pass out and slowly recover until I gain enough energy to heal again … why was I even born?

After several minutes, she got back up and slowly made her way back to town, eyes low. Maybe I can ask Eyia to kill me? A spark touched her heart. No … is it like the Troll? I just … why don’t I want to just lie down and die? I could challenge her. Yeah, I could do that.

The sun was beginning to set as she entered the town; news of her transformation seemed to have spread because the Vulpes quickly moved to the sides of the road or ducked into buildings, but she paid them no mind. Will Eyia even do it? Jin and Jian wouldn’t hesitate, I bet, but I feel like Eyia would be the cleanest. All it would take would be a single slash…

Her attention was diverted as a gray two-tailed Vulpes exited the crowd that gave her ample space along the road. Six feet tall in her Fenris Form, she stared down at her; she was extremely nervous, shaking violently, and it was obvious she didn’t want to confront her. “Umm—can—Uh—I—I ask—ask what—you—you’re—you doing? Not—not in the house—the place Olivia guided you?” She stammered, hand pressed against her chest, creasing her standard white dress, but Kari noticed a yellow stripe along the sleeve.

Every person trembled as Kari continued to stare at the Vulpes blankly. Why would she block my way? Is she being forced to? I guess they are pretty hierarchical here, like a pack … if someone ordered her to, then she would need to obey.

Sighing, Kari reverted back to her human form, causing the Vulpes around her to gasp. Her expression was neutral with a slightly depressed tone. “Why?”

The Vulpes’ trembles escalated. “Wh—Why?”

“Why did you stop me?”

Hands knotting against her chest, the Vulpes glanced to the left before her tails stiffened, ears peeled back. “Will—will you c—come with—with me? I—I can get you—you a drink—if—if you’re thirsty?”

Kari took a long breath, staring at the Vulpes. Why does it matter? What else do I have to do, die? “Sure—whatever,” Kari said neutrally.

Swallowing, the Vulpes nodded mechanically. “If—if you could just foll—follow me to that building—over there…”

Kari complied. When they entered, she found it half the size of the place Olivia had taken them. There was a bar, smaller than the previous one, but with a lot more bottles. There were stools and tables spaced around the interior, and it looked like it was a bit fancier, something taken from the early bars she’d seen in old human films.

“What is this place?” Kari asked, taking a seat.

The Vulpes motioned for the sole occupant, the Vulpes behind the bar, to leave as she replaced her. “Umm—it’s a spot for two-tailed Vulpes to come. My name is Holonie, if you were wondering” She said, losing a bit of her nervousness.

“Okay, Holonie, and what do you want with me?” She asked, taking a seat behind the bar.

“I—well—Olivia—she—well, you see, she heard about a giant monster making whirlwinds as it ran out of the town and—she wanted me to see—ask if you needed anything.”

Sighing, Kari nodded, placing an elbow against the bar, she rested her head against the back of her hand. “Help? Okay, can you kill me?” Kari muttered.

Holonie stiffened. “Eh—what?” She squeaked.

“Can you kill me?” Kari repeated.

Licking her lips, her brown eyes shot to the door before returning to her. “I—umm—are you serious? Why do you want me to—to kill you?”

“Does it matter?” Kari groaned, head drooping to the counter. “I don’t expect you to do it … I’m going to ask one of the other monsters to kill me. That’s where I’m going.”

Studying her a bit more closely, Holonie seemed genuinely confused. “Well—I didn't expect that … I half expected you to eat me.”

Kari smiled slightly with a light chuckle rumbling in her throat. “I don’t blame you.”

“So,” she cleared her throat. “I mean—I don’t want to get in your way, but—I can tell you’re a lot stronger than anyone I’ve met … in that other form you make everyone quake with fear, but—why do you want to die? I mean, you’re more powerful than Head Supervisor Mimi from what I can tell. So why?”

Kari tilted her head to the side, resting on her arms. “You seriously want to know?”

Holonie nodded. “I do—I just—I don’t get it. If I were half as strong as you, I bet I could go to the Capital!” Wow, she’s honest. Well … I suppose it couldn’t hurt.

“Okay,” Kari sighed. “Where do I begin…”
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                Kari closed her eyes, head resting against her arms as she thought.  Where did it all go wrong?  Was it always wrong to begin with?  I don’t know…

She sighed as Holonie swallowed softly, her fearful scent tickling Kari’s nose.  “I guess I should start with the basics; those fox twins, Luna and Rayla, they said they weren’t taught anything about Founders.  Is that right?”

“Oh, you know Luna and Rayla?  Umm, no … I don’t know what Founders are.  Are they ... building blocks?”

Smiling softly, Kari opened her eyes, staring at the polished wood bar; the dark brown wood seemed old but well maintained.  “Huh, I wonder what that would be like, to live without knowing history’s drama.” Holonie’s tails pressed against each other stiffly, fur bristled.

Kari buried her face in her arms, black hair sliding across her skin.  “Ugh, I can’t believe I used to enjoy those history bedtime lessons … it’s been so long since I’ve heard mom’s voice.”

“So,” Holonie cleared her throat, “this is the history—that—umm, beyond the gate?”

Nodding against her arms, Kari closed her eyes.  “Mhm, that’s right. I guess you don’t know anything about what’s beyond this realm?”  She was silent for a moment, listening to the mutters of Vulpes outside, the previous barkeeper directing Vulpes away.

Sighing, Kari shifted her head to the side, glaring at the back wall.  “Founders are like— the creators of everything. I don’t know who created this realm, but it must have been a group of powerful gods … or a Founder.  They would have learned how to do this from Founders in any case.”

Holonie shuffled nervously.  “Eh, could you tell me—what’s the difference between a god and Founder?  The only gods I know of are—are the Vulpes Council … I was taught that they created this realm and give us everything we enjoy … that they’re the only gods.”

“That right?”  Kari muttered. “Who knows, maybe they did create this realm, but they would have learned it from a Founder.  They are not the only gods. If they learned how to create realms from some other gods, then whoever they learned it from got it from a Founder … my point is that everything traces back to the Founders.

“And what’s the difference?  Hmm, there are many types of gods, and you could call Founders gods.  However, Founders were the first gods, they founded the structure; Founders helped other creatures advance to obtain godlike powers.  My mom didn’t tell me what was before Founders … honestly, I don’t know if my Grandpa told her.”

“Wait,” Kari moved her head to the side to look at the two-tailed fox, tails tightly wrapped around each other, pressing against her chest.  Holonie’s brown eyes reflected her fearful scent. “So—you’re one of these—these first gods—these Founders?”

Kari pursed her lips before a rumble reverberated in her throat.  “You have anything to drink to calm you down? You’re really stiff, and it can be a long story … I don’t even know why I’m telling you any of this … am I just trying to sort it all out?”  She moaned. I don’t know...

Breathing with relief, Holonie nodded; she took out two cups from below the bar and selected a pink colored bottle.  “Okay—can—would you like some?” If only...

Shrugging, Kari closed her eyes again.  “I guess, but I can’t get drunk … well, not that I know of.  My body is pretty resilient; I can’t really be poisoned.”

“I see…”  She poured a glass for both of them in any case.  She sipped at one of the cups and Kari noticed a strong fruity smell with some form of hot spice mixed in.  Well, I’ve never smelled that kind of drink.

“So, yes, you could see me as a goddess or whatever,” Kari stated dully.  “My Grandpa was Fenrir, the first and most powerful wolf that ever existed.  He had three children … apparently, it isn’t easy for male Founders to have pure offspring since other races aren’t strong enough to handle the birth of Founders.  Our spiritual organs, our bodies, the resources we require—there are tons of reasons why non-Founders have it rough with Founder offspring. But, Grandpa apparently found ways … and that’s how my mom and two uncles were born.”

Kari glared at the cup in front of her before sitting up and taking a sip; the fruity flavor had a slight burn that was new to her.  She smacked her lips, brow furrowed as she slid the liquid around her tongue. It has a kick, but with a slightly sweet taste.

Swallowing, she set the cup down, resting her arms against the counter.  “Huh … they were all from different mothers … who knows what happened to my grandma; my mom never talked about her.”  She sighed, “I don’t even know who my dad is...”

She stretched her back out and tapped the counter.  “Wow—I can’t believe I never thought about that. I’m not surprised though, family sucks.”

“You have some really odd words.  Mmh—family?” Holonie asked, testing it on her tongue.  The drink seemed to have a high alcohol content because she was already loosening up.

“Yeah, family, like your brothers, sisters, mother, father, family line.”

Holonie shook her head, taking another sip of her drink.  “I don’t—oh, like pups … I don’t know any of that. Children are brought to the,” she began to hiccup.  “The Capital—for … something. Then at like … two, I think, they’re moved around the realm.” Her tolerance level is crap.  Humans can down alcohol like crazy, but I guess this stuff could be different.  It certainly has an odd flavor.

Kari hummed, staring at her arms.  “Maybe that’s for the best … not having a family to disappoint you—hurt you.”

“Yeah—umm, I don’t know though.”  Holonie pursed her lips. “I sometimes—I have—I want to know like … my pups, you know?  I’ve had—three? No, four, yeah, four…”

Frowning, Kari looked up at her slightly flushed face.  “You’re a mom?”

“What’s a mom?  I don’t know what that means.  Is it like a—a pup handler?” They don’t even know what a mother is?  This realm translates our speech, so it literally isn’t in their dictionary.  Such a strange place.

“What’s a pup handler?”

“Well, I mean, it’s self-explanatory, right?  They handle the—the pups that we get. Usually, human females—they do that kind of thing.  Vulpes handle different—other magical things, but—we don’t have any—many here. Pups like—like Rayla and Luna.  There aren’t that many, so we all know them. There’s human pups though…” She’s basically wasted?  She hasn’t even finished a single cup.

“Does that mean,” Kari paused.  “What about your mate? Can you not keep the pups?”

Holonie’s brow creased as her tails loosened up, lying across the bar’s edge.  “Nope, all pups are—they’re dedicated to the Council. And mate … what’s that? You have some really odd words...”  She hiccuped with a giggle.

“Like—the person you stay with, that you bred with to have your pups?”

“What?  That’s a part of the—the harvest festival.  The Council requires the yearly consummation of the harvest.  That’s what this,” she held up the pink bottle with a devilish giggle, “is suppose—supposed to be used for, hehe.”  She suddenly looked scared, “Oh, don’t—don’t tell Supervisor Head Mimi!”

A drunken smile spread across her lips as she winked.  “Sometimes I get—sometimes I sneak some!” Is this the extent of the mischievous nature left in these Vulpes?  That’s actually pretty sad, they’re nothing like normal Vulpes … and this harvest festival … something’s definitely wrong with this place.

“So,” Kari supported her head with her left hand.  “You’re saying, the Vulpes Council requires you to breed at specific times and to do it while intoxicated on this liquid?  What about finding love and growing closer as a family?” 

Holonie’s face squished with confusion.  “Huh?” She scratched at her hairline. “Umm, I don’t know what love has—has to do with breeding.  I mean, family? What’s that even?”

Kari frowned.  “The twins, Rayla and Luna, they’re family, sisters.  They came from the same mother.”

“Oh!”  She nodded.  “I get ya’ … yeah, that’s odd.  Usually, two similar—look alike Vulpes aren’t sent to the same place.  It did seem a little strange, but sisters … wait—huh, they could be from the same Vulpes.”  Her eyes widened as if the thought had never crossed her mind. “They came from the same—Vulpes?  Wow, when that happens, they really—actually look alike? Is that what makes them—what was the word?  Sisters?”

The silence stretched as Holonie looked down at her glass with a deep frown, obviously trying to work through some complicated thoughts.  Kari was stunned. Family is a completely foreign concept to these Vulpes?  I guess if children are taken away from their parents at birth and moved around a lot, then there wouldn’t be any information on who was related to who … that’s crazy.  They’re really okay with this?

“No,” Kari sucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth.  “That’s not how sisters work. Sisters don’t have to be twins or look alike.  Sisters are two girls from the same mother … well, or the same father. You have half-sisters, then step-sisters, not related by birth, but one of your parents remarried…”  Kari trailed off as Holonie’s eyes seemed to be doing circles.  

“Huh?  That’s—it’s like—huh?  So complicated … families are confusing.”

Kari scratched her temple.  “Eh—not really. I guess it is really odd for you though … since you’ve never heard about this, but this is pretty standard across realms.  This is the first realm I’ve ever heard of that has no clue about families.”

Holonie leaned back against the shelves behind her, forcing some bottles dangerously close to tipping.  “That’s crazy … really?” She looked floored by the information. “How many realms—are there beyond the red gate?”

“Umm, more than I can count.  I’ve heard of several dozen from my mom, but there are way more than that.  Founders themselves have many realms that they’ve created.”

“Why—aren’t we taught that?”  Holonie’s ears were pressed back as she stared down at the floor uncertainly.  “Uncountable realms—gods, Founders, families … there’s so much more.”

Kari shook her head.  “Huh, no clue.” She muttered.  “I don’t know why your Council never told you any of this, but they’re probably trying to use you.”  Her nose twisted as she glared down at the bar. “Everyone’s just in it for themselves.”

“But—but,” Holonie hiccupped as tears formed in her eyes.  “They gave us everything—we take from them. They give us rain, they give us—us food and sunshine.  They—give us life … they don’t take from us?”

Sighing, Kari shrugged, mumbling, “Maybe—what do I know?”  She laid her head against her arm, glaring at one of the pink bottles.  “I don’t know if it’s right or not. I don’t know this council, and I don’t know you, but you guys are all sick … I know that’s not good.”

“Sick?  Sometimes there are sic—sick Vulpes, but … what does that have to do with—with anything?”

Shrugging again, Kari huffed.  “I don’t know. This realm is strange.  There’s energy that’s helping to keep you guys alive, infusing every inch of it.  It’s definitely fox magic by how it makes my skin prickle, but why your Council doesn’t fix the real issues rather than putting a bandaid on it, I don’t have a clue.  If they were all-powerful, then they should be able to fix your spiritual networks. Why don’t they heal you?”

“I—what do you mean?  What’s a—a spiritual—spiritual network?  How are we sick?”

Kari took a long breath.  “Look, I don’t care—you’re spiritually sick … go ask Sora or one of the other monsters if you want to know about that … why am I even here?”  She groaned.

Holonie cleared her throat, showing a slight smile.  “Umm—I don’t know. How did you get here?”

“Right,” Kari whispered, closing her eyes.  “The story.” Pulling back her hair, she let the sounds of the crowd outside and in the neighboring buildings calm her nerves.  I don’t have any direction … what direction can I take?  I’ve always been manipulated. Humans … humans knew all the answers though...

She thought back on some of the speeches she listened to, trying to piece together some of the advice and encouragement they brought when she was looking for anything to pull her back from her mother’s death.  Lori was the one that showed her the videos. She began reciting the ones that bubbled back into memory.

“I have learned that nothing good comes without work, and a certain amount of pain.  Pain is the feeling of weakness leaving your body. There is no better way to fight weakness than with strength; I used to fight the pain, but the pain is not my enemy, it is my calling to greatness.

“It all comes down to how badly I want it.  How hard am I willing to work to achieve what I want?  I must work on myself, model the greats, commit to something every single day that puts me in a positive state of mind.”

Holonie’s head tilted with question.  “I don’t—huh?”

Kari opened her eyes, lifting her head as she ignored the Vulpes in front of her.  “That’s right … I haven’t been committing to something. Don’t waste time with meaningless things.  I will work harder than the rest; I will challenge the best; I will fight through any of life’s tests.  It’s easy to give up when times are hard; it’s easy to settle for an average life.

“It’s easy to just go with the flow and do what’s comfortable … it’s supposed to be hard, if it was easy, everyone would do it.  I need to find something that’s meaningful. There’s no shortcuts and no excuses that will help me find it, only sacrifices that need to be made, and I have nowhere else to go but up.  I need to find it…”

She turned to Holonie.   “What meaning is in your life?”

Holonie swallowed at her intense stare.  “Uhh, wha—meaning in my life?” She stammered.  “It’s to—to do my job … I learned a little math to manage the work and perform my duties each day.”

Kari shook her head.  “There’s no meaning in that.  Do you do it to help those around you?  To get a better promotion in the hierarchy?  To produce something great?”

“Wha—what?  No—we’re taught not—not supposed to seek promotion, but to accept whatever—is—is given us.”

“You’re taught to be a gear in a machine then?”  Kari sniffed, downing her cup in a single shot. The liquid left a slight tingle in her mouth but faded in seconds.  “There’s something deeper though, I can see it. I know there’s something—just like me. You’re searching.”

Holonie looked at her with astonishment.  “You—a—a single drink—all of it? You—not phased at all?”

Kari stared at her, searching for something to reflect in herself.  “The humans beyond the gate, they’re amazing, powerful, driven. They’re weak, but strong—I kept listening, trying to find it, but … I couldn’t reflect it.  I see something though—in you, something that’s like it.”

“I’m like the—humans beyond the gate?”  She hiccuped, looking down at her empty cup before eyeing the pink bottle.

A smile began to spread across Kari’s lips.  “That small spark of a Vulpes hidden within; that subtle desire that’s brought out with that drink.  I’m not blessed because everything went right, I’m blessed because I have fight—you’re subconsciously fighting this system.”

A sharp quake ran up Holonie’s frame.  “Wait—no, no, no—I’m not—I’m not fighting the Council … the Council teaches us—gives us everything.”

“Look at the cup in your hands.”  Kari pointed.

“I—well…”

Kari picked up the pink bottle, leaning forward to fill her cup a quarter full.  “Who taught you to sneak a little of these drinks?”

Holonie’s arms were shaking a little as she stared down at the liquid.  “I—umm—the teach—my teacher. She taught me—how to count and—if you accidentally—I mean, by accident—drink—I mean, broke a bottle or two … no one would notice…”

A light chuckle rumbled in Kari’s throat as she took a drink from the bottle.  “Right, I’d expect no less of a Vulpes—your nature, bleeding through. It must have something to do with your tails; your spiritual network isn’t nearly as damaged as the others.  Devious like any normal Huli Jing.”

“I—I’m not devious,” Holonie’s face flushed further as she turned her back to Kari, sipping a little at the cup before coughing.

“Right—you can’t help yourself,” Kari rose to her feet.  She walked to one of the few couches in the room and dropped into it, swirling the bottle in her hand.  “Didn’t you let it slip that you’d be in the Capital if you were half as strong as me?”

“That wasn’t—wasn’t a slip,” Holonie huffed, turning back, her face was even more flushed.  “I—I would be! Then that—that prissy little do-gooder Felumi would—wouldn’t say I wouldn’t—wouldn’t make it as a—a three-tails!”

Kari leaned her head back against the armrest.  “Prissy little do-gooder? Does Felumi make fun of you?”  I was right!  This constrictive social construct can’t suppress the nature underneath.  I doubt she’ll even remember any of this when she sobers up. That means, my nature, all this pressure my brother’s thrown on me over the years … I can overcome it.  If this Vulpes can fight this brainwashing system … I can overcome my brother’s manipulations!

“Make fun—fun of me?  Pfft,” Holonie’s tails flipped to the left as she lurched forward to rest against the bar, knocking over a few bottles, they smashed against the floor.  She jumped a few seconds after the crash before glaring at the floor. “See—Felumi made me so—so mad—that I broke the bottles! She acts—so much better than me!”

Closing her eyes, Kari took a deep breath.  What was it that human said?  When challenges come up, I don’t say, why me?  When tough times arrive, I never think, why did this happen to me?  I say, how can I use this? I say, what can I gain from this? How can I ensure that I improve my life, so this never happens again?

Kari opened her eyes, staring at the irate Vulpes across the room from her.  That’s my blessing.  Not what I’ve got to work with, but how I work with what I’ve got.  Not that I was handed everything, but that I had enough fight in me, that I had enough belief in me, to go after my dream … and what do I want?  A home and people to share that with. I need to find the courage to keep going, to push through the pain, to rise through the darkness, and succeed.

She licked her lips.  It doesn’t matter where I am in life; if I don’t feel blessed, I won’t be blessed.  I need to appreciate the gifts inside of me before I can see the gifts outside of me.  I need to know my worth before I’m worth anything. I think I can find all of this if I help this Vulpes understand herself, then I’ll understand myself.  Well … I’ve found my path, time to follow through. 

The image of Eyia’s powerful presence flashed in Kari’s mind, making her spine tingle.  Discipline.  All champions have discipline; the humans, Eyia … Sora.  Her eyes widened.  Sora’s showed her character ...  how disciplined has Sora been recently?  If you haven’t worked for it, bled for it, then you don’t deserve it, and you won’t get it.  Has she always been disciplined?

“What’s—up with—with you?”  Holonie asked, hiccuping softly as she stared at her.

Kari smiled at the unsteady Vulpes.  Sora … she actually helped me, but I need to show my character now … even if it hurts.
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                Sora opened her eyes as she finished sending Wendy and her copied Intelligences to Jane’s location; the clones were gone.  “So, umm, is that it?”

“Wait, really?”  Wendy asked, brow furrowed as she examined herself.  “I don’t feel any different?”

“No, you won’t,” Inari smiled.  “You just sent your cloned Intelligences to the Human Realm which operates on a different time axis.  Once they have completed their mission, they’ll return and transfer all their gained experience into you, causing an instant transformation.  It will be as if transcendent information opens your mind as you merge.”

Mary frowned at her explanation.  “Couldn’t you just make thousands of Intelligence copies then, and send them out to learn a ton of things?  You could gain a ton of experience. I mean, going through school if someone told me I could have three copies, one studying, one reading a good novel, and another going on dates, then I’d say, where do I sign.”

Ashley and Nathan nodded their agreement but paused as Inari shook her head, a soft smile still in place.  “There are dangers with creating many Intelligence copies, especially for the young and inexperienced. I would highly caution Sora against creating these copies for many millennia without my direct influence in helping her form them.  Any damage a copy received, if not properly crafted, will be transferred to the host Intelligence; Sora could severely damage her Core in uncountable ways that could be seen as worse than death.”

“Seriously,” Sora swallowed nervously, looking down at the ground.  “My powers are so dangerous … I feel like I shouldn’t even use them...”

“Sora,” Inari’s eyes showed compassion.  “Learn from the humans. They could easily trip and break their neck on a step, but do they continually worry about the potential dangers in their environment?  No, they move on with their lives; be cautious, be smart, be true, but do not let fear rule you, be courageous.

“Now, it is time you did this same process with Mary, Ashley, and Nathan.  Once you have created their copies, then you can return each of their Cores to their bodies.  Your magic is connecting their Cores to their copied Intelligence. Once they have finished, they will return.”

Sora’s stomach tightened as she felt the overpowering emotions gathering inside everyone.

Ashley took a deep breath, smiling thankfully at her.  “This really is a blessing … a miracle. Thank you for this, Sora … you didn’t even know Nathan or me, but you chose to dedicate so much time to us,” her voice cracked as tears gathered in her eyes.  She wiped them away, “You even cured us … I—felt so hopeless, but then you broke the Werewolf curse…”

Mary was having difficulty suppressing her own emotions.  “Yes, you were affected the longest, Ashley. I can’t even imagine having to deal with those horrors for months.  The things Eric made you do.” She turned to Sora, “Now, we can truly put it behind us, and focus on the future … even if accepting that will be difficult.  Thank you, Sora.”

“Yeah,” Nathan’s throat caught.  “I—thanks, Sora.”

Wendy squeezed her hand with a relieved smile, glad that her part was over.  Sora’s chest burned with all the emotions being thrown at her. It’s so different, being given emotional energy rather than taking it.  It feels so warm … good.

“Of course,” Her aunt’s voice entered her mind.  “You can gain energy from a vast variety of places as a Founder.  Emotional energy can be intoxicating, and that can be a double-edged sword.  Be careful, because even positive energy like this can become tainted and corrupt your desires, pushing you toward a darker path.  I tell you these things to give you future guidance, not to dampen your mood; there is much to prepare you for, as the actions of those around you will affect you in the future.”

Trying to calm herself, Sora took a few deep breaths.  “Right,” smiling at all the humans, she nodded. “I’m going to create each of your Intelligence copies; I want each of you to imagine where you want to go, and my magic will direct the copies there.”

Closing her eyes, she felt their acceptance as they focused on their heart’s desires.

“That is good, Sora.  Open your magic. Trust is important in helping to unlock someone’s Core.  The open door and faith of a positive outcome has an invigorating effect on their growth.  It is not a requirement for all types of unlocking methods, but for the most potent, a must.  You feel me guiding the magic?”

Yes, but it’s so complicated … it’s like watching someone paint the world … every detail; every person, crack, insect … every stroke is so elegant and precise.  It’s so complex … there really is no possible way I could do this without you.

“Not yet, but give yourself time.  Sora, you have so much power, it is the experience you lack.  You will understand soon; yes, your mother and I struggle, even today.  Compared to your Grandmother, we are still children. Remember, I sent for Gloria to confirm to any other First Generation that a forbidden Vulpes magic hadn’t been used by your mother, among many other things.  When other creatures look at you and see a goddess, know that is not an exaggeration. This wondrous magic you hold, this birthright, most will envy and will not understand the burden you bear with it.”

Sora felt her aunt’s manipulations cease; opening her eyes as everyone’s Core left her.  She found herself alone with Inari across from her, the tingling sensation and warmth of Wendy’s hand fading.  “You … sent them back?”

Inari looked off into the darkness to her left.  “Sora, you will learn a great many things once all of these Intelligences return.  It will be a little overwhelming; Wendy and the others will only have a single Intelligence merge with their Core, while you will have four.  There will be important lessons in each that you will need in the future.”

“It’s not going to hurt … right?”  Sora shifted her tails uncomfortably, ears folding back slightly.

“No, dear,” her aunt chuckled, warm orange irises moving to her as she stroked a few of her long tails.  “Be cautious of your decisions, Sora. I am trying to give you as much knowledge as I can to help prepare you.  Don’t rush things, use the techniques I’ve taught you. I will not tell you what the right path is; life is complicated and not so black and white.  I am giving you the appropriate amount of information to make decisions, but trust in your decision. I will stand by you, no matter what.”

Her aunt’s words made a shiver run down Sora’s body.  “You make it sound a little ominous … what kind of decisions do I need to make?  Are you talking about the discussion with Mimi?”

“Sora,” Inari’s eyes closed as she leaned back in her chair with a soft sigh.  “I will not influence the direction you are to travel. I’ve given you what guidance I can, to my great joy.  I love you, my little niece.” Inari seemed to fade into smoke as she vanished. 

“Oh—well, okay then…”  Sora huffed, scratching at her forehead.  Taking a deep breath, she stared around the empty space.  “Thanks … Auntie.” She smiled, licking her lips. Auntie…

Exiting the Outer Body Technique, she sat up.

* * *

Sora found herself on an open street, her aunt and Mary beside her.  She slowly began cutting off the sustaining energy, keeping Mary stable.  It was dusk, the street lamps along the sidewalk showing their soft glow. Large gnarled trees lined both sides of the road, shadowing the pavement.

“Where are we?”  Sora asked.

“My house,” Mary muttered, “on Coral Way.  It’s in the Coral Gables area...”

In front of them was a white house; there were neatly trimmed bushes, lining both sides of a railed fence and white chest height pillars.  The driveway gates were open, showing two cars under a patio that lead to the garage. The trees and flowers were well kept. It seemed someone was home by the lights shining through the window blinds.

“It’s beautiful.”

Mary swallowed nervously, taking a deep breath.  “Well, we have caretakers.”

Inari stood on Mary’s right, silently waiting as she examined the surroundings with casual interest; her long tails were bunched together, making them almost appear like they were one.

The silence stretched.  Mary rubbed her left shoulder, brow furrowed as she stared at the wooden front door, stained dark burgundy.

Sora shifted a little, tail’s wrapping around each other as she waited for something to happen, trying to distract herself by studying the scenery.  There were cars parked along the sides of the road, and the houses seemed to be for the high middle class.

Taking a deep breath, Mary turned to Inari.  “Could we walk for a bit?”

Inari smiled patiently.  “Of course, you may ask of me what you will.”

“Right,” Mary began walking down the street, glancing at a woman in her mid-thirties that was jogging down the sidewalk.  “They can’t see us, right?”

“No,” Inari stated softly.  “Cars and other such vehicles cannot harm us either.  We’ll just pass through them like ghosts.”

Mary nodded.  “I see…”

Sora walked beside her as they began walking down the road.  She stiffened as a car turned, heading straight for them. Even with the knowledge, she tensed as the vehicle passed through them; Mary seemed utterly unaffected as she looked down at the road, her mind racing with complicated questions.

“Can you tell me … how will everything end?”

Inari chuckled softly.  “Mary, we both know you’re stalling.”

“Heh,” Mary rubbed the back of her neck.  “Still, can you indulge my silly questions?”

“I will answer honestly then,” her aunt smiled, looking up at the trees as she began to speak, Mary’s emotions spiking as she continued.

“Imagine a child that had never seen the ocean before; this star-struck girl looks out at the open sea and the sand that runs along its beaches in wonder.  She can’t wait for the car to stop and bolts out just as her parents park the vehicle.

“Her mother calls after her in exasperation, as any mother would in such a circumstance; after all, the child does not know the dangers that the ocean or a beach can hold, but her father just chuckles at his daughter’s energy.

“After being reprimanded, the mother caringly adds sunblock to the girl’s skin while she bounces on her toes, trying to get another glimpse at the crashing waves.  After several painful minutes, the girl is finally given leave to go at least five feet away from her mother’s side. She runs along the sand, tripping and falling several times, but laughing all the while.

“Finally, they make it beyond the dunes, and she sees the ocean up close; stunned, she stares at the powerful waves crashing down, bubbling along the shore.  She’s captivated; what could possibly be beneath the water? What mysteries? Was it cold? The tub water back home was cold sometimes, but it was so big. What if it was hot?

“She sees a seagull, and suddenly, all those thoughts wash away as something new and exciting lands not twenty feet away.  Her attention is pulled away again, something moved by a washed up log.”

Sora’s lips creased as she noticed tears falling down Mary’s cheeks.  She sniffed softly, “Emily … the first time we took her to the beach. We lived in Oregon at the time; she … she passed away from a rare heart disease four years ago.”

“Yes,” Inari’s voice was soft.  “A curious Intelligence; she was always bubbling with questions.  Is there life after death? Yes, but it’s complicated. It is not some paradise where all your worries are forever gone, and there are many instances where a spirit and Intelligence can be consumed, destroyed, but for ordinary humans like your daughter, she is fine.

“Just like the ocean and all its mysteries that your small daughter couldn’t understand, so too are the Planes of Existence impossible for you to comprehend at this time.  It is the same with time and space. There are so many things, and they are all explainable, but a toddler cannot understand Calculus. There are steps taken to learn it, but it takes many years of patient study and dedication.

“Could you see your daughter again?  Yes, but you must live a certain way to achieve that; everything comes with a sacrifice, but you can choose to make that sacrifice.  That includes the sacrifices required to obtain that knowledge.”

Mary swallowed, brushing away her tears.  “Thanks, Inari … thank you for indulging my heart.”

“Think nothing of it,” Inari smiled at Sora.  “You have taken care of my niece, even at the expense of your own livelihood, quite literally.  You have made the sacrifices needed to obtain my aid; I am merely paying back what you have put forward.”

“Just having that knowledge,” Mary trailed off.  “Thank you, Inari … I’m sure it is complicated. Intelligences, spirits, there are so many strange things.  I mean, just saying the word doesn’t help me understand it. Just like a young child trying to understand the vast ocean in front of them.”

She laughed softly.  “Meeting you … I feel like a child again; no, more, an amoeba.  You make me question everything I know … using my own knowledge.”

“I think now would be a good time to see your husband.  He hasn’t been sleeping well lately, but his lack of sleep has forced him into a state of delirium as he awaits your return.”

“That … that sounds like him…”  Mary muttered.

The pain and guilt eating at her Core escalated, causing Sora to frown.  You want her to feel this way?  I mean, that was a pretty pointed thing to say.

“The truth, no matter how harsh, can set you free.  Addressing the issue instead of skirting it, will lead to healing, but pain.”

Sora hummed as Mary took a deep breath, determination set.  “Okay, take me to my husband.”

The scenery shifted as Inari moved them to the location.  The front room was a mess; wrappers were everywhere, pizza boxes, empty water bottles, half-eaten takeout.  The disheveled form of a man slumped against the side of a white couch. It was clear he hadn’t showered in a day or two, and he held a phone in his hand.

“Oh, Rick…”  Mary whispered as she knelt beside him.  She tried pulling back his hair, but her hand passed right through his head.

Inari sat in the highback armchair across from the couch.  “He’s a dedicated man. He came back the first night and thought you were just working late at the office; however, when you weren’t in bed the following morning and hadn’t answered his calls, he began to worry.  He called your office, and they told him you disappeared the day before. After a few more phone calls to your parents and brother, he filed a missing person report. He thinks you’ve been kidnapped, possibly dead, and without any calls for a ransom, he’s growing quite desperate.”

“Yeah, that … that sounds like him.  Me disappearing … he still hasn’t quite gotten past Emily’s passing.”  Sorrowful lines creased her features. “Sora, is it possible to talk to him?  Bring him to the Dream Plane or Astral Plane … whatever this is?”

She turned to her aunt for help.  “Yes, Sora. This is within your capabilities.  Penetrate his spiritual network, enter his Core, and feed your desire into his Intelligence.  Don’t pull his Core out, like you did before, simply beckon him to follow you; he will accept.  It would be a different matter entirely for someone like Fen, but as a Founder, you have real influence over the magic.  What you did with the others was by force, you stripped them of their Core, but with him, you’re prompting his Intelligence to follow you; his Core will still be in place, Oltera Nexus still sustaining the body.”

Intaking a deep breath, Sora puffed it out.  “Okay … man, I stripped … I still can’t believe how dangerous all this is.”

Injecting her magic into Rick, she penetrated his Core and searched for his Intelligence.  Finding it, she sent a welcoming pulse, transmitting through his spiritual network. To her surprise, she felt it twitch before following the magical trail she left, guiding him out of his Core and into open space.

She watched in fascination as Rick seemed to peel away from his own body, legs sticking through his torso.

He stared down in shock at his own body.  “Aw, crap … am I dead?” His gaze shifted to Mary, eyes opening further.  “Mary?”

Mary jumped up and hugged him before kissing his lips.  Rick went stiff for a moment before he seemed to melt in her arms.  Squeezing as he picked her up off the ground. “Mary!” He cried. “I was … I was so scared.  Then I saw this—this flaming fox goddess … she had blazing eyes and an aura … she was so bright.  I knew, I just knew if I followed her then—I’d find you!” His voice cracked.

Shaking in his arms, Mary squeezed him back.  “I know—I know.” She sniffed. “Thank you—thank you, Sora.”

Rick coughed before clearing his throat.  He turned, jumping as he caught sight of her.  “What? You’re—you’re that fox goddess! Am I dreaming?”

Mary grabbed his head, pulling him back, she kissed him again.  “No, dear—no, this is real.” She took a shuddering breath. “I’ll explain—I just … give me a minute … it—it’s been a rough…”  She couldn’t finish the sentence, collapsing in his arms as tears rolled down her cheeks.

“Hey,” Rick hummed, holding her against his chest.  “Hey, it’s alright. I’m here … I’m here…”

Sora felt soft tears falling down her own cheeks as their emotions encircled her.  It took several minutes, but eventually, Mary pulled away. Smiling up at him, she breathed a few times before saying, “Dear, could you—I think you should sit down before I … it’s a complicated mess.”  She swallowed, hands trembling.

Rick nodded, before taking a deep breath; he took her hands and guided her to the couch, sitting.  He turned to Sora, but quickly shifted his gaze to Inari, mouth dropping open.

Her aunt smiled innocently.  “Hello, yes, I have that effect on humans.  Take your time.”

Mary squeezed his hands before releasing her left hand and guiding his face toward her.  “Yes—you are basically in the presence of goddesses.”

“Um, hi,” Sora said, tails twisting into a nervous knot as she waved.  “My name’s Sora.” The following silence stretched as he looked at her, making her ears twitch self-consciously.

After a minute, he licked his lips, looking down at the floor; his eyes shifted to his body, another questioning expression passing over his features.

“No,” Mary said soothingly.  “You’re not dead, and neither am I.”

“Okay…”  He fell silent, clearly deep in thought.  “So … hmm. I’m not dead; Mary, you aren’t dead?”  He pursed his lips as she nodded. “Alright … this isn’t a dream?”

Inari chuckled as she wove some form of magical shield around Rick.  “No,” everyone’s focus centered on her. “Rick, my name is Inari; yes, I am the same Inari from those Japanese mythologies.  This girl is my niece, Sora. Now that introductions have been made, I would like to offer you an option to make this easier.  Would you like me to gift you all of the events your wife experienced while away?”

He instantly nodded.  “Yeah, if that’s possible; I want to know everything.”

“Not like he can say no,” Mary sighed.  “Your aura is quite scary, Inari.”

“On the contrary,” her aunt’s smile turned mischievous.  “I shielded him with Sora’s magic to give a sincere response.”

“Oh…”  Mary’s arms intertwined around Rick’s chest as she squeezed.  “You—didn’t even hesitate … without Inari’s influence.” Her voice cracked.

Rick ran a hand through her brown hair.  “Of course not … I mean, why are you even wearing a lab coat?  I want to know everything.”

Inari lifted her hand, and faint lights began to appear above it until they condensed into a single speck of white light.  “This is everything; her emotions, her memories, her entire raw experience. Mary, I know you wish to share it, and he wishes to receive it.”

Sora could feel her hesitation but nodded.  “What you told us before though … won’t it be a little overwhelming?  Like the Intelligence merge?”

“Yes, it will; however, Rick wouldn’t have it any other way.  I am merely shortening the exchange.”

Mary bit back her trembling lip as she buried her head in Rick’s chest; Sora struggled to keep her own feelings in check as she absorbed the radial emotion.

One arm holding Mary, he accepted the light as it floated toward him, hand closing around it.  He tensed as his chest began to convulse, tears leaking from his eyes. He sucked in sharply. “Oh, my little Mary…”  His voice was thick as he held her head against his shoulder, kissing her forehead. “I—I couldn’t—I didn’t even know … I couldn’t protect you.”

They cried in each others' arms as Rick shared in Mary’s emotional dilemma.  After several minutes, Rick looked up at Inari and her, scruffy face puffy and red.  “Thank you, Inari, Sora. I can’t—thank you for being there for my wife.” He sniffed.

“Rick…”  Mary’s voice was heavy with emotion, but he squeezed her shoulders firmly.

“I understand … there’s a powerful organization with a demon at its head.  They’re probably watching me right now.” Taking another deep breath, he looked over at his body.  “I know,” he glanced back toward Inari. “I know I’m nothing … thank you for that knowledge. I know I don’t have the right to ask—that you already know my desire…”

Inari rose to her feet, causing a shiver to run down Sora’s body.  Wait?  What desire?  Oh…

“Yes,” her aunt smiled warmly.  “Both Mary and you have passed my initial requirements.  Mary’s involvement with my niece has all but guaranteed her request, while your steadfast display and love has earned my respect.  I will send one of my Kitsune to initiate your advancement, and in time, you and Mary will join me in one of my realms where you will grow in union together.”

Both Rick and Mary bowed their heads, crying, but this time, tears of joy.  “Thank you, Inari.”

Sora was a little confused at the exchange, but slowly it began to dawn on her.  Wait … they’re going to … she’s taking them into her realm.  That basically means … she’s taking them in as her own. That’s what the Kitsune means to her … oh, wow.

Inari moved to peer through the window; Sora watched her aunt uncertainly, waiting for Rick and Mary to compose themselves.

After a time, Inari hummed impishly.  “Now, I know there’s another question that’s gnawing at you both.  You’re both avid Science Fiction fans. Go ahead,” she turned, expression reflecting her tone.

Mary cleared her throat.  “Right, well,” she squeezed Rick’s hand.  “I mean, it makes me wonder … I know there are whole other worlds and realms out there, but—are there aliens?  I mean, there’s Founders and Vulpes, and Demons. So...”

Rick nodded.  “Yeah … I mean, demons … so, aliens aren’t that far fetched, right?”

“Are there aliens?”  Her aunt chuckled, vision sliding to her.

Sora stiffened, feeling a shiver run up her tails.  “Umm, yeah—I mean, umm, I don’t know … why are you looking at me?”

“Because, my dear Sora,” Her aunt giggled.  “You’re so easy to tease.”

Her cheeks reddened, “Hey … you’re supposed to be a super composed goddess.”  She huffed, folding her arms.

“I am but a simple aunt,” she snickered.  “Now, why don’t we have a little fun?”

Sora felt her aunt weaving her magic into another sophisticated design; her eyes widened in shock as everything changed.  She looked down on a blazing blue sun. “Wha—where are me?”

“Me?”  Inari giggled.  “Did you forget how to speak?”

Mary and Rick’s face grew ashen as they gazed upon the massive star; columns of fire blazing in arcs across its surface.  “We’re in space? Is this an illusion you created?”

Sora shook her head, arms beginning to tremble.  “No … this is real. We’re really in space…”

“Not in body,” Inari mused, “but as Intelligence.  Creating a sun is an effortless task; after all, I’ve created entire universes of my own.  Not quite as vast as the Human Realm’s, after all, it was the first project of the First Generation Founders.  However, even if it was the first that they created, vast it is. According to the human’s stellar map, we are just outside of the Boötes void; of course, it is much further spread than the images your satellites can detect.”

Rick and Mary’s excitement started to spike.  Rick licked his lips nervously. “Wait, are—are you saying that you can instantly travel hundreds of millions of light-years in … in an instant?”

Mary cut in, “No, not even that … this means Sora can travel that far with her own power.”

“I can?”

Her aunt nodded.  “Of course, this is basic.  However, what looms behind us isn’t a void.”

Sort turned, and her eyes widened.  A massive dark spot was swallowing up the light of suns behind them; her fur bristled.  “Aliens?”

Mary’s mouth dropped open, Sora sensed the nervous jitters shooting up her spine.  “B—but they can’t—can’t see us, right? I mean—can they?” Rick and her hands were locked in a death grip.

Inari chuckled.  “No, of course not.  To be frank, there is a limit to what technology can do.  Damaging or even sensing an Intelligence is something very few species have been able to accomplish through technology.”  She turned back to the black object. “These aliens aren’t even that advanced in the grand scheme of Realms.”

A massive gray spherical object seemed to emerge from the dark spot as Inari used Sora’s magic; it was smooth, without any indication of line.  Seriously?  She just revealed a crazy advanced alien spaceship like it was nothing!

Rick rotated his shoulders, suddenly realizing that he was standing in the vacuum of space.  “Wha—what do they look like?”

Inari sighed.  “Nothing like you three are imagining.  There isn’t a space inside this ship where you could fit an average human body.  Why don’t we go to the builder’s home planet?”

A slight shift was made in Inari’s design, and they appeared in a new location; they stood in a void, blackness all around them.  No matter where Sora looked, there was nothing. “What’s going on?”

With another tweak, Sora watched the illusion of a giant planet take shape below them.  It was massive, showing three moons that circled it, red, blue, and green. Large space crafts moved between the moons with many smaller ships breaking away from them or docking.  Space stations appeared across the planet’s orbit, large bridges linking them to the surface.

“This is the planet that used to be here; the tale of this place is a rather sad one, from my perspective.  Why don’t we go to the surface and turn back the clock a little.”

They were suddenly standing on the water; in front of them was a massive city, layered with multiple levels that showed many forms of advanced technology.  A transparent shield pushing back the ocean stood to their left, space crafts shooting in and out of the sea. Large black obelisks shot red and blue energy into the sky at random; the scenery was magnificent.

“This is right out of a sci-fi film…”  Rick breathed with wonder. Mary stood in stunned awe, unable to respond.

“How did all of this disappear?”  Sora whispered, watching a massive blue bird-like snake shoot out of the ocean to fly into the sky.

“Through greed … fear,” Inari said with a sad tone.  “Poor Qebhet … and after all the blessings they received from her hand.”

Sora watched the serpent fly across the sky, shimmering wings radiating the glow of the yellow sun above.  “Is Qebhet a goddess?” 

“Yes,” Inari changed their location; they now stood in the air, in front of the massive creature as it approached them.  “She used to be a very wounded and scary little snake that cowered before Anubis’ boot. He took pity upon her and over several millennia, nurtured her to unlock her Cores, eventually becoming a minor goddess.”

The sound of loud horns sounded all around them as the city’s lights darkened, making Qebhet turn.  She hovered in place as giant rainbow jets of water shot up, taking the image of the city-sized serpent.  The liquid form moved into the atmosphere, taking small human-like figures on her back. Similar scenes of the winged-snake spawned out of the water, showing thousands of events.

“A celebration.  Qebhet is known for several things on earth that connect to her true image.  She was called the Celestial Serpent, Purifier of the Dead, the Celestial Nile or the Milky Way, and connected to both daylight and darkness.  She was linked to Ma’at or eternal harmony and truth, and protected the humans on their journey across the stars to this planet; a gift bestowed upon her by Anubis.  She was the Benevolent Goddess of Cool and Refreshing Water … a very nice child that loved nothing more than to aid those given to her care.”

Rick hummed darkly as he watched the massive draconic visage before them let out a soft melodic cry that radiated joy as she dove back into the shimmering water.  “Given your tone … I assume something tragic happened?”

Inari’s vision shifted to the city as the scenery altered, showing three more even larger cities, beams of light shooting back and forth between them in a dazzling display of beauty.

“Humans advance, however, normally, they never reach a stage such as this.  The harmony and peace that Qebhet brings and inspired kept the human dogmatic nature at bay, but eventually, their pride in their own philosophical and scientific learning got the better of them.  They could now travel the stars, what need did they have for some god? They had built these great wonders, discovered powerful sources of energy, and means to convert all forms of radiation into power.”

Sora looked out at the mass of advanced technology with a furrowed brow.  “So, they thought they achieved this all on their own? Without the help of Qebhet?”

“Not at first, first they wanted to improve Qebhet.  They wished to upgrade her, but she refused such a notion; she knew they could do nothing to advance her with petty technology, but that decision sparked spite in some.  What could Qebhet know of the glories of science? She was merely a god, a minor one at that.”

Mary shook her head as she watched the cities continue to grow.  “The road to hell is paved with good intentions.”

“Pride,” Inari stated.  “At their Core, they are not so innocent as to rely on the excuse of good intentions.  Most of human woe is caused by people’s self-importance. Human happiness was never something they could achieve on a global scale without aid; their airs of importance are the credentials of their impotence.  It’s ironic when you get to the heart of the matter. There will always be a human to abuse the rest, and they blindly believe the fanciful language of their peers, asking them to sign away their freedoms for the social good.”

“I’m a little shocked,” Mary muttered.  “Those are pretty harsh words, but it’s not like I can disagree … humanity is capable of terrible evils.”

“Indeed, but as I discussed before, they are capable of great good.  It is important to differentiate between self-interest and self-importance as well.  The want for something is not evil, nor is seeking a better life for one’s self. One must be in a good position to help provide a better life for others and that doesn’t come from nothing.

“Humans can enshrine and foster rationality and self-interest, enlightened greed, if you will.  Those two key virtues we all must consciously adopt and practice if we’re to pursue and attain life and love, health and wealth, adventure and inspiration.  Practiced in society, these virtues produce not only material-economic abundance but the aesthetic values seen in the arts and entertainment that strikes the heart and provides the means to develop such tastes.

“However, will that good or any human system lead to lasting harmony?  No. Not without an absolute incorruptible ruler, and there are no humans that can govern with a pure-heart and correct moral standing.

“Even human gods have been corrupted by their blindness.  We’ve talked at some length about this, but Qebhet was no human with pride, but a simple snake that had been granted a great gift.  She took her duties seriously, and tried her best to bring harmony, but eventually, they conspired against her.

“They built a massive weapon, harnessing their own sun.  Can you imagine the irony in that? They gathered their people and took to the skies.  Qebhet had sensed the discord in their Cores but did not fully understand the intent of the human heart, after all, she was but a snake.  So, what happened? They fired, destroyed their god given home to purge themselves of this benevolent snake that wanted nothing more than to help bring harmony to those given to her care.”

Rick breathed a long sigh as he watched the blast of energy engulf the planet.  “She was killed then?”

“Heh,” Inari smirked.  “It’s much harder to kill a god than that, even a minor deity.  Her physical form was destroyed, and she was left in her spiritual state, wounded, but able to recover given a considerable amount of time.

“I cannot say the same for these humans though; with Qebhet’s influence gone, they soon became quite warful, such as humans are, and they used the technology that she helped them to obtain to wage genocide against each other’s tribal splits.  They were on all political fronts, dividing into tribes, much like how your world is beginning to turn. They created an artificial intelligence, and one man hacked it; he had the best intentions, he was going to shut it down and stop the war.  Instead, he flipped the safety protocols and wiped out every last human.

“Now, this is but a remnant of a prideful human colony, destroying many more worlds and life as its soulless programming follows its directives.  Consume and build. With its radiation absorption technology, it spreads across the stars and converts all energy to the Core, awaiting the time they meet life to destroy it.”

“You’ve known about this … for how long?”  Mary asked, watching the massive ships move from star to star and planet to planet, stripping everything to use as raw materials.

“Since the beginning; long before they were even close to turning on the little snake.”

“So, you could have stopped it?”  Rick asked.

Inari glared at the ships.  “Of course, but why should I get involved?  I will not subject my own will upon things that do not concern me.  Humans follow the same corrupt cycle, time, and time again, I have seen this stage played out.

“I help those that ask and are willing to pay the sacrifice; I am not so kind as to save every helpless or misguided bird that falls at my feet.  The proud wish gods would agree with them, and are not interested in changing their asinine and short-lived opinions to agree with the gods. Am I saying that I have not learned anything from humanity, Rick?”

Rick shook his head with a heavy breath.  “No, you’re not saying that.”

“No, I have learned a great deal from humanity.  The perspective of their short lives gives much insight; however, they are far from the purity of Qebhet.  I hold no love for humanity, but I do not despise them as a whole; I judge the individual based on the actions and philosophies they follow.  I can accomplish that because I am powerful. I do not hide who I am behind a mask, what need have I for pretense? What you see is what I am.  That being said, I have no doubt there are beings greater than Founders and that are far above me.”

“Really?  Quite honestly, I couldn’t imagine anything above you.”  Mary stated, every word sincere.

Sora scratched her left fox ear.  “Everything’s so complicated … so, you have faith in a higher being?  Even higher than Grandma?”

Inari’s distasteful tone dispersed as she addressed her.  “Yes, Sora. I live as if there are. That is the most logical decision a person can make.  You don’t necessarily have to believe there is someone or something, but just the possibility, believe that and live a life that you won’t regret if that were the case.  Not belief in fear, but the truth that you lived in a way that if you were to meet such a powerful being that you could stand on your own two feet and own every mistake, just as Rick and Mary have done with me.”

Rick and Mary’s emotions reflected the shock on their faces.  “You mean…”

“I would not take anyone,” Inari winked.  “Yes, Mary’s feats impress me, but I look far deeper than a few weeks or years.  I see the threads of fate, time itself. That does not mean things are predetermined; again, it is more complicated than that.”

Sora hummed softly.  “It always is … I still feel terrible for Qebhet though.  Like … all that effort, so much time—she sacrificed and tried her best to provide for them, and they murdered her.  Wait … you said she wasn’t dead?”

Inari’s orange eyes moved to examine her, face unreadable.  “What are you asking?”

“Well—if I can, I’d like to help her.”

Her aunt’s eyes narrowed slightly.  “Why?”

She pulled down her ears.  “Ack, can it ever be simple?  I just feel like it—no, didn’t think so.”  She looked down at the darkness, playing with her first tail.  “Umm—I feel bad; I mean, you knew it would make me feel bad, and I’d ask this, right?  So, this must be another learning lesson…” She puffed out a deep breath. “I don’t know her, I don’t owe her anything, but I sympathize with her circumstances.  I don’t think I’d die trying, but if I can help, then I’d like to.”

Her aunt’s lips turned to a soft smile.  “Sora, explain this phrase, check yourself before you wreck yourself.”

“Eh—well, to like, back off?”

Mary ran a hand through her hair with a light chuckle.  “I think I understand, Inari. It’s a bit more complicated than that.  Basically, it means: Take a step back and examine your actions, because you are in a potentially dangerous or sticky situation that could get bad very easily; often in a harmful manner.  Correct?”

“Right on the head,” Inari giggled.  “You are quite the treat. Sora, I’m not saying you shouldn’t get involved, but what I am saying is think before you act.  Remember back to my lectures, ponder the circumstances and consequences. In essence, don’t act rashly.”

Sora nodded.  “I kind of get what Mary was saying,” she mumbled.  “I feel like a baby…”

Mary chuckled with her aunt, making her self-conscious.  “What … oh, yeah,” her face began to flush as she read Mary’s thoughts.  “I am a child compared to both of you … can I die? I always look like an idiot...”  She whimpered, trying to hide her face.

“No, darling,” her aunt laughed.  “You’re my pride and joy; you do not understand the significance of that statement, my little niece.”

She breathed deeply, trying to calm her nerves.  “Okay, check myself … I don’t even know? I don’t know if I could help her; I don’t know if she’d attack me; I don’t know if she’s even still there … I don’t know anything…”

She stiffened as her aunt appeared in front of her, foreheads touching.  Sora’s ears twitched with shock as their tips touched. “Hey,” she winked, “I’m messing with you.  Yes, it’s an important thing to consider, but I can’t help teasing my adorable little niece. So, you want to help the poor little snake?  Then we shall.”

Unable to restrain herself as the positive emotions filled her, Sora hugged her aunt as tightly as she could.  “Thank you.”

Inari stroked her hair, rubbing her back.  “Of course,” as Sora was about to pull away, her aunt pulled tighter.  “Just a little more…” Taking a deep breath, she rubbed her cheek against her ears.  “You’re so adorable!” She squealed.

“Alright!”  Pulling away, she turned her around.  “Right in front of us; close your eyes and feel for a spiritual network, but don’t look for something small, like a human.  This network is massive, think the size of a city.”

Sora pulled back, studying the space, and there it was, a dormant power that was hidden until she began her search.  Opening her eyes, Sora looked at the slumbering spiritual serpent in front of them. “Has, has she been here—the whole time?”

“Much, we have moved a few locations, but I’ve kept us close.”  Inari winked.

“What do I do?”

“Reach out, don’t try to penetrate her spiritual network, you are far from bypassing the defenses of a minor goddess.  All you need do is wrap her with your raw magic, just surround her with a light shell.”

Sora followed her instructions and couldn’t help but twitch as the massive serpent sturred.  “She—she’s waking up.”

“Where?”  Both Rick and Mary questioned, following her gaze.

Inari squeezed her shoulder.  “Give her a moment. She’s utilizing your magic to form another corporal body.  The blast she received didn’t harm her spirit, her own emotional backlash did; she couldn’t believe they’d turn on her, the sorrow ate at her Core, and her spirit entered a form of hibernation to protect itself.”

Mary and Rick gasped as the city-sized serpent seemed to appear out of nowhere.  Qebhet opened her ocean green eyes, the size of a supermarket. She looked down at them, tongue sliding through her lips.  “Oh—my most humble apologies, Lady Inari. To be in thy esteemed presence when I am in such a wretched state.” Her voice was soft, humble, pretty.

A bright blue glow surrounded her body, and suddenly the figure was gone, replaced by a small girl that looked no older than eight.  She had long light blue hair, bright ocean green reptilian eyes, and soft features; wearing a blue dress, she dropped into a low curtsy.  “To be graced by thee, and to be in the presence of a Third Generation Founder of the Vulpes. I have missed much in my sorrows.”

“Qebhet,” Inari whispered, bending to stroke the girl’s hair.  “I was always fond of you. There is no need for your pretense.”

Sora was a little shocked to see the little snake-girl began to shake, tears leaking out of her eyes as she buried her face in her aunt’s shoulder.  “I—gave them everything…” Inari stroked her hair soothingly, letting her release all the ages of loneliness and sorrow.

I see, she doesn’t have the same nature as humans … she genuinely is confused.  She doesn’t hate them, she sorrows for their deaths, even though they rejected her.  A goddess, comforting another goddess.

The little snake goddess in front of them babbled unintelligible words as her aunt held her; after a few minutes, her aunt released her, and the girl hiccuped, whipping at her cheeks.  “I—I am—am—ashamed … after—after my lord—he entrusted me…”

“Hush,” Inari whispered.  “You have nothing to be ashamed of.  Anubis would have been proud; you did everything within your power.  It was their wicked choice that caused this misery and heartache within you.  Do not eat their sins, for they will pay their own prideful debts. You have had time to grieve these long ages, and now it is time for you to rest from your burden.  I have an offer that you may decline. Do not accept, simply because I ask it of you.

“That being said, I have a place for you in a realm, filled with Vulpes.  You will have oversight, and will perform the same task that Anubis gave you, to protect and guide as a mother watches over her chicks.  Now that your master and charges are gone, will you find purpose with me?”

Qebhet took a deep breath before her soft, puffy face shown with resolve.  “Of course, my lady!”

“Wonderful,” Inari pulling her into a tight embrace.  “Welcome to the family, Qebhet. Now,” she rose, glaring at the blackness surrounding them.  “We will not let this vineyard sow corruption any further.”

Sora felt a tiny portion of her power used; it was almost insignificant compared to what Inari had been utilizing.  “As I said, technology has its limits and is quite weak; disrupt the core functions of the three primary servers and, boom.  An entire destructive empire that swallows entire galaxies, now rendered dead in an instant, weak.”    

She turned back to Sora; Qebhet quickly moving to her side, standing at attention.  My aunt really is something.  “Now, Sora, I think we are finished with this discussion.  Are you three satisfied with the results?”

Sora rubbed her eyes.  A little confused, but I’m sure these are things I’ll come back to in time…  “Yeah, it was crazy, but yeah.  Umm—by the way,” she bent down to Qebhet’s level, holding out her hand.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Qebhet. I hope we meet again someday.”

Qebhet took her palm with both hands, bowing her head.  “Yes, Lady Sora, I thank thee for waking me and bringing Lady Inari to comfort me in my time of need.  I will never forget the kindness in thy heart.”

She smiled at both Rick and Mary as they nodded, feeling their mirrored emotions radiating thankfulness.  Glancing at her aunt’s beaming face, Sora asked, “So—are you going to teleport Mary to your Shrine or does that come later?”

“Later, dear.  I have already communicated the details to her.”

“Oh—okay,” Sora whispered.  “I’m just—I mean, I’ve grown kind of used to her being around … I’d like to say goodbye when you go.”

“Of course,” Mary smiled before turning to her husband.  “I’ll see you in time.” They kissed, and everything faded out.
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                The sun was dipping low in the sky; Sora was standing in front of a nice white themed house, the many windows showing bright lights inside.  The front yard had large four-foot bushes that fenced it, and to their left, a gate led around the side of the house; some kind of fern grew on the bars, showing brilliant light purple flowers.  There was a circular room to the right of the house that was built for viewing, lined with windows and ferns surrounding the outside.

There were two BMW’s in the front driveway that seemed fairly new; a hedge grew behind them, separating the house from the driveway.  To the right of the driveway was a path that led to the glass-paneled, white framed front door, and the second floor had a large patio that wrapped around the house, white rail guards lining the edges for safety and grill showing against the left railing.  Looking to her right, Sora read the signs above a stop sign, Royal Palm Avenue and 34 Street.

Ashley sighed beside her, peering through the windows, Inari to her right side; as instructed, Sora began to shield Ashley from the calming energy that sustained her.  Her gaze shifted to her aunt as she used her energy to form a shield around Ashley. Another shield?  

What’s that for?

“Ashley will go through a rough start, and it’s best if she’s in complete control.”

Ashley swallowed as she glanced over at her.  “Um, I—you’re reducing that calming effect of the Vulpes Realm … right?”

Sora nodded with pursed lips.  “Well, kind of. I’m just blocking the energy from being transferred to your copied Intelligence, but my aunt also made a shield around you so her influence won’t affect you.”

“Right,” Ashley sighed, rubbing her left elbow, vision returning to the house.  “We’re invisible—right, Inari? And thank you for the shield. It’s comforting knowing that I’m one-hundred percent me.”

“That is correct,” Inari folded her hands behind her back, tails fanning out as she studied the white house with casual interest.  “You can walk through walls like a ghost, but this realm functions in essence on your desire and imagination.

“If you plan to sit in a chair, then it will be solid; however, you are not sitting in the chair in the human realm, but a representative construct created by your desire.  That being said, there are limits within this realm connected to your internal energy, but sitting down is simple enough.”

“Good to know,” Ashley mumbled, running a hand through her blonde hair.  She hesitated for a moment before walking forward, moving through the walls, Sora and Inari following.  They entered a kitchen; it was nice with new appliances, and there was the sound of children giggling further into the house.

Sora hummed as she glanced around the area.  “So, how many kids do you have?”

“Two, a six-year-old boy—seven now, and a five-year-old girl …  Cedric and Josie.”

They walked further into the house, moving through the kitchen wall to the bedroom behind it.  The room was split between a girl’s and boy’s side with a bunk-bed against the left wall. Under the back window, there were shelves with dinosaurs, legos, and soldiers with military vehicles, while against the right wall were even larger shelves with mermaids, Barbie, and a small castle dollhouse complete with Disney princesses and accessories.  The colors were split down the middle with blue and pink, glow stars spread across the ceiling.

Sitting against the wall on the bottom bunk leaned two kids and a man.  Ashley’s throat caught as she held her fist against her lips, left hand clamped around her stomach.

The man held an Ipad in his hands as the two kids nestled next to him.  He told them a story, swiping his finger against the screen. His hair was brown and clean cut; Sora guessed he used putty to sweep it to the left side.  His eyes were hazel and he had a closely trimmed beard and mustache. He was handsome and seemed to be in his late twenties. 

It was obvious that he was trying to be excited for his kids, but was exhausted; he had a deep, mature voice.  “The great king and queen of Roenia, Tommy and Irean, had finally overcome the great dragon Jordane and returned peace to the land.   However, the peace didn’t last.”

Cedric was watching the tablet with anticipation.  “Was it Erlshine again? Did he break out of the crystal prison?”

“No,” Josie shook her head frantically, blonde hair whipping around.  “See the clouds! It’s Empmess Etita!”

“Empress Etnna,” Cedric snickered.  “Not Empmess…”

“Oh,” the man hummed lowly.  “I think this next evil is worse than even Erlshine and Empress Etnna.”  Cedric and Josie’s eyes widened.

“What?”  Cedric scooted closer to get a better look at the screen.  “How? Erlshine blew up part of the castle!”

“Nu-uh!”  Josie huffed.  “Empmess Etita has that—that thing, with the staff and the whoosh!”  She made a hand gesture before snuggling closer to her dad.

“You told your children fascinating stories,” Inari chuckled.

A tear slid down Ashley’s cheek as she sniffed, taking a deep breath.  “There’s a site that has a lot of pictures on it—you can swipe through and make up your own stories … Brandon and I—we’d take turns each night.  They never forget...”

Brandon smiled at his two kids, bags under his eyes.  “Everything was fine with all the villains trapped in their prisons, but that’s when a new villain appeared; he had heard about the great powers that King Tommy and Queen Irean had and wanted to take it for himself.  This villain’s name was Kren, and Kren had the Emerald Stones.”

Cedric sucked in his breath.  “What? That’s impossible!”

“Why?  I don’t remember … what’s the Embald Stones?”  Josie looked up at her dad, face filled with question.

“It was,” Cedric paused.  “Wait … that was Wester’s magic, right?  Wester was trapped in that underwater prison, and his powers were put into the Emerald Stones.  Didn’t Tommy throw them into the Eternity Well? That’s how they fixed the broken sky.”

“Oh!”  Josie nodded.  “Yeah, the Wishing Well, I remember!  The big boom that came from the sky and the cracks, swoosh!”

“Yup, yup,” Brandon chuckled.  “You’re both right. No one’s seen the Emerald Stones since then, but now Kren has them, and what’s he do with them?”

“Crack the sky?”  Josie asked.

“Na,” Cedric huffed.  “Too easy … umm, I don’t know.”

Brandon flipped the page, causing the kids to gasp.  “Remember, the Emerald Stones were a part of Wester’s magic, he could open rifts.  And so, Kren snuck into the castle one night, freezing the guards with his magical frost wand before creeping into the King and Queen’s chambers and … you’ll have to figure it out tomorrow night!”

“Aww,” the kids cried in unison.  “But we just started!”

Sighing, Brandon shifted his weight to ruffle both kids’ hair.  “I know, squirts, but I have work really early tomorrow, and I need to get some sleep.”

“What about mommy?”  Josie pleaded, making Ashley quiver.  “When’s she coming home?”

Brandon seemed to stiffen at her question.  “I—I don’t know, princess … I don’t know…”

“But I want her!”  Josie’s face scrunched up with tears beginning to fall down her cheeks.  “She didn’t tell us a story—not forever! And house, and lunches...”

“Hey,” Brandon’s tone became thick as he hugged his daughter.  Cedric seemed to have a better grasp of the situation because he was trying to hold back his own tears.  “Your mother loves you two so much, and I know that she’d be right here reading you a story if she could.  Just hold on a bit more, okay?”

“I don’t want to!”

“I know…”

“She hasn’t—she hasn’t—not finished the Firefly story…”

Sora could feel the guilt and heartache that compressed Ashley’s heart at her daughter’s pleas.  Is there anything we can do?

“Just wait; let Ashley cope.”

Brandon lifted his daughter to the top bunk, tucking her in.  “I’ll tell you what, I’ll make you the same roasted chicken salad wrap your mother…”

“That’s special Tuesday, though … when mom’s home early,” Cedric said from the bottom bunk, voice cracking as he hid his face under his blankets.

“Yeah,” Josie sniffed.  “I miss special Tuesday.”

“That’s right,” Brandon sighed, running his hand through Josie’s hair.  “That’s right … well, why don’t we make a special Thursday then?”

“It’s not the same…” Josie huffed, turning away from her dad to stare at the wall.

“Yeah, no, I know,” Brandon whispered.  “I do…” He breathed a long sigh before rubbing his daughter’s back under the blankets.  “I know.”

He sniffed before pulling up the rail guard and reached down to ruffle Cedric’s hair.  “Thanks for being tough, champ. I’ll see you two in the morning.”

Ashley’s emotions were all over the place as she quaked next to them, but she couldn’t speak.  She watched Brandon slowly go to the windows and check the locks and bars were in place before leaving the room, shutting the door behind him.

Taking a shuddering breath, Ashley moved to the side of the bed.  She stared at her daughter as she began to cry under her covers. “C—Cedric…”

Cedric’s voice was thick.  “What?”

“Why won’t—dad won’t tell us where mom is?”

“He doesn’t know.”

“Was she—was she kidnapped by Gorin?  Like—like Queen Irean?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’m scared … where’s mom … Cedric?”

“I’m scared too.”

They both cried softly; Ashley reached out a hand, but it passed right through them.  Clearing her throat, she asked, “Inari … what should I do? People are watching to see if I come back, right?”  She breathed in sharply. “What should I do?”

Inari hummed darkly.  “It’s not an easy answer, Ashley, and yes, there are watchers, but Bathin wouldn’t use humans to watch for signs of Sora.”  Inari dipped into Sora’s energy pool and used a small amount.

Sora’s eyes instantly moved to the corner of the room as she saw a red glow appear; the shape of a small imp appeared, saliva dripping down its lips as it stared at Cedric.

Ashley’s muscles tightened.  “That thing’s—that’s in my kid’s room?”  She growled.

“Yes,” Inari stated, glancing toward the left wall.  “There are several demons hidden throughout the property.  Searching for any hint of spiritual energy. I understand your enmity, and the protective urge you’re experiencing is natural, but if we were to do anything to these demons, then it would alert Bathin to focus on your family.”

“Then—what can I do?”  Ashley seethed in frustration.  “My kids, my husband … they’re suffering, and I’m right here!  You’re a Founder, can’t you just burn all of them? Send them back to hell or destroy them?”

Inari turned to stare at the imp.  “It certainly is possible; Sora has the energy, and I have the experience to handle every demon here.  Utilizing Sora’s energy, I could destroy Bathin with a snap of my finger; however, there are more things to consider in the grand scheme of things.  So, I won’t be doing that.”

Ashley’s jaw locked as she stared down at Cedric’s quivering frame.  “If you had kids, you wouldn’t say that.”

Sora stiffened at her retort, turning to study her aunt.  Inari’s features were passive, revealing nothing. “Perhaps.  I have intervened quite a bit for my niece; however, as you said, I am a Founder, and Founders play a much longer game.

“Sora is no different than your kids; innocent of the world she’s in, sheltered and protected by her parents, yet she also grew up without her mother.  There are pros and cons to everything, but there is a must, and that is to learn how to combat this world, not hide from it. Everything is a lesson; even if it hurts the parents, they must suffer through it, their children must stumble and fall, they must learn how to stand on their own.  Use your experience to recognize which battles they can handle and battles that you must step in to help.”

“How?  I’m powerless here … and how can they being without their mom be a lesson?”  Ashley muttered, disappointment, anger, and despair, filling her chest. The question struck Sora’s heart.  She’s right … what lessons can be learned from living without their mom … without my mother?

Inari was silent a moment.  “Ashley, the world isn’t fair and never will be; rather than putting your effort into trying to equalize it, you should focus on what’s important in front of you.  Your attention is limited, and so are your choices. You have three options in life; the sword, the diplomat, or the slave. These three options are made in every interaction and have many branching categories within them, but those are the base decisions.

“Is it right that you were taken away from your children?  No, it is not, and Eric is to blame for that, but blaming someone won’t change the circumstances or the world.  What are your options? If you lie down and give up, then what happens?”

“I lose my children,” Ashley growled.

“Can you fight with your own strength to overcome your obstacles?”

“No.”

“Then, your last option?”

“Diplomat … I’m in this mess because of Eric, but he has no power over my circumstances.  So … enlist aid elsewhere or bargain with Bathin to allow me to return to my life.” Bargain with Bathin?  Seriously? I mean, I guess that’s an option, but still...

“What is your choice?”

Ashley swallowed; Sora could feel the turmoil that was twisting her insides.  “I doubt you’d let me bargain with Bathin.”

“Why not?”

Both Ashley and Sora’s heads snapped toward Inari.  “Huh?”

A slight smile curved Inari’s lips.  “Why not?”

Ashley’s brows creased.  “Well—because that could endanger Sora.”

“If you choose to try and bargain with Bathin, then I will not stop you.  I will even take us to him and provide the proper protection. If that is what you desire.”  What are you doing?  Is this a test?

“Sora, life is a test.  What you are is comprised of the decisions you make, and I don’t lie, if she chooses so, then I will comply.  I’ve given my word.”

A frown creased Ashley lips as she studied the floor; she was seriously considering the possibility.  She turned to her son with sad eyes. “No, I don’t think I can make a deal with a demon. I’d only put my family in even more danger, and he’s not the strongest potential ally I have.”  She stated, turning to Inari.

“Oh?”  Inari’s smiled turned mischievous.  “I am but an Intelligent construct created out of magic.”

Ashley sighed with a light chuckle.  “That could destroy a demon as powerful as Bathin with Sora’s power alone.  You may be just an Intelligent construct, but your an Intelligent construct with all the knowledge of one of the oldest and most powerful beings in existence.”

“What are you asking?”

She turned back to her son, hand resting atop his side; he’d stopped crying and seemed to have fallen asleep.  “Could you help me save my family?”

“Nothing in this world comes for free.  What are you willing to sacrifice for that?”

“C’mon,” Sora groaned.  “Look at her kids … can’t I help her?”

“Of course you can,” her aunt smiled.

Ashley and Sora looked at her, and Sora scratched her left fox ear with irritation.  “What?”

“Think about it closely,” Inari patiently prompted.

“Ah,” Ashley chuckled sadly.  “She’s saying you can help me all you want, but if I want her help, then I’ll have to sacrifice something.”

Inari’s tails shifted behind her.  “Choices, Sora. We all must make them and live with the consequences.”

“Why?  I can help her though.  Can’t I?”

“How?”

“Well—umm…”  If I take out the demons, then Bathin will know something’s up.  Can I bring them with me?

“Oh?  Think about the consequences.”

I … they’d be in the Vulpes Realm.

“How would you get them there?”

Sora’s brow creased with concern.  Eh … I don’t know…

“Sora, I have no problem with you helping her, but it will be your decision to do it, not mine.  If she wishes for my support, then she’ll need to make the proper sacrifice.”

What is that though?

“She’ll know.”

At Sora’s tired growl, Ashley bent over, cupping her face.  “I don’t know what to do, Sora.” She took a long breath. “I don’t want to use you either … I already owe you my life.”

“Why don’t you take some time to think then?”  Inari offered. “We are not in a rush.”

Ashley rubbed her eyes.  “I think that’s wise.”

Getting up, she looked at her daughter’s wet face, she’d fallen asleep.  Placing a hand next to her, Ashley paused for a moment before turning and walking out of the room through the closed door.  She walked to the stairs, climbing to the second level with Inari and Sora in-tow. Does mom feel this way about me?  I can’t even describe the emotions swirling around inside Ashley … it’s like a physical pain that’s spreading across her whole body … she feels poisoned.  I guess those are my danger signals to not connect an emotional tether.

Getting to the second floor, they entered the master bedroom.  The lights were out, and Brandon was kneeling by his bed, voice thickening; Ashley walked over to his side, sitting beside him on the mattress as she looked down at his bowed head, hugging her sides to keep her hands from shaking.

“Lord, I know I’m not perfect … we don’t go to church all the time, and we don’t offer tithing that often, but … she’s the mother of my children.  Where is she? Is she alive? I just—I don’t know.

“I had—it was rough today.  I caught Tory telling Pete that Ash had skipped out on us, but … it’s Ash, there’s just no way, but … it’s been six months, and not a word.  I’m—I’m beginning to lose hope, Lord. I don’t know if she’s dead or left us or … I miss her. The kids keep asking questions and—how do I answer their questions?  I’m not focusing on work, I’m forgetting things. It’s just—it’s rough. Please—please, bring her back to us … Amen.”

He stayed still for several seconds before taking a shuddering breath and rising.  Wiping at his cheeks, he moved to his bed and picked up his phone from the wireless charger.  Dialing a number in the recent calls, he waited.

“Hey, Brandan … look, man.  I know it’s rough, but no, there are no updates on your wife, and it’s late.”

“No bank activity?  No hidden accounts or…”

“No, Brandon; we’ve gone through all of this … good night, I’ll call you in the morning.”

He brought his phone down, staring at the screen blankly.  After a few seconds, he sighed deeply and replaced it on the wireless charger.  Getting into bed, he stared up at the ceiling. “Ash … where’d you go?” His throat caught for a moment before he sniffed, turned over in bed, he closed his eyes.

Sora’s heart burned.  He’s … this is so bad … and I thought I couldn’t hate Eric more.  This is just one family too; he’s done this to so many people. They’re all dead now too … their families having no clue what happened to them.

Ashley scooted to the opposite side of the bed; lying down, she stared at her husband’s face, tears falling down her cheeks.  “My options are terrible.” She whimpered. “Inari, is there any gods that can help me?”

“Of course,” Inari hummed, moving to the window to look out at the night.  “There are plenty that would be able to lighten your circumstance, but how would you find them?”

“Just as I thought … you’re my best option.”

Wiping at her cheeks, she rubbed her palm against her forehead, pulling back her blonde hair.  “If I were to offer the required sacrifice … what would you do?”

“That would depend on what you wanted; there are several options you could choose from, but that would come after the sacrifice.”

“All I want is them to be happy.”

“We had this discussion, Ashley.”

Are you talking about the lecture?

“I am.”

“Right—it must be comprehensible, enjoyable and self-maintaining … life isn’t meant to be happy or fair, it’s meant to be meaningful…”

Sora hummed lowly.  Meaningful … not happy.  Wait, didn’t you say that happiness is a part of a meaningful life?

“It can be, but that doesn’t mean you’ll be happy all the time; opposition in all things.  Without the sorrow and misery, then you wouldn’t understand or enjoy the bliss. Fulfillment after the journey brings joy, the hindsight, the reward; being thankful about all the circumstances that brought you to this point.  The sweat and the blood that mark the trail.”

What does she have to be thankful for?  Eric ripped her away from her family, she was turned into a werewolf and forced to do terrible things, and now a demon has assassins in her house!

“Things aren’t so simple, Sora.  There are many things she’s currently thankful for, if you’ll look, and many of them involve you.  You saved her from the curse Eric placed, you protected her without so much as a thought, and you provided for her when she had all but lost hope; her husband has not given up on her, even if it’s killing him every day.  Her kids and husband are alive, they still cry for her and want her in their lives.  

“There is so much more.  She’s closer to her goal than you both understand.  The pure chance that everything lined up for her to be here, at this moment, let’s say, without a little bird, none of this would be possible.”

Ashley rolled to her back, staring up at the ceiling as her husband nestled further into the sheets, hand passing through her husband’s.  “The lecture…” She was silent a moment as she thought back, emotions starting to stabilize.

“I think I understand a little.  I was fairly wrapped up with being a journalist, trying to expose all the corruption in Miami … often that did get in the way of my kids and husband.  I can see why Brandon would think I’m dead; I made some enemies in the Cartel a year ago.

She repeated Inari’s words.  “The world isn’t fair and never will be; rather than putting your effort into trying to equalize it, you should focus on what’s important in front of you.  Your attention is limited, and so are your choices. I should have focused more on my family than my job … we had the means to live that way.”

Inari’s tails shifted in the dark, back turned to them.  “I didn’t say that, Ashley.”

“No,” she sighed, “you didn’t, but it’s what I feel.  You’re saying that there are many choices in life and we make those decisions and must be willing to live with the consequences.  I was an investigative reporter, and that came with the territory that I might never see my family again. That never felt so real to me until this point; I blamed it all on the scumbags that were ruining the city my family was in, and I was doing something about it, but … I lost sight of what was important.

“I should have focused on my family more than the story ...  because, without my family, my job loses meaning. I don’t have to be a reporter, but I do have to be a mom; that’s what’s important to me.  Now it’s super complicated though … because I made the choices that got my family here. I chose to hunt down dangerous people like Eric; I made the bed I’m in.”

Sora leaned up against the door frame; tails wrapped around, she played with her second tail, stroking the fur.  “But … I mean, I guess, but you were just trying to do what was right.”

“It’s not so simple, Sora.”  Inari shifted to look at her.  “Everyone is in a boat on the waters of life.  Every decision you make will ripple out into space and interact with the ripples of others.  If there’s a bigger disturbance, then that can destroy the effect your ripples produced and destroy it or create waves that crash against you.

“You may not have chosen where your boat is upon the lake, but where you toss your rocks into the pond, which direction you go, how you feel along that journey; these are your choices, but you cannot choose to leave the water.  You are here, you exist, reality exists, and you must understand that. You will affect your environment and your environment will affect you, no matter the choice.”

Sora was silent as she thought about her aunt’s words.  Life isn’t fair, but it was never meant to be … didn’t she say that we are all born unequal, that is something that can never be changed?  What decisions do I make then? It’s going to be unequal to begin with, and there will always be opposition … opposition in all things. Three choices … hmm.

Ashley covered her eyes.  “I tried to do what was right … it’s not so simple.”  She chuckled mirthlessly. “It isn’t so simple. Where is my priority?  Three choices, but what’s the reason behind my choice? My family, my kids, that’s my reason, but now how do I find an answer?”

Inari turned back to the window, and Sora could feel the hair on her neck begin to tingle as her aunt spoke.  “Why is it we don’t believe in ourselves? Why is it that as soon as things get tough in our lives, we start doubting; we start thinking we may not make it through?  Stressing, worrying, imagining things that may go wrong in the future? 

“Ashley, the most frustrated person, is not someone without money, family, or respect.  The most frustrated person is a person without a purpose. The mind is powerful, but it can also be destructive; it can be your greatest friend or your worst enemy.  The person you see in the mirror will always provide you the greatest challenges you will receive in life, not the man across the street or in some nameless skyscraper.”

She turned toward Ashley.  “Take control of your life, control of your mind.  Too many people focus on the exterior, the world at large, but if you can conquer yourself, then you can conquer anything.  It is easy to be positive when everything is going your way, but will you be one of the very few that stands up when things are tough; when everything is going against you?

“You are here to fulfill something that no one else can provide, except you.  That’s when your story will be born; history is filled with people that gave up on their journey or before it even started.  What’s important to you? What brings you happiness?”

Ashley swallowed, scooting back to the headboard, she hugged her legs to her chest.  “Being with my family.”

“I know you’re tired of being the victim.  Fear will imprison you; so have courage. Fight back.  Your husband, your kids, they need hope. They need you to stand up, to fight through your challenging moment, to shine through the darkness and take hold of their future.  That is what parents do for their children. Courage is not the absence of fear, but the drive beyond it. Courage is when you stand and fight.”

“But how?  I don’t have any power...”

“You think you can’t do this.  That you might as well give up.  You will never be strong enough to achieve what you desire.  Believe in yourself, there is nothing more important. Your religious texts and legends are filled with it.

“Most people are bloated with ordinary, but you have something more to offer.  We feed off each other, and we look up to someone great like they’re special, but they’re just like you.  They have doubts, they have struggles, and just like them, you have that greatness inside of you.”

Sora could feel a fire start burning in Ashley’s chest.  “How?”

“The only way to make that greatness come out is to take one step toward your goals.  One step, and then another. Find a way. Nothing beats character and hard work. Limitations?  There’s no such thing as limitations; the only thing holding you back is yourself. Your own views of what is and what is not possible.  Your desire to sacrifice more than your competition and your belief in yourself to find a way. It might be hard, but is it harder than living a life without your family?”

Ashley shook her head.  “No…”

“Can you push yourself to the peak, every single day?  You know it, I know it. You must decide to be better. To fight.  To carve out a place for yourself in the world. There are no excuses; get it done.  Do you think I became one of the most powerful beings in existence because of luck? Because of my birth?  No, I sacrificed, I grew; only the successful will understand that.

“Today, you will make better decisions  Stay true to yourself and your beliefs. Stay true to what’s important to you.  Understand that to have anything of significant value you must suffer, endure, and sacrifice; think about that.  Many do not realize it, but that combination of words, suffer, endure, sacrifice, mirror another combination, faith, hope, charity.  You must take up responsibility, accountability, and pure hard work.

“There is nothing more satisfying than making it on your own terms, to be the fire that drives you to be self-made.  Everything that will come to you in the future will be from your own actions, not Sora’s, not mine, but your own agency.  Cowards never start. The weak never finish. The strong never quit. Respect is not given, it is earned. Be fearless. Be power.  Sacrifice now, enjoy the reward later. You don’t need my opinion, you have your own opinion, your own heart, your own purpose. Sacrifice for it.  Make it happen.”

Sora was biting her lip as she listened to her aunt’s powerful voice.  That’s … that’s kind of like what you were teaching me with Eyia.

Ashley took a deep breath as Inari finished; she looked into Inari’s orange eyes, hard with determination.  There was silence as she turned toward her husband, and after a moment, she said, “Okay. Let me speak to my husband.”

Sora swallowed nervously as she watched her aunt turn back to the window.  Oh, I guess that’s my task.  She … wow. You’re so intense.

Getting up, she walked to Ashley as she sat beside her husband’s sleeping form before it struck her.  Umm—how do I do it?

“Penetrate his spiritual network, enter his Core, and feed your desire into his Intelligence.  Don’t pull his Core out, like you did before, simply beckon him to follow you; he will accept. This is an internal path that will not be sensed by the demons.  Demons find it difficult to navigate spiritual networks since it is foreign to their own demonic biology.”

Following her instructions, Sora felt his Intelligence following the trail she left.  He suddenly separated from his body, sitting up, he stared with wide eyes at her. “What … a fox goddess?”

Smiling nervously, Sora made a peace symbol.  “Guilty as charged.”

His attention shifted to Inari’s shifting white tails in mesmerizing fascination.  “How can…” Ashley gently pulled his face toward her, features soft with compassion and love as tears fell down her cheeks.

“Brandon…”

“Ash?”  He seemed confused before his eyes moved back toward Inari.  “Ash, what’s … what’s going on? Am I dreaming?”

His vision returned to Ashley as she shook her head.  “No, this isn’t a dream.” She giggled. “Well, who knows, maybe it is.  I don’t know how this works, but I’m really here.”

His eyes grew, and soon he was shaking, tears leaving his eyes as he pulled her into a bear hug.  “Ash!”

“Ugh,” Ashley gasped.  “Hey … still—still a girl,” she gasped.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” he quickly released his death grip.

Coughing a few times, Ashley smiled at him, cheeks wet.  Taking a deep breath, she hugged him, face flushed; his arms returning the gesture.  “I missed…” She began to break down. They fell atop the bed with cries and shakes, quivering in each other’s arms for several minutes.

Brandon’s voice caught.  “What—what happened?”

“I can’t…”  Ashley whispered.  “I just—I can’t…”

Inari turned toward them, tone soft.  “I can speed up that explanation. My name is Inari, the same goddess mentioned in Japanese culture.  I can give you all of your wife’s experiences; her emotions, her thoughts, everything since she disappeared, but it will be quite powerful.  Since it is for such an extended period, I will lighten the burden, and I can do the same for you, Ashley.”

“Please,” Brandon began to say, but Ashley cut him off.

“What’s the … I see.  Okay, I accept that.”

Sora’s brow furrowed.  Wait, did you tell her something?  How? I didn’t feel you use my power.

Her aunt’s giggling tone entered her mind.  “Some things are so subtle you don’t have the experience to detect, dear.”

Why couldn’t you just say it out loud?

“You could read her mind if you really wish to know.”

Sora repressed a growl.  You know I don’t want to invade her privacy if I can help it…

Her tone was amused.  “That’s your choice.”  

You’re so crafty…

She watched Inari hold up her hands and use her magic; lights began to appear above her hand before condensing into two small glints of white light.  They both moved to Ashley and Brandon, and they took them in their hand. They both stiffened in shock before their hands intertwined. Without words, they looked at each other with pain and love in their eyes.

“So, what is your decision?”  Inari questioned.

Brandon licked his lips before turning to Sora and then Inari.  “Thank you—thank you for taking care of my wife and—and giving me this chance.  If it means being with my wife, then I’d happily move, but I’m concerned about the children.”

He turned to his wife.  “Ash, do you think this Vulpes Realm will be a safe place for our kids?”

Ashley was silent a moment, emotions conflicted.  “Mhh, no, it won’t be completely safe, but—I’m sure we can forge a safe environment—you know what I mean.”

Sora frowned at her response and Brandon’s nod.  I know they’re thinking about me … what’s this have to do with me, Aunt Inari?  The sacrifice? I don’t understand.

“Do you want me to tell you what sacrifice Ashley and Brandon have made to be reunited?”

Yes.

“Well, then ask them.  See if they’re comfortable discussing it.”

Growling, Sora glared at her aunt.  Is it something I won’t like?  You’ve been super open until now.  Turning to Ashley, Sora asked, “I know my aunt asked you to sacrifice something, and it has to do with me somehow.  What deal did you make?”

Brandon smiled, gripping Ashley’s hand.  “Nothing that’s not worth being a family again.”

“That doesn’t tell me anything!”  She huffed.

“Basically, to treat you like our own daughter,” Ashley said with a warm smile.

Sora pursed her lips.  “Something tells me there’s more to it than that, but okay…”

Inari hummed, turning to Sora; her lips were curved into a slight smile.  “Sora, I think we are finished with Ashley’s trial.”

Her left fox ear twitched with irritation; scratching it, she sighed.  “First, what about Cedric and Josie? If they’re going to be a family, then when will they come to the Vulpes Realm?”

Ashley cleared her throat.  “I will need your help, Sora.  Tomorrow morning, can we go to the gate and get them.  Inari will be sending someone to pick them up and bring them to the gate … Cedric and Josie will love this; it’ll be like a fairytale to them.  They’ll love you.”

Sora bit her lower lip.  Wait, so you are bringing them to the Vulpes Realm?  We’re in a pretty volatile position right now though … is that okay?

“Decisions, Sora.  We all make decisions.  You must respect theirs as much as they respect yours.  They’ve earned that, have they not?”

What about Brandon?  His Intelligence?

“He just needs to enter his body; I’ve already given him the information.”

Sora huffed.  “This is so complicated…”  With that, she prompted their copies to return.
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                Sora looked around as she appeared on the sidewalk in front of a large building; she quickly recognized it as the Southern Miami Beach Police Department. Oh, wow, this brings back memories…

 The building had many windows lining it to provide natural light during the day and stood four stories. Many of the lights were on, and people were coming in and out; Sora’s eyes glancing between the groups. Miami Beach never sleeps.

She was in the middle, between her aunt and Nathan. Nathan took a deep breath as he surveyed the scene, a small smile of his face as his eyes locked on an officer leaving the building. “Patrick Wayd, heading home … I assume no one can see us.”

“No, we can move through solid objects yet sit on things when we desire. Desire is the key, your mental state will create an invisible force for you when you wish to sit; it’s similar to us standing on solid ground. If you wished it, you would fall straight through the earth, but gravity and the ground are a standard belief; therefore, you do not fall. This realm is centralized by your Intelligence, but it does have its limits, and you cannot affect any other realm while here; unless you have specific magic.”

“Right,” Nathan muttered. “So,” he turned toward Inari. “What are we doing here?”

“Hmm, you tell me.” She smiled. “You were the one that conceptualized this place as the location you wish to visit.”

“Great.” Nathan scratched the back of his head. “I did think about this place. I mean, this was the place I wanted to be … nothing else mattered to me in life.”

Sora’s left ear folded slightly. “Really? Nothing else mattered … so, work was your life?” Looking down, she frowned before whispering. “Sounds like my dad … what does a Police Lieutenant even do?”

Nathan gestured them to a low concrete wall that separates the wheelchair ramp from the stairs. Sora sat beside Nathan, but Inari simply conjured an elegant chair from thin air and gracefully sat back in it, tails folded across her lap.

Snorting, Nathan took a deep breath. “Right, okay … so, a Police Lieutenant supervises Patrol Sergeants, Officers, and Detectives that carry out suppression and investigations. I respond to major crimes, make sure investigations are completed properly, and that the Captain of the department is updated on important details within my jurisdiction.”

“Sounds busy…”

Nodding, Nathan sighed, staring at the cream-colored building across the road “It can be. I liked to be busy. That’s what got me involved with Eric … I was following up on some discrepancies with one of the detectives under me. He’s dead now, with a few other officers that were turned into Werewolves.”

“Sorry,” Sora muttered, looking down at her feet.

“What’s there to be sorry about?” Nathan grunted. “It’s not your fault. You did what you could … you have a good heart. Eric’s the one that deserves to burn in hell.”

Their focus shot to Inari as she smiled. “I completely agree.”

“Wait,” Sora muttered. “What happened to Eric after we left? Is he dead?”

Nathan scowled at the ground. “Death was an easy way out for him, but at least he can’t hurt people anymore.”

“I wonder about that,” Inari mused, casually stroking one of her tails.

Sora shifted uneasily. “You wonder, but—you never wonder? You know everything.”

“You have such high opinions of me,” her aunt chuckled. “I do know a great many things, but there are things that I am unaware of; especially since I am only an Intelligent construct, not your real aunt. I know what she knew when creating me and only what I’ve been able to observe since that time.

“I do not have the powers of Inari, just her knowledge. Do I know much of what will likely happen? Yes, but the accuracy of the circumstances surrounding you are complicated by a few factors, including Aiden, yet not entirely unpredictable.”

A low growl rumbled in Nathan’s throat. “You’re saying … Eric’s alive?”

“Most probably,” Inari nodded. “Bathin isn’t the type of demon to simply kill Eric. No, there are other uses for him. It’s not a guarantee, but with the Harold involved, Eric would actually pose somewhat of a threat to Bathin. My guess, Bathin transported him to a place where he’d be at a disadvantage, such as Hell.”

Sora’s tails twitched at the revelation. “Actually—hell?”

“As I said, it is the most likely scenario, but there are many other possibilities. You needn't worry about Eric though. If he is alive and in hell, then it would be some time before you meet again.”

Bending forward, Nathan gripped his knees, hands white and face red. “What’s Hell like?”

“Hmm,” Inari crossed her legs. “Hell—it depends on the layer; they are all vastly different … Dante Alighieri was right about several things, but of course he would be, as he traveled with a demon for a time. However, Hell is exceedingly more complicated and expansive than depicted.

“I’d speculate Eric would have been sent to either the Third or, more likely, the First Layer of Hell. Bathin would wish to rid himself of Eric as soon as possible to pursue you. It’s more accurate to depict the Layers of Hell as planes in themselves, composed of all manner of horrors. The energy permeating that plane is toxic to the human spirit, corrupting the Core.

“Humans that have unlocked their Cores can survive longer, but it depends on the individual and their progress. What I am performing with each of you will have a great effect on your Cores, and you would likely survive three days in the First Layer of Hell.

“What is it like there? Think of the First Layer of Hell as a castle; however, a good comparison would be to compare that castle to the size of the Milky Way Galaxy. The Layers of Hell get bigger as well, not smaller, and that is one of the many reasons for the tremendous conflicts within.”

“You’re kidding,” Sora muttered. “Wait … if you call them layers, then does that mean they’re like an onion? Then—how can the first layer be smaller than the inner layers?”

Her aunt giggled. “Sora, do you think you’d understand how realms operate? You’re asking me to explain to you the workings of the most complex machine your minds can comprehend and many more complicated things that far outstrips the nuances of realms. The Intelligence and Spirit itself as an example. Every human spirit has more depth than the entire human realm, but that’s something you couldn’t understand.

“Consider it like a car. How much of it do you really understand? What about a spacecraft? Just because you know something exists does not mean you understand it. You know a car moves forward, but how everything operates, you know not. Jets and boats. These are beyond simplistic, but if asked to replicate the process, you’d be stumped.

“You know it has a combustion based engine. Okay, how do you make the combustible material? How do you develop the parts and make them properly to function in a completely unified manner? These are things you’d need to study, experiment with, and take a considerable amount of time pondering … and it’s nothing, nothing compared to a realm.”

Sora’s cheeks puffed up before letting go of a long stream of air. “I get it, fine, fine…”

Nathan folded his arms. “Can we get back to Eric and Hell? I don’t care how it works … I want to know if he’s suffering.”

“Indeed,” Inari’s head tilted a little to the right, white hair shifting. “The first layer is like a massive castle that has seven demon factions that rule it; Bathin is a part of one of those factions, and you can be assured that Eric is being tormented in all manner of twisted ways. He does have Fenris blood though, Founder genetics; weak it may be, he is still extremely resilient and was taught techniques by his mother. Hell’s energy cannot harm him. The demons, however, are another story entirely. Eric will be subject to many torture experiments; that is if he is alive.”

“At least there’s that,” Nathan muttered. The silence stretched as he pondered on several dark emotions.

This isn’t good … aren’t we supposed to be helping him overcome all of this?

“Give it time, Sora. He is working toward it.”

“Inari … could you give me some advice? Well, I mean, you have been giving a ton of advice, but—there’s something that’s bothering me.”

“Of course,” she smiled.

“If there are real gods … like you. There are—human gods, humans with their Cores unlocked. You’ve talked about a few in history, like with the Egyptian Gods. So—why aren’t there any now—here—on earth?”

“Why are you asking that question?”

“A question with a question,” Nathan groaned, rubbing between his eyes. “I understand why you’d ask that though … humans are so narrow-minded.”

“Well, that’s a given.” Inari giggled. “However, that is not why I asked. Without understanding why you asked a question, you will not grasp the answer. The nature of the question is important to dissect before identifying possible responses.”

Gods exist … they used to help humans, but now they don’t; wait, well, they might … maybe we just don’t see it?

Nathan’s eyes closed as he scratched his scalp, messy black hair shifting with the action. “Why am I asking if gods aren’t here? Well, obviously, because they could help a ton.”

“Could they?”

“Sure—they could stop all the disasters and heal people … there’s just, I mean, there’s a real need for something like that.”

“Why?”

“Why? Why is there a need? Well—I guess—because…” He swallowed, deep in thought. “Because we humans create a ton of problems.”

“And why is that?” Inari asked innocently.

I feel like your a kid constantly asking why…

“Children are surprisingly intelligent; they’re looking for more, the heart, the Core.” Inari’s chuckle echoed in Sora’s mind.

“Why do humans create problems? I guess—is it like, why do the leaves fall? Gravity, the natural order?”

“If Mary were here, she’d discuss how even monkeys go to war and perform raiding parties to connect a few thoughts; however, humans are different in the manner in which they engage with one another. Remember what we discussed in regards to resentment; people will ponder, scheme, fixate on some wrong that’s done to them. They’ll fantasize, role play, discuss, and plot their retribution.

“Humans obsess on things, blocking out reason, and focus on how to get even. You are a dominating society. It’s ironic how many alien movies and stories you create, and have all these terrible advanced creatures come and destroy your home. You could even see these creatures as gods, but in my experience, there are very few creatures that are anywhere close to humanity’s lust for war. Humans can convince themselves to fight and that they’re a victim for just about anything.”

Nathan leaned back, looking up at the purple sky as the sun continued its descent. “You’re saying that we’re inherently violent?”

 “Mmh,” Inari smiled softly as her orange irises moved up to examine Nathan. “Do you remember the examination we made of children and house or when you played marbles?”

Nathan nodded.

“Okay, create a circumstance. Let’s put a bunch of children in a room with many different types of toys. What will happen?”

“Umm—the kids will play with the toys for a bit and probably join up to play with one another?”

“Think about it as a society, because this can be replicated on all levels. From a group of kids to a country. How will they start a game?”

“They’ll talk about it. They’ll discuss what the rules are and then start working for it.”

“Yes, but those rules are important. Everyone must feel comfortable with the game for it to continue and not collapse. A hierarchy will begin to form with the most competent and intelligent individuals leading the game. They’ll propose many ideas and their status will rise. All the kids continue to play because it’s fun, but the moment someone starts to cheat, whether it's the leader that created the rules or another person, then problems start to arise.

“The leader is being judged all the time, and if they aren’t following the rules they created, then discord will ensue. No person is the same, and there will always be some level of opposition, but how one deals with that opposition can differ.

“The society these kids created could accommodate for the disorder, and there could be a trial or election or many other factors, but the moment these kids start feeling trapped in their role, then it starts to spike resentment in their hearts that will grow. If you don’t have the chance to climb up the game, to win, then you’ll start breaking the rules since the rules won’t let you get to where you want to be. This is when crimes occur.”

Nathan hummed, staring down at his feet. “Okay, I’ve seen the data on that; I haven’t heard it explained like that, but I’ve seen the data. It was at a police training meeting at one point. Crime corresponds with the level of opportunity provided, but if everyone’s equal, then no one feels like they have anything to contribute.”

“Precisely,” Inari nodded. “There must be some form of achievement for something to be worth anything. If everyone has a trophy, then the trophy isn’t worth anything. No one wants a game where everyone wins; people want stakes, adventure, excitement, something new.

“Now, think about a society with a god. They have a being among them that has a lot of wisdom, power, and the knowledge to advance your tribe or game. Think about him as your game master. You’re going through the game, and you have a bunch of people start questioning the game master, cheating, holding the game hostage, spreading disharmony. What game master would wish to be a part of such a game?

“He has taken out of his own schedule and time to advance this game or this society, and they refuse to even recognize his authority. Could he establish a reign of fear? Don’t break the rules or the GM will do this or do that. Of course, but the wise realize that fear never lasts and doesn’t promote a good healthy game. It may be comprehensible, but it is not self-maintaining or enjoyable.”

“So … gods left to do their own game?”

“In a way; for example. Do I have realms where there are humans that I guide and protect? Yes, but all of those humans must choose to play by the game. If they choose to sabotage the game, then they can leave. What does this examination point to?”

Sora was surprised she caught on. “Free will.”

“Yes,” Inari winked at her. “A game is only as good as its players; society is only as good as its people. Every choice that is made is their own doing. Every choice to trust someone is their own and could result in that trust being misplaced and broken. Are they a victim of circumstance or choice? The answer, it’s complicated.” She giggled.

“Just like you said,” Nathan muttered. “We’re all victims of existence, but it doesn’t mean that we can’t find enjoyment in existence. I’ve seen … a lot of bad choices in my life. People that blame their circumstances on anyone but themselves and some people that blame themselves more than needed. Sometimes I just … there’s so much to think about.”

“Why do you suppose I stay out of human affairs?” Inari asked, folding her fingers.

Nathan sighed. “I don’t think I could ever understand your mind.”

“That’s a wise response. If you were to take a guess though, what would it be?”

“Well—I guess gods just don’t want to deal with our crap. I mean, I can understand that,” he let go of a sad chuckle. “Babysitting a bunch of idiots like humanity … no thanks.”

Sora frowned. “But … aren’t you a cop? Don’t you kind of do that?”

He groaned, rubbing his temples. “I—wanted to help people, but Inari’s made me look at all the hell humanity makes and question everything. How can people think socialism would work when we can’t even agree on scientific facts? How can we get along when everyone plays a victim and want things for free without working? No one can agree on anything but to disagree. I’ve dealt with anarchists, fascists, tribalism, gangs, so … so much disorder.”

He blinked, brow furrowing. “But … Inari, you were talking about order and disorder. We need both the yin and yang.”

Inari’s smile lifted into a smirk. “Opposition in all things is a reality. There will always be those seeking order and those seeking disorder. Humanity is prone to such whims on a stronger basis than most creatures. I have seen a single man destroy empires out of spite, entire realms of oppressed humans strike down revolutionaries seeking to bring about their freedom, small groups of misguided fools play the victim to bring about tyranny upon the masses. Humanity is rife with opposition because of free will.

“If you were able to take away free thinking, destroy free information, would it be good? What comes about when totalitarian regimes succeed in putting information in a stranglehold and brainwashing the masses into thinking everything is as it should be? What was the price and who could carry it out and still remain sane? Then, what happens if a small bit of poisonous free thinking enters that populous? Is free thinking good if it brings discord and division?”

“Deep questions,” Nathan muttered. “Anyone that says they have an answer must be a fool.”

Inari smiled. “Cause and effect, Nathan. Every decision has a ripple effect that will cause pain and joy. Everything requires a sacrifice; will you let someone decide that sacrifice for you or make it yourself?”

Sora shook her head. “I want to be in control! Period.” She whispered, pulling her hair back.

Nathan’s lips tucked in as he shifted his jaw. “Honestly—I want to make my own decisions too. I grew up in a pretty restrictive home … a bit unorthodox you could say. My dad was a professor and hated anything to do with religion. I wanted to date a Catholic girl once, and he flipped out. It’s not like I was going to become Catholic, but he just hated anything religious … he embarrassed me in front of her. He just kept going on and on about how terrible she was because Catholics were terrible … I grew to hate him because of it.

“My little brother got it worse though … my dad was always an Atheist, but my mom was religious. Looking back, I think that’s one reason why he grew so cynical. She died in a car accident when I was four, on her way to church. I don’t even remember her.”

“That’s horrible…” Sora muttered. “What happened to your brother?”

Taking a deep breath, he scratched at the scruff on his neck. “Drugs … my brother really liked this Christian girl, Amy … she was nice. He tried to keep the fact she was Christian from our dad, but eventually, he heard the C word in a phone call. He then made it his mission to open her eyes, and ultimately, the harassment turned her away from my brother. Honestly … my dad always talked about how terrible Christian harassment is, but never looked in a mirror … so much discrimination. I hated his hypocrisy.

“My brother got so depressed after Amy stopped associating with him that he started using … nothing terrible at first, just some weed. It just got worse though, and he moved to Molly. He’s—been in and out of rehab since he was sixteen, and you know what the messed up thing is?”

Sora shook her head, feeling the pain and disgust in Nathan’s heart. I’m sixteen...

“Last time I saw my dad, he was still blaming Amy for Jack’s condition. I just—I don't talk to him. He lost his tenure from harassment charges and started drinking. So now I just see him when he needs a little money since he’s gotten worse on the alcohol; no university will touch him. Somehow … I still hate him worse than Eric.”

He huffed. “I don’t know how it’s possible. I don’t blame Jack, I mean, it’s Molly and one weak moment that hooked him, but my dad doesn’t have an excuse. He chose to let hate and discrimination rule his life.”

Swallowing, Sora shifted a little. “I mean, could your dad have something that made him like that?”

“I don’t care,” Nathan’s nose twisted. “He chose that, whatever reason it is, over his kids. It ruled our lives. I told him I was going to become a Jew to spite him when I was seventeen, and he kicked me out. At that point, I just didn’t care. A Christian family took me in, the irony.”

“Were they nice?”

Nathan shrugged. “They were an elderly couple that fought a little, but yeah, they were nice, and always made up … I guess no marriage is perfect.”

“But it was still rough,” Sora muttered.

“Yeah—my dad abandoned me, but I still finished high school. My dad came to graduation, and do you know the first thing he asked me? Was I really a Jew … yeah, I told him I was, and he left.”

Nathan worked around his jaw, nostrils flaring. “I just … the things Eric made me do. I hate him, but my dad … he was supposed to be there for me. The elderly couple was good to me, they forced me to get out and look for a job, but never once forced me to go to church or pray with them; when they left, they just told me to watch the house while they were gone and cut the lawn.

“I worked a few jobs for two years before entering the Police Academy, and that little couple did everything in their power to help me. The Police Academy—that was the best thing that happened to me, but, you know … thinking about it, I don’t even care if I go back now.”

“Oh?” Inari hummed.

Groaning, Nathan cracked his neck. “Well—no, I’d like to see my brother, I guess, and one case that pissed me off.” He went silent, eyes low.

Sora cleared her throat. “Umm—when did you see your brother last?”

“I haven’t,” he paused, scratching his neck. “I haven’t seen him in six months … he sometimes crashes on my couch between jobs or rehab. I’ve tried to help him, but there’s only,” he chuckled, “yeah, Inari, there’s only so much you can do with free will.

“There’s nothing really holding me here. I don’t have a girlfriend—I mean, I stopped dating because of my dad and just never got back into it. I have some work buddies, but other than that—I don’t really have a life. Just work.”

Is this what we need to do? Go see his brother and solve that case?

“You can feel the hate and disgust inside of him, Sora. He became a Police Officer, someone that protects others, but has no connections. He’s scared to get close to people, and that stems from his teenage years with his father. He doesn’t want to feel betrayed like the night his father kicked him out. He honestly thought his father would just accept him; that he loved him more than his hatred for religion.

“When that was crushed, so was he, but he still wants something to protect. He wants to protect people from suffering as he felt someone should have protected him. He hasn’t cut off his brother, but opens his house to him, even if he’s a drug addict that could potentially steal his property.”

“So … what’s the plan?” Nathan muttered.

Inari folded her fingers together. “You mentioned a few things. Eric, your father, your brother, the elderly couple that took you in, and a case. We discussed Eric, which do you wish to address next?”

“Ack—I need to deal with all of those?” He sighed at Inari’s gentle nod. “Alright, might as well start with the worst; let’s go with my dad.”

“Very well, Imagine him in your mind, and Sora, you search for the ripple his image leaves in this realm; just close your eyes and search for it using your magic.”

“No pressure,” Sora scratched her left fox ear, heavenly sensations ripple back to her brain. “This realm is so weird…”

Using the image conjured in Nathan’s mind, Sora began to search, and after a minute, she found him. Desiring the shift of locations, she opened her eyes to a small basement. A man in his fifties was sleeping on a red couch that had several rips in it. The space was a little crowded with storage boxes and old water skiing equipment taking up the back corner.

Nathan took a quick glance around the space before glaring down at the man. He looked slightly disheveled like he hadn’t taken a shower in a few days. Walking to the desk, he saw a book open on the table, pencil, and paper beside it.

“The Koran, of course, he’s on another religious crusade. My dad’s more radical than any religious person I know; near broke, living out of someone’s basement, burns every bridge he crosses, and still, his obsession rules him.”

“Would you like to talk to him?” Inari asked, glancing down at an anti-religious rally pamphlet.

He shook his head. “No, this is enough … it’s been all my life. My dad’s never going to change. He’s too set in his ways; just like you said … we all make sacrifices, and he sacrificed his kids for Atheism. I don’t understand the appeal of either religion or Atheism … I just wanted my dad to accept my friends, but he drove them all away.”

“Then … you can’t forgive him?” Sora ran a hand through her hair. Is that complete? Was that the goal?

“I don’t think so. I’m not alright with it, but I think I can choose to let that hope die. He’s never going to just be my dad, and I don’t want to see into his zealot-like mind. Let’s go.”

Sora frowned. We just got here … he’s obviously upset by it.

“Sora, he deals with his emotions a bit differently than you. This will no longer be an issue for him.”

Really? How?

“Family is hard for him, but with this, he’s let go of his father’s image. He’s thought hard on the lecture I gave and has come to accept a few things about his life. Seeing his father brought back the memories of being kicked out and the elderly couple that took him in. Find them from the image he sees in his mind.”

Brow furrowing, she only found a single image. I can’t find the old man he’s thinking about? Does that mean…

“Yes, he is no longer in this realm. Just take us to the woman.”

Teleporting to the location, she opened her eyes. They were in a bedroom, an elderly woman in her late seventies sleeping in a Full-sized bed, ventilator making soft noises beside the bed as she snored lightly.

The walls had handcrafted embroidery works covering them; each one had a different theme, and several seemed to come together into a design. Pictures of Jesus as a baby and Mary were the theme of the left corner and to the left were several photos of an elderly man and her with a teen that Sora assumed was Nathan when he was younger.

Nathan looked around the room with a heavy sigh before his eyes fell on the sleeping woman. “Where’s Davis?”

Inari responded before Sora could stammer a reply. “Davis passed on a year ago.”

“Ah,” was all Nathan could say as he knelt down beside the elderly woman.

Sora stood beside her aunt stiffly as Nathan’s grief washed over her. “Umm—how close were you?”

Licking his teeth, Nathan tucked his lip under for a moment before clearing his throat. He was doing his best to suppress his emotions. “Davis and Bobbie … they lived in the same neighborhood where I grew up. They were one of three families that got my dad’s weekly anti-religious propaganda placed in their mailbox, but they were always courteous to him when out.

“They knew what had happened after a day or two of me being kicked out … everyone in the neighborhood knew. My dad wasn’t the quiet type and blamed the Sullivans for corrupting me with their Jewish lies.” His throat cracked for a moment, and he went silent.

Sora waited, trying not to interrupt the emotions bubbling up inside Nathan while her aunt studied the embroidery without comment.

“I was sleeping behind the high school … showering in the mornings when the gym opened. I hated my dad … hated everything about him. I was walking around the neighborhood, trying to figure out what to do when they pulled up. Davis told me he’d heard about the fight I had and that I had a place in his guest house if I chose to take it; no strings attached, then he drove off.”

Tails twisting, Sora shifted her posture. “That was nice. So, you went to live with them?”

Nathan shook his head. “Not at first. I tried living out of the school, but eventually, the police chased me off, and after a week of eating out of trash cans—I broke down. I cried all night and—I showed up at their door.”

A sad smile moved his lips. “I’ll never forget that moment. My face was puffy and stained with tears, I bet I had some snot running down my face, “he chuckled. “Davis opened the door—it was three A.M. by the way, and the first thing he said was:

“You smell like the living dead. Bathroom’s second door on the right … don’t forget the body wash.” He paused, throat catching. “Bed’s made out back; make it in the morning, and breakfast is on the table at seven. Don’t make Bobbie wait for you.”

He swallowed, and his tone was thick. “I spent four years in that guest bedroom, and they never asked for a dime. I feel bad the way I left...”

“Bobbie was barren,” Inari stated, turning to glance at the woman.

“She—I didn’t know.”

“Of course not. Both Bobbie and Davis had tried to have kids their entire lives, but she never got pregnant. They were talking about adoption, but Davis was afraid they wouldn’t be around long enough to raise a child, and then you appeared in their lives. Do you remember when you were studying for the Police Academy?”

Nathan nodded. “Yeah, Davis spent a lot of time helping me get ready.”

“He didn’t know any of that before you told him what your goal was; he spent a lot of time learning the process to help you. They thought you were a miracle sent from God, and every night, without fail, they thanked him for sending you their way.”

Nathan tucked his lip under. “I—I stopped keeping in contact with them a year ago … it must have been just after I left the state for Miami. I just got so wrapped up in work. I rarely even went back to my apartment.”

Inari moved around the other side of the bed with a neutral expression. “She’ll die in five days of a heart attack; she’s lonely, and wishes to join her husband. Her last wish is to see you, the child not her own, but that she had the pleasure of molding into an adult.”

A tear fell down Nathan’s cheek, and he brushed it away, sniffing. “She … they were more of a family to me than my own dad. Yeah—can we make that happen?”

Inari smiled in Sora’s direction, feeding her the instructions. Taking a deep breath, Sora sent her magic into Bobbie’s Spiritual Network and laid the trail for her to follow.

The elderly woman’s Intelligence detached from her Core, and she looked around in shock. “Huh?” She glanced down at her body. “Huh?” Her vision finally fell on Sora and Nathan. “HUH? Nathan, dear, is that you? I don’t—I don’t hurt? Am I dead?” Her eyebrows shot up as she did a closer examination of Sora, ears twitching self-consciously. “Well, aren’t you a strange but pretty angel … never imagined there’d be fox angels.”

Nathan shook his head, clearing his throat. “No, Bobbie,” he chuckled. “Sora’s actually a fox goddess.”

Her white eyebrows shot up further. “That right? Do all goddesses look as young as you, Sora, and wait, I’m not dead?”

Sora shook her head. “Erm, no, Ms. Bobbie—I—umm—I guided your Intelligence out of your body so you could speak to Nathan.”

Bobbie clicked her tongue a few times. “Well—is this your first time seeing an old lady? Sora, the fox goddess? I feel like I should be more shocked to see you than you to see me.”

Her aunt chuckled from behind Bobbie, making Sora blush and her ears press back. Don’t make fun of me…

“You’re adorable.”

Turning, Bobbie’s mouth dropped open. After a few seconds, she nodded, swallowing hard. “Okay,” she sniffed, “okay, you’re a fox goddess; no doubt. I don’t know how this whole thing works or if this is a dream, but I’ll roll with it, as the kids say.”

“Hello,” Inari’s smile was pleasant. “I’m Inari.”

“Pleasure’s all mine,” Bobbie nodded, bowing slightly. She turned back to Nathan with a smile, latching onto his neck. “Nathan! I’ve missed you so much. I tried to get in contact with you about—about Davis, but I didn’t know your new address down in Miami, and I don’t know how to work that blasted computer, but I understand, you’re trying to get out and be your own man. Davis was so proud of you when you made it into the academy, and then getting that Lieutenant promotion in Miami!”

Nathan filled his lungs with air before puffing it out. “Bobbie, I’m sorry I haven’t been around … I know you could have…”

“Please,” Bobbie slapped his shoulder with a hearty chuckle. “Don’t give me that garbage! You need to get out and live your life—I just wish you’d get yourself a girlfriend…” Her eyes widened as she slowly turned around to stare at Inari, and she smiled back innocently. “Are you—dating a fox goddess?”

“What!” Nathan locked up, swallowing hard as his vision shot toward her beyond gorgeous aunt. She continued to smile, head tilting slightly as her tails weaved behind her. “N—no, absolutely not! She’s like—like millions of years old!”

Bobbie lifted an eyebrow. “Millions,” she whispered, appraising the fox. “She doesn’t look a day over twenty-five … you know, Nathan, age is just a number.” She winked.

“Bobbie!” His face began to glow beet-red, causing Inari to giggle, and Sora couldn’t help but smile at the old woman’s energy.

“Hey,” Bobbie grinned with a sharp nudge. “I mean, you have a literal goddess in front of you, eh. Is she seeing someone or is that a human thing?”

“I have not engaged in such acts in a very long time and never with a human,” Inari stated without shame. “However, we are not here to discuss my love life, but Nathan’s could be interesting. He hasn’t gone on a date since you set him up with Gwen.”

Bobbie’s eyes narrowed. “Seriously, Nathan? That was like four years ago!”

“How is this happening?” Nathan moaned, covering his face.

Her face lightened, and she reached up to hug him again. “Hey, any girl would be blessed to have you; so, what’s all this about?”

Nathan’s brow furrowed as he pulled away. “But—don’t you have questions?”

“Tch, of course I do,” Bobbie huffed. “I’m just not stupid enough to ask. I’m sure there are much more important things to discuss than what god is real or if there's a heaven or such pointless questions. I have faith, and this won’t change that, in fact, it strengthens it!”

She turned to Sora. “And how old might you be, Sora? Don’t tell me you’re older than this drop dead gorgeous goddess behind me?”

Clearing her throat, Sora shook her head. “I’m sixteen—I turned sixteen like, last week, I think? Time’s been kind of tricky lately.” She sighed.

“Well, okay. You look the part, maybe a little younger,” she giggled at Sora’s blush. “So, we have Sora, the sixteen-year-old fox goddess, and Inari, the millions of years old fox goddess. Alright, so, what can this old woman do for you?”

“You’ve already accomplished it, my dear,” Inari said cheerily, appearing a little behind Nathan.

“Wonderful!”

“Huh?” Nathan muttered, glancing back at her.

“Yes, you can say your goodbyes and Bobbie can return to her life knowing that the boy she took in will one day have a wife; all thanks to your powerful intervention.”

“Eh—what?”

“Oh, thank you so much,” Bobbie said, tears appearing in her eyes as she looked at Inari. “You have answered my prayers!”

“May your heart be at ease; now, all you need to do is lie back down on your bed, and you will return to slumber.”

Nodding, she hugged Nathan tightly before releasing him. “Thank you for coming to visit this old lady that always nagged you to shave. You’ll make a wonderful husband!”

“Why—is this happen? Are you serious, Inari?”

“Of course, I never lie.” Inari giggled. “Why don’t I give you a sneak peek, Bobbie?”

“Oh, yes! Please do!” She clapped with glee.

“Hey … I’d like…”

“Ah, no spoilers for you,” Inari smirked, and Sora felt a tiny bit of her energy being used as an unbelievably complex magical pattern was formed.

Bobbie’s tears increased as her eyes widened. “Oh, she’s—she’s so lovely. What a blessing this is, Inari. Thank you—thank you.”

Sora smiled at the happy woman as she kissed Nathan on the cheek. She’s so sincere and straightforward.

“Alright, Nathan, you treat her well, you hear me! If I’m still around, you better bring her by! Now, I better get going, because every minute you waste with this bag of bones is another minute you’re without that beauty. Ya’ hear?” Taking a deep breath, she squeezed Nathan’s hand and sat back. “Until next time, Nathan. I love you.”

Nathan wiped at his cheeks as she returned to her body. “Bye, granny.”

He sat still for several minutes before turning to Sora. “Alright, let’s go see my brother.”

Nodding, Sora guided the magic. They were in a dark room with no lights. Her vision instantly adjusted, but Nathan seemed to be blind.

“Umm, what’s going on?”

Inari utilized her magic, and Nathan suddenly stiffened. “Holy cow, what—what’s this? Everything’s so clear…” He trailed off as he saw the only person in the room; a man lying on a couch with a needle in his arm, drool coming out of his mouth.

“Jack!” He dropped to his brother’s side, but his hands went through him. “Please, can you save him?”

Sora moved forward, but Inari’s voice made her halt. “Nathan, everything up until now has been for a future time, but if you wish for me to aid further, then you’ll have to make a deal with me.”

“Huh? What do you mean?” Sora looked at her aunt with disbelief. Now?

“Yes, Sora, now.”

“Ashley has already accepted the deal I offered. I can give you a few options within the deal if you prefer. I know which you’ll choose, but giving you the different options is only proper.”

Sora frowned as Nathan seemed to freeze in place; she could feel information feed into his mind, but her aunt didn’t use any of her power that she could detect. The information made Nathan hesitate for a moment before he nodded. “I can do that; consider it done.”

“What done?” Sora’s ears twitched. “What did you ask him to do?”

Nathan smiled at her. “Don’t worry about it, Sora. Given the information, it’s something I’d do anyway.”

Huffing, Sora glared at him as his emotions told her something different. “You’re not telling me the truth. You would do it, but you’re scared of something.”

“I’d rather not discuss it, Sora, and that’s my decision, not Inari’s.”

Pursing her lips, Sora slid her icy stare to her aunt. “I bet you didn’t let Ashley tell me her deal either.”

“It’s my choice,” Nathan said. “Inari gave me all the details, but it’s my decision.”

“Well—you’re not lying.” She muttered. Is it dangerous…

“You don’t have time to be worrying about this, Sora. Jack has overdosed; his spirit is leaving his body. You must heal the body and then guide the spirit back.”

Crap! How?

“You know how to heal the body, for the spirit, feed the magical desire into his body and search for his Spirit that has left. Inside it is his Core, call to it.”

Following her aunt’s instructions, she hovered her tails over his body, blue energy surrounding her tails.

“Fix the body’s chemical imbalance and drug damage as well. You can cure his addiction.”

Performing the magic, she felt his body return to perfect health before she turned her attention to the Spirit. Searching, she found it, it wasn’t nearby, yet it wasn’t far away; it was the strangest feeling. It’s like … his soul is just beyond reach … just shoot out a tether and latch on …. there!

Opening her eyes, she saw Jack sit up, pulling the needle from his arm as he stared around, clearly confused. “That’s so strange … a fire fox? Huh … what a trip.”

Getting to his feet, he stared at the syringe. “I don’t—I don’t want anymore? How? I’m going to have to tell Nathan!”

He dashed out, and Nathan smiled after him. “I haven’t—he hasn’t been that happy in … since we were teens. He can now live a normal life; it’s all his decision now.”

Turning to Sora, he yawned, but his brow set. “Right, the final point, Patrick. Sora, can you take me to the image?”

“Umm, sure, but are you sure?”

Nathan got up, looking after his brother. “Yeah, Bathin’s demons left the moment he died. He’s free.” A tear fell down his cheek. “You don’t know how hard it is, watching your brother destroy himself, but now he's got his whole life ahead of him.”

This is so strange … was this your doing again?

“Have a little faith. His brother will search for him, but as time goes on, he will move to better plateaus. He will eventually meet his brother again.”

“So … we’re going to see Patrick?” She got his answer through the mental image she sensed. Here we go.

The environment shifted in a flash, and they were standing in front of what looked like a drug operation. People were measuring vials of liquid and weighing bags of powder.

“Sora,” Nathan whispered.

“Hmm?”

“Can you manipulate Patrick to turn himself in? To confess?”

“To drug trafficking?”

“Everything illegal he’s done.”

Walking over to the man, she fed her magic into his Core. His eyes widened as he looked around. “God? Is that you? I—I'll do it!”

He quickly ran out of the facility, features panicked.

Sora followed his exit with a furrowed brow. “That was super easy. Is that everything?”

Nathan nodded. “Yup, Patrick always found a way to sell my brother Molly and ruined hundreds of people’s lives. Now, his entire drug ring will be dismantled. Thank you, Sora.”

Inari hummed. “Sora, I think it’s time we return. Everyone else is done.”

“Okay,” she smiled up at Nathan. “Thanks for sharing so much about yourself.”

With that, everything faded to black as she cut the constant feed of energy, and they were pulled back to their Cores.
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                Aiden sighed as he watched Kari leave; Eyia let her by without incident before returning to her post.  Leaning back, he ran a hand through his golden hair, closing his eyes. The only sound came from the kitchen as Liz and Alice prepared their meal.

Should I go after Kari?  I don’t know; maybe she needs her space?  Some human shows talked about girls needing their space when upset, but Kari’s a Founder … although, she did really connect to humans.

He opened his eyes as he heard Jin shift positions on a couch; she sat on her side, smiling at him.  His eyes darted down to her spandex covering before he forced his eyes away, blushing. “Not going after her?”

Clearing his throat, he sucked in a long breath.  “I don’t know if I should. She’s in a lot of pain right now; maybe she needs some space.”

“That is wise,” Eyia stated.  “It would be best for you to identify the feelings inside your own heart.  It is clear that you have much to think about and are conflicted. I suggest a walk.”

Frowning, he glanced over at her passive expression.  Wasn’t she worried about enemies?  Well … it’s not like she’d honestly care what happens to me; her primary concern is Sora and Jin.  It’s nice; Sora was able to find some reliable friends.

“You know,” he scratched at his temple.  “I think you’re right. You must be able to sense something about me; you both are a lot more powerful than I imagined.”

Jin chuckled before leaning back, eyes closing while Eyia’s expression didn’t change as she said, “Observation is a vital skill one must obtain in order to survive.  Being able to reflect on one’s directions in life is also a vital step in order to advance toward happiness.”

Picking between his teeth with his tongue, Aiden stared down at the wooden floor.  Advance toward happiness…  He nodded.  “Thank you, Eyia.”  Rising to his feet, he walked toward the door.  “I’ll be back in a bit; don’t wait up for me to eat.”

“Never planned on it,” Jin said with a grin.  “When you come back, don’t be so glum. Your aura is depressing.”

“Heh,” Aiden hesitated as Eyia shifted to let him by.  “My aura is depressing … thanks for the heads up.”

Walking out, he stared around at the crowd.  There were many different colored Vulpes, but most of them seemed to be closer to two-tailed.  Several groups were formed, talking amongst themselves as they glanced down the cobblestone road.

I guess Kari made a scene.

Rubbing his tight left shoulder, he walked the opposite way the Vulpes were staring.  Eric’s probably dead; I’m sure that’s one of the issues running through Kari’s mind.  What’s she going to do now? She’s hated him just about half her life and struggled to get away from him … now, he’s dead.

Staring up at the sky, he noticed the yellow sun was falling, and the number of clouds had increased.  Turning down a side alley, he kept walking straight between buildings, searching for a suitable place to rest; several Vulpes and a few humans gave him questioning stares.  He hadn’t seen too many blonde humans, so he assumed it was because of his hair color or scent.

Eric set me free, but what does that mean?  Obviously, I don’t have to follow his orders anymore.  What do I do then? For humans, they’d probably go out on their own, find some job or something they like doing, find a girl, and settle down.  That’s what seemed to happen in some of the movies, but what do I want?

He stopped beside an open window, hearing the loud voices of Vulpes inside.  The women were talking about things that had happened in the field that day, jokes, blessings received at the hands of the Council, and talking about stories each of them had heard from other towns and the wonders of the Capital.

Is this what life is supposed to be like; sitting around, talking about things and laughing?  What’s a normal life like? Life was so predictable in Alva’s Realm. We’d get up, listen to stories, eat, Kari and Tiri would hunt … she would likely scare off the prey, and Kari would get mad; Eric teaching them how to prowl and use their natural gifts.  That felt right, natural, but it’s all broken.

Scratching his left eyebrow, he sighed.  Pushing himself away from the side of the building, he continued his walk, examining the clean environment.  The cobblestone ground was well maintained and showed great care in its craftsmanship. The housing was reasonably straightforward compared to the Human Realm, but well crafted.  The town seemed to be laid out with a purpose in mind as he moved between blocks, and he began to recognize a difference in demographics between Vulpes tails, colors, and humans.

This realm is so structured; I don’t know everything that … what were their names again?  Mary, Wendy, Nathan, and … Astric? No, that’s not right, Ash … something. They seemed to be really cautious about the realm and used words that I’m not familiar with, but Sora knew what they meant.

They made it seem like this realm is terrible and oppressive.  Sure, the Vulpes seem to be suffering spiritually, but we don’t know how that happened.

He glanced at the content faces around him as they moved between different buildings.

They seem happy, but … is that really happiness or just innocence?  They certainly do seem infatuated with the Vulpes Council; much of their conversations seem to be about them, but it’s love, reverence, thankfulness for what they have.  What would it be like to live here?

He looked west as a breeze started blowing and he noticed soft gray clouds coming from that direction; hoving over the massive snow-capped mountains in the distance, they rolled across the heavens.

Looks like it’s going to rain a bit once they reach us.  That should be good for the crops, right? A light rain overnight.  I wouldn’t mind helping them with their harvest; I always thought human gardening looked fun.

He rubbed his shoulder as he reached the edge of town.  There was a path leading toward a field of fruit trees before him and several large rocks for sitting beside the road.  Looking around, he found the area empty. Sitting and lying back, he closed his eyes.

Kari’s feeling empty, but so am I.  Everything was about his goals; now to find out he really just wanted to protect Kari from her uncles.  His reasoning was solid, but his means were twisted, but … that’s in the past now. So, what’s in the future?

I’m with Sora; I’m grateful for that.  We couldn’t have gotten this far without her, and she’s got such an honest heart.  What have I done besides wallow in my misery? Nothing. I tried to speak out against Eric and save Sora, but that didn’t help.  I followed Sora and lead her straight into a trap with Eric and his pack all around her. Wow, I’ve been a weight around her neck … what use do I have?

Well, if Eric’s right, then I’ve caused everything, so there’s that.  Great … I got Jenny and Lori killed then, right? That’s what that means.  I ruined Sora’s life and so many others. I caused all of this because of some wish curse.  I wanted to save Eric, that was my wish, and to do that, it took beings that broke Eric into pieces, bending him to their will.

Now, we have demons, Founders, and who knows what else after us.  We made it to this realm, which seems nice … safe…

Opening his eyes, he looked up at the orange-tinted heavens above, reflecting off some low hanging clouds.  The breeze was cool, and the smell of rain carried with the wind, making him breathe in deeply.

I wish I had my guitar … humans made such amazing things.  I wonder if they have instruments here? I only learned a few songs, but it was fun to make up my own tunes; to make something of my own.  Why is my mind just floating? There’s just so much to think about.

He hummed a relaxing melody he’d learned, vision closing again.  After several minutes of shifting between songs, he heard the soft sound of footsteps.

Opening his eyes, he looked right; a large muscular man in his early thirties approached him with a bottle in hand.  He wore white shin-high pants and a fitted white shirt. The man ran a hand through brown hair as he smiled. He was handsome; his beard was well-groomed, face blemishless, and features chiseled.

“How are you, friend?  I haven’t seen you around town.  Are you new? It’s rare to get Transplanters this late into the harvest season.”

Smiling, Aiden sat up.  “No, I’m new to the realm.  Have you heard about the monsters coming through the Red Gate yet?”

His eyes widened.  “Oh, yeah, there’s been some talk.  I heard there was a massive black beast with sharp fangs running through town a little bit ago.  Apparently, that’s one of the monsters from beyond the Red Gate.”

Shifting on the rock so they could face one another, Aiden nodded with a sigh.  “Yeah, sorry if she scared the town. Kari’s going through a rough time right now.”

“Wait, so, are you a monster?  You look like a human though? Blonde hair is rare, but it’s around.”

Chuckling, Aiden scratched the back of his head.  “Yeah, but I’m not a Vulpes, as you can tell. I’m a Firebird … well, I guess that’s kind of wrong.”

The man’s brow furrowed as he drank from the bottle; swallowing, he asked, “What do you mean, that’s wrong, and how should I treat you then?  I’ve never met a monster.”

“Eh, just treat me like any other human.  I don’t know your customs here, but you don’t have to treat me special or anything.”

“That so?  Glad to hear,” he smiled.  “Some strange rumors have been circling some groups.  One of my buddies said we should treat you monsters like The Council themselves.”

Remembering back to how reverent the Vulpes had been talking about The Council, he shook his head.  “Na, just call me Aiden.” He held out his hand.

The man’s brown eyes observed his hand questioningly, brow furrowed.  “Do you want a drink?”

“Oh,” Aiden chuckled.  “I forgot you guys don’t have this custom.  It’s a human custom from the other side of the Red Gate.  You shake hands and tell each other your names; it’s a friendly way of greeting.”

He smiled.  “Ah, I get it.”  Holding out his other hand, he took Aiden’s hand; his palms were rough with callouses and his grip firm.  “My name’s Besur. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Aiden.”

“Likewise,” releasing his hand, he pointed at his bottle.  “What kind of drinks do you have here?”

“This,” he held up the bottle.  “We call it apple juice.”

Chuckling, Aiden nodded.  “Well, we have that beyond the Red Gate too.”

“Oh?”  He handed him the bottle.  “Does it taste the same?”

Taking it, he took a swig, sliding it around his tongue before swallowing.  “Huh,” he smacked his lips. “It’s fresh, and a bit sweeter than I’m used to … it’s almost like there’s some orange juice mixed into it.”

“Really?”  Besur asked, taking the bottle back and drinking a bit.  “It tastes like normal apple juice to me.”

Aiden shrugged, eyes moved to a black-haired man in his mid-thirties that just exited the alley; he did a quick scan before locking onto Besur and him.  He waved, walking over. “Hey, Besur. Went to meet this guy, eh?”

Besur frowned, shifting to view the newcomer.  “Ah, Corobus. Yeah, wanted to see if he was a Transplanter, but turns out he’s one of those monsters we’ve heard about.”

Corobus stiffened before doing a curt bow.  “Oh … so, eh, how…”

“Don’t bow,” Aiden sighed.  “Just treat me like any other human.”

Corobus rose, forehead creased.  “So, you’re like … what?”

“Come now, don’t be rude,” Besur muttered.

Aiden shook his head with a light chuckle.  “No, I get it; it’s totally fine. I’m a Fire…”

“Fire?”  Both men questioned, Corobus sitting on a rock in-between them.

I’m … I guess I am still a Firebird, but I’m a Founder of the Firebirds … like Sora’s a Founder of the Vulpes, but still a Vulpes, and Kari’s a Founder of the wolves.

“I’m a Firebird.  So, how is it around town?”

“What do you mean?”  Corobus scratched at his hairline.

“Like, what do you guys do for fun?  Where do you work and stuff like that?”

“Fun,” Besur hummed.  “We wake up, prepare for the day, meet for assignments at our local district management building, complete our scheduled tasks, clean up, and report for more things that need accomplishing.  Once the sun begins to set, then we gather to thank The Council for our labors and talk to one another about the things that happened throughout the day. After that, we go to sleep.”

“Eh, that’s it?”  Aiden questioned. “Do you play any games or sing or dance?  What do you do for fun?”

Corobus pursed his lips for a moment, thinking about his question.  “We—don’t dance or sing unless it’s a festival. There are seven festivals throughout the year, the biggest one being The Harvest Festival which takes place on Red next week.”

“Red … what’s the color of today?”

“Yellow.”

Yellow … let’s see.  That means tomorrow is Green, then Blue, Indigo, Violet, and then the Harvest Festival.  So, five days from now; according to the human calendar, today is Tuesday, and the Harvest Festival will be held on Sunday.

“Will someone from The Council show up?”

Besur nodded, wide smile beaming.  “Yes, it’s always random; we don’t know which one will come, but they will come and spend several minutes with us before going to another town.”

“Only several minutes?”  Aiden moved to a more comfortable position.  “I guess if they’re going to every town in the Realm, then it would require only spending a little bit of time in each one, but that seems way too short.”

“Really?”  Corobus frowned.  “How long do gods stay with you beyond the Red Gate?”

Aiden fell silent, staring up at the burning sky.  “How long do gods stay with us…” Alva was near the pinnacle of gods as a Second-Generation Founder.  She may have been a bit younger than her brothers, but who knows how young in Founder years.  She was more of a mystery than I realized.

Besur broke his contemplation.  “Do you have gods on the other side?”

“Yeah,” Aiden muttered.  “We do … it’s complicated though.  Technically, I’m a god—I guess.”

“You’re a…”  Besur mumbled.

“You’re serious?”

Aiden scratched the back of his head, lips creasing.  “I don’t know how to explain it … I’m apparently a Founder; a Son of Homā.  There are tiers when it comes to gods on the other side of the Red Gate. I’m ...  I don’t even know what generation I am … that’s pretty important, but I’m useless.”

Corobus sucked in his lower lip, moving it between his teeth for a moment.  “I—you told us to treat you like a human, but if you’re that strong, then shouldn’t you go to the Capital?”

Besur nodded.  “He’s right—should we even be giving advice to him though?”

“Heh,” Aiden breathed a long breath.  “Don’t worry about what you can or can’t do with me.  I’m just a useless bird that causes trouble for everyone around me … no amazing god.”

“I’ve never heard anyone talk like you before,” Besur muttered.  “How would you describe it, Corobus?”

He shook his head.  “I don’t know … it’s like when you’re hurt, but—but different.”

“Do you know what regret is; sadness, guilt, worthlessness?”

Both men shook their heads.  “No, I haven’t heard those words before.”

Aiden rubbed his forehead with a soft chuckle.  “What that would be like … so, you two wake up, get orders, follow them, talk about the happenings around town, go to bed, and do it all over again.  You know … maybe that isn’t such a bad life. You don’t have to worry about anything but following—wait…” His smile fell. “That’s—all I’ve done.”

“I don’t follow,” Corobus said, shifting at Aiden’s tone.

“My whole life … I was basically a slave, but I never—no; I felt peace, happiness, until the outside world came in to disrupt that harmony … Hati.  That moment changed everything.”  

He stared at the two confused men in front of him.  Are we … could we just bring misery to these people?  I may have been a slave to my promise, but it wasn’t a terrible life.  I was more like a son to Alva than a servant, but then again, how far did that extend?  I don’t know.

The two men looked up at the sky as the sun continued to drop.  “Ah, Aiden,” Besur said, smile returning. “We need to head back and prepare for the night, but we should talk again tomorrow.  How about we meet here after the daily tasks are finished? I’d like to hear more; you say some interesting things.”

Aiden forced himself to return the smile.  “Thanks, Besur, Corobus. I’d like that. I can’t promise anything since I don’t know what will happen tomorrow, but if I can, then I will.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Corobus said as he rose, stretching.

Besur held out his hand.  “Do you do this when you leave too?”

Taking it; Aiden’s smile turned more genuine.  “Yeah, you can. Thanks for talking with me, guys.”

“Same,” Corobus said, moving to shake his hand as well.  He fumbled with his fingers for a moment before squeezing.  “You’ll have to tell us more about the ways beyond the Red Gate.  You have words we’ve never heard before.”

Aiden nodded, and they left back toward the town.  Lying back against the rock, he looked up at the dark sky; several different colored shimmering orbs began to move across space as the sun continued to dip below the horizon.

When did those show up?  This realm is so strange.

His mind turned back to the conversation they’d had with Mimi.  The humans are worried about the political aspect of this realm, and what that could mean for us.  It’s true, from what I’ve heard about Inari; she’d absolutely annihilate this place if they hurt Sora.  I’m shocked she hasn’t already arrived or taken out Bathin … old Founders are so confusing. Inari’s probably older than Alva, but what would I know?

Nilly’s involved with us … the First-Generation Founding Cat that died multiple times and is now a Nekomata … that’s so strange.  Not only that, but she’s holding off Sköll since he’s a danger to Sora. Eric’s right, I caused all of this, but is that good or bad?  I don’t know … what I do know is that got Jenny, Lori, and a lot of good people killed, but is it my fault or … I don’t know.

A tear slid down his cheek as he sighed.  “I … I don’t even know if I wanted it to happen like this.  I’m a plague that causes misfortune. I wanted a change, but what sacrifice was required?  I don’t even know what will happen in the future because of my powers … am I even in control anymore or a puppet of my own design?  Do my desires in the past trump my current desire? It’s so complicated. How do my powers work?”

The image of Githa shot into memory.  She’s really old … she seems to be frivolous and kind of an airhead, but how she reacted to Bathin … it has to be more of a personality trait while she’s much more cunning underneath.  Would she know more about me? Could she give me answers?

Sitting up, he looked toward the towering spiked mountains to the west, snow lining the top cliffs; the rainstorm was slowly closing in on the town.

My mind’s been so flustered; there’s been just … so much to think about.  He pressed his palms against his face, running his hands down to sit atop his chest with a low groan.  Kari’s looking for something to live for; she’s broken … she’s been near the breaking point for a long time, but now there’s nothing to fuel her.  Eric left a hole in both of us.

Sora’s strong though … how does she do it?  She knows I was the cause of all this, but still doesn’t shun me.  Kari treated her like dirt for years, but she’s at least tolerating her.  Eric almost killed her and her dad, but she was able to talk to him … under some strange circumstances; again, that I likely had a hand in making.  She saved what humans she could, tries to keep everyone level headed, and has so much weight on her shoulders, yet keeps pushing forward.

The image of the cute fox-girl flashed in his mind; her bumping into him as he passed some random hotel.  She’s changed so much.  Sora was so different at that point, but I guess she was going through a massive change, literally turning into a Vulpes.

It’s not like that cute part of her went away either; she was charming when she broke me out of that cell.  I thought it was just her Vulpes nature, manipulating those around her, but no … she’s a hundred percent genuine.  So much different than Fen; well, maybe not that different. They’re both fairly straightforward, but their natures couldn’t be more opposite; yet, so are all these Vulpes around here.  Nothing makes sense.

He scratched his brow, taking a deep breath before closing his eyes.  A smile curved his lips as he recalled the conversation he’d had with Sora in that cell.  “Because I’m witty and I’m pretty.”  Definitely a Vulpes line, but a cute line.

Is it because of her aura that she has that strange effect?  An ability to bring people together? Founders aren’t normally affected by that, well, Founders like Kari.  I’m sure Jin and Eyia would be immune to such things, but me? I haven’t learned really anything about my powers.

Fen and Jian … yeah, I could even see Sora’s aura helping to make Fen manageable.  A lot more manageable than without it. Jian’s just like a puppet to Fen though. I have the feeling she’s going to cause trouble for us, but that’s basically a given.  The real question is, what are we going to do now? What am I going to do now?

I don’t have anywhere to go.  Alva’s gone, Eric’s gone, even Devin’s gone … I have no clue what happened to him.  He was probably killed, but he could still be trapped in that base … there’s nothing I can do to get him out though.  Demons at our back and an unknown Council of godly Vulpes ahead, but I’m sure Sora can manage. Inari and her mother almost guarantee she won’t be touched; I mean, they’re Vulpes, there’s no way The Council wouldn’t know about Mia or Inari, especially if their Cores are unlocked.

It all circles around though … what do I do?  Sora’s going to help the humans, Eyia and Jin will follow Sora, I mean, they were just roped into all this, but I doubt they mind.  They’re just along for the ride with Sora. Githa will stick with Sora, and she’s the only counter we’ve got against Bathin; she also said that Nilly would probably show up at some point.

Fen and Jian … I have no clue what motivates them; they could stay in this Realm.  Kari … no clue. I mean, she may decide to stick with me since I’m the only person she knows, but she has every reason to turn all her hatred of Eric onto me.  She can’t leave this Realm since it’s the safest place she can be from her uncles right now and Githa said they couldn’t easily break-in. That also puts this whole Realm in their path though.  I mean, eventually, they could probably break-in; I don’t know how high tier Wolf Founder powers work; I guess Githa would know more about that than me.

We’re disrupting this town’s peace though.  We can’t stay here forever, right? I guess that’s what we’re all going to talk about when we sit down to eat; what we’re going to discuss with Mimi tomorrow.  Again … I’m useless. I have nothing to offer or contribute. I’m stumped. We can’t go back, or we die … probably something worse with Bathin. We can’t continue disrupting the peace here.  I guess ... is the only option to go to the Capital and meet with The Council?

I suppose … maybe we can wait for The Council to come here?  Well, it would only be one member, but perhaps that’ll be best.  We could have that one member go back and talk to the others and prepare the way or even take us to The Capital to speak with them.  It might be scary; I mean, if they do turn against us, would Githa be able to defend us? I get the feeling she’d prioritize Sora and just run with her if they’re more powerful.  She’s weakened right now … so, I don’t know.

Scratching behind his ear, he shifted his neck to relieve tension; closing his eyes, he listened to the soft sounds of nature and the quiet sounds of the town as they settled in for the night.  Once a raindrop hit his arm, he shivered, sitting up. “Welp, I’m not getting anything solved here, but at least I’ve sorted everything out.” He muttered. “I should probably head back and see if everyone’s sitting down to eat.”

Getting up, he stretched before walking back; the rain increased, making his hair damp.  He took two wrong turns before finding the right building. Standing outside the door, he took a deep breath before entering.
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                Eyia let Aiden past without a word.  The moment the door shut, she turned to Jin, releasing microbursts of energy as taught by her father to let Jin and Githa know she was ready.

Her luminescent armor, Gram, and Svalinn appeared as she called them; her necklace appeared as ice instantly covered the room, sealing off the area into Svalinn’s spatial lock.   Her armor’s rainbow hews, and Gram’s bright golden radiance caused light to refract off the crystals, illuminating the space.

Jin chuckled as she stretched atop the couch, frost creeping up the legs.  “Bringing out Gram? I can’t blame you; we don’t know what we’re dealing with.  I can’t believe we nearly missed this spy.”

“Indeed,” Eyia stretched her muscles for a moment.  “The spy is a pressing matter, but I am concerned about Sora; she should not know how to communicate in this manner.”

Their vision shifted to Githa as she stretched, back in human form.  “Hmm, I am curious about this hidden being; I knew the spy was there, but I didn’t know what it was.”

A short purr vibrated from her throat as she scratched her left ear.  “Although, yes, I am more interested in Sora; there’s something inside her.  If I were to guess, I’d say Inari placed an Intelligent Construct in her Core; as you stated, Eyia, she should not know the Asgardian spiritual language and showed no indication of knowing we had a tail.”

Eyia frowned as her glowing irises shifted to the room’s right frozen corner.  “You may reveal yourself. Your escape has been sealed, and your fate lies in our hands.”

The light seemed to refract in the area before a small violet-colored fox appeared; it had eight tails and large crude symbols written across its fur that glowed with a red light.  Its ears were pulled back defensively as its light yellow eyes darted between them.

Eyia’s skin began to prickle with warning, causing her to ready her shield as it spoke.  “How? My cloak was perfect.” Her voice was soft, yet had an odd rasp to the end of each phrase.

Githa’s toothy smile grew as her ears twitched with excitement, puffy tails weaving together, a low hum reverberating in her throat.  “Oh—look at you! How strange.”

The couch creaked as Jin got to her feet, cracking her knuckles as her defensive aura skyrocketed.  “Githa, correct me if I’m wrong; she doesn’t seem all that powerful, but I have an ominous feeling that’s making my skin crawl.  What kind of energy is that? I can’t see into her Spiritual Network … there’s some form of magical lense obscuring it.”

Licking her lips, Githa snickered.  “Oh, she’s not strong at all; although, maybe she could harm both of you.  Her Oltera Nexus is in shambles, though, an absolute disaster. That being said, she has external magical defenses that look positively divine!”

“External magical defenses,” Eyia traced the symbols with her eyes.  “Then there is a being powerful enough to conduct such mighty magic in this realm?  If we approach, then we will trigger them?” She stated warily, moving to shield Jin if needed.

Everyone’s attention shot to Githa as she hopped off the couch; getting on all fours, she stretched as her clothes melded into her body, snow-white fur sprouting out of her skin.  She transformed into a five-foot-tall snow leopard, two long tails brushing the ground.

The fox began to tremble as she pressed her body into the corner; Githa moved forward, deep feminine purr vibrating the air as she settled into a predatory pounce, green, orange, and blue speckled eyes fixated on the trembling creature.

“That magic looks so … tasty.”  Githa hummed as she flexed her claws, nails biting into the ice.  Her long puffy white tails burst into green flames; Eyia winced as the fire licked her ice, and she released a burst of energy to tell the cat she couldn’t handle her heat for long.

“I was—I don’t—want to hurt anyone…”  The purple fox quivered as Githa’s overwhelming presence radiated outward.

The cat’s purrs escalated as her paws pulled close together under her chest.  “Don’t cry … this will only take a moment.” Her tone held lustrous anticipation; Eyia braced herself as Githa sped up, becoming a blur.

The fox didn’t have time to blink as the symbols around her exploded with light, but Githa’s fangs sank into the eight-tailed fox’s back; green fire engulfed the fox as the red glowing symbols increased in color before they started to fade, cracks of emerald energy spreading across them.  The flames around Githa’s tails grew as she absorbed the spell; the explosive fire along her tails flared, making Eyia grit her teeth, concentration faltering.

After a few minutes, the fire died down, and Githa’s jaws released the fox; she licked her lips as she returned to a normal speed.  The crude markings around the fox’s body were gone.

Githa released a sigh of relief as she pulled back from the stunned fox.  “Such a good meal!”

There were no wounds on the fox as she stood rigid.  Githa devoured the magic before it had a chance to activate.  I suppose the caster didn’t expect a being to be as fast as her, or that a foe would have the skill to target the magical core of the spell, absorbing the energy.  It’s to be expected from such a weak society.

Githa completely vanished from Eyia’s vision, but inside her dimensional space, she was able to follow her presence back to the sofa.  Her shape had altered back to a small cat. By the time her vision settled on the couch, Githa was already curled up, purring as she stared at the stiff creature.

“Such dangerous magic; you should be glad I absorbed it.”  She giggled.

Realizing the danger had passed, Eyia released Gram and her armor but kept Svalinn’s attunement active.

Githa regained a substantial amount of energy; I cannot hope to match her at this point.  If she was one of my mother’s cats, then she already knows many of my weaknesses. We must not make her our enemy.

Jin folded her arms, dropping back to the couch.  “Well, that was anticlimactic; I was expecting to actually do something,” she warily glanced at Githa.

Githa’s head tilted toward them, and her lips almost seemed to twist into a smile as her eyes narrowed.  “No need to feel threatened; I did you a favor.”

The fox dropped to the ground, physically spent.  “What—all my—my strength … The Council’s blessing … you stole it.”  She cried, tears falling from her yellow eyes.

Snickering, Githa’s vision returned to the fox.  “Stole? I saved your fragile, tiny life. That spell was about to engulf this entire area in an Elemental Fusion of Spiritual Energy; it would have destroyed a third of this town, along with you, annihilating every spiritual entity in the vicinity, leaving behind empty shells.”

Jin whistled, scratching her temple.  “Now that’s a complex bit of magic. You absorbed all of it too?”

“Of course, it was a wonderful meal,” Githa stated cheerily.  “It’ll take me a few hours to fully dissolve it; it’s a rather curious form of energy.  I haven’t tasted anything like it for quite some time. It has the rough texture of human magic, power of lesser Founder magic, and taste of … strong fox magic.  Hmm, it’s similar to … which time was it? I think it was Anselm’s seal; the sixth time we fought … that was so long ago.”

Eyia lowered her shield as she addressed the fox.  “What name are you known by?”

She swallowed as she looked at her.  “I—my name is Miyabe. What are you … I don’t know what you are.”

“We have much to discuss, sit,” Eyia gestured to the armchair in front of the chair Jin sat on.

Miyabe inched forward, hesitating as Githa took a deep breath before rolling over, back toward them as she nuzzled into the back cushion, soft purrs continuing.

Taking a few breaths to calm herself Miyabe’s fur receded into her body as she transformed into a short, thin woman.  Her thick, long purple hair was held up in a complicated Upon style bun, and her skin had a reddish tint to it. She wore decorative red robes, gold jewelry with multicolored gems, and was barefoot.

Eyia recalled the information the twins had given them.  “Miyabe, do you follow the red Vulpes council member?”

A lump fell down the Vulpes’ throat as she sat, eight purple tails lying across her lap.  “Yes … how did you know?”

Jin folded her legs with a broad smirk.  “It’s not hard to make the connection.” Her smile fell.  “Now that the protective lens is gone, you’re actually hiding quite a bit of power.  What do you think, Eyia?”

Eyia responded in the spiritual language.  “Indeed, she could pose a threat to you or me, as Githa observed, depending on her skill at utilizing magic, especially given our current state.  However, I do not sense the experience of combat with her, nor the resolve.”

Miyabe’s head turned to Githa, body trembling, before returning to them.  “If I may—why has the Monster God withdrawn from the conversation? Does she require rest?”

She flinched at Eyia’s cold eyes as she released an offensive aura.  Githa intimidates her on the level of her interpretation of a god?  Githa is yet at full strength but even given her feats against Bathin; I cannot see her having the capability of maintaining a realm such as this.  There are so many mysteries this realm holds. “Why do you call her a Monster God?”

“Well—only a god could absorb another god’s energy.”  Her breath came out as fog, and she shivered. “I have never experienced this kind of—cutting magic.  What is it?”

Ignoring her question, Eyia continued to glare at her.  Githa is correct; her Spiritual Network is in disarray; perhaps even more damaged than the Vulpes of this town.  Her defense is rather primitive and left with many openings; if this is the level of an eight-tailed Vulpes, then it is sad indeed.  Sora might be able to claim victory against such an opponent; despite the power difference, Sora is much more versatile.

Jin pursed her lips as she studied the woman.  “You were at the Red Gate when we arrived. What were you doing there?”

She seemed to be getting better control over her nerves as she answered more fluidly.  “I followed the orders I was given. As a—a Rejected, I was given specific assignments to fulfill throughout the realm.  My current task is to watch the Red Gate, to make reports on any intruding Vulpes; I was not told what to do if non-Vulpes entered, so I followed you to gain more information to bring to The Council.”

Eyia stared down at the light fog frothing off her icy shield.  She is not hiding information … a Rejected; Rejected from what?  The humans were right to be wary of this government; I have seen the signs of oppression, but what is the overarching goal?  There must be a drive behind this society’s movement.

Her eyes returned to Miyabe.  “You have lived in the Capital of this realm for some time, correct?”

She nodded.  “I have, but I am forbidden to speak…”  She trailed off as Eyia’s chilling aura deepened; Jin effortlessly deflected it, but it didn’t seem like Miyabe had the experience to fight the biting energy.

Miyabe hugged her shoulders as the assaulting aura pricked her Spiritual Network like a million needles.  “Pl—please…” She held herself protectively as the gust of wind pressed against her body, folding her dress against her skin and breaking her bun, her hair whipping back.  “So—so cold … it hurts … it hurts...” Whimpers escaped her throat.

“Answer the questions,” Eyia’s low voice held a sharp edge.

“I—I can’t…”

Eyia increased the attack; her energy dug past Miyabe’s defenses, forcefully entering her Spiritual Network.

Frosted tears stuck to her eyelashes, chest convulsing as she trembled, unable to scream from the constricting chill.  “I—I,” her teeth chattered, “I’ll tell…”

The atmosphere returned to a cool temperature as Eyia retracted the attack.  “All I wish for is answers, Miyabe; I do not wish to harm you.”

Miyabe was still huddled in the armchair, tails wrapped around her front defensively as she stared at Eyia with terror.  Her hair was a tangled mess, draped across her shoulders and frozen across the back of the chair. “I … I lived in the Red District…”  Her eyes glazed, posture relaxing.

Eyia felt some form of sophisticated magic burst into existence from deep within Miyabe’s Core, and Githa vanished off the couch, appearing in front of the fox in human form.  When Eyia got a clear image of her, Githa’s left hand was inside Miyabe’s head; she’d already penetrated her Spiritual Network and entered her Core.

“Tricky, tricky foxes,” Githa growled as green flames surrounded Miyabe and burst down her tails.

Jin sat straighter.  “That was a magical seal being activated, but I didn’t sense anything like it inside her?”

“I too failed to see anything inside her Core,” Eyia lifted to her feet.  “Do you understand…”

“Yes,” Githa’s nose was twisted.  Eyia felt her interacting with the seal, redirecting much of the colossal energy that was trying to power a spell design.  “Tch, I was too slow. Hold up Svalinn and brace yourself; I’ll absorb what energy I can, but some will escape.”

Without hesitation, Eyia reinforced her concentration and lifted her shield; the mist exploded from Svalinn in a reverse cone, flowing behind her.

Githa raised her clawed right hand that burst into red flames; the crimson beam shot out, slamming into her crystal shield.  Eyia winced. This is Githa absorbing most of the energy?

“I cannot hold on much longer…”  She felt her control over the separated space slipping, the frost around the room melting; Jin’s hands pressed against her back, draconic energy tickling the edges of her Spiritual Network.  She accepted her power and the amount of focus required to maintain Svalinn’s construct lightened.

“This is a lot more powerful than before,” Jin muttered.  “This Council is more dangerous than we thought.”

The beam of red fire faded as the initial burst decreased and Githa gained more control over the magical core; yet in that short exchange, they were already sweating with effort.  Githa flexed her right hand a few times as she finished absorbing the rest of the energy.

Both Jin and Eyia sighed as they dropped to the couch behind them, and Githa retracted her hand from Miyabe’s Core.  “What form of spell—was that?” Eyia asked, her shield held across her stomach as she breathed.

Jin groaned, “I don’t know, but,” she swallowed, “if it requires that much energy…”

Githa hopped off the armchair, glaring at the seemingly dead fox.

Eyia ran a hand through her hair.  “ It was triggered when she tried releasing information about the Capital.  It is no coincidence.”

“No,” Githa growled as she closed Miyabe’s eyes.  “It is no coincidence, and she is not dead, but she might as well be.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”  Jin asked, wiping the sweat from her brow.

“Look at her Core; it’s utterly open.”  Githa huffed, walking back to her couch to lean against the armrest.

Eyia looked at Miyabe.  Her Core is unguarded; it is even less defended than a human’s Core.  Her Intelligence … it’s so small. She has no significant memories; basic language and movement skills, but no memories of anything personal.  She’s a blank slate.

Jin’s nose twisted.  “The Council puts that kind of failsafe in their followers?”

Githa glared up at the ceiling, her frivolous demeanor gone and her tone dark.  “Not exactly. That was a failsafe if the majority of the initial spell was not executed.  I stole most of the power the trigger spell required; unable to activate its original design, it used the remaining energy to initiate another effect that wiped her Intelligence.”

Shifting to a more comfortable position on the couch, Eyia looked at the sleeping fox, formerly known as Miyabe.  “When she awakens, she will know basic skills, such as what cooking is, but not how to cook. She will not even know her name; how disgraceful of this Vulpes Council.  If this was the failsafe, what was the primary function of that spell?”

Githa was silent for a moment.  “It’s clear that The Council doesn’t want anything from the capital to become public knowledge from a spell like this.  If for whatever reason, someone from the Capital talked about it to someone not linked with a similar spell or was somehow compelled, then this would activate; this implies that there is someone able to force a Vulpes to speak about it.  Thus, this spell was meant to first stop information; second, trap the entire area in a triple lock prison.

“Three barriers would have been created that would lock the immediate area, outside area, and a town-sized shell.  A beacon would be sent to the Council, and I imagine they’d show up in force to deal with any form of leak or even a hint of a leak.  The energy used in that spell might have been used in any number of offensive ways, and could have even powered a spell strong enough to kill Bathin or me if used properly.”

Both Jin and Eyia’s eyes lowered to the ground.  Githa’s found a potentially significant threat here.

Jin flexed her fingers.  “Could the spell have been fueled by multiple Vulpes?”

Githa shook her head.  “No, it was a single magical signature, and not Founder oriented; similar to the energy of a Kitsune, but different.  My stomach is nearly full … not an easy task.”

Eyia felt sharp tingles cascading down her skin.  “From what I have observed, Githa, you have lived for many ages and spent significant time with my people.  To which god would you compare this potential threat?”

“If I were to compare the amount of energy and skill of the magic weaved…”  Githa paused. “I would compare it to Forseti, the Seat of Law.”

Eyia tucked in her lower lip as she remembered her father’s education of the gods and their power structure.  “Powerful, but by no means near the warriors of my people. Baldur was much stronger than his son, but I am not near their level of combat as of yet.”

“Not even close,” Githa hummed thoughtfully before she snickered.  “It’s fine though, whatever.”

Eyia and Jin’s brows furrowed as they looked at the Githa.  She transformed back into her small cat form to curl up on the couch against the back cushion and armrest.

“Is this not concerning?”  Eyia questioned.

Jin folded her arms before crossing her legs.  “I’m with Eyia; if these threats are on the scale of the old Asgardian Gods, then it is very concerning.”

Githa started to purr softly.  “Don’t worry about things you cannot change.”  She said sleepily.

Eyia glanced at the fox across from them, then at Githa.  “Jin, I believe we should conserve as much energy as possible.  Much of what we have regained was used; we must prepare for the worst.”

Jin swallowed, muscles tightening.  She sighed, pulling her black hair behind her ears.  “I get that, Eyia, but … I don’t know what we can even hope to accomplish against something like that.  That’s just one out of seven members of this Council, plus any other unknown threats. It doesn’t look good.”

“No,” Eyia released Svalinn.  The frost around the room began to disperse into fog as the two spaces merged.  “It does not look good, but we must prepare with what time we have; there is no other option.  Retreat is death; the only path is forward.”

“I feel like we should let Sora know what we’ve learned.  Perhaps, Inari’s Intelligent Construct will have answers for us.”

“I agree; Sora must be made aware of this development.”  She examined the white puffball on the couch across from them, Spiritual Network an unbreakable fortress.  If she’s not concerned, then I assume she knows something we do not.  I doubt she would stay in a hopeless situation; she has lived far too long to sit so casually without a plan.

Jin took a long breath as she dropped against the opposite side of the couch, hands behind her head.  Eyia rose to her feet, moving to stand beside the unconscious fox.

Placing a hand upon her shoulder, Eyia communicated with Miyabe’s broken Core and struggling Intelligence.  There is no glory in what has been done to you; no memory of hard battles won and bitter loses fought, the scars that built your life washed away as if meaningless.  I will avenge the wrongs done to you, of this, I swear upon my blood.

Gram appeared in her hands, causing Jin’s head to snap toward her.  Cutting her left palm with the sword, it vanishing from her right hand in a blaze of light.  Lifting Miyabe’s arm, she gripped her hand, linking the pact.

Jin hissed.  “Seriously, Eyia; a blood pact with a fox like that?”

“I will honor that which I start,” Eyia whispered.  “Though I was not responsible for the wrongs done to Miyabe, I will be the one to satisfy the demands of justice required as a party involved in her dishonor.  Be it by my hand or another; I will see it done.”

Clicking her tongue, Jin breathed out a frustrated sigh.  “You just made a blood pact to bring a being as powerful as Forseti to justice … how?”

“By any honorable means necessary; I owe it for requiring her to make that sacrifice.  Miyabe gave up everything, willing or not, to present us with valuable information. She may not have known the sacrifice required, but she paid it, and that payment requires sacrifice in return.”

“You’re so frustrating…”  Jin groaned, turning away from her.  “Fine … I’ll think of something to get us out of this mess … freaking Asgardian honor…”

Eyia smiled at her friend.  “It would not be a sacrifice if it were not difficult.”

“Pfft, more like impossible,” Jin growled.
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                Sora opened her eyes, arms brushing against Wendy’s hand as she stretched.  Twisting her body, she sighed before sitting up; she caught the others doing the same.

“That was so strange,” Ashley whispered, cracking her neck with light moans.

Nathan nodded.  “Yeah, it felt real, but at the same time my body felt weightless.”

Sora frowned as she looked left, watching Wendy jump at her in slow motion, arms open wide.  Eh, what’s she doing?  Is she trying to tackle me or hug me?  At least she looks happy…

Smiling, she repositioned her tails and waited for Wendy’s arms to envelop her.  Falling back to the bed, Wendy squeezed her as they held each other. “What’s up?”

“I’m just … thank you for helping us, Sora.  I don’t know what’s going on back home, but I know you’re helping me work through … everything.”

She rubbed Wendy’s back as her energy rapidly left her body.  “Well, whatever we’re all doing in the Human Realm, my energy is being sucked up like crazy.”  She chuckled.

“Will you be alright?”  Mary asked, brow furrowed with concern.

Wendy released her grip, pulling back her brown hair, but Sora stayed lying atop the bed.  Shifting her hair out of her face, she stared up at the ceiling, and flicked her tails back and forth, lips pursed as she gauged the rate her power was being spent.  

“I think it’s fine.  I’m getting a lot of energy from the natural aura this realm produces; it’s about as much as I get under the open sky.  I don’t know what it’s all being used for, but I can feel each of my Intelligent Links requesting power. I’m letting my aunt manage my energy right now, so it should be fine.”

“That’s good,” Ashley sighed before rubbing her left shoulder.  “To be honest, I’m a little scared about the merge. It just … it feels like I’m not even taking part.”

Mary shifted her weight on the bed, looking down at the floor.  “I understand that feeling; I’m also nervous—anxious. A lot is riding on this, but I trust Inari.”

“Really?”  A low rumble resounded in Nathan’s throat.  “I don’t know … she’s powerful and all, but trusting her beyond her aura?  Do we really even know her?”

Ashley’s feet shifted against the floor, pawing the polished wood.  “I know her aura can be scary, but I can’t think of any reason why she’d try to deceive us … we’re insignificant humans.”

Sora’s lips fell.  “Hey, I don’t think you’re insignificant humans.”

Wendy’s left hand found her right and squeezed as she sat next to her.

“She’s not wrong, Sora.”  Wendy smiled sadly, falling back to the bed, brown hair bunching around her.  “Your aunt is so far above anything we could ever hope to understand … I didn’t even recognize all the vocabulary she was using.  Your aunt is more intelligent than all of humanity combined, probably the entire history of humans combined, but, because of you, we had the opportunity to meet her.”

“Yeah, but she’s still my aunt,” Sora mumbled.

“Imagine that,” Ashley chuckled lowly.  “Think about the stars in the sky, the world itself, all the wonders of the universe.  Your aunt not only understands all of it but can create it; someone that could reform universes and destroy billions … uncountable lives with a snap of her finger.  That kind of power and she spent time with us—helped us … insignificant specks of dust—us.”

Nathan leaned up against the side of the ornate bedpost.  “There has to be more to it than just humoring Sora … from her lecture; she doesn’t just do something for a single reason.  She’s looking into the future and moving strategically.”

I mean, sure, but it’s not like my aunt’s out to get them or even sees them as specks of dust; maybe she did it for many reasons, but they’re positive reasons.  I guess this is what she meant when she said people would have a higher standard for me as a Founder. They just don’t realize she’s a normal aunt … a Founder aunt, but still an aunt.

Ashley smiled warmly as she caught Sora’s deep frown.  “Sora, we’re not saying she doesn’t love you; it’s just hard to comprehend a literal goddess personally taking an interest in you … especially after standing in her … the only word to describe it is—glory, and that wasn’t even close to the real thing.”

Sora watched each human’s head nod.

Wendy shifted a little next to her, arching her back.  “I—didn’t follow a lot of it, but she was beyond gorgeous, overpowering—amazing.”

She dropped back down to the bed with a sigh, making it quiver.  “It felt like I’d known her all my life; she wasn’t a stranger at all.  It’s so confusing … not that she wasn’t a stranger—me being surprised about thinking that is strange.”

“Now that you mention it,” Mary hummed.  “You’re right.”

“But what did you think about the lecture?”  Nathan asked.

“Intelligent—purposeful,” Ashley muttered.

Mary nodded.  “I remember all of it … all of it—like it’s written into my head, my bones.”  She lifted her hand to stare at her flexing fingers. “Inari made sure we wouldn’t forget … I have a bad feeling about what’s coming.  She’s preparing us for something; more specifically, she’s preparing Sora for something and for us to be a support to her.”

“But what?”  Sora released Wendy’s hand to push herself up, scooting back against the headboard to stare at Mary.  “What does she expect of me?”

Everyone looked down at the floor as they thought.

Ashley was the first to lift her eyes.  “I—don’t think she expects anything from you, to be honest; everything was built in a calculated way.  I think—she’s trying to strengthen your resolve and give you a heads up that there will be rough waters ahead; she’s preparing you for whatever decision you wish to make.”

After a moment, Mary nodded.  “The lecture was clear; your aunt wants you to think carefully about your decisions.  She showed you that the world isn’t so black and white, and you have to be careful about which direction you choose, but also to be your own agent.  She made it transparent that this realm is not as clean as it first appears.”

Pulling her copper hair over her left shoulder, Sora leaned her head against the wood.  “This realm is in trouble; I know that much. These Vulpes are dying, and it sounds like it’s getting worse every generation.  They have a really odd structure, and I get the feeling there’s so much more wrong than we’ve seen.

“Not only that, but we’re trapped here, and I don’t know for how long.  Bathin’s trying to get my energy for some reason, so we can’t go out, but we can’t stay here forever either.”

Wendy huffed, “It’s so complicated.”  She rubbed her forehead before running her hand down her face.

Mary smiled.  “You’re absolutely right, Wendy, but we don’t have to be hasty.  There is a lot to process, and there will be a lot more to work through later.  We have been so wrapped up in chaos recently that we haven’t had the chance to let our hair down and relax.”

She paused for a moment before looking around at each of them.  “Let’s go wash-up and rest a little. I know that with Inari’s guidance, our Intelligent Constructs will return to us at the appropriate time, and at that time, we will have many more answers … and probably a lot of questions to discuss.”

Nathan chuckled softly.  “I hope you’re right about those answers because … I’m totally lost on what to do.”

Sora stretched out her arms and tails with a light groan.  “Alright, didn’t you say there was some kind of shower?”

Ashley got up, stretching her legs.  “Yeah—it looks like there’s a piping system, but I don’t know how you’re supposed to use it.  There’s a line on the wall, maybe that’s got something to do with it.”

“Let’s go see then,” Sora said, scooting off the bed.

The four of them followed Ashley down the hall; Sora examined the decorations a bit more this time as they passed.  Several of the paintings were similar in their crude style of scenery, but one or two were of significantly higher quality.  She noticed some form of magical film coating the works that she assumed was protecting them from wear.

This realm has interesting magic; they aren’t strong, but they’ve developed a form of art with how they weave it.

Entering the room, Sora took a quick look around, searching for anything out of the ordinary.  The wooden floors and walls were tinted with a reddish hue and were infused with magic, which made them give off a faint glow.  There were small grates cut into the floor, likely to drain the water and a shelf to the right of the door with a cloth sheet on a rod to protect clothes from getting wet.

There were no windows, but the space was lit by heatless globes of fire that rested in the corners near the ceiling.  The reddish glow they produced mixed with the copper-colored metal tubes near the ceiling to give the room’s aesthetic a warm feel, but the thing that caught Sora’s eyes was the magical traces along a purple to blue line painted in the middle of the back wall.  Sora moved further into the area, eyeing the glass bottles along a small shelf in the back left corner.

“This is,” Wendy paused as she examined the pipes.  “Are you sure this is a shower?”

Ashley shrugged.  “It’s the only one that looks like it would be a shower … the glow is kind of magical, to be honest.”

“No kidding,” Nathan muttered.  “I think the toilet is the next room over; same glow.”  He followed the copper tubes with his eyes, studying the near-perfect sized holes in the walls they fed into.  “Do they have insulated walls with piping?”

Mary stayed silent as she bent down, hands rubbing the smooth floor, but she appeared to be listening to everyone’s comments.

“Maybe,” Sora hummed.  “There’s a lot of magic in this room—a lot more magic than what I’ve seen throughout the building.”

“What kind of magic?”  Mary whispered. “The floor is as smooth as sheet metal, but … it has grip against my feet; that’s so strange.”

“Give me a second.”  Sora walked to the pipe and tried examining the magical properties.  “I get the impression that this acts more like a vacuum than a pump … this must have taken a lot of time to make—probably a lot more troublesome than it had to be; every hole has been enchanted to suck out what’s inside.”

Wendy pursed her lips.  “Even I know a pump would be easier than that.”

“Right,” Mary smiled with a light giggle.  “However, this is primarily a magical society, not a technological one.  So, perhaps they have things we’d be jealous of or don’t understand; what about this floor, Sora?  I’m sure it is enchanted with something to make it water repellent.”

Bending down, Sora nodded.  “Yeah, it repels water and has some enchantments to prevent slipping.  How did you know; just a guess?”

“Yeah, just a guess.”

Ashley held her left arm against her stomach as her right hand cupped her chin.  “What about a power source, Sora? Magic isn’t just unlimited, is it?”

Sora’s ears twitched as she stared at the floor.  “Um, I don’t really know. I mean, I generate my magical energy from all sorts of things, but there is natural raw magic all around us.  My aunt told me that humans have a difficult time controlling it, but in reality, it’s very weak.”

Wendy giggled.  “Probably by goddess standards.”

“No joke,” Nathan huffed.  “So, these things basically run off a natural generator then?”

Taking a few seconds to map out the magical core of several enchantments, Sora frowned.  “Wait … it’s not drawing energy from natural magic. It’s using the energy that’s being produced from inside the earth.”

Mary rose to her feet; eyes narrowed as she stared at the wooden floor.  “Inside the earth … you mean, not natural energy, but the energy that’s empowering the Vulpes and humans; the energy stabilizing our emotions?”

Sora nodded.  “Let me examine the rest of the room.”  Taking her time to learn more about the Vulpes enchantments, her forehead creased with confusion.  “Everything’s using that energy, the raw magic in this realm is going unused. Natural energy, magical force, spiritual energy, there’s a ton of varieties that you could pull from, but everything’s linked to that one force.”

“Why’s that so surprising?”  Nathan asked, leaning up against the door frame.  “If they haven’t needed to use any other form, why diversify.”

Sora found herself stumped.  “Well … I don’t know. It just feels a bit odd.”

Ashley tilted her head, vision shifting to the bottles.  “I’m with Sora,” she muttered. “It’s strange that they’d only utilize a single source of energy with so much potential around them.  It could be the society; they’ve only been taught a specific way.”

“That has a high probability,” Mary nodded.  “From Inari’s lecture and from what we’ve experienced so far, we can assume that this realm has been subject to strict regulation.  Naturally, there would be a specific method used as a default. They likely don’t even know how to utilize any other type.

“However,” she smiled at them.  “I thought we were going to put away all of this brooding and let our hair down.  Nathan, if you could give us some privacy.”

Nathan held up his hands.  “Got it. I’ll go check out the top floor; maybe there’s a second shower.”  He promptly shut the door.

Ashley smiled at Mary.  “I thought you’d want to lead the discussion on all the serious talk.”

Mary began unfastening her scientist coat.  “To be honest, Inari wore me out,” she chuckled tiredly.  “There’s … there’s just a lot to process, and the brain needs,” she paused, brow furrowing as she half removed her coat.  “Brain or Intelligence?” She took a deep breath, shaking her head. “Either one, it needs a rest.”

“I totally agree,” Wendy dropped to her butt before lying sprawled out against the wooden floor.  “The big thing I got out of it is to be watchful. The eye on the pyramid; to look out for danger.”

Sora frowned as she watched Ashley and Mary undress before looking down at herself, suddenly being reminded about her age and the implications of her transformation.

Mary caught her examining eyes and smiled.  “Sora, are you concerned about how you look?”

Wendy’s brow furrowed as she shifted her head, watching Sora blush, ears pulled back.  “Seriously? We’re only sixteen. Mary and Ashley are like in their late twenties or early thirties.”

“Twenty-nine,” Ashley muttered, examining herself with a frown.  “My last kid did leave some stretch marks … I wonder if magic can fix that.”

Mary giggled.  “Honestly, now we’re comparing figures?  I’m the old one at thirty-two, and I haven’t even had kids yet … Rick and I were talking about it.”  She looked off into the corner, lost in thought.

Sora took a deep breath before slowly taking off her own clothes.  “Kid … aging … I don’t know if I can do either of those. What if I look like I’m sixteen—no, fourteen, because I look so freaking young … what if I’m stuck like this forever?”

Wendy sat up, deep frown in place.  “Well—worst case, you’re super cute forever, but you can probably change your appearance through magic, right?”

“That’s what I was going to say,” Mary smirked.  “The beauty of magic.”

“Maybe … it just bothers me a little,” she mumbled, taking care to remove her tails.  She grew a little self-conscious with everyone staring at her. “What?” She asked, flushing as she hid behind her tails.

Ashley’s head tilted, eyes fixated on her tails.  “It’s just … your tails.”

“Yeah,” Wendy hummed with interest as she moved a little closer.  “Is it really attached to your butt?”

“No!”  Sora fumed, hugging her tails and backing away.  “It’s my lower back,” she muttered. “It’s not attached to my butt…”

“Hmm,” Mary lifted an eyebrow.  “What about your ears, are they attached to your skull?  I see your normal ears.”

Sora’s ears twitched.  “Why are you three suddenly so interested in my body?”

Ashley’s smile grew as she moved to her right side.  “You were the one that brought up our bodies first; isn’t it fair that we’d be curious?”

“C’mon,” Wendy brown eyes pleaded.  “We just want to see; it’s not like the other Vulpes would show us, and Fen … she scares me, to be honest.”

Mary puffed out a long breath.  “Fen is frightening.” Her smile turned soft as she stretched, “Would it really be that bad to let them get a closer look?”

Cheeks pink, Sora shivered as she felt their curiosity.  “No … but it’s embarrassing.” Ears low, her green eyes shifted to the floor.  “I’ve never shown anyone … well, some kids…”

“Kids?”  Ashley questioned as she put her hands on her hips; body exposed, she didn’t show an ounce of shame.

“I guess … alright, fine.  Just don’t—don’t touch them, please,” she pleaded, eyes closed as she stepped forward a little.

“You don’t have to be so tense,” Wendy chuckled.  “We used to compare our growth all the time in grade school.”

“Yeah, grade school,” Sora mumbled, “and I didn’t have fox tails and ears.”

The silence stretched for a few seconds as the three of them closed in on her.  After a moment, Wendy moved in to get a closer look. “They’re so fluffy and real looking.”

“Well, she is a Vulpes,” Mary whispered.  “Does it hurt your ears when someone screams, or there’s a loud noise?”

Sora swallowed, opening her eyes to stare at the floor.  “No—well, not usually. It did hurt a lot when they first grew…”  She bit her tongue, tittering at the sharp pain.

“Grew?”  Wendy asked.

Sucking on her tongue for a second, she groaned.  “Well, I think—I had a splitting headache; it was like my head was ripping open, and all the noises around the area grew super loud.  My heartbeat was the loudest; I had to soak in the spa all night with my head in a cushion.”

“Crazy,” Ashley moved around to her back, making Sora’s body tense.  “What about your tails? Do they have a crazy story?”

Mary nodded as she followed Wendy and Ashley to her back.  “Yeah, didn’t you only have one tail before? When did you gain your second?”

“That’s right … she did only have one tail back in Miami, but—when I saw you in that underground base, you had two.  They are just above your butt, like at your belt-line.”

Sora yelped as Wendy touched the base of her tails, causing her fur to stand on end.  “Hey! I said no touching,” Sora huffed, jumping forward and flipping to face them, cheeks rosen.

Wendy smiled mischievously as she watched Sora grasp her tail-base.  “They’re so soft; I bet you’ve used them as pillows.”

Frowning, Sora glared at the floor.  “No—just, kind of like a blanket…”

“Cute,” Ashley cooed.

“Can we be done with pick on Sora?”  She mumbled.

They laughed, causing Sora to smile shyly as their emotions radiated to her.  At least their mood is good.

“Oh, and my tails, my first tail hurt like crazy, but was pretty easy getting used to … my whole weight actually changed.”

Ashley huffed, looking down to poke at her slight love handles.  “You gain a tail, turn from human to Vulpes and freaking lose weight; not fair.  Do you know how hard it is to work off baby fat?”

Glancing between Ashley, Mary, and Wendy’s chests, Sora’s lips dropped into a sulk; even Wendy had a better figure than her.  “At least you guys have some fat—I’m freaking skin and bones.”

Wendy’s sly grin grew.  “Right, what kind of goddess are you?  I mean, where do you take your genetics from because it definitely isn’t from your aunt.”

Both Ashley and Mary made an oof face that made Sora’s ears turn red.

“Eh,” Mary breathed through her teeth.  “Wendy, you can’t compare her to Inari; I mean, her aunt’s in a whole different league.”

“Thanks … thanks a lot,” Sora glared at them.  “You know, I could look like anyone I want!” Spinning an illusion, she made herself appear as her image of Vivian.  “See?” She smirked, adding the mirage of a similar aura that she’d seen her aunt produce.

The three girls lifted their eyebrows as they appraised her; Sora continued to feel more and more pressure as the silence stretched, but she masked it with the illusion.

Eventually, Ashley shook her head.  “Nope, I get what you’re going for, but it just doesn’t even come close to the umph as your aunt.”

“Yeah,” Mary mirrored Ashley.  “Not even in the same universe,” she clicked her tongue.  “It just comes off a bit childish compared to her radiance.  You should have picked someone average to try and copy instead of a literal goddess.”

Wendy doubled over laughing.

Her illusion became fractured with her shaking nerves.  “What!” She squealed, looking down at herself. “But—but I am a goddess…”

“Oof,” Mary hummed with a furrowed brow.  “Didn’t Inari say something about there being different levels of goddesses?  I mean, you’re like … let’s see, what’s a good comparison?”

She clicked her tongue a few times.  “Ah, in goddess level rankings, it’s like this:  There’s a big jungle with lots and lots of scary animals in it; well, your aunt is like a Jaguar, and you … eh, well, you’re like the blade of grass that aphids murder.”

Sora’s mouth dropped open as Ashley's hand shot to her lips, "Pfft."

“She’s … aphids murder her.”  Wendy gasped.

“Wha—seriously,” Sora mumbled.  “That was so mean…”

Mary breathed through her teeth.  “Perhaps it was, but you can’t say it isn’t true.”

Lips pursing, Sora glared at the three humans.  “Have you three met any other goddesses?” They paused, brows furrowed as they thought.  “Didn’t think so! I could be a baby mouse for all you know!”

“Okay,” Wendy smirked.  “A baby mouse? I was actually taking you seriously for a second.”

“Well, I know—I just—I can’t compete with Inari,” Sora whispered, her illusion collapsed.  “Can we get back to washing up instead of judging the poor fox-girl with dreams of growing up?”

“Right,” Mary giggled.

Ashley took a deep breath massaging her chest.  “It feels … so long since I’ve laughed. Thanks, Sora.”

Wendy twisted her hips, cracking her bones.  “You’ve been acting more and more like your old self,” she grinned.  “I like seeing you this way.”

“What … picked on?”  Sora was only able to keep her serious face in place for a moment before she started laughing, the other three joining in.

The atmosphere lightened,  and Sora began to study the magical workings of the purple and blue line on the wall.  “Interesting,” Wendy, Ashley, and Mary gathered near her.

“What?”  Wendy asked, staring at the lines.  “Is it like a hot to cold meter?”

Sora shook her head.  “No, it’s a pressure gauge.  Purple is high and blue is low to off; it’s pretty straight forward...”  She cut off as Wendy reached out and slid her finger from low to the bright purple at the other end.

Ashley and Mary stiffened, but Sora didn’t feel anything bad about to happen.  Her environment slowed as she turned and watched a light shower of water shoot out of the pipe; most of the room filled with the light spray.  The water touched her skin, causing her to frown. It’s cold, but low and high temperatures don’t really bother me.

Her fur bristled with Wendy, Ashley, and Mary’s squeals; Ashley quickly slid the water off.  Sora smirked at their damp bodies as they stared at the floor with sharp shakes and chattering teeth.  “So—so—cold…” They mumbled.

“Serves you…”  Her attention shifted to her right as she felt Eyia shoot through the floor in a cloud of mist, reforming in an instant with a golden sword in hand, ornate diamond necklace at her throat.

“Sister, I did not sense any danger; are you alright?”

Chuckling a little, Sora glanced back at the three humans.  “Yup, they just can’t handle a little bit of cold water.”

“Lit—little…”  Wendy breathed sharply, eyes wide.

Eyia’s eyebrow lifted.  “They cannot? We must prepare them then; it is essential that we be prepared for frigid situations.”

She sensed the sluggish reaction of Nathan running down the hall.  Eyia was here in less than two seconds … I mean, hearing the screams, recognizing possible danger, and then reacting in that time.  She really is something.

Spinning an invisibility illusion around them, she nodded at Eyia.  “Maybe we should give them some training.” She grinned at their jitters wickedly.  “Eyia will make you so tough you can stand in a blizzard without so much as a twitch.”

“Please—warm us up…”  Ashley stuttered.

Sighing, Sora winked at them.  “Fine, fine…”

Nathan made it down the hall and slammed open the door; Sora chuckled at the increased shock that flashed through Wendy, Mary, and Ashley’s minds.

“What’s happening … where are you?”  His throat constricted with sudden fear; his eyes darted to the shelf with their dirty clothes.

The three girls screamed; Wendy leaped forward, trying to hide behind her.  Eyia knows I have an illusion up; serves them…

Her eyes popped as Wendy latched onto her first tail, tugging sharply.

“Ach,” Sora yelped, voice a squeak; focus shattered, her illusion unraveled, but her mind was blank from the sharp pain that shot up her spine.  She lurched forward, flicking her tail and sending Wendy spiraling into a partial front-flip to land with a hard grunt against the ground.

The moment Sora’s illusion showed the slightest hints of breaking ice shot toward the door, throwing Nathan back against the wall.  He hit the wood paneling and then the floor with a resounding thud, gasping with Wendy as they fought for air, but Nathan was scrambling to his feet in seconds.

Stumbling down the hall, he partially tripped a few times before getting his balance.  “We—we’re under—under attack!” He shouted between wheezes.

“That could have been handled better,” Eyia muttered, eyes following Nathan’s desperate retreat for help; the sword in her left hand had been replaced with Svalinn, fog frothing across the floor as the ice dispersed into mist.

Sora hugged her first tail, repressing tears.  “Jeez, Wendy … you can’t just grab my tail like that … it’s sensitive.”  She growled, voice cracking and still feeling the stinging needles shooting down its length and up her spine.

Rolling to her side, Wendy coughed a few more times.  “Wha—what was—was that about? You could—couldn’t warn us?”

“It was under control,” Sora breathed through her teeth.  “We were invisible.”

“Well,” Ashley took a moment to form the word.  “We—had no clue … I have—have a husband … geez, Sora.”  Mary nodded shakily, unable to form any words as Eyia’s cold gust of mist past her.

Sora breathed a heavy growl through her teeth.  “My bad, my bad…” Releasing her tail, she fed her magic down both of them and radiated the heat across the room; quickly warming the space and dispersing the fog as she caught Jin’s high-pitched laughter.

“That was beautiful!  In the top three best moments all week.”

“What?”  Nathan panted as he reached the bottom level.

Alice and Liz burst through the kitchen doors, fear in their voices.

“What’s going on?”  Alice asked before stiffening.  “Who—is that…”

Liz rushed a little toward Nathan.  “What enemy? Why are they screaming … a—eight-tails?”

The three of them froze as Sora heard Jin waving her hand.  “Don’t worry about it; false alarm; don’t worry about my little friend here too, I’ll introduce you when she wakes up.  Go back to cooking; that ice was Eyia stopping a sneak peek, by the way. Was it worth it?”

“Sneak peek?”  Alice muttered.

“I didn’t—they screamed, and who the hell is that?”  Nathan yelled defensively, causing Jin to snicker.

Sora’s attention was pulled away as she noticed Githa leaning against the left wall with a toothy grin.  “Such a bad fox.”

She got Nilly flashbacks as Wendy, Mary, and Ashley sighed with relief, the warmth shooting through their bodies.  “That was … a disaster, and what’s this about an eight-tailed fox?” Sora moaned, rubbing her eyes, and trying to repress the painful lingering tingles.

Eyia brushed off the incident without the slightest trace of a grin.  “Sora, we must discuss an important event that concerns that fox. It would be best shared in private; Jin will construct a barrier so we may talk without worry.”

Sora’s brow creased as she turned toward the Valkyrie, taking a calming breath.  Worry about eavesdroppers?  Something must have happened, but I didn’t sense anything downstairs.

Mary rubbed her shoulders for a moment before releasing a heavy sigh.  “Eyia—are we to be excluded?”

Her vision shifted between Mary and Ashley.  “I believe Mary, Ashley, and Nathan would benefit us greatly in this discussion; however, I believe Wendy should be excluded.”

“Huh?”  Wendy’s tone dropped.  “Why?” She asked, getting to her feet and checking for bruises.

“Information is best kept to those that can contribute to the task and must know.  Wendy, I do not believe you have the skills capable of contributing and from preventing information from leaking unnecessarily; it is best to consolidate information to those that are relevant.  I do not trust Fen, Jian, Aiden, or Kari, and you do not need to know.”

Wendy glared at the wall, arms folded, but her timid nature was starting to poke through.  “I—I guess it can’t be helped then.”

Sora frowned as she felt Wendy’s disappointment and worthlessness spark up.  She feels like a burden again, but I can’t imagine Eyia saying this without reason.  It was pretty harsh, but Eyia isn’t one to beat around the bush.

She rushed over and hugged Wendy.  “Hey—what’s that for … you know we’re still naked…”  She huffed, trying to push away. “Honestly…”

“I know, but I just wanted to let you know that I love you and you’re not worthless.  I’m sure Eyia has a reason.”

“I know,” Wendy muttered, shifting her feet and holding her left arm.  “Fine, you guys have your secret meeting. I’ll just—finish taking a … freezing freaking shower.”

Sora’s lips bunched as she read a little deeper into Wendy’s emotional state.

She thinks Eyia’s a better friend than her now...

Eyia shook her head.  “We do not need to have this talk now, but it would be more advantageous to discuss this before the other four return; you may finish your shower.”

Nodding, Sora smiled at her.  “Thanks, Eyia. I’ll have a shower and come down to talk.”

Githa snickered before vanishing from Sora’s senses; she heard her at the same time she disappeared, purring on the couch downstairs.

Freaking Githa…

Eyia nodded and walked out of the room, shutting the door without another word.

“Well then,” Mary hummed.  “This should be interesting.”

“I’m more concerned than interested,” Ashley sighed.  “My heart’s beating a million miles an hour … deep breaths...”

Sora turned to glare at Wendy.

“What?”

“I’m not comparing friends,” Sora stated.

“I never … fox intuition sucks…”  She grunted, storming over to the bottles to smell their content.

“Hey, why are you mad at me?”  Sora sulked.

Mary and Ashley just shook their heads with humored grins.

“To be teens again,” Mary whispered.

Ashley clicked her tongue.  “No, thank you; I’m a happy adult with kids.”

Sora scratched her twitching ears.  I hear every whisper, but you know that!  Taking a deep breath, she moved to the base of the copper shower-heads, noticing how close her hair color matched it.  Well, let’s see if I can tweak this thing.

She fed her desires into a seal at the base of the primary pipe that all the smaller ones led to and placed a heating spell that would instantly warm the liquid and linked it to the pressure spell, modifying the enchantment to apply max pressure the entire time.  The three humans watched her walk back and forth between the two spots with furrowed brows.

“There,” Sora grinned.  “I just finished making it a warm shower.  That pressure line is a heating line now.” Pride filled her chest.

The three of them looked at her dubiously.  “This isn’t another prank, right?” Ashley asked dryly.  “I took enough cold baths when I was pregnant with Josie; I don’t need more, and that was freezing.”

Sora rolled her eyes before sliding her hand along the line; the water shot out in a medium spray, light steam filling the room.  “I guess I didn’t account for the steam though,” Sora mumbled.

The humans didn’t seem to hear her as they sighed with bliss, hunching over to let the liquid fall across their backs.

“Perfect,” Mary muttered.

Ashley ran a hand through her wet blonde hair.  “Mhm.”

Wendy glanced over at her with a short sigh.  “Thanks, Sora … for always making life easier.”

Sora smiled back with a wink.  “Watch out though, I’m still a tricky Vulpes, remember?”

“Our tricky Vulpes,” Wendy winked back.
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B3 — 26. The Stripped Fox


                Sora finished showering with Mary, Ashley, and Wendy; the liquid in the bottles smelled like raspberries, peppers, vanilla, oranges, amber, and the only thing Sora could think of was hot musk.  The four of them sniffed it several times, and only Sora could distinguish between all the different scents.

“Really?”  Ashley asked, sniffing the bottle they’d already used on their hair and bodies.  “It smells mostly like raspberries and amber to me.”

“I can smell a little orange,” Wendy said, sniffing her wrist.

Mary hummed thoughtfully.   “There’s definitely some kind of musky scent though.  It’s interesting that they’ve developed their own type of product.  I’m sure this would be popular in human society.”

Sora frowned as she looked around the clean space, water dripping down the walls, and hot steam pressing against her skin.  “Umm, did we forget towels?”

The three others looked around in shock.

“I—huh,” Mary muttered.

“I was so thrilled about cleaning up that I completely forgot,” Ashley whispered.

Pulling back her wet hair, Sora brought both her tails around.  “Well, I guess I can just evaporate it off us, but it’s still super humid.  Should we crack open the door?”

“That could work,” Mary said, moving to the door.  She hesitated, hand on the door handle. Turning back, she asked, “Is Nathan out there?”

Sora shook her head.  “No, I hear him upstairs.  He found another shower room … he found out it was cold, but he’s not freaking out.  I think he likes cold showers.”

“Weirdo,” Wendy huffed.  “I hate cold showers…”

Mary smiled before cracking the door; a cool breeze shot through the room, causing the humans to shiver.  “You’d—be surprised,” Mary’s jaw locked for a moment as the cold air mixed with the hot atmosphere. “Some people really like cold showers, and there’s some medical research that points to it being healthier for you.”

“Don’t care,” Wendy shivered, hugging her shoulders.  “I’ll take hot showers over cold any day.”

Sora and Ashley giggled.

Turning to Sora, Ashley hummed with interest.  “Sora, are you affected by temperature changes?”

She shook her head.  “Not normally, now that I’m a Vulpes … maybe it’s a Founder thing though.  Eyia’s cold energy can make me shiver though, but that’s because it’s charged to attack, biting into the Spiritual Network.”

“She’s kind of intimidating,” Wendy whispered, feet shifting slightly against the slick floor.

Mary pulled back the curtain to view their dirty clothes with a grimace.  “Yes, Eyia has an imposing atmosphere, but she’s very caring. She’s stood guard for us the entire time; I wonder how she grew up … even how old she actually is.”

Sora pursed her lips.  I shouldn’t reveal Eyia’s past unless she wants to do it herself.

Changing the subject, Sora walked beside Mary.  “What about our clothes? Wendy and I have normal clothes, but you two just have lab coats; not even underwear … you must feel really uncomfortable.”

Ashley’s cheeks darkened.  “Well—I wasn’t concerned about it until you brought it up … I guess I had other things on my mind.”

Humming thoughtfully, Sora held out her hand and closed her eyes; calling on her magic; she fed her desires for their clothes to be clean.  It didn’t cost as much energy as she imagined. Opening her eyes, she found the dust and spots gone; it was as if Wendy and her clothes were brand new.

“Well—who needs a washing machine,” Mary chuckled.

Ashley shook her head.  “Right? Now if only you could provide us clothes.”

“I mean, I don’t see why I couldn’t,” Sora whispered, studying the lab coats.

“Oh,” Wendy rushed forward.  “I have an idea; what about that one anime, where you could change one thing to another?  It was like Alchemy or something.”

Sora glanced at her with a furrowed brow.  “Like, change the lab coat into different clothes?”

“Yeah, but you’d still have the same material.  You could make the coat into like, ankle pants with a string or something looped around the waist to tie off, then a shirt or something … probably pad the chest or something … like a sports bra; I don’t know…”

“No,” Ashley moved next to them.  “It’s a good idea. Could you give it a shot, Sora?”

Taking a deep breath, Sora folded her left arm across her stomach before cupping her chin with her right hand.  “Maybe … it might be easier than doing it all from scratch. Inari said I’m more powerful than I realize; being able to do things with just desire and the required energy is cool, but if I try something that’s too difficult it could be dangerous since I don’t have the magic required.  Clothes should be no problem though … the problem is size.”

Her eyes widened as a thought came to her.  “What if I use the Outer Body Technique … I have people’s spirits memorized.  I could just go back and look at one of the clothes I remember Mary in and just copy that.”

“That sounds interesting,” Mary said, leaning against a wall as she stared down at the floor.  “Don’t overdo it though.”

Closing her eyes, Sora entered the Outer Body Technique; she opened them to the bright circle, blackness surrounding her.  She hoped to see her aunt, but she was alone. I guess you’re letting me handle all this other stuff.

She brought up her memory of Mary the last time she’d seen her, in a blue speckled dress.  This could work, but I wonder if I can copy the other parts of the dress and not just the shape?  Wait, physics class; would the mass matter? I guess the lab coat is a lot bigger and probably thicker than the dress Mary wore, but would my magic just fill in the rest?  It wouldn’t convert the remains into raw magic, would it?

Humming, she conjured up a representation of the lab coat and tried to experiment; it was harder than she thought.  She could get the shape mostly down, but adding everything else required some thought as she examined the dress.

“Wait, this is Mary’s Intelligent Imprint … Mary,” the image looked at her blankly.  “Could you tell me your measurements?”

She smiled as she recounted the numbers.  I’m sure Mary would be kind of embarrassed or wouldn’t even remember all the numbers herself.

Using the information, she reformed the dress with ease and moved on to Ashley for the same information; she used the same dress Mary had as a standard, changing the measurements to the size Ashley’s Intelligent Imprint gave her.

Exiting the Outer Body Technique, Sora smiled triumphantly.  “It will work!”

“You already figured it out?”  Ashley asked. At her nod, she hummed.  “That took less than five seconds.”

“The Outer Body Technique functions a bit differently than normal time … I don’t know exactly why, but that’s how it was when my aunt taught me.  Anyways, here!”

She reformed the two coats into the sparkling navy blue dress that she’d mapped out, and a pair of blue underwear; a light red glow surrounded the fabric as they seemed to turn into liquid, reforming to her desire.

“That’s unreal … and underwear, thank you,” Mary muttered.

Wendy moved closer, watching the fabric shift.  “Crazy.”

When the light faded, Mary’s breath caught.  “This is … it’s one of my favorite dresses.”

“It’s nice,” Ashley said, picking up the slightly taller version.  “It looks like it was tailored for me…”

Sora nodded.  “Well—it kind of is.”

Noticing the four of them were still wet from the shower, Sora called upon her Foxfire; desiring it to dry them off, she whipped it into a circle with her tails.  The four humans gasped as the flames shot into a small cyclone around them before vanishing.

Mary swallowed, throat dry as she spoke.  “You—you should warn us.”

“I saw my life flash before my eyes,” Ashley mumbled, muscles locked.

“Sorry,” Sora chuckled softly.  “I don’t think about it sometimes…”

Wendy’s rigid fingers rubbed the back of her left hand.  “Yeah, please … I’m going to have gray hairs before we leave this realm … if we leave this realm.”

“On the plus side,” Ashley pulled around her long golden hair, “our hair is untangled.  Magic is awesome.”

Mary followed suit, running her fingers through curled, shoulder-length brown hair.  “I second that.”

Putting their clothes on, Sora eyed Ashley and Mary.  “I really got your sizes perfectly; you both look stunning.”

“Right, could you do something about these love-handles though?”  Ashley mumbled, pinching her left side.

Sora laughed nervously.  “Well, umm—I’d rather not mess with your anatomy if I can help it.”

“Ah,” Ashley scratched her right shoulder blade.  “Good call—good call.”

Mary nudged Ashley with her elbow.  “You can always do morning exercises with me.”

Wendy took a big breath before puffing it out.  “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem … I have a feeling Eyia’s got some plans for us.  She told Sora we needed to be prepared…”

Both Mary and Ashley winced.

“Asgardian training…”  Mary muttered.

Ashley nodded, running a hand through her hair.  “Great … can’t wait.”

Sora quickly changed the subject.  “Alright! Now that you have clothes let’s go meet Eyia.”  She glanced at Wendy to her left with concern.

“Don’t worry about me,” she huffed.  “I’ll just go see if I can help Alice and Liz with the food.”  Sighing, Sora hugged her; returning the grip, Sora felt Wendy squeeze with all her might, but it didn’t phase her in the least.

Grinning slyly, Sora tightened her arms slightly, causing Wendy to wheeze, “I give—I give … uncle...”  Mary and Ashley smiled as they separated.

They followed Sora through the hall and down the stairs to the first level; she heard Nathan mumbling about girl scents as he sniffed the bottles in the third-floor shower.  She could still hear Githa’s soft, serene purrs and another person’s shallow breaths that she didn’t recognize until she started getting closer.

Who’s this new fox?  I can’t tell anything about her; is she sleeping?  She’s almost as silent as Eyia.

She turned her attention to Nathan as he began to dry off.  Wait, when did he find towels?  He took the cold water pretty well though; he really doesn’t like the smell of the shampoo or conditioner, but I guess beggars can’t be choosers.  She giggled.

“What’s up?”  Wendy questioned.

“The bottles upstairs smell too girly for Nathan.”

The four of them chuckled as they descended the stairs; Jin and Eyia rose to their feet, stretching.  Sora’s vision instantly shot to a Vulpes in the chair across from Jin. She was pretty, but her fur color was unusual.

The woman was at least an inch shorter than her, and she had thick long purple hair that was held in a complicated Upon style bun, and eight tails were loosely draped across her lap and limply fell down her legs to brush the floor.

Her clothes were something Sora would place in a Japanese movie; a noble woman’s apparel.  It was red, and she had golden earrings and a necklace with multicolored gems that shone in the red light cast by the cold fires surrounding the room.

“Who—an eight-tails?”  Sora’s eyes slid back to Eyia as the three humans seemed locked in mid-step on the few last steps.

“Yes, Sister, we must discuss the circumstances.”

Jin cracked her neck with a light moan, her long black hair shifting at her back.  “Wait … when did those two get dresses, and what’s up with your clothes? Do they have one of those washing things here; one of those machines at your place?”

Sora looked back at the Vulpes with a frown but shook her head.  “No, I used my magic to reform their coats into the dresses.”

“Huh,” Jin’s eyebrows lifted as her yellow eyes studied Mary and Ashley’s dresses.  “Transmutation magic isn’t easy; you need a clear picture of what you wish to change it to, and weaving the magic can be tricky if you get the materials wrong.”

“It’s a good thing I know so much about clothes—so,” she turned toward Jin, “Eyia said you were going to make a barrier so people couldn’t listen?”

“Yeah,” she folded her arms.  “It’s not that hard, but apparently I’m the only one that knows how to do it.”  She grinned at Eyia and Githa still napping on the couch with soft purrs.

Eyia’s emotionless face seemed to crease slightly as she glared at Jin from the corner of her eyes.  “I was not taught such arts by my father; there was no need for me to make a quiet space for others as I was already silent.”

Sora caught the implication with a small smile.  So, Jin’s pretty loud about projecting her presence, but I guess I can sense that at first glance.  Eyia’s like a freaking ghost; I have to try really hard to catch her movements or even her breath, but Jin’s like a blow horn.

Jin’s grin didn’t falter as she tilted her head at Sora.  “Let’s go to that corner; I don’t think Githa’s going to join in, and I can sense Nathan coming down.”

The three humans took deep breaths as they followed Jin’s motion; Wendy gave Sora a quick reassuring smile as she broke away from them, heading to the kitchen.

“Right,” Mary muttered.  “Let’s get the bad news over with.”

They all walked to the corner and took a seat; Jin and Eyia took the armchairs that faced the room while Sora, Mary, and Ashley took the couch opposite them.  Wendy knocked on the door to the kitchen before entering, greeting Liz and Alice.

Ashley took the initiative.  “Eyia, Jin, after this, you should go up and take a shower to relax.  You’ve been on guard this whole time; you should let down your hair. By the way, the middle showers, Sora made them have hot water; it’s really nice.”  She said with a cheery tone.

Eyia glanced to her left at Jin.  “We will cleanse ourselves once we have discussed the situation.”

“I see,” Mary hummed, leaning back and puffing her left cheek out for a second.  “I guess—this is pretty important.”

Sora followed Nathan’s descent as he walked down the stairs.  He wore the same lab coat from the underground base. Reaching the bottom, he took a quick glance around the room before settling on them in the corner, but his eyes shot back to the sleeping Vulpes for a few seconds before returning to them.

He made his way over to them, pulling up another armchair.  “So, Eyia told me that we were going to have,” he paused as he noticed Mary and Ashley.  “Where—did you get the dresses?”

“Aren’t they nice?”  Ashley asked. “Sora made them for us with her magic.”

“That right,” Nathan muttered; eyes quickly diverting to Sora, he sat down.  She could sense that he didn’t want to make them uncomfortable by staring too long, but by his scent, it was clear he was attracted.

Clearing her throat, she said, “Yeah, their husbands are lucky men.”

“Oh,” he said with a slight smile.  “I must have forgotten that detail; I hope you two can return to your husbands after all this is over.”

Ashley and Mary smiled thankfully.  They’re completely unaware, but I guess my natural senses help me pick up on that kind of thing easier.  Poor guy, maybe he’s gone through a lousy divorce or something with his family comments before … gah! Don’t speculate, Sora!  Back on topic!

Her attention moved back to Jin as she folded her bare legs, shifting to the right side of the chair.  She was forming some kind of magical force, and within two seconds, a small pulse shot around them. The energy slid through Sora, making her fur bristle for a moment.

Ashley frowned as her second tail brushed against her arm.  “Something wrong, Sora? Your fur got really stiff … wow, never thought I’d say that to a person.”

“It is fine,” Eyia stated calmly.  “Sora was reacting to the separation field Jin just created.  We are now free to discuss without fear of prying ears.”

“Really,” Nathan shifted uncomfortably.  “I didn’t sense anything … I really hope this thing with Inari helps us catch this magic stuff.”

“I hope so too,” Mary whispered, shifting her legs to the side as she straightened.  “So, why so much secrecy?”

Eyia nodded.  “I require your opinion of the current situation; I am not well versed in some of the intricacies of the political sphere and recognize that you have knowledge that I do not from your human history...”

“You don’t have to be so formal,” Jin huffed, cutting Eyia off.  “Look, we were followed by that fox,” she pointed at the eight-tailed Vulpes.  “She was hidden by some pretty powerful magic since Eyia, and I couldn’t sense her at all until Sora pointed her out.”

“Huh?”  Sora’s brow creased.  “I—what do you mean, I pointed her out?  I had no clue we were being followed.”

“We figured as much,” Jin muttered.

Eyia’s lips pursed for a moment; the expression was odd for Sora.  “Yes, Githa mentioned the possibility of Inari having an Imprint within you.  You communicated to us through the Asgardian Spiritual Language, which is not interpreted by this force around us, yet known by Jin, Githa, and I.”

“Asgardian Spiritual Language?”  Nathan leaned back. “Is it like, a secret language?”

“Kind of,” Jin sighed.  “It’s usually used in battles to communicate orders.  It was developed by Odin and expanded upon over ages of combat by the Asgardian gods.  I learned it from my dragon heritage, Eyia was taught it by Odin himself, and Githa used to live in Asgard.

“It’s crazy to think that Sora would actually know that language; honestly, very few creatures would, and for good reason.  If it was used, then it was during a time of war, and not many beings survived a war with Asgard long enough to understand their tactics.”

“Well,” Sora leaned back against the couch’s left armrest, folding her legs.  “To make it short, yes, my aunt did leave an Intelligent Construct within me. She has no real power, but all her knowledge.  She’s been helping me unlock Mary, Wendy, Nathan, and Ashley’s Cores. I copied our Intelligences and sent them out to help them…”  Eyia and Jin straightened, expressions solemn.

“That is very dangerous,” Eyia stated.

“Very,” Jin agreed.  “You could rip your Intelligence apart, create split personalities, and an endless list of horrible outcomes!”

“To be fair,” Mary’s hands knotted, “Inari was the one that did it.  She warned Sora never to do it without her guidance.”

Sora puffed out a breath.  “Yup, my aunt warned me. She guided the magic; I was just the supply.”

Everyone shifted a little uncomfortably at the tense atmosphere.

Eyia nodded, sitting back.  “I understand; if it is Inari, then it is impossible to imagine that it would go wrong.”

Jin’s cheeks bunched to the side before she scratched the back of her neck.  “Did you do this in that one state you used before? The Outer Body Technique, right?”  She nodded. “I really need to learn that,” she muttered, glaring at the wall. “It seems like it would be a powerful tool; it sounds similar to the human inner sanctuary state, but leagues more advanced.”

“Naturally,” Eyia said.  “If Inari is the instructor, then it would be at a much higher state.”

Sora forced a smile.  “Yeah, my aunt said she was teaching me the beginning stage … not really surprising, to be honest.  So, at some point soon, the Intelligent copies will return and bring back all those memories, and they’ll trigger some kind of awakening in the others.”

“It is a great gift,” Eyia said, looking at each human.  “The beginning stages of awakening your Core takes many years beyond the human lifespan; however, Inari is no normal instructor.  Being able to accomplish such a feat in others within an hour is something I have never heard of, but do not doubt.”

Each human looked down at the floor, deep in thought.  Sora could sense them pondering different points of the lecture.

“Right,” Jin moaned, stretching out across her chair.  “Well, back to the subject … this fox was following us to gain more information to send back to the Council.  She follows the red council member; so, likely she was going to report to her.

“She’s got a lot of hidden potential, but likely doesn’t have a clue how to utilize it properly.  She has enough energy to make Eyia and I cautious about attacking her … that’s not the issue though.”

She turned to look at the slumbering woman.  “She had powerful defensive magic written to her Spiritual Network that would activate if she perceived a threat that came near her.  It was like one of those bombs I’ve seen on your human shows, but it attacked the spirit, not body. It would have killed most the town if Githa hadn’t blocked its power source and absorbed it.”

“A suicide bomber,” Nathan growled, “and it activated only if she felt threatened and the threat was close?”

“That’s horrible,” Ashley whispered.

Eyia studied the Vulpes.  “That is not the end; the moment I began to question her about the Capital, a hidden spell was triggered inside the depths of her Intelligence.  Even though Githa had returned to a more capable form after devouring the magic, she was too slow to deal with the energy on her own. This spell had enough energy to make Githa serious; she said it was enough to completely kill either Bathin or herself if utilized properly.”

The three humans mirrored a curse as they looked down at the floor.

Mary sucked on her lower lip, hand pressed against her chin.  “If—the first spell was activated when she felt threatened, and the second spell activated when she was being questioned about information regarding the Capital … that’s a grim picture.”

“What would the second spell do?”  Nathan asked.

Jin took a deep breath before puffing it out.  “Create a triple barrier that acts like a prison and send a signal to the Capital, likely to a member of the Council.”

Ashley ran a hand through her hair.  “That’s crazy.”

“It was also impossible for either Jin, I, or Githa to detect before activation.  The spell had massive amounts of energy, yet was completely hidden from our senses until activation.”  Eyia stated gravely. “Whatever beings we are dealing with, they are powerful and knowledgeable; enough to make Githa pause and question.  However, Githa seemed to understand something that put her at ease, but was not willing to elaborate.”

Forcing a smile, Sora sighed.  “Well, at least that’s a little comforting.  Didn’t she say Nilly was going to be joining us at some point?  I can’t imagine many beings capable of handling a First Generation Founder, even if she might be weakened due to becoming a Nekomata.”

“That is one possibility,” Jin mumbled.  “I’d rather not take my chances on luck though; she may show up, she may not.  Who knows with the Nekomata Faction; they’re known to be temperamental, fickle, and lazy.”

“Cats … am I right?”  Nathan groaned, running both hands through his damp hair.  “So, we have a demon that wants us dead on the outside and suicide bombers on the inside … and we have no idea who might be carrying the bomb.  Mimi could have one planted in her Intelligence.”

Eyia’s cold eyes narrowed.  “Correct, and only Githa can handle this energy.  She will be full for a few days digesting just these two spells.  We cannot rely on her to easily prevent another case; I suggest we avoid questions about the Capital until we can prepare for the possible consequences.”

Everyone nodded their agreement.

“There’s more though, isn’t there,” Mary whispered, and everyone turned toward her.  “Was that Vulpes aware of the consequences of speaking about the Capital? Since the spells have been disarmed, couldn’t we just ask her about the Capital without fear, or are you concerned about more potential landmines?”

“Yeah, about that,” Jin mumbled.  “Sora, could you examine that Vulpes’ Spiritual Network?”

Pulling her hair to her opposite shoulder, Sora turned toward the fox, extending her senses.  Her eyes widened. “She—there’s nothing, almost nothing at all. Even humans have a defensive layer, but she—she’s completely bare.  I mean, a random burst of any offensive spiritual force might just kill her!”

“Yes,” Eyia’s tone was dark with a sharp edge that told Sora she was angry.  “When Githa diverted the energy required for the spell, it activated a failsafe that completely erased her Intelligence of nearly all substances.  When she awakens, she will remember nothing about life but casual language and fundamental skills. She will not even know how to cook meat, but she has the capability of a weak recovery.”

“Recovery,” Jin sniffed.  “She might be able to regain somewhat of a life, but she knows nothing about her abilities at all; she won’t even know what a Vulpes is, what she is.  You can teach her how to cook and maybe even use her energy, but she’ll never be the same. Even flexing a little bit of her own energy could slash her spiritual organs and kill her … worse, reset her Intelligence all over again.”

Sora felt sick to her stomach.  “How could—how could they do that to their followers?”

“It’s abhorrent,” Mary whispered.

Ashley looked at the woman with pity.  “What could be so important to them? Was she aware of the consequences?”

Jin shook her head.  “I don’t think so; at least, it didn’t seem that way.”

“Freaking fanatics…”  Nathan growled. “No person sets foot in this realm from the outside for as long as these Vulpes can remember; so, this is a precaution against their own people spreading information?”

“Yeah,” Ashley mumbled.  “It’s horrible. Controlling the knowledge your people can get at the price of their entire being.”

Mary’s eyes lowered to her lap as she hummed lowly.  “I don’t know about that—it’s a bit more complicated.  She was hidden for a reason; powerful magic, enough to cause Githa, Eyia, and Jin to bypass her, and it’s not like they’re not always on guard.  If a being was able to force this Vulpes out of hiding and compel her to talk … this must be a precaution for betrayal or against an invasion of powerful beings they had no knowledge of.  It might not be as dark as we are imagining.”

“Still,” Sora said, looking at the spiritually naked Vulpes with compassion.  “To do something so horrible. I don’t know why they did it, but I can’t see myself thinking it’d be alright in any case.  You just asked about the Capital; just the city. It’s not like you were asking about their underground top-secret program or anything, right?”

“I just asked her about the Capital, and she was going to tell me what it was like; she was able to tell me that she lived in the Red District before the spell activated.”

“Just where she lived…”  Ashley said.

“Districts, eh?”  Nathan mumbled. “So, each member has their own faction district.  We’ve seen that they’re pretty hierarchy oriented; so, that’s probably the case within the council themselves.  I could see certain factions having more power than others.”

“This might just be the case for the Red Faction, as well,” Mary proposed.

Ashley nodded slowly.  “It might be. There could be division in the Capital, but I don’t see any evidence that points that way; no one even talks about the Capital.  Mimi was very vague herself, and now, I don’t think we should ask about it tomorrow.”

Nathan folded his fingers together, leaning forward.  “What about reports?”

“What?”  Sora asked.

“It is a good question,” Eyia said thoughtfully.  “What was Miyabe’s report times; her superiors might be awaiting an update as we speak, and her silence is to be seen as trouble within this town or gate.”

Jin clicked her tongue.  “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”

“Miyabe…”  Sora mumbled.  “Is that—was that her name?”

“Yes, that is the name she gave us,” Eyia confirmed.

Sora’s attention defocused from the conversation as she looked at the slumbering Vulpes; she looked peaceful at first glance, but now that she looked deeper, she couldn’t help but feel for the woman.

She’s at least seven hundred years old … her spiritual organs are damaged, very damaged, worse than anyone I’ve ever seen.  The Vulpes around town don’t come close; there’s no way she’d survive gaining her ninth tail.

Tucking her lip under, Sora sighed.  By Eyia’s reaction, I know she would have helped her if she could; she’s angry, and rightfully so, but probably for different reasons than me.  I want to be angry, but I just feel … the loss. Over seven hundred years of memories; happiness, sorrow, hate, love … all of that, gone. Her parents, friends … everything gone.  She probably won’t even live that long now that her Core’s been stripped.

She made up her mind.  I want to help her; I don’t know how, but that’s what the Outer Body Technique and my aunt’s guidance is for.  If anyone knows how to help her, Inari will.
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B3 — 27. A Goddess' Touch


                Sora repositioned herself on the couch, head leaning back as she got comfortable; she entered the Outer Body Technique.

Opening her eyes, she stared around the endless blackness before her vision fell to the bright white floor, scanning for her aunt. Doing a complete spin, she found herself alone.

“C’mon, where are you?”

“Thinking,” her aunt’s pleasant tone sounded behind her. “My usual self is much too busy to sit back and ponder; when I make Intelligent Constructs, I enjoy the peace and slow tempo it brings me when it returns.”

Flipping around, she pulled back her hair as it whipped in front of her face; Inari sat in the same white and gold extravagant armchair she’d conjured before. Her patient yellow eyes waited for Sora continue, tails folded across her lap, and her fingers intertwined atop them.

Swallowing, Sora scratched the back of her neck. “Umm, so, you know about Miyabe, right?”

Her aunt nodded but continued to keep her silence with a light smile.

“Is it possible to help her?” Sora asked, sitting on her own simple red chair that popped into existence with a thought.

Inari’s head tilted, her smile growing ever-so-slightly. “There are many possible means.”

“Possible…” Sora looked down at the shining floor. “Not many I can do though, right?” She mumbled.

“Sora,” her aunt’s sigh ended with a light chuckle. “What do you think my purpose is; why was I placed in your Core?”

“As far as I know, to prepare me,” Sora said, shifting a little at the question, and playing with the fur on her second tail.

“A proper answer, but there are countless other reasons; I do enjoy having personal time with you … oh, how I relish it. However, yes, I am preparing you for difficult times. Time is tough, and you must learn that you cannot always fix everything. There is a method to regain a bit of Miyabe’s lost memories.”

“I’m sensing a but…” Sora groaned, head falling to the seat-back.

Inari let her head fall back against the chair, long, thick white hair bunching slightly. “I’ve told you over and over again, Sora, there is always a sacrifice.”

“What’s the sacrifice then?” Sora asked, getting a little frustrated.

Her aunt was silent a moment. “Just because you can do something, doesn’t mean you should. The magic used to shred Miyabe’s Intelligence was powerful enough to not be recoverable by normal means. Your aunt herself could dissect this realm’s history, the timeline, and return every scrap of information lost, but that is not something you are able to do with your power, even with me guiding it.”

“But … you said there was a way.”

“I did,” their focus shot to the small cat-form of Githa as an image of her appeared between them. “Githa interacted with Miyabe’s Core; she has the essential blocks to rebuild at least a fraction of her former self; however, she does not have the magic capable of such a feat.”

“I do though, right?” Sora asked with excitement welling up within her.

Her aunt nodded. “Indeed.”

When Inari fell silent, Sora’s hopes began to fall again. “What?”

Taking a deep breath, Inari lifted one of her tails to stroke up its length, combing through it with her fingers as she examined it. “Githa knows that I have an Intelligent Construct inside of you; she figured as much when I informed her about Miyabe.”

“Okay? Why’s that a bad thing? Does she not like you, kind of like the dragons?”

“Nothing is free, Sora; think about it.”

Sora sat back, cheeks pushed to the side as she glared at the floor. Why are you so freaking cryptic all the time; you can’t just tell me … think on my own and figure out the question so I can learn how to deal with stuff…

She sighed, rubbing above her eyebrows. Think … there’s a sacrifice; nothing’s for free. Githa has the pieces, but not the ability to put them together; I have the ability to put them together, but not the pieces. It sounds so straight forward; we work together and help Miyabe as best we can. Wait…

Sora looked up at her aunt’s solemn expression. “Githa … she knows you’re inside me, but she didn’t offer any suggestion to speak to you or any means to help Miyabe. She doesn’t care…”

Inari’s lips pursed for a moment before she looked up at her. “Sora, I’ve done a lot of things to help your goals, but would they be things that I did without that reason? No, I would not bother. You have a wonderful heart, untainted by the eons inside the cold confines of reality; the world isn’t fair, Sora. No, Githa does not care about the poor fox, but Eyia does.”

Eyia appeared beside Githa. “Eyia cares very much, or so I expect from the information I have on the girl. However, again, she cannot help Miyabe.” Eyia faded out. “No, the only one that can help Miyabe regain some of her former memories is Githa.”

“She might if I ask though, right?”

Her aunt smiled sadly. “You have such a warm heart, my dear little niece … no, she won’t.”

“Why? Is it dangerous?”

“In a way,” Inari acknowledged, legs shifting to the opposite side of the chair. “The spell would require you to interact with Githa’s Core, meaning she’d have to lower her defenses and allow you in.”

Sora’s ears drooped. “I see; I guess I can understand why she wouldn’t want to do it.”

“You don’t,” Inari stated bluntly, causing Sora to look up at her in bewilderment. “She does trust you inside her Core to perform that form of spell.”

“Why won’t she do it then?”

“I already gave you the answer,” Inari stated, shifting back to comb through another long tail.

Running her fingers through her hair, Sora groaned, flipping it out before yawning. “Fine … give me a minute to figure it out…”

Githa trusts me inside her Core and to do the magic, but won’t help me … why? If she trusts me to actually do the spell, then is it because it’s too much of a bother? I could see that with her personality, but…

She glanced at her aunt’s slightly depressed demeanor; it was the first time she’d seen the expression on her aunt’s face. Is she sad that I’m not getting it? Is it supposed to be super obvious?

A growl shot through her throat, but her aunt ignored it; somber slit yellow eyes locked on her chosen tail as the sleeping image of Githa sprawled out on her side at her feet.

Sora’s eyes widened. A sacrifice! Githa requires a sacrifice, but Inari said she simply wouldn’t do it … can I not give the right sacrifice? I could—wait, if I ask her what the sacrifice is then, she’ll just ask me to think about it.

Folding her legs, Sora leaned back in her chair, tails swishing above her as she thought. The lecture, did it have anything to do with sacrifice? There was Pinocchio sacrificing the furniture; I think it was about … something with the old ethical structure … like … am I thinking too hard on this? What would Githa want from me?

Her mind blanked; her vision wandered the bare space, looking for answers, but none came. Nothing … I don’t think there’s anything I could give her. I don’t get it … what sacrifice could I make to … it’s not me.

Sora looked up at her aunt’s gloomy demeanor. “You said she knows you’re in my Core … she wouldn’t want me to sacrifice something; she’d want you to do something for her.”

“Correct,” Inari stated. “The Nekomata Faction could gain valuable information from me that would help them tremendously; however, I have no intention of divulging that knowledge with them. Therefore, I told you there was nothing that can be done to restore her memories.”

Sora’s eyes dropped to her lap. “Well … that sucks…” She mumbled. “Even if it means we can get more information on The Capital?”

Inari’s voice was soft as she stroked another tail. “The stakes are high, Sora. This is an extremely rare opportunity to hold something of value in front of me; it’s bigger than Githa or this realm, and you must realize that. There is a much bigger board that I am a part of and The Nekomata Faction have stakes on that board.”

“It’s always more complicated,” Sora sighed, scratching her left fox ear.

Her aunt’s somber attitude lifted slightly. “Explain to me why you wish to help Miyabe.”

Taking a long breath, Sora puffed it out through her lips. “I instantly felt bad for her when I heard the story, but I suppose you want me to dig deeper than that … why did I feel bad?”

She was silent for a moment, unfolding her legs as she thought. “I—memories are part of make us what we are. From the lecture you gave, I can see that we’re more than just our memories … it’s way more complicated than just that, but it wasn’t just memories that were wiped out with her Intelligence being wiped. It was everything, wasn’t it?”

“Just about everything,” her aunt nodded.

“Right … emotions, intuition, vague recollections of times past, dreams, desires, even her base instinct to a certain degree I’d imagine. All of what makes us … us … alive…”

Her aunt smiled warmly, attention lifting to study her eyes. “Yes, remember back to the first lecture we had. An Intelligence is a little I Am … think about it for a moment. What does that mean to someone that had that erased?”

“I Am…” Sora repeated lowly. “Oh,” her ears laid back, “oh…” She shook her head, feeling the weight of the information. “She can’t identify between herself and other things … she has no self-awareness.”

“Yes, a tragedy indeed,” Inari whispered. “However,” her smile widened with compassion, “what if I told you that through your magic, and my guidance, we could restart that spark? We could give her Intelligence the boost it needs to restore to a workable state, and repair her shattered Core?”

Sora’s ears shot up as her tails stiffened. “You mean it? We can help her, even just a little?”

Her aunt folded her fingers, nodding. “Yes, she will not regain any of her lost memories, but we can help her get back to her feet, heal her broken and ravaged Core, and provide her with enough general knowledge that will surpass the restricted information of this realm. You can explain what happened to her and open a place by your side.

“She may choose to go by a different name than the one previous; she will have no connection to it, and with the restoration and wealth of common knowledge you will give her, she will be as prepared as she can be to reenter this cruel world.”

A tear fell down Sora’s cheek, and she sniffed. “This would be a really cruel world … if I didn’t have you.”

Inari sighed, smiling weakly. “Before you do this, we should wait until your Constructs return. Now, return to your friends and inform them of your decision.”

Sora took a deep breath; smile beaming, she returned to reality.

Opening her eyes, she was a little stunned to see a toothy grin inches away from her face. “Eh?” Sora squeaked, sinking further into her chair, she looked up at Githa’s white hair and speckled eyes as she loomed over her.

“Githa?” Eyia asked, getting to her feet.

“So, so?” Githa asked, wide, eager eyes making her stomach twist. “What did that sly white fox say?”

The others looked at them with uncertainty; the tension in the air was palpable, causing Sora’s eyes to twitch.

Sora swallowed a mouthful of saliva before clearing her throat. “Umm—can—can I get some space, Githa?”

Githa spun into a quick loop as she retreated a few steps, tails circling her body. “Okay, okay, so what is it? What’d she say?” Her tone was brimming with curiosity.

Her closed fist was held tightly at her chest as Sora took a deep breath. Inari was right, Githa’s been waiting for me to ask this entire time. When will I have to enter this crazy world of favors, threats, and strategy? It’s terrifying to think about … I just want to help Miyabe, but Githa and my aunt are thinking a million steps ahead on millions of different topics.

Getting control of herself, She took a quick glance around the room; Mary, Nathan, and Ashley were pressed against their chairs, muscles tight. Jin’s teeth were showing a bit as she eyed Githa, clearly not happy, while Eyia seemed to be ready to come between them in the blink of an eye.

It was at this moment that Sora started to realize the situation she was in. If Githa ever turns on us … we’re all toast. She’s here for a purpose; she doesn’t care about me; she’s taking part in a deal that her boss made with my mom, and I have no clue about the details. Still, she’s not hostile, but she’s not a friend.

Looking at Githa, she forced a smile. “I’m sorry, Githa, but after talking with my aunt, we’ve decided to take a different direction. I’ll be repairing Miyabe’s Core and helping her get back on her feet; I won’t need to use the information that I could piece together when you entered her Core.”

“Aww…” Githa’s ears drooped; she looked crestfallen as she trudged back to her couch, dropping into it, belly first. “Stingy foxes…” She mumbled, turning away from her.

She breathed a sigh of relief with everyone else.

“That’s what it was about,” Ashley whispered, looking at her with a thoughtful expression.

Adopting a tired smile, Sora directed it at Eyia and Jin as they relaxed. “Yes, my aunt and I talked, and there’s a way for me to help Miyabe.” Smile fading, her brow set. “So, what have you guys been discussing? Anything concerning?”

“All of it,” Jin groaned, lying back on the couch; her black hair bunched around her face, but she didn’t seem to mind. “We don’t know squat, and if we can’t get that fox’s memories back, then we’re back to square one.”

Sora looked down at her two tails as they flicked gently on her lap. No, Githa’s doubling down. She’s not going to bargain, and it didn’t look like my aunt would either; I don’t know the circumstances, but I don’t doubt it's essential for both parties if they’re not willing to budge.

She shook her head, feeling a bit glum. “I’m afraid we should forget about those memories and move on; I’d love nothing better than to help Miyabe, but…”

Sora’s body locked up as she felt four pieces slide into place within her; her mind opened as emotions filled her. Tears obscured her vision as they leaked down her cheeks, falling onto her limp tails.

Mary, Nathan, and Ashley had similar expressions, and she could feel their spiritual organs stir as a light barrier filmed through their Spiritual Networks, creating a protective layer. Their spirits gushed forth energy, dipping into other spiritual organs. It wasn’t just the humans; her chest burned with more than emotion; a warmth spread from the tips of her ears to the whites of her tails.

Eyia and Jin understood what was happening instantly, relaxing their guard as they watched the transformation; Githa ignored them, seemingly sleeping with the soft motion of her side.

She flexed her fingers, passively staring at her perfect fingernails; it felt incredible, and the knowledge opening to her mind made her chest burst with joy. Ashley, Mary, Nathan, Wendy … there’s so much.

She looked up as Ashley lurched from her chair; she stumbled over to Sora before wrapping her in a tight embrace. “Thank you, Sora … my family … thank you…”

Wendy burst through the kitchen doors, face puffy and red; she ran to her side and threw her arms around both Ashley and her. “Sora…” She bawling.

After a few minutes, both Wendy and Ashley released her, but Sora was still too stunned by the experiences to fully realize it.

Wendy’s lips were tucked in with concern. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” Eyia said. Her smile was soft as she appraised Sora. “She is merely processing. Give her time.”

Mary was looking down at her lap with Nathan. Running his palm down his face, he chuckled. “What an experience.”

“You can say that twice,” Mary sighed, fingers pulling back her brown hair.

Wendy touched Sora’s hand, kneeling by her armchair. “I can feel … it’s warm, and I see a golden glow around you, Sora.”

Sora was slowly coming back to her senses, trying to sort through the mass of stimulation coursing through her Core. Her fingers twitched before she pushed her body against the right side of the chair, blinking a few times.

“Wow,” she muttered, locking her soft lips.

“Are you okay now?” Ashley asked, kneeling against the opposite side of the chair as Wendy.

“Yeah,” Sora mumbled. “It’s just a little overwhelming … I saw your kids … went into space … Wendy,” she trailed off, chest fluttering as she looked into Wendy’s concerned brown eyes.

“Take your time,” Nathan said, wiping away the tears from his cheeks and rubbing his forehead. Alice and Liz stood in the doorway; their confused and nervous scents carried through the air, tickling Sora’s nose and helping her mind clear.

“Jin, Eyia,” she mumbled. “There’s some stuff you should know about.”

Ashley took a deep breath before returning to her seat, and Wendy went to pull up a new chair. Eyia and Jin didn’t interrupt or ask her what she meant, but waited patiently, expressions neutral.

Sora turned back to the two Vulpes, both their tails were pulled around their front and hugged against their chest as they watched the strangely silent scene of them crying, ears pulled back. “Alice, Liz, sorry to worry you; there’s nothing to be concerned about.”

Jin’s passive features creased into a smile. “You know they can’t hear you.”

Sora’s slight smile faded, and she ran a hand through her copper hair. “Right,” she chuckled sadly. “Your barrier.”

Getting up, she walked over to the two foxes, causing them to start trembling. “Is there—something wrong?” Liz asked.

She shook her head, stopping beyond the small sound barrier Jin was holding. “No, I just wanted to let you know that everything was alright. I’m sorry we’re confusing you two so much. How long until breakfast is done?”

She glanced back, seeing Wendy, Nathan, Ashley, and Mary talking to each other, but their voices weren’t bleeding through Jin’s magical bubble.

Alice shook her head. “We’re okay, but—are you sure you don’t need anything. You all—you’re crying.”

“It should be ready soon,” Liz mumbled, looking behind her at the now laughing humans. Her vision returned to Sora, feet shifting uncertainly.

Shaking her head again, Sora took a long breath, cleaning up her cheeks. “No—no, we all just got a little emotional. Thank you again for all the work you’ve been doing for us. We just need to talk a bit more.”

“Is—are you using some kind of magic?” Alice asked. “I can’t hear them talking.”

“Yes, Jin is creating a magical field that suppresses sounds. I can tell you a bit about our conversation at dinner if you like.”

They both quickly shook their heads, slight shiver running down their frames as they bowed. “No—that won’t be necessary,” Liz stammered. “We’ll get back to cooking,” she nudged Alice, and they both retreated into the kitchen.

Letting out a soft sigh, Sora closed her eyes for a moment; she could hear the faint sounds of Vulpes and humans outside, but the crowds had thinned dramatically compared to when they’d arrived. What time do these Vulpes usually go to sleep?

Returning to the conversation, she heard Wendy’s gasp of shock. “... understandable, but aliens?”

“Freaking aliens,” Nathan mumbled in disbelief. “I should have asked something like that … that’s crazy.”

“Well,” Ashley hummed thoughtfully. “I guess you could call us aliens to this realm, and they’re aliens to us. Why does that sound more complicated than I feel it should be?”

“I completely understand,” Mary giggled. “If you saw the cities though—the stars and spaceship … it was out of this world, but—no, the craziest thing was Qebhet. I never expected to see any creature that size before … it was like—take Godzilla and the Kaiju, and times them by like … a lot. She was—imagine a snake the size of New York City, only much bigger.

“You know the massive super Costcos?” They nodded as they tried imagining the store. “Well, that’s like, her pupil.”

“Crazy,” Wendy muttered. “And she turned into a tiny little girl?”

“Yeah,” Sora said, butting into the conversation as she retook her seat. “I really liked her—so, let me explain the important bits so far.” She took several minutes to explain to Jin and Eyia what was planned for the future; the other’s jumping in to help with a few details.

“I understand,” Eyia said, a soft smile creasing her lips as she stared at Ashley. “Family is a wonderful thing; I look forward to meeting your children.”

“I have to disagree,” Jin mumbled. “We’re not in a position to be taking on more troubles. However—if Inari is preparing it, then it’s not like I can see it as a problem. Even though I can’t see how … it’ll probably be a benefit in some way.”

Sora nodded, looking down at her tails. “I completely understand that feeling, Jin. I don’t get my aunt’s plans, but I know that she does think really far ahead.”

Mary chuckled. “Yeah, Inari’s playing next level four-dimensional chess.”

“I will join you in the journey tomorrow,” Eyia said. “I would like to study the cave walls.” Everyone fell silent as they thought on Eyia’s words, causing her to look around at them in bewilderment. “Is that wrong?”

“No—no,” Mary muttered. “It’s a good idea.”

Ashley leaned back in her chair, cupping her chin. “Good idea? It’s the only lead we have … I can’t believe I didn’t think about it. If the Vulpes don’t know anything about this realm’s history, then we’ll have to look at the past through its art, but—I’d be lying if I said that interested me … I just want to see my family.” She whispered, staring down at the floor, lost in thought.

“Understandable,” Nathan nodded, but his attention shifted back to Miyabe. “Sora, I don’t want to change the subject, but … what about her?” Everyone turned to look at the woman before their vision returned to Sora.

“Well,” she scratched her neck. “I’m going to be helping to jumpstart her Intelligence and healing her destroyed Core … more like my aunt’s going to do it. She’s going to know basically everything you or I’d know; she’ll understand a lot more about the outside world than the Vulpes of this realm. She’ll pick up on things a lot faster too, but she’ll only have as much knowledge of this realm as we do.”

“I see,” Nathan mumbled.

Eyia’s smile was beaming. “Sister, you do a great service for Miyabe; your heart is filled with compassion.”

“Thanks,” Sora whispered, face burning. “I just—don’t like seeing people suffer when I can help.” Taking a deep breath, she looked around at the bright faces around her. “Well, I’m sure some of the others will be returning soon. I’ll go help fix Miyabe while you guys finish getting ready.”

Her eyes widened as she noticed Eyia and Jin’s clothes, rosy cheeks deepening. “Oh! I’ll fix you some clothes in a bit too.”

“That’d be appreciated,” Jin chuckled, and Eyia nodded with a thankful smile.

“Alright, I might as well start with Miyabe.” She got up, stretching her hands over her head; her tails arched between them as the burning sensations cascaded down her spine.

Ashley and Wendy moved toward the kitchen while Mary and Nathan went upstairs to continue looking through the rooms; Jin and Eyia continued to sit in their chairs, watching her curiously as Githa continued to sleep on the couch she’d chosen.

Walking up to Miyabe’s sleeping form, she studied the woman. She was slumped in her chair, long purple hair tangled behind her, a ruby-encrusted pin twisted in a few locks. Taking a deep breath, she entered the Outer Body Technique.

Her aunt was beside her when she opened her eyes; Miyabe sat in the same chair at the center of the brightly lit space, centered in the darkness.

Inari brushed back her purple hair as she moved forward. “The poor child.”

“So, what do I need to do?” Sora asked, stiffening and shifting her tails as they touched her aunt’s.

“Just open your magic; I can do the rest; it is a delicate process to renew a shattered Core.”

“Okay,” she sighed, releasing the tap on her magic. “I’m starting to feel like my energy is getting low?”

“It’s no wonder,” Inari giggled. “You’ve been using your abilities a lot; you’re lucky this realm is supplying you with more energy than is normal within a realm. You have used nearly half your supply, and I will be using twenty-eight percent of that; a significant amount of energy compared to everything else we’ve done.”

“It really takes that much? Even if you’re being super conservative?”

“Yes, the Core is the foundation of a being’s existence.”

Sora watched her aunt perform a miracle; it was the only thing she could describe it as. The magic she weaved before that was so complicated to her didn’t even compare. This was beyond her level of understanding, like trying to comprehend what lies beyond space and time, and her energy rushed out of her in a torrent, making her body feel heavy.

Miyabe opened her eyes, looking up at Inari with utter shock; her voice was soft, beautiful, and lush. “I … my Goddess,” she whispered, bowing her head.

Inari’s delicate fingers lifted her chin. “I am not your savior,” her aunt soothed. “That honor goes to my niece; she was the one that worked through obstacles to bring you back. You understand what has happened; so, now that you’ve been given a second chance, what name shall you be known by?”

 She looked at Sora with a reverent light in her eyes. “Can I be given a new name? I don’t … I might have been born in this realm, but I know nothing of it.”

“Me?” Sora stiffened, stepping back.

“Come now, Sora. It is her request; this is the first thing she has desired since being remade.”

When you put it like that … I feel even more intimidated!

She swallowed at the woman’s intense gaze. “Umm … I don’t want to give you a bad name…”

“I could never see it as bad,” the woman said with fervor.

“Geez,” Sora whispered. “Okay … how about—Emilia? Crap … too fancy?”

“I think it is a wonderful name,” Inari’s smile was beaming.

“Emilia,” the purple-furred Vulpes whispered. “I like it,” she tasted it on her tongue a few times. “Thank you, Sora.”

“Yeah,” Sora muttered. “Oh, and—please don’t treat me like a goddess, or your savior, or anything like that. I’d like to be friends, though.”

Emilia smiled warmly, “I owe you everything I am; if that is what you wish, then I would love to be your friend.”

“So,” Sora trailed off.

“Yes,” her aunt giggled. “Right now, both your Cores are resonating. It was effortless with her Core being shattered, but now she is whole; her entire Spiritual Network is renewed, not recovered. Her original state was very weak and frail, but now, she has been reforged; look,” she smiled, pointing at Emilia’s hair as it slowly began to change color. “Your energy has resonated with her Core, causing it to unlock and your spiritual force is imprinting on her Oltera Nexus.”

“What? Is that bad?” Sora asked with sudden panic as she looked down at her eight tails, changing from purple to copper, marked with white tips.

“No, dear,” her aunt said. “This is the beginning stages that Fen so desperately wishes to achieve; however, it is something that she could not obtain. This form of Core Awakening has been known as The Acceptance. You can’t fathom the gifts you’ve given Emilia; within a few years, she will even obtain her ninth tail and has gained the ability to live for millennia more and the possibility of furthering her advancement through spiritual cultivation. Your first follower.”

“What?” Sora’s face paled. “I don’t—don’t want to compel her…”

“You misunderstand, my niece,” her aunt whispered. “She does not wish to follow you out of compulsion, but loyalty to the honor you’ve shown; honor is where real power lies.”

Sora looked down at Emilia’s soft smile, causing her ears to twitch as she felt the emotions freely expressed through her spiritual network; her irises turned a light blue as her skin lost its red tint, clearing up and becoming smooth as silk. “Thank you, Sora; your aunt is right, I’m not compelled, but touched.”
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B3 — 28. Birth of Emilia


                Sora fidgeted with her shirt front. “So, can I—umm, release the Outer Body Technique?”

“In a moment,” Inari said, tails fanning out behind her. “Be aware that Emilia does not know how to functionally use her abilities; just like I taught you, she will need to be educated.”

“Huh,” Sora’s mouth dropped open as she glanced back at her first follower; Emilia looked down, ears pulling back, cheeks flushed. “You really don’t know how to use your abilities?”

Emilia slowly shook her head, arms locked against her stomach. “I don’t.”

Inari hummed. “Emilia has been filled with much knowledge about the world and your circumstances; however, how she used her magic before her Core was shattered and Intelligence erased is beyond the scope of her understanding, and other issues are compounding this scenario. In addition, the gift that you have given her has changed the fundamental essence of her magic.”

“Changed the fundamental … huh?” Sora rubbed her forearm and elbow. “How so?”

Inari sat back, the same elegant chair appearing. She gestured to the seat that was conjured behind Sora. “Sit, I will explain.”

Sora took a seat, her vision moving between Emilia’s nervous fidgets and her aunt’s calm smile. “Okay.”

Inari spoke slowly and distinctly. “Normally, Vulpes use a very diluted form of Founder magic. Your grandmother infused a portion of her own magic mixed with a magical seed from the Magical Plane into a few Vulpes that would become the first magical foxes outside Founders. These Vulpes would have offspring and teach them how to utilize that magic, but over many ages and mutations, their magic became more limiting; eventually, the different Vulpes races came about.

“You could consider this realm’s Vulpes a future representation of where Vulpes will ultimately reach as the powerful influence of your grandmother, and the dying spores of that magical seed lessens each generation. This is the most extreme case, of course, since there are no outside sources to incorporate and convert other spiritual forces into their Core and feed their seeds.

“You have already discovered that these Vulpes are not utilizing any other source of magic but the single magical source that is being produced from within this planet; this includes the tragic case that none of them are taught how to mitigate this magical collapse by exercising the magical seed within themselves.”

“Wait,” Sora looked down at her lap, eyes narrowing. “Does that mean that my energy is diluted compared to grandma’s?”

Inari shook her head. “No, dear, you are a Founder, born with the source of your grandmother’s power. Consider it as the sun and the Vulpes your grandmother gave power to like solar panels. Your grandmother planted a magical seed within them and fed it with a lot of energy, and it sprouted within the Vulpes Cores that helped to awaken dormant spiritual organs that produce energy, namely, infusing this power into their Oltera Nexus.

“However, what I do to my Kitsune and that I have helped you accomplish with Emilia is different; you did not infuse some of your energy into Emilia’s seed, but resonated with her entire Core, causing her Oltera Nexus and the remains of that seed to transform into a miniature fireball in itself. Think of your Oltera Nexus as a blazing star, massive and powerful, while Emilia’s is an ember trying to keep alight. By unlocking her Core further, she’s fanning that flame and helping it grow.

“Your Core is powered by the massive spiritual genetic Oltera Nexus you’ve inherited as a Founder and could function without any outside source; however, your natural attunements also absorb outside energy naturally. This energy that you are producing can be used in unbelievable ways, but one means that I found out myself, was changing the very nature of a Vulpes’ Core; this was the start of the Kitsune.”

“I see,” Sora muttered, glancing back at Emilia; she was staying silent, looking down at her copper tails, fingers trembling slightly as she stroked her fur. “So—her magic functions a bit like mine now?”

“In an extremely crude fashion, yes,” her aunt hummed. “She does not have the attunement that you hold, the ability to recover nearly as fast, and many other feats you are gifted with as a Founder. That being said, she is far above any Vulpes her age, and even many of my beginning Kitsune; the first two levels of her Core have been fully unlocked. This was only possible because of her broken Core and erased Intelligence added with my knowledge and a Founder’s resonance with her Oltera Nexus.

“The method by which normal Vulpes and Founders utilize their magic on an intrinsic level is fundamentally different. You may think that imagining what you want and feeding your magic into that desire is effortless, such as what you did modifying the shower upstairs, but there will be a steep learning curve for Emilia.” Her aunt’s smile brightened. “This will be an excellent means to refine your own magic as you teach her.”

Sora chuckled, head resting against the back of the chair. “Everything you do is so complicated.”

“That is a matter of perspective,” her aunt said, stroking one of her tails. “Something is complicated until you practice it; the more experience you obtain, the more understandable my words will become. There are only a handful of beings that know the beginnings of the Vulpes, and now you are one of them. So, will you choose to help guide Emilia, or let her stumble on her own?”

She couldn’t answer right away; it seemed absurd to her, but she couldn’t help glancing in Emilia’s direction. Her head was lowered, ears pulled back as she stared at her tails atop her lap, and nibbled on her lower lip. That’s not fair … how do I teach her?

“All you need to do is take the first step, explain your process, and let her feel it out herself while you monitor and guide her hand. It’s like learning how to shoot a basketball; it takes practice and failure to build the proper experience to make it into the hoop. You, my little niece, are a genuine prodigy above gifted elites; you cannot expect everyone to be as quick a study as yourself.”

Seriously … I’m a genuine prodigy above gifted elites.

“Have you forgotten what the word Goddess represents? Though you are young, you are of Goddess pedigree.”

Her feet shifted uncomfortably as her ears pulled back. “I’m just sixteen though … she’s like seven-hundred, and I’m supposed to teach her?”

“Seven-hundred and eighty-nine by her spiritual activity, to be more exact,” her aunt stated. “Yes, she is much older, but that does not mean she has the experience you have. Remember, I taught you hundreds of years worth of experience in our first lesson; that one lesson has helped you accomplish all of this. Did you know that it would be nearly impossible for me to communicate to you otherwise since I do not have any power other than what you have given me to use? Everything was rooted on this one technique.”

Sora swallowed the lump in her throat. “That’s still all you, though…”

Her aunt shook her head. “No, Sora, I gave you information, but it was up to you to develop that experience and shape it to your own style. It will be the same for Emilia.”

Taking a deep breath, Sora looked over at the disheartened fox. “Emilia, I—I’m not trying to be mean or push you away … I’m just—I don’t know if I can teach you. I told Jin that I’d help her figure out this technique, but it was kind of a whim—I don’t know how to do that…”

Emilia put on a weak smile. “No—I understand. You’ve done so much for me already. I’m sure I can figure it out.”

Inari’s voice sounded in her mind. “No, she cannot. She does not even know how to open her magic to begin trying; even if she had her past memories, she would not understand because you have completely changed her Core. She is using a much more refined and elastic form of magic than she previously had.”

I see … then there’s no other way, and this is another training method for me, isn’t it. Teach Emilia, and in the process, learn more about it myself?

“You can see it that way.”

Sometimes … no, never mind. Everything you do is for a purpose; so, you’re purposefully vague … alright.

Sighing, Sora tried putting on a confident smile. “Okay, Emilia, I’ll help where I can—it’s not you at all! I was just a little intimidated … I’m not sure I’ll be a good teacher,” she mumbled, “but I’ll do my best.”

Emilia’s features brightened but soon fell again. “I—well, I want to help you, but … I can’t do that if I’m weak. I want to get stronger—I’m ashamed that I must continue to rely on you to do that, though—putting more of a burden on you when you already saved me.”

“No, no—Emilia,” Sora’s brow furrowed with concern. “You can’t feel that way—you lost everything—literally, everything. It’s not your fault at all—I’m the one that feels inadequate—I know,” she quickly stated, seeing Emilia’s features crease with apprehension. “I know that you don’t see it that way, but I can’t help it—I’m still a teenage girl that’s stumbling around in the dark. I like helping people, but I don’t want to mess up … I’ve already messed up so much.”

“I don’t feel like you could ever mess-up,” Emilia whispered, rubbing her wrist as she looked away.

Sora laughed. “You’re funny!”

“No—really,” Emilia said earnestly. 

“I mess up all the time,” Sora said, a heavy sigh leaving her lips as she ran a hand through her hair. “I almost killed my friends without a second thought with my magic. If I didn’t have my aunt, then I’d probably have killed so many people—actually, I’d be dead. Everything I learned from her has helped me, but I’m scared I’ll trip up, and you’ll die or hurt someone else following my instructions.”

“Sora,” Inari said with a compassionate smile. “I am concerned about many things as well, but concern is not fear. Concern is an emotion that helps you plan and execute caution when moving forward while fear is paralyzing and halts your progress. Take it slow if you are concerned, but don’t stop with fear.”

She nodded, puffing out another breath. “Okay, I understand.” Turning to Emilia, she smiled again. “I’d really like to know more about you—wait,” her vision shifted to the darkness as she thought. “You—is there more to learn about you? I mean, you don’t have any memories, but you do have some of the knowledge of my circumstances, but this is like the first time you’ve had your own memories, right?”

Emilia took a short but sharp breath before smiling. “Yes, I know about Bathin, your father, and many other things about your life—much more than anything about my own.” She whispered, looking back down at her tails, she played with the fur of the top one. “I know a bit about this realm from what information Inari gave me, and the circumstances that lead to this event.”

“Oh?” Sora’s smile brightened. “You called her just Inari! Most people tend to get super stiff when talking to my aunt at first.”

“Well,” Emilia’s ears dropped back down again as she looked down at the white floor. “I recognize she’s powerful and your aunt, but personally, I’d rather call you Lady Sora because I revere you more than her, but … I also know that you wouldn’t want that.”

“Cute,” Inari giggled.

Sora was a little taken aback. “Lady Sora … what’s Lady-like about me?”

“It’s—a little difficult for me to explain,” Emilia mumbled. “It’s just how I feel.”

“I told you before,” Inari chuckled. “Honor, Sora, honor is where real power lies. She feels such deep admiration, trust, and loyalty toward you that you could be nothing less than royalty.”

“What?” She sucked on her lower lip as she watched Emilia look up at her and nod silently, but the emotions displayed by her light blue eyes made Sora hesitate.

You’re sure she’s not compelled?

“No, Sora, she is completely in control. Is it so hard to believe that she’d feel this way after being touched by your very Core and resonating with it? You do not give yourself enough credit.”

I guess I’ll take your word for it…

“In any case,” Sora muttered, folding her arms. “I would just like you to call me Sora, and why don’t we get out of my Core and meet the rest of the group?”

Emilia’s nervousness seemed to vanish as her smile turned stunning. “I’d really enjoy that.”

Her aunt’s giggle echoed in her mind. “You didn’t pick up on it in the least.”

What?

“She was terrified that you didn’t feel ready to accept her; even though that petrified her, she was willing to wait for when you were ready for her, however long that took. She is more than willing to give you everything that she is; she will do it on the drop of a dime.”

That terrifies me! I want her to be her own person.

“She is her own person and has chosen to give herself to you. If you wish for her to have a life, then forge one for her. Give her duties that can bring her purpose and joy in accomplishing; praise her for her service. This is what she wants.”

I … I can’t just accept that, though … I need time to think through this.

“Then take the time, but know that her feelings will not change. You will always be of great value to her, and you must live with that.”

Okay … what is she now, though? She’s not … I don’t even know what she was before? Not a Nogitsune, like me, right?

“No, she had devolved from a Huli Jing by a significant margin, to the point that she could not even be considered the same. Why don’t you use the name Tenko? Originally, humans called Kitsune of the highest order Tenko, but I have always referred to them as Myōbu. Tenko would actually be rather appropriate for your followers since they resonate with you; their primary element becomes Celestial Energy after their Core unlocking. The closer they are to the open heavens and within outer space, the more energy they absorb.”

Well, I guess that works … you’d know.

“Congratulations, Sora. I am overjoyed.”

I think it’s going to have to get used to it, personally...

Sora sighed as she opened her eyes, Emilia opening her eyes shortly after; even as she watched, her tails, ears, skin, and eyes changed as her Spiritual Network radiated her new spiritual essence.

“Sora…” Jin muttered, but her mouth was half open in shock as she watched the transformation finish.

“Magnificent,” Eyia whispered in an awestruck tone. “That was breathtaking to behold.”

The four humans stared at Emilia with wide eyes and slack jaws; Ashley walked back into the room before freezing. “What the—Sora, what did you do to that fox?”

Wendy heard Ashley’s comment and rushed to the door to peek out from behind her.

Githa seemed to growl lightly before pushing herself further into the chair, trying to ignore them.

Sora laughed nervously. “Umm—so, I kind of—with my aunt’s help, unlocked her Core—twice. My aunt said that she is like my equivalent to a Kitsune to her, and said that an appropriate name would be a Tenko, but—she can introduce herself.” Her face flushed as everyone kept staring at her.

“Hmm,” Ashley rubbed the side of her neck as she studied the fox. “For me—it’s like a smell, but no—a feeling of a smell—like I’m experiencing an entire field of beautiful flowers blooming in front of my eyes.”

They watched Emilia extract the ruby pin and untangle her long hair quietly, colored the same copper as Sora’s. She stared down at the pin with a sad expression.

“Was she this stunning before?” Wendy muttered. “It’s like she’s a million times prettier—how does that work? What did you do, Sora?”

Rising, Emilia pulled her hair over her shoulders and set the pin down on the arm of the chair. She performed a short bow; her voice was just as Sora remembered within her Core, soft, beautiful, and lush. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Eyia, Jin, Wendy, and Ashley.” Her vision moved between each person. “My name is Emilia; Lady,” she paused for a moment, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and opened her eyes as she slowly let out the air.

She really does want to call me Lady…

“Following Sora’s desires, Inari used Sora’s energy to heal and unlock my Core; she’s also given me a basic understanding of how a lot of the world operates and the fundamental knowledge of living within the Human Realm through Sora’s memories. I have also been briefed on the incident that destroyed my Core, and I have no love for The Vulpes Council that has robbed me of everything.”

She turned to Sora with a reverent smile. She pulled her hair away from her face and crossed her hands, each of her tails twisting around each other, making it look like she had four tails. “If you say I am a Tenko, then I will happily accept that title. May I ask what it means?”

Jin seemed to regain her senses. “Well—okay, Sora, that was pretty amazing. Ehrm, Emilia, Tenko would be Japanese, and literally means Celestial Fox or Heavenly Fox.”

Sora nodded, hands knotted behind her back. “Yeah, my aunt said that it best fits you because you share in my primary attunement, Celestial Energy; basically, we gain a lot of energy from the open sky and outer space.”

“That’s awesome,” Ashley whispered.

“No, but really,” Wendy spoke up. “How is she prettier, Sora?”

Eyia giggled, causing everyone to look at her. “I assume it has to do with your recent awakening. You aren’t seeing her outer body as pretty, but her radiant Core. If Sora were to remove the shield around her Spiritual Network, then you’d see an even brighter radiance, but it seems that Emilia has yet to learn how to shield her Spiritual Network.

“She has a vast pool of energy after her transformation; enough to do real damage to Jin or me, but it is obvious that she has many years of training before she can utilize it properly. I can feel her adoration for you, my sister; today we must celebrate to welcome a new sister to the fold.”

Seriously? Eyia just freaking accepts her instantly? Well, I guess since she can’t shield her Core that it’s wide open for anyone skilled enough to see. Wow … but if Eyia accepts her so openly, then it must be real. She’s usually super cautious.

Emilia bowed to Eyia. “Thank you for your welcome, Eyia. I look forward to getting to know you better and ask for your guidance in combat so I may better learn how to be of service to Sora.”

“Eh?” Sora’s eyes widened. Does she know what she’s getting into? Eyia’s a freaking monster at training … there’s no doubt she’d use some insane methods like she went through on the Island!

“It would be my honor,” Eyia said, walking over to her. Emilia straightened, and Eyia held out her hand; this was the first time Sora noticed a frosted over cut on her palm. Emilia lifted her hand and Eyia reached out, grasping her forearm; she only hesitated a moment before returning the gesture.

How did Eyia of all people get hurt? There’s no way someone else hurt her.

“Is this a greeting among Asgardians?” Emilia questioned, brow furrowed.

“Yes,” Eyia smiled warmly. “It has multiple meanings depending on the situation; one of those situations is a gesture of kinsmen.”

“It is I that is honored then,” Emilia returned.

Sora cleared her throat. “Ehm, Eyia … what happened to your hand?”

Releasing her grip, Eyia stepped back to give Emilia some space while holding up her hand to stare at the red liquid frozen beneath the ice. “I was responsible for pushing Emilia, formerly Miyabe, into revealing the information that destroyed her Core. Though I was not the perpetrator, I had a hand in her destruction; therefore, I took an oath to see that justice is done.”

“It’s stupid,” Jin huffed angrily.

Eyia frowned as she turned to glare at Jin. “It is my honor.”

Emilia and Sora swallowed at Eyia’s iron tone, but Jin only rolled her eyes and looked away with disgust.

Taking a deep breath, Emilia smiled at Eyia. “I don’t blame you; Inari gave me all of the appropriate information to make up my own mind. I don’t miss my old life, even if I do feel bitter that it was taken, I know that my future is brighter because of that sacrifice. However, if this is something you feel that you must do, then I’d like to help as a part of that event myself.”

Sora hummed lowly. So, Emilia’s entire world was shattered by this Council; maybe they have a reason for it, but still, that’s extreme, and it’s pretty obvious, even to me, that Emilia had no clue that would happen. It doesn’t sit right with me, and I’d like to know the reasons myself.

“Umm,” Sora bit the inside of her cheek for a moment as everyone but Githa turned to her. “I’d like some answers too; I don’t think it was right that they did that to you. I’ll have to think about it a bit more … maybe get my aunt’s opinion or go back and listen to some of her lectures—I bet that’s what she’ll make me do anyways, and there’s a lot for me to sort through—the information I got from my Intelligent Constructs returning … I just have a lot to sort through…”

Sora frowned as Emilia’s fur stiffened and a shiver ran down her frame. “Oh—excuse me, Sora. I didn’t even ask if I could join Eyia.”

“Huh,” Sora’s left eye narrowed with confusion. “I—eh, Emilia, look, just because your a Tenko, or whatever you are—you aren’t my slave. Remember, we’re friends; it’s not servant master…”

Emilia’s ears drooped as she looked down at the floor, tails dropping to the floor. “Sorry—I’m just trying to get used to this … everything’s just really new to me.”

She looked up into Eyia’s sensitive dark blue eyes. “Yes, it will be an adjustment, but your emotions are as pure as Amsvartnir. Sora is not the type to think less of you or belittle your efforts. Know that you have nothing to be ashamed of. Once we have consummated our celebration with a feast, we shall be sisters, and we shall be bound by the Oath of Sisterhood.”

Mood brightening, Emilia smiled softly. “Thank you for accepting me…” A few tears fell down her cheeks, causing them to redden. “I will cherish this day for the rest of my life.”

Eyia squeezed her shoulder and motioned toward the kitchen. “Now that we have finished our discussion, it would be best if we helped in the preparation of the feast. If we can be of service, then the food will taste that much sweeter.”

Emilia chuckled nervously, cheeks flushing slightly. “I don’t know much about cooking.”

Sora butted in. “Eh, I second that … I’ve always had someone else cook for me.”

“Then I must teach you,” Eyia smiled brightly. “Cooking is a necessity of life.”

Well, I don’t think I even need to eat anymore if I really didn’t want to, but … food is addicting.

“Thanks,” Sora said, tilting her head toward Wendy and Ashley by the doorway. “We’ll come join you guys then!”
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                Sora and Emilia followed Eyia into the kitchen; she took a quick look around the space.  The floor changed from wood to stone a few feet into the large area.  To her right were extended four-row shelves filled with different types of utensils.

On the first layer were several metal pots and pans; the second had many cooking items, such as hard shell crackers, massive spoons, tongs, dippers, chorks, and claws; on the third sat containers with knives and cut pieces of wood that seemed for the purpose of chopsticks, and finally on the fourth were wooden cups, bowels, and plates.

In front of them, along the left wall, ran a massive grill with fire controls similar to the upstairs shower on the front that acted like an operation panel.  A few metal pipes were above each station that led to the wall; Sora sensed a weak wind spell placed on them that sucked the smoke out to the side of the building.

There were two firepits and a Masonry oven closer to the corner of the wall; no kindling seemed to be required as a spell fueled the fire below each item.  She was a little shocked to find two colossal pots of steaming soup on the firepits; grilling meat was spread across the whole grill, and a few dozen sticks of bread were being baked in the oven.

Can we even eat all of that?  She got a visual flashback of the feast Eyia and Jin had ordered from her hotel kitchens; it seemed forever ago.  Yeah, sadly … this is probably not even enough; plus, we have more people with us.

A thick rectangular wooden island was placed in the center of the room; it had the center cut out for people to enter with a single small entrance to get in and out near the back wall.  The polished dark brown wood gleamed in the orange light of the heatless overhead infernos.

Alice was at the center of the island, cutting strange vegetables, fruits, cheeses, bread, and meat; Wendy moved to help her as they entered, and Ashley stationed herself at the grill, cutting the meat to check the inner color.  Each type of food was given their own section on the table to avoid cross-contamination, and the prepared food was being placed on plates and in bowls along the part of the island nearest the door.

On the opposite side of the room was a large dishwashing sink with taps that provided water; the pipes were enchanted with water magic that could be activated by another sliding bar control panel at its base, and a drying rack to the right side of the station already showed signs of use.

One of the most mysterious objects in the room was the large glass and wood cabinet that took up the entire right wall.  The polished dark brown wood glistened with the flickering light and glass sheets revealed what each section held.

Sora could sense the magic involved was simple, but the number of enchantments was staggering with four large control panels that seemed to control the three sections.  There was an ingredients section, frozen section, cold section, and heated section.

In the ingredients section, it seemed like there were glass containers of sugar, flour, salt, and a host of other base products Sora could only guess at; then in the frozen, there were meats and a small ice section, and fruits and vegetables in the chilled section.  It looked like there were already prepared dishes waiting to be served in the heated section, each in their own uniquely heated chamber to keep a particular temperature.

“How fascinating,” Jin muttered as she studied the cabinet with Eyia.

Emilia was looking at the ample space with wide-eyed wonder.  “So, this is the type of kitchen I grew up with?”

Alice and Liz froze, eyes locked on Emilia.

“Umm—what…”  Alice muttered, but Liz’s question was quicker; her hand seemed to be locked in mid-spin as she stirred one of the large pots of soup.

“Sora—can we ask a question?”

She could read their Spiritual Networks with ease, but let them ask their question anyways.  “Of course; please, don’t feel awkward about talking to us—even if we have more tails than you.  Just treat us like you would an equal.”  She smiled.  “We don’t know your customs, but we’re not offended by you talking to us like normal people.”

Both their ears twitched nervously, tails low to the ground.  “If you insist,” Liz mumbled.  “So—wasn’t that eight-tails purple-furred?  How did she get the same color of fur as you, and I’ve only seen robes like hers worn by the Council’s escorts too...”  She finished in almost a whisper.

Alice nodded, returning to cutting her items with Wendy as she listened to the conversation with interest.

Sora moved a little further back from Emilia’s right side and looked up at her new follower, indicating that she could speak for herself.

“Eh,” Emilia’s ears tilted back shyly as her tails bunched.  “Hello, Liz, Alice, my name is Emilia.  Where do I start … I lost my memory, but I used to serve the red council member.  I—don’t know how much I should say on the matter,” she glanced at Sora with concern, “but—I don’t follow her any longer.  I’ve chosen to follow Sora, and she healed me.

“I used to be extremely sick—broken, and Sora put me back together.  She provided me with her own fragmented knowledge and gave me my life back.  I owe her everything I am.”

Sora’s cheeks flushed at Emilia’s confession; her hands twisted behind her back, and she tried to hide them with her tails, ears twitching self-consciously.  “It was really my aunt,” she mumbled.

Emilia shook her head earnestly, copper hair swinging wildly.  “How many people would have looked at me and just said, oh, that’s sad, and not thought for a second on how to actually help me.  You didn’t just think about it—you acted on it and found a way.  That—it’s really amazing,” she mumbled, looking down at the ground.

“Wait,” Ashley tapped her knife against the grill a few times as everyone looked at her.  “Sora, explain to me again what Inari did?  You provided Emilia with your own fragmented knowledge; so, does that mean that you kind of shared your Intelligence with her?”

Sora’s cheeks pressed to the right as she stared down at the ground.  “Ermm, I—from what I know … I resonated with her Core—ahg, how do I describe it?  My aunt used my magic—out of all the crazy things I’ve witnessed her do with magic; from going to space to changing your Cores … everything … this takes the cake.  It’s like me trying to explain like—the twentieth dimension … that I don’t even know exists because it’s that crazy and complicated.

“As best I could tell from what she told me—I resonated with Emilia’s Core, and that changed the very nature of it … I guess you could say she’s the closest thing to a Founder a Vulpes can come?”

“So,” Ashley bit the tip of her tongue lightly before licking her lips.  “Does that mean—you’re basically Emilia’s mom now?”

Sora’s blood ran cold, and a shiver ran down her spine to the tips of her tails.  “Huh?”  Both she and Emilia squeaked.

“Well, think about it,” Ashley hummed.  “I thought about it when Inari was explaining Intelligences and mentioned Spiritual biology.  If there’s Spiritual biology—she discussed organs and specific energy—so, women giving birth to a human is kind of like the Cores of both parents brushing against each other and forming something new that’s a small part of both parents.

“It’s not just the physical biology side, but the Spirit and Intelligence side, as well.”  She flipped two pieces of meat.  “If that’s the case, then as it appears, you’ve changed the very biological structure of Emilia—in all categories.  Therefore, you’re basically her mother since Inari used your biology as a catalyst.”

“Woah,” Wendy muttered, knife suspended over an onion.  “Should I say congratulations?”  Her eyes popped.  “She could get you something on Mother’s Day!”

“Wait, wait, wait—back up,” Sora stammered.  “So,” she paused, mind going blank.

“Actually,” Jin hummed, studying Emilia.  “I can see it on a spiritual level, and obviously, parts of her physical biology have changed.  I think your dad’s eyes were that same shade,” she muttered.

“Indeed,” Eyia moved closer to examine Emilia’s eyes, causing her to lean back a little; Emilia seemed to be paralyzed as Sora felt the spiraling questions swimming around her mind through her unguarded Spiritual Network.  “Yes, she does have the same eyes as your father.”

“I—don’t know how to handle this…”  Sora muttered, shifting to look up at Emilia.  “Umm—so,” she clicked her tongue.  “I’ll be right back…”

Closing her eyes, she entered the Outer Body Technique; her aunt was waiting in the center of the bright overhead light, charming smile beaming.

“It’s not true, right?”  Sora’s voice quivered.

“Unconditionally true,” her aunt giggled.  “I loved your reaction.”

“I’m—a mom?”

“Of sorts; a bit complicated, but true,” Inari crossed her legs.  Her foot swayed back and forth with her tails; she could almost feel the jubilation blazing off her aunt’s aura.

Sora shook her head.  “Wait—you said she was more like a Kitsune … they aren’t your children?”

“No—my Kitsune are not like Emilia,” her aunt hummed.  “Let’s examine what happened in the simplest terms.

“First, the full reconstruction of a Vulpes Core requires a vast amount of knowledge in all forms of Vulpes biology; as Ashley stated, Intelligence, Spirit, and Physical biology are needed, in addition to much, much more—which I so happen to possess.

“The second, perfect atonement, full resonance of Cores, which is normally near impossible to achieve, yet because of unorthodox circumstances, was accomplished.

“Third, your own transformation and Core DNA provided a means that your mother and I cannot copy; there are many cosmically sophisticated reasons for this that you wouldn’t understand in the slightest at this time.  I could explain it in a rudimentary manner, but that is something I leave to your father or mother.

“That’s it … yes, you could say that Emilia is your daughter, for all intents and purposes.  Congratulations, though you did not carry her in your body, she is the spirit of your spirit and flesh of your flesh.”

“But—but,” Sora’s body felt heavy as she slumped to the ground; her hair bunched around her, tails lying at her feet.  She couldn’t finish the sentence as emotions welled up within her.  Emilia … she’s my daughter … that’s seven-hundred and eighty-nine years old … she’s almost fifty times older than me.

Her aunt’s comforting voice tickled Sora’s ears.  “Perhaps in spiritual years, but not in experience.  She’s like an infatuated sixteen-year-old girl, and you’re her idol.  She may look in her twenties, but her mind does not reflect it; she is vastly less experienced than you, my dear, and helping her will help you become your own woman.”

“I—don’t think I’m ready for that—how can I be a mom?  I’ve never even met my mom.”  Sora whispered; a searing anvil compressing her chest.  “Can’t—can’t you raise her?”

“Sora,” Inari’s tone turned hard.  “Think about the consequences of that decision; if anyone were to understand her feelings, it would be you.  Think about how she would feel.”

Guilt pierced her heart as she hugged herself, curling into a ball as the scenario played out in her mind.  The scene appeared next to her as her brain spun into an abyss.

“My—mom…”  Emilia whispered.

“Umm—Emilia, you should go live with your … it feels so strange saying it, but—you should go live with Inari.”

She watched Emilia’s bare feet shift back as she curled inward, staring down at the ground.  “I—please let me stay with you…”  She pled, voice cracking.

“I just—I can’t—I’m not ready to be a mom…”

“If,” her tails fell limp by Sora’s face, and her tone became numb.  “If—if that’s what you want … I’ll go.”

The emotions swirling within her Core were like claws ripping her apart from the inside out.  She gave everything to me from the very start.  She’s done nothing but defend me ... given me everything she is, and I reward her by shoving her off to someone else.  She’d feel like I don’t love her, she’s a disappointment … she wouldn’t even feel used … there’s something wrong with her, not me. 

She began to quake as tears slid down her cheeks.  After everything, I went through with Wendy … I wanted to be … I’m just like Jane.  I’d abandon her … after she just told everyone that I saved her.  That memory would scar her … she’s defective … left to fall … she’d feel unlovable.  I’m the one positive thing she has in her whole life … I’d break her.

Every ounce of the cynical, jaded, faithless, disappointed, and disillusioned feelings about her own mother crushed her psyche; the denial, anger, bargaining, and depression that haunted her transferred onto her own daughter.

“I can’t do that to my own daughter…”  Sora’s throat caught as she cried.

Her aunt appeared beside her, lifting her into her arms.  “Dear—you haven’t abandoned her, and your hesitation is understandable, but yes, you must understand the consequences.  A mother’s void is not so easily filled; it’s like a severed spinal cord seeking what is no longer connected, constantly struggling in vain.”

“What should I do?”  Sora sobbed.

Her aunt’s arms pulled her in tighter.  “Hug her—love her like you want to be loved.  Unconditional love … will she mess up?  Yes, but you must grow up quickly, my little niece.  You have people depending upon you.  Will it be easy?  No, but you are not alone.”

She stayed in her aunt’s arms for what seemed an eternity.  Sniffing back her tears, Sora rubbed at her cheeks.  She took a deep breath as Inari set her down.  Blinking a few times, she wiped below her left eye as it itched.  “You said she’d die, though?  If she’s my daughter, can’t she live forever like me?”

Inari gestured for her to take a seat as an elegant chair appeared behind them both; they sat, and her aunt breathed deeply.  “There’s a reason why I waited for you to discover this truth for yourself; if I were to tell you this information and you acted like this in front of your daughter … you can imagine the wreckage.”

Sora looked down at her hands, fingers twisted together as she swallowed, guilt hitting her chest again.  “Thank you … I’m so blessed to have such a perfect aunt…”

Her aunt’s smile softened.  “The simple things and subtleties will always be the same; the pain in a widow’s heart will never fade away, and it’s the same for all of us.  I don’t mind the rain that will undoubtedly fall upon our family, but let her hands be the one you hold to your face.  I am just a shape in the shadow of grates, but she can be a choir of saints sent to ease your heart.  Think about that, Sora...”

A tear fell down her aunt’s cheek.  “In your life, you will see an infinite landscape of souls fade away; some will grow old with no homes; some will die in an empty and cold house with no hope.  You will experience an endless expanse of goodbyes, but if there is one thing you cannot let fade, it is your child, because that will break you, and your heart will become black.

“Live to make her proud,” her aunt’s chest fluttered, “because she’s so proud of you.  That being said, we all hurt a little sometimes, and that’s alright; this world is cruel, and you must not shelter her too much from that, but you must never let her face something she cannot.  Help her slay the monsters, not be eaten by them—you help her, and I will help you.”  She finished with a teary smile.  “Honestly—emotions,” she giggled, waving at her red face.

Sora returned the smile, taking a deep breath to calm herself.  “I’m a mother…”

“Yes, mother one-o-one complete,” Inari giggled, wiping a tear from her cheek to stare at it.  “The answer to your previous question; Emilia is going through her own transformation, it’s similar to your change, but at a much slower rate.  The more she exercises her powers, the more her Founder blood will manifest.”

Her aunt winked.  “To think you’d beat me to motherhood—what a failure I am, but how elated I am to experience this with you.  She is not quite a Founder yet, but a Tenko undergoing a metamorphosis into a Founder.  The second in all Founder history, including you.”

“Wow,” Sora mumbled.  “My own daughter—I can teach her like I use magic then … I think I can do that!  Wait … if she got my dad’s eyes then, did my mom have green eyes?”

Inari huffed.  “Didn’t you notice in the scene I showed you?”  Her mother’s small fox form appeared in front of her, and sure enough, her irises reflected her striking green eyes.

Sora’s throat caught as she saw her mother in fox form.  “Wow…”

The image faded, pulling Sora’s focus back to her aunt.  “Emilia may have more initial power than you, but she will not grow at the same rate.  I suspect that you will far outstrip your daughter in the short-term, but you will both even out once she completes her transformation.”

She took a deep breath before letting it out.  “Okay … will she go through a rebellious phase?”  Her face creased with concern.  “How do I handle that?”

Her aunt smirked.  “Only the future will tell.”

“Ugh—I don’t like that answer.”

“In any case,” Inari folded her fingers atop her tails  “Why don’t we officially meet the newest member of our family; if you could give me control of your magic, I will prompt Emilia back into your Core.”

Rubbing her arms, she shifted a little in her chair to better position her tails.  “Okay…”

Inari’s power enveloped them, cleaning up their red and puffy appearance before she felt a small thread reach out of her Spiritual Network; shortly after, Emilia was guided back into her Core through her great-aunt’s gentle prods.

Emilia appeared to her right, Core turbulent as a hurricane.  Her fingers twisted her left arm as she shifted uncomfortably, and her ears twitched, tone flustered.  “Sora … what’s going on?”

Sighing deeply, Sora gestured to a duplicate chair she created behind her.  “Please—take a seat, and I’ll explain … just give me a second to find the words.”

Her daughter glanced back at the chair, tails twisting into a single knot as they shifted to allow her to sit.  It was apparent that her muscles were tight, and questions flooded her mind as she waited for answers.

Sora glanced at her aunt, and she gave her an encouraging smile.  “Right … so—I just found out—just now—you are basically my daughter.”

“What—how?”  Her voice cracked, legs twisting to press against the lip of her chair.  Her aunt took over as she shot out pleading eyes.

“Honestly,” she sighed as Emilia looked to her.  “Hello, my great-niece; yes, I am your great-auntie Inari,” her smile was warm.

“When I used your mother’s energy to rebuild your Core, there were a certain number of things that occurred that astonished even me.  A new path opened that was utterly unknown to me and I lept on it with ferocity; it did use much more of your mother’s energy than I intended, but it was well worth the future trouble.  I was so elated that I had to restrain myself from calling a Founder’s celebration immediately; I almost threw all future schemes, growth opportunities, and your grandmother’s will to the wind and kept you both to myself.”

“I wish you would,” Sora muttered, avoiding eye contact.

Inari chuckled.  “Yes, well, eons of discipline scantily managed to keep my jubilee immured.  Now, I will tell you what I told your mother; you are not a full-blooded Founder, yet; I gave you the knowledge of your mother’s transformation to help you understand that you are going through a similar metamorphosis.”

Sora almost choked.  “Huh?  You gave her what?  The party, and—and everything?”

“Enough,” Inari said mischievously.

You freaking fox!  That’s so embarrassing!

“I know!”  She said in her mind with glee.

It took everything Sora had to regain her composure.  You’re so … aggh!  Aggh … Grrhh…

Her smile widened with pleasure.  “Making noises in your head won’t make it go away.”

A low rumble vibrated her throat as she glared at her aunt; she coughed as a tickle ran down the back of her mouth.

“Are you okay?”  Emilia’s face twisted with concern.

Clearing her throat, she nodded.  “Yeah—no problem,” she gasped.

Inari smiled innocently.  “You’re both such treats; so, Emilia, your metamorphosis will take much longer than your mother’s, but she will help you learn how to achieve your birthright.  This could not have been accomplished without your pure-hearted dedication in your previous life.  I am proud to welcome you to the family.”

Emilia pulled back her hair, fingers pressing against her scalp.  “Can you—I need a minute to process this…”  The silence stretched for several minutes, making Sora’s ears twitch.  “Why—why didn’t you tell me all of this when—why didn’t you tell me this with the information you gave me to start with?”

“I have my reasons,” Inari stated without explanation.

“I have … Sora’s my mom,” Emilia’s throat caught as she looked up at her, tears in her eyes.  “I don’t know—how to feel about this…”

Well, jeez … stab me, why don’t you.

“Come now, Sora; You know that’s not what she means.”

“That’s completely understandable,” Inari nodded.  “I suggest you go upstairs, lie down in one of the beds, and sort it out.”

“Sora, read her Core.”

She straightened, looking into her daughter’s Core; the uncertainty she found dug at her heart.  “Emilia…”

Her vision lifted to her newly discovered mother, searching for answers.

Sora sucked on her lower lip for a moment before forcing a smile.  “I know this is a lot to take in … it’s a lot for me too, but—but I’ll always be here for you.  I don’t know anything about being a mother, but whatever you decide or what to talk about—I’m here for you, and I want to learn more about you … my daughter.”

She looked down, a tear falling down her cheek.  “Thanks … yeah, I think I need some time to—to process this…”

“Alright, that’s it, let her leave, and you can end the technique.  Just take it one step at a time.”

Thanks for guiding me through this … I have a daughter…

She ended the Outer Body Technique; opening her eyes, she watched Emilia’s ears pull back as she stared at her.  She couldn’t help the image of her dad springing to mind as she looked into her daughter’s large blue eyes; she started to notice the small changes in her facial structure that differed from the first time she’d seen the woman as a lock of copper hair fell out of place.  After what seemed an eternity with an awkward silence spread across the scene, Emilia turned and slowly walked upstairs.

“Eh—where’s she going?”  Wendy muttered, scratching the top of her head with her free hand.  “Oh—crap!  I need to wash my hair again … I just touched my hair with onion fingers…”  She grumbled, walking around the table toward the sink.

“I felt something happen to Emilia,” Ashley whispered.  “It’s like … she was consumed by fire?”

“The Outer Body Technique that Sora knows,” Jin hummed with a slight frown.  “Her Core’s really conflicted right now, but not in a bad way—she’s just really confused.”

Eyia nodded, lips pursed with concern.  “Is there anything we can do, sister?”

Sora shook her head before swallowing a mouth full of saliva.  “No … it’s just a lot to take in; I talked with my aunt, and it’s official … She's my daughter.”

“I’ll just leave it at, she’s your … daughter,”  Liz muttered in confusion, and Ashley nodded, returning to her task as she tried distracting her mind from the chaotic information she’d just heard.

Wendy ran her hands under the water with a low hum.  “That’s so wild…”

Sora’s lips creased as she heard Fen and Jian’s voices closing in on the building.  Crap … how’s Fen going to handle this?  She’s already so jealous of me … now I just make someone a Founder … I made someone my daughter.  Ugh...
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                Sora took a deep breath as she looked back through the door. “So—Fen’s coming back. Let’s save everything for dinner; we can discuss it then.”

Alice finished cutting some purplish fruit and set her knife down. “It’s almost done.” She glanced at Liz before her eyes returned to Sora. “Would you like us to, umm—go?”

“What? No,” Sora said with a bright smile. “You cooked such a massive dinner for us; it’s only proper that you join in.”

“Aren’t you worried about us hearing—I don’t know, something you don’t want us to know or something? The Town Council usually has everyone leave when they discuss important things.”

Ashley hummed thoughtfully as she took several pieces of meat off the table and set them on plates before moving them to the square table; there were already massive stacks of different types of meats atop several plates. “Are you sure, Sora? We are sharing our plans; what do you think, Eyia, Jin?”

Jin pulled her long black hair over her shoulders before folding her arms and leaning against one of the shelves. “I don’t personally have a problem with them joining. I can’t think of much that they haven’t heard that would be of concern. We’ve already discussed what was needed in private.”

“I agree,” Eyia moved beside Liz, making her stiffen. She sniffed the soup with a soft smile. “We have received much hospitality from this town; we should not disrespect their goodwill by barring them from the feast that they have prepared with their own hands.

“They not only grew, but hunted, harvested, stored, and offered this great bounty to our health; I am most grateful.” She turned to Liz, making her swallow nervously, tails wrapped around each other. “May we help contribute?”

It took a moment for Liz to get the words out. “Eh—I guess, umm—you can gather some tables and set the dishes that are prepared.”

Eyia nodded, turning to Jin. “Friend, let us participate.”

“Ugh,” Jin sighed, scratched behind her left ear. “I guess…”

They both set to work, moving out of the kitchen to link tables.

Sora walked around them to stand across from Wendy; she’d been pretty silent as she continued cutting vegetables next to Alice. “I’m worried, she whispered.”

“About?” Wendy set the knife down to look up at her. “Are you worried about Mimi, Emilia, or your aunt? There’s a lot to be worried about.”

Sora’s ear twitched as Alice tried to ignore them, moving a little further away. “Yeah—there really is a lot to be worried about, but—right now, Fen.”

Wendy’s eyes fell to the table with a low moan. “The she-devil fox herself. Can she hear us?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know; I don’t know how sharp my senses are compared to normal Vulpes. Maybe if she’s focusing on this area, but I kind of doubt it; I bet she’s mostly self-absorbed and thinking about how boring this place is or something.”

A slight smirk curved Wendy’s lips. “Harsh; you’ve really changed, Sora.” She sighed before her eyes lifted to study her. “Probably true, though. She will be pretty upset with Emilia, right? I don’t know Fen that well, but I get the feeling that something about Emilia will set her off.”

Ashley finished putting the last piece of meat on a plate and moved to join them after sliding her finger against the magical conduit to turn off the grill; the fire instantly died. “I heard something about Fen.” She said with a grimace.

Sora nodded. “I don’t know how to handle it; Fen’s a loose cannon. I don’t know why she’s staying with us; what’s her end goal?”

“For someone like Fen?” Ashley hummed. “I haven’t known her long, but my guess, survival. If she leaves, then she’s on her own, and it’s clear that you have a lot of weight here.”

“I don’t know,” Sora mumbled, playing with one of her locks of hair. “You should have heard her when we were in the showers back in that base—there’s something about her that puts me on edge.”

“Besides her attitude?” Wendy giggled. “She’s just like Brianna, right? She’s just jumping into the popular crowd and trying to get attention?”

“Attention,” Ashley shook her head. “I don’t know about that. She’s got plenty of attention from Jian, and she could get all the attention she wants from guys; no, there’s something deeper, like survival. There could be more, but it won’t do any good fixating on it. We have enough problems as it is.”

“That’s true,” Sora trailed off.

Ashley folded her arms against the table, looking left at her. “My advice, don’t worry about Fen too much. If she causes a scene, then we deal with it then but loosen up a little. You’ve been worrying about Bathin, us, and who knows how many other things? Now you have Emilia to worry about … and I’m not saying that’s a bad thing. No, you’ve just earned a good break.”

Sora stretched, releasing a light yawn as she folded down her fox-ears. “I know, but I can’t help it—maybe tonight. We can all talk about what’s on our minds at dinner; Mary should have some fun things to talk about.” She said with a wink at Wendy.

Wendy’s small smile fell. “Huh? What about me, huh? I met Gloria and saw your mom; I’d like to see her top that!”

Sucking on her lower lip, Sora nodded with a low hum. “Yeah … that was pretty crazy.”

“Gloria and your mom?” Ashley questioned.

“I’ll tell you at dinner,” Wendy said with an excited grin. “I want to hear about what happened to you too!”

Ashley’s eyes seemed to withdraw as a sad smile lifted her cheeks. “Yeah…”

Sora sighed as Wendy looked at Ashley in confusion. “Alright, let’s get everything out to the table. Fen’s just about back, and I also hear a rainstorm coming on.”

The three of them broke off to get things ready for dinner. It didn’t take them long to get everything set up.

Fen hates being weaker than I am; the whole reason she went to my aunt was to get power, which she was denied … well, it’s more complicated than that, but that’s the result. I doubt she sees it any other way. Her white tail should have the means to initiate her Core advancement, but she just hasn’t met the conditions.

If she hears about Emilia, though … she’ll definitely be jealous, but … why am I even worrying about it? It’s not like she can really do anything about it. She’s selfish, hot-tempered, and the way she treated Luna and Rayla … I’d rather not give her power if that’s how she’ll use it.

Fen walked through the door, eyes instantly darting to the food being set atop the table. A broad smile lifted her bored expression. “Ah, now this looks like a meal!”

Sora’s lips bunched to the side as she caught sight of her; her energy was noticeably less than what she left with. What’s she been using her Spiritual Energy for? What should I expect, probably messing with a few guys, but she’s used a whole lot…

Her thoughts shifted as her and Wendy’s focus moved to Jian; Mary was descending the staircase, looking around with interest. Jian’s passive expression brightened into a smile; Sora didn’t even know his facial muscles could work like that.

“I haven’t seen a feast like this since…” Just as quickly as it came, his expression dropped, and his sentence cut off.

“Yeah, yeah,” Fen muttered. “What’s that purple-fruity-mashed-thing?” She asked, walking by Sora without even a glance to dip her finger in and take a sample. “Hmm—sweet,” she said with a pleasant tone.

Sora rolled her eyes. What did I expect?

Her tail bristled as a cold gust of air shot out from the kitchen doorway, causing Fen, Alice, Wendy, Jian, Ashley, and, Mary to freeze. Eyia’s voice was cold steel. “Eat another bite of that food before the host, and I will cut your finger off.”

Everyone stiffly turned toward her, Fen nervously laughing it off. “You—you can’t be serious?”

Eyia’s glowing blue irises seemed to emit a blue fire, but it was Jin that responded, scooting around her with a large plate of meat stacked on a platter. “Does it look like she’s playing to you, little fox? Eyia comes from a place of strict customs regarding hospitality.

“Alice and Liz have been slaving away to prepare these meals with their own hands for over an hour, not using some third party as a proxy. They are given the right to the first fruits of their labor; the only reason you still have a finger is that it’s clear you were unaware of that Asgardian custom. Count your blessings.” She giggled.

Fen quickly hid her hand behind her back, retreating behind Jian. “That’s ludicrous! It’s not like we’re in Asgard!”

Jin sat the platter down beside several other dishes, lips twisting into a dark smirk as she turned to face Jin. “Yet you are in the presence of an Asgardian that will take part in this meal. There’s a reason why I haven’t been helping myself yet, and even Githa is respecting Asgardian customs; though,” she frowned as she looked at the resting cat, stretched out across the top of a couch, “she didn’t follow custom with that cart earlier and she’s fairly full at the moment.”

Githa groaned, claws stretching out as she stretched. “You can’t blame me … I was starving; there are exceptions! I’m not uncivilized,” she grumbled.

“She is not wrong,” Eyia stated. “However, this is a different case entirely; Alice and Liz are not the only ones hosting us, but the entire village. Alice and Liz are their proxies. We are guests in their home and land that they have welcomed us into, and provided safety, substance, and lodging; we will not disrespect that by being ungrateful. I will not stand for it.”

Sora’s body relaxed as she thought about Eyia’s words. She’s right; these Vulpes live a very simple life that seems fueled with service. They could see us as a sword hanging over their necks, but at the same time, they have been nothing but courteous and accommodating. Liz and Ashley don’t know how we line up within their knowledge of the hierarchy, which is why they’ve been nervous. They know almost nothing about the current situation too but are doing their best to give us a good meal. We need to show them that we are not a threat and are willing to respect them.

She smiled. “Thank you for reminding us, Eyia.” She turned to the frozen pink-furred two-tailed Vulpes. “Alice, I am very thankful for the work that you and Liz have done.”

“It—it was required of us,” Alice muttered nervously.

Eyia’s ominous aura faded as she returned to setting drinks atop the table with Jin. Sora glanced back at Fen, still hiding behind Jian while glaring at Eyia.

“Yes, I understand that,” Sora smiled thankfully. “I know you’ve been nervous around us, but please, please treat us as equals, not like how you treat Mimi or the other Town Council members.”

“Is that … okay?” Liz asked as she exited the kitchen with a jug of some kind of juice. “I mean—Olivia told us to serve you.”

Mary sighed as she walked further into the room to look between the different dishes. “I agree with Sora and Eyia; we are your guests, Liz, Ashley, we want to get to know you better and learn about the history of your town. Is that permitted?”

Sora almost missed Mary’s subtle message. She’s right! We can’t learn about the Vulpes Capital without worrying about something happening, but what about learning this town’s history?

“Umm,” Alice looked down at the floor with a furrowed brow. “I don’t know a whole lot, but I can tell you what I know.”

Ashley stepped in. “It’s fine if you can’t say. We’re just curious.”

“But,” everyone turned toward Liz; her ears were pulled back as she looked down, deep in thought. “I just—I don’t know how to treat you as equals. What if I displease you with a question?”

Fen snickered. “Then, I’ll…” She cut off as everyone turned toward her with a deep frown, causing her to duck back behind Jian.

“That won’t happen,” Sora said with a reassuring smile. “Even if you do offend us, it doesn’t mean we’ll tell Olivia or attack you. Like Jin said, we’re your guests. We need to be on our best behavior, not you.”

“Okay,” Liz mumbled. “We can try to do as you ask.”

Sora smiled at the nervous shifts of the fox before she darted out of the way for Eyia to return with more plates. Turning to Alice, she said, “Please don’t be nervous around us.”

“I think,” Alice cleared her throat. “I think we just need a little time.” She mumbled, returning to the kitchen herself.

Sora’s lips pursed as she thought about her problems with Fen, glancing at the disgruntled woman.

There’s no way Fen will risk angering Eyia; if both Githa and Jin are willing to follow Asgardian customs, then there’s no way she can challenge them. The desire to keep her fingers far outweighs her desire to start eating early.

It was the right move, to be honest. I suppose that’s what Inari meant when she said I need to cultivate my own inner Shadow. No one can say no without aggression … you can’t stand up for yourself without bringing the possibility of force to the table or, else there’s no weight to your words. 

There’s no way Fen would have listened to me; she doesn’t respect anyone but herself. She didn’t even listen to me before … she just stole a piece of bread when she thought we weren’t looking, but even if I was, she knew I wouldn’t do anything about it. Eyia, though … she doesn’t play around with her words; if she says she’ll do something, she does it.

The image of Eyia moving like a phantom toward Mimi popped into her head, massive sword milliseconds from severing the woman’s hand.

Maybe I need to be a little more demanding, but wait a minute … Inari said I needed to add more chaos into my life. Aggression is a part of that but also breaking away from structure. I could be overthinking it; it’s not everything I need to be more chaotic toward, but I need to play to my desires more.

There must be something different about the custom with eating when Eyia and Jin were at my place; they just started eating as the carts came through, but I have no idea how it was different. Whatever … this is hurting my brain.

She helped the others finish setting the food across three long tables they’d pulled up; there were more tables spaced out in a large square for everyone to sit around and face each other. Everyone turned toward Eyia as everything finished, Aiden walking back through the door shortly after they completed the preparations.

The humans sat side by side with Sora to the left of Wendy. Eyia was beside her with Jin, the two pink-furred Vulpes, followed by an empty seat, Jian, Fen, and another empty chair before getting back to Nathan to complete the square. Githa had opted to stay out of this meal, choosing to laze on a sofa; Sora couldn’t blame her with how much magic she’d supposedly eaten.

Eyia smiled at the twins as Aiden walked in. “This is a special feast; is there anything you would like to say, Alice, Liz?”

Aiden tried not to interrupt as he took the empty seat next to Fen; shooting a questioning glance at her tense posture.

Liz’s tails tightened around each other, poking out of a section cut out of the chair back. “Umm,” both Vulpes looked down at their plates.

Sora’s focus momentarily shifted to the last empty seat; she could hear the soft patter of rain as the storm fell over the town. What’s going on with Kari? Is she not coming back?

After a moment, Alice said, “I’ve heard some of you talk as if you don’t like the Council … I don’t know why you wouldn’t like our gods, but it is thanks to them that we have food and protection to eat this meal.”

There was a moment of silence as they thought on Ashley’s words. Mary was the first to clear her throat. “Yes, Alice, we are cautious of the Council for many of our own reasons, but that does not mean we cannot be grateful for the meal in front of us. We thank you, and the Council for whatever role they played in the production of this meal.”

Sora resisted a hum. That was actually a pretty good way to phrase it. If they did help in making this in any way, then we can be grateful for the contribution, even if we don’t like how things are looking in the realm. It’s not really our business in any case.

Liz shifted a little in her seat to look at Alice before looking around at the soft approving smiles of most the other occupants. Jin seemed as neutral as Jian on the subject, and she could tell Nathan’s smile was forced, but Aiden seemed to really like Mary’s statement while Eyia was beaming. Fen was noticeably indifferent as she eyed several dishes.

“I agree,” Sora said. “What I’m really grateful to, is Mimi, the twins, Luna and Rayla, and I can’t forget you two. None of this would have been possible if it hadn’t been for your service … I certainly don’t know how to cook.” She giggled, trying to ease the tension.

The concept seemed utterly foreign to Liz as she lost a lot of her nervousness. “Wait, really? How did you survive then?”

“Well,” Fen huffed, making everyone level their eyes at her, but she didn’t seem to notice as she continued to eye a large platter of meat. “Obviously, the princess has never had to struggle a day in her life.”

“That’s not true!” Wendy spoke up, voice a little heated. “Sora’s struggled for a long time; you don’t know the first thing about her life; so stop trying to bully her and everyone else.”

Fen’s eyes widened as she looked over at the human that had called her out. “Huh? If you think this is bullying, then you’ve led a rather comfy life yourself.” She smirked.

Eyia’s words sent a shiver down everyone’s spine. “We are not being gracious guests.”

“Hey, hey,” Aiden muttered. “What’s going on with the tension? Can we please just get along and eat this wonderful looking meal?” He glanced between everyone. “These people don’t know much about conflict, ease up.”

Alice swallowed, looking down at her plate. “I apologize; I’m just a little curious … I just wanted to know why you don’t like the Council.” She finished by plucking out a small triangular fruit and popping it into her mouth. Swallowing, she mumbled, “You can eat.”

Fen’s hands were like lightning as she pushed back her seat to stand, piling food on her plate; the others were much slower at filling their dishes, glancing at the discouraged foxes.

Sora sat back, rubbing the back of her neck. “Alice, you have nothing to apologize for; I was raised in a place where everyone did all of my cooking. That being said, we have a lot to discuss guys; go ahead and eat, though. I think I can start. So … where do I begin?”

She looked to her left at the table with Liz and Alice on it; they were slowly filling their plate, ears slightly drooped as they looked at the food on their wooden dish.

“Liz, Alice,” their heads lifted to look at her. “I think you two deserve a bit of an explanation; we just barged into your lives, and you have no idea what’s happening. So, let me introduce myself again.

“My name is Sora, and I’m known as a Vulpes Founder on the other side of the gate. A Founder is like a Goddess or the originator of Vulpes; now, I don’t know how your creation legends go, but on the other side of the gate, all Vulpes kind of came about because of my grandmother … well, as far as I know.”

Fen seemed to be ignoring her as she focused on her food, mumbling something unintelligible under her breath.

Liz hummed as she cut up a few pieces of meat. “I’ve—never thought about it before; I just assumed the Council did it, but—but no one’s ever told me a story about it.”

Jin chuckled as she picked up large chunks of meat and tore them apart with her teeth; swallowing a mouthful, she glanced left at the foxes, using the back of her hand to keep her hair out of the way. “There’s no question; the Founders founded your race. Exactly how is a bit murky, but that’s to be expected; it even predates humanity.”

“Actually,” Sora said with a light smile, “my aunt told me how it happened.”

Everyone paused; Fen seemed to lock in place, seemingly just catching notice of the topic, and Githa appeared in the middle of the tables sitting on a chair that had come from nowhere. “Storytime!” She purred with excitement.

“Do you not even know, Githa?” Sora asked, lifting an eyebrow.

She shook her head frantically, thick shoulder-length white hair whipping around. “No, no! Nilly never told me; she never tells stories…” She groaned.

Glad the tense atmosphere was clearing up, Sora recited the short tale her aunt had told her. “From what my aunt said,” she turned to Alice and Liz, “my aunt’s the second oldest Vulpes, next to my grandma that was the first Vulpes.”

Settling back in her chair, she continued, “My aunt said that Vulpes used to be normal foxes; they had no magical potential. However, when my grandma became the first fox to use magic, wherever that was—not Earth since she helped create the Human Realm universe, but anyway, she mixed a seed from the Magical Plane into a few Vulpes; that was the beginning of the first non-Founder Vulpes.

“My grandma taught them the foundation of how to utilize their magic, and then they had children and taught them. Over the ages of mutation, you get the current Vulpes races that we currently have.”

Fen hummed darkly, setting her chopsticks back down on her plate. “I mean, it’s kind of assumed Inari made us, but … you have a grandmother? Inari’s not the oldest?”

Sora shook her head, chewing some vegetables before answering. “Nope, my aunt’s not the oldest, and I had two other aunts.”

“Seriously?” Jin muttered. “There were four second-generation Founders?”

“Inari was born to a litter of four,” Fen mumbled, ears twitching sporadically. “What—where are they?”

“Hmm,” Eyia lifted sad eyes to her. “Had, sister? What happened to your family?”

She looked down at her plate with a soft sigh. Eyia’s lost a lot of her own family; she was even exiled because of her mother-in-law … I don’t even know if that’s right? Was Frigg Eyia’s mother-in-law? “Umm—Inari said my other aunts’ names were Seiōbo and Nari; in order of age, it went my aunt Inari, then Seiōbo, then Nari, and finally my mother.

“They were,” she felt her chest flutter as the image of her aunt’s pain and anger filled face filled her mind. “They were—murdered—apparently it was all orchestrated by the first-generation Founder of the Tanuki, Tsukuyomi. He was involved in the death of my aunt Nari, Seiōbo, and my grandmother.”

Fen’s brow furrowed. “I’ve never heard of this Tsukuyomi; I’ve heard of the human legends behind the name, but not its connection to Tanuki or Founders.”

“Yeah,” Aiden said between bites. “I’ve never heard of him either; Alva, Kari’s mother, talked about a few Founders, but I haven’t heard about a Tanuki Founder.”

“Wait,” Jin shifted a little in her chair to get a better look at her. “You mentioned your aunt Nari to me; that’s your aunt that was killed by Gong-Gong. I remember you saying something about a Tsukuyomi, but you didn’t elaborate.”

Both Liz and Alice looked utterly lost in the conversation, and Nathan, Mary, and Ashley weren’t faring any better.

“Let’s backtrack a little,” Sora sighed, shifting her tails to a better position; she heard a bed creak upstairs.

I guess Emilia’s listening.

“So, Founders—I guess I should start there. Founders are like the gods of their respective races. Fenrir for the Wolves, my grandmother for the Vulpes, and Gloria for the Fairies.”

Wendy cut in. “Met her, by the way—freaking gorgeous…”

Everyone’s vision shot to her with question, but Sora quickly brought it back. “Yes, Wendy did, and we can talk about that later, but first, let’s get a base going or else this is going to be a long night…”

Gathering her thoughts, she continued. “Founders are the first beings, at least that I know of, that could use magic or were just super strong; just about no other being can match a Founder’s power that’s around the same age.”

She paused for a moment. Should I talk about The Harald of Sakura? No, she confuses me too … just stick with what I know.

“As I said, my grandmother Foundered all Vulpes magic. She had four daughters; Inari, Seiōbo, Nari, and Mia, my mother. They are known as second-generation Founders. For reasons I’m not fully aware of, the Founder of the Tanuki—they’re like raccoon monsters, hated our family. He orchestrated the deaths of my grandmother, and two of my aunts.”

Ashley hummed darkly. “I can’t imagine Inari taking that lightly, and there’s a reason no one here knows about this Tanuki Founder.”

“Pfft,” Jin took a quick sip of some juice; Sora took the opportunity to sip at her own cup of the sweet liquid.

“I’ll say; Inari killed the second-generation Founder of the Dragons, Gong-Gong, stole his power, and I’m guessing she utilized it to somehow kill Tsukuyomi. The Dragons aren’t quick to forgive, either; we’re born with a hatred for Kitsune through our bloodline since we share certain knowledge through generations.”

Mary clicked her tongue as she pushed a soft breath through her teeth. “That sounds terrible, but I suppose it does have its perks.”

Jin shrugged. “Doesn’t really bother me that much; it’s not like it overrides my own decision making, but it does play an early factor in Dragon life.”

“What else,” Fen asked, clearly very interested in Vulpes history.

“Yeah, go on, go on!” Githa cheered.

“Okay,” Sora muttered, finishing the piece of meat she was chewing. This tastes a bit like pork, but it has kind of a beef aftertaste … odd.

“Jin’s right; Gong-Gong was the one that caused the big flood you read about in the bible, but apparently his sister fixed it … somehow. Anyways, he was hurt from that, and my aunt killed him to gain the power to kill Tsukuyomi, and get revenge for Gong-Gong’s part in killing my aunt Nari.”

“Damn, this is getting complicated,” Nathan muttered, finishing a biscuit.

“Well, that’s about it for that tale … I think I got a little sidetracked, though. That’s the story of how my aunts died, and then you have me, a third-generation Founder Vulpes. Going back to magic, though … my grandmother planted that seed into the first Vulpes and then that brings us to today’s Vulpes, but apparently, every generation of Vulpes gets weaker.”

“Wait, hold up,” Fen mumbled. “Why?”

I knew she’d be interested in that part, but should I really say that? I mean, I guess it is important for the Vulpes in this realm to know. Tonight I should ask Inari to teach me how to heal their Spiritual Networks.

Ugh, that could come with its own problems, though. I don’t have limitless energy to just throw around at every single Vulpes in this town … Inari did use a massive amount of my energy with Emilia, as well. Is this why she said she used more than was intended?

She snapped out of her mind as she noticed everyone waiting patiently, eating their food in silence. Clearing her throat, she said, “How do I explain it? I guess, the biggest take away from what my aunt explained to me was that this realm’s Vulpes would ultimately be the end result of all Vulpes. Vulpes will forget how to utilize their magic and at some point lose magic entirely.”

Fen’s teeth locked as her fingers closed into a fist, hands shaking. “That’s not acceptable! That will happen to me? Why do I deserve to lose my magic?”

Sora’s lips pursed and she picked between her teeth with her tongue for a moment. “Fen—it’s not really about what you deserve, but—just something that will naturally happen. The Vulpes of this realm seem to have long forgotten how to utilize their failing magic; they use this other source that’s coming up from within the planet. They may have some cool enchantments based on this energy around us, but they’re all really simple, and that’s coming from me; I just learned how to use magic like—last week?”

“But you’re a Founder,” Fen growled, “and what do you mean, it’s not about what I deserve? Inari could fix it, couldn’t she? She’s done it to the Kitsune, right?”

“Eh,” Sora took a deep breath through her teeth. “I guess you could say that; my aunt told me that she was the one that discovered how to unlock the potential power within Vulpes. I don’t know exactly how, but I’m certain Kitsune aren’t in the same danger of losing their magic as other Vulpes. It probably has to do with unlocking their Core, but I also think there’s a bit more to it after … my aunt just does really complex stuff.”

“So—if you don’t meet Inari’s rules, then your line loses all connections to magic. That’s…” She trailed off with a deep growl before stabbing one of the fruits with an extended nail and popping it in her mouth. 

I can’t believe I kind of feel bad for her, but she’d hurt people with those powers, which would reflect on Inari or me. Wait … that’s true with Emilia and me now … what she does affects my image. How will she take this? I mean, I don’t know how to be a mother…

“Um,” Sora’s internal conflict was put on hold as she looked at Alice. “I’ve been listening, and—I think I understand what you’re saying. What do you mean by magic, though? We create the fires in the houses and enchant things that need them, but the power we use is the Council’s power, not our own. Are—are you saying we have powers of our own that we can use?”

Eyia glanced down at the wooden floor beside Githa with a low growl. “If that power really is the Council’s, then it is vast indeed.”

Githa shook her head. “No, no, no! I said it’s not theirs! No way!”

“You’re sure,” Jin asked.

“Mhm! There’s no possible way that that energy comes from a group; it’s too distinct, and it isn’t mixed.

She studied the energy flowing around and through her with a slight frown. It is pretty potent … it’s sustaining everything, so it has to be. What could it be? Is that why the Council wants to keep anything about the Capital a secret?

“You say that,” Liz mumbled, “but—I can’t believe you.”

Mary quickly cut in. “And you don’t have to, Liz, Alice, and we’re very new to this place. Even Githa could be wrong.”

“Not likely,” Githa snickered.

Sora groaned, rubbing her eyes. “Alright, let’s swap to some brighter news. Why don’t we talk about what we have planned for the future, and you guys can share what happened during your Core awakening.” She said, looking at each of the humans.

Fen stiffened again. “Core—awakening? Is that what’s so different about their Spiritual Networks? You can do that, Sora?”

I can’t believe I just blurted that out … knowing she’d ask something about that. I even tried steering away from it! The cat’s out, and eventually, she’ll learn about Emilia. It might as well be here; she’s going to be so bitter, but who cares. I’m beginning to get fed-up with her victim game, anyways.
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                Sora took a deep breath before enhancing her spiritual perception.  She was a little shocked to find Fen’s Core entirely open to her. Fen’s defenses seemed like tinted glass that she could penetrate with just a little bit of study, and what she found caused her to change her plan entirely.

“I know what you’re getting at, Fen, and no, I can’t awaken your Core.”

Fen’s left eye creased with confusion.  “Awaken my—why not?”

The silence stretched as Sora debated on how to respond.

My perception has gotten a lot better since seeing everything my aunt did, but to be able to sense this much … no wonder Fen’s envious.  There’s just no way I can tell her about Emilia, though. How much do I tell her, and how should I approach this direction? I need to be curt, and this needs to really sting.

“When I first met my aunt, she put an Intelligent Construct in my Core that acts as a sort of teacher for me; consider it a powerless copy of her.  She can use my power if I let her, but has no power otherwise.”

“I don’t even know what you mean by Core Awakening,” Fen muttered, “and what’s this about Inari being inside you?  No, nevermind, this Core Awakening is something like what she does to her Kitsune, isn’t it?”

“To be honest,” Sora paused for a second, taking a deep breath, “I don’t know.  Inari took me to a place where I met a being that had her Core unlocked to an absurd degree, and has told me there are countless ways to open one’s Core, but I know next to nothing about it personally.  Even more, it’s very dangerous if you don’t understand what you’re doing and there are a lot of ways it can go wrong.

“My aunt used her knowledge and my power to help Wendy and the others begin their Core Awakening, but I have no clue how she accomplished it; from what I understand, it’s similar to what she did with you.  You just need to fulfill the requirements just as they did and your Core will begin Awakening.”

Fen’s jaw shifted with irritation as she glared at the humans, calmly ignoring her as they continued eating.  “That—I still need to change to fit her mold, though … screw that. If she doesn’t hold any power than what you let her … then you have the power to perform a Core Awakening on your own!”

“Like I said, Fen, there’s nothing I can do for you,” she shrugged tiredly.  “I’m not skilled enough to perform a Core Awakening; I might have the power, but not the knowledge, and I doubt I will any time soon.  Watching the complicated magic my aunt weaved made me very aware of how inexperienced I am.”

Fen’s fingers pressed against the table, and her nails bit into the wood.  “What good are you then?” She growled.

Sora’s lips fell into a deep frown.  “Fen, I am not a battery for you or anyone else to use, and I will not give people power just because I can.  As of now, even if I could, I would not awaken your Core.”

She felt the atmosphere get thick as she finished her statement; only Githa, Jin, and Eyia seemed unaffected by her declaration, Githa giggling like she was watching a soap opera.

“I—what…”  Fen seemed stunned.  “You have to…”

A sharp huff shot through Sora’s nostrils as she felt Fen’s emotional spike.  “No, Fen, I don’t, and I’m becoming fed-up with your entitled attitude. I’m not some naive girl that will always take your crap; Jian might be willing to put up with you for whatever reason, but I’m reaching my limit.”

Jian’s brow creased with concern as he looked down at Fen’s blank expression shifted into a smile as she cautiously asked, “What—did Inari do to you?  You’ve changed … so much…”

The others were trying to keep to themselves to not get caught up in the heated conversation; Sora could even hear Emilia’s nervous swallow at her sharp tone.

“My aunt has given me a lot of insight, and looking back, it’s so clear that I can’t believe how naive I was, but I suppose it’s because I can look right into your Core now.  Your smile of plated gold is just a mask that comes off the moment you don’t get your way. Watching you makes me understand Jin’s caution about Vulpes; you sink your teeth into the people you depend on, and I don’t like it.

“How do you sleep so well when you only think about yourself?  How do you justify twisting the truth and manipulating others to your own selfish aims?  Have you ever thought about anyone besides what Fen wants at this moment? But maybe you’ll change; I see a spark in you that could blossom, and that’s why my aunt gave you a chance.”

Fen was about to say something, but Sora cut her off.  “I’m not done, Fen. Over a hundred years and you haven’t learned anything about how to live with others; you’ve burned bridges over and over again for your own ends.  The only reason you’re even with me is to use me, and I’m not okay with that.

“Even now, all you can see is how I’ve wronged you and the smoke of another bridge burning.  How long will you be afraid before you learn how to live with others instead of using them? How long will you play this game?  Because I’m sick of walking on eggshells. Yes, I’m a Founder; do I ask for special treatment? No. So, get over it and get over yourself.”

“I—I…”

“You what, Fen?  Hmm? You deserve to be treated like a princess like Jian enables?  No, Fen, I’m through with your crap. If you have nothing to contribute to the group, then I think it would be best if we went our separate ways.  I’ve healed Jian, I saved your life, and we helped you escape that horrible facility; I think I’ve paid my debt for you helping me out of those restraints.  Don’t you? All I’ve seen is your jealousy and vindictive pleasure in hurting others, and I want no part in it.”

Jian swallowed before clearing his throat.  “Sora, I think you’re being…”

“A little harsh?”  Sora finished, hard eyes moving to him before returning to penetrate Fen; she kept trying to bolster her spiritual defense, but with every nervous attempt more cracks appeared.

“You forget that I can see right past her spiritual defenses, Jian; yes, I’ve grown a lot since we first met, and I have my own responsibilities as a Founder and … I know what’s in Fen’s heart.  I can see that she’s worried about me finding something out; she’s already been working to force my hand in awakening her—that’s everything to her. No one else matters what Fen wants; not even you, Jian.”

Fen went from indignant and filled with rage to cowering before her cutting words.  Her ears had fallen, and her tails were limp; however, she wasn’t sad about her actions.  The world she had envisioned crumbled before her eyes as every word she spoke smashed another brick in the burning city that she’d constructed in her mind.

“If—if that’s what you feel—then—then I guess I’ll go…”

Sora sniffed disdainfully.  “Trying to make me feel bad isn’t going to work, Fen; keep telling yourself that I’m the bad guy, but that’s nothing but a lie that you tell yourself to feel better.  Yes, it’s raining, and you don’t know what to do, just like the rest of us, but I’m not compatible with your toxic nature, and it will hurt what I want to do in the future.  You have room to grow, but when you’re at the bottom, all you can go is up.”

Ears stiffening, Fen’s surface-level loss collapsed, and she glared at her with hatred, but Sora shook her head with a sad smile.  “Your next phrase, a lie; something you say to boost your self-image.”

Fen’s burning vision fell to her plate, nose twisting; after a second of silence, she screamed before slamming her fists against the table, causing Wendy, Alice, and Liz to flinch, but Githa just giggled as Eyia and Jin gave her cold glares.  “You’re not being fair! You have everything!”

After a few more seconds of loud huffing and wild eyes, she bared her teeth, glaring at Sora.  “You’ll regret this.”

Sora took a calming breath to control herself as a slight edge of worry passed through her mind; Eyia’s cold aura whip a gust around the room.

“I take threats very seriously, Fen,” Eyia stated.  “My sister has graciously given you the chance to withdraw without conflict.  Take it while you still have legs to walk with.”

Fen’s fur bristled sharply as her spiteful feelings plummeted.  Clearing her throat, she got to her feet, trying to hide her quivering arms by folding them across her stomach.  “Fine—Jian, let’s go.” She said, voice trembling.

Jian’s eyes were only filled with sadness as he rose.  “If—we must.”

They both moved toward the door, the soft sound of rain pouring outside.  The room was still as they watched them leave; Jian opened the door for Fen to walk through.  She paused for a moment, looking back at her with a hurt expression.

“Fen,” Sora said softly.  “If you do change, and I’ll know, then I have no problem with you coming back, but as potential friends, not a tool to be used.”

Fen sniffed spitefully before walking into the downpour.

Jian was about to close the door but paused when Sora whispered, “I’m sorry, Jian.  What I said was true; if Fen can clean herself up, then she’s welcome back.”

She watched a sad smile move Jian’s lips before he shut the door.  “Thank you, Sora.”

Sora shook her head with exasperation as Fen snapped, “Why are you thanking her for kicking us out, Jian?  That’s stupid … you’re stupid! She’s a spoiled goddess that treats everyone like dirt!” She began crying as she hit Jian’s chest, which was at least in part an act, hoping to elicit her sympathy.

Jian tries so hard; even though I can’t see much of his Core, he’s so pure-hearted but completely loyal to that train-wreck.  The sad part was that Fen was actually trying really hard to quell her nature, but if I didn’t do at least this much it wouldn’t have cut deep enough to cause a change … is this what it’s like when my aunt sees people’s Cores?  Maybe at the simplest level.

Wow, I really have changed since meeting my aunt.  The only thing that will cause a change in Fen was pointing out all her flaws that she was trying to cover; hopefully, those wounds can at least cut deep enough to force her to reflect on her own life and what she has left.  If only she could appreciate Jian, then it’ll be worth it.

“Sora?”  Mary asked with a creased brow.

Her eyes widened as she realized she was crying; she sniffed, chuckling softly.  “Yeah, that was a bit emotional; looking that deeply into someone’s Core is always pretty intense.”

“That’s what you really saw at her Core?”  Ashley asked, poking at some cut vegetables with her chopsticks absently.

“Yes, and from it, I think we’ll see some problems in the morning.  Fen was causing some sort of trouble when she left; I just hope it’s salvageable and she doesn’t do anything else to damage or twist our image.  Believe it or not, this was actually the best move I could see for Fen, but it could really come back to haunt us.”

“In my opinion, sister,” Eyia said with a slight frown as she cut some meat, “you were too lenient on her.  She very well could be a threat that could compromise our stay in this realm; we should have either restrained her or killed her.”

Sora responded before Mary or Ashley could voice their dismay, but Nathan and even Wendy agreed to a certain extent with Eyia.  “I can understand your train of thought, Eyia; the harm that she could do within the group and outside is significant, both to our family and to undermining our efforts to find a future direction.”

Ashley’s attention seemed to defocus as she realized she was also adding her own family into that mix, and suddenly she found herself wondering about Eyia’s position and the reason she had booted her out of the group.

Taking a deep breath, Sora let it out in a short stream.  “Yes, she is a real threat, but I have the hope that she’ll change; if we did confront her, I know that Jin and you could have likely killed both Fen and Jian in a manner that would most likely prevent Vulpes casualties with the released Spiritual Energy, but I couldn’t take that chance.

“We had a big disagreement with Fen, but she’s not brave enough to openly oppose us, and all it does is put herself in harm’s way; even if she hates us, she won’t stake her life on getting back at us for any wrongs she thinks we’ve committed.  She might cause some rumors and try to make a little mischief, but I don’t think it’s anything we can’t handle, and that Liz and Alice as witnesses can’t dispel.”

“Wow,” Aiden muttered.  “I can’t believe you thought of all that…”

“You—we’re even a part of that plan?”  Alice asked with a stunned expression.

Sora smiled at both of them.  “Yes, and I’m very sorry you had to be witness to this unpleasant event.  I kind of feel like my aunt when I say, I did it for many reasons.”

Jin hummed with a sly smirk.  “Now you’re starting to act more like a Vulpes.  I can see the clever meaning in your actions now.”  She said, glancing at the closed door.

Eyia sighed. “I still believe cutting out the root of the problem would have been wiser, but I respect your decision.”

Nathan finished chewing a mouth full of meat before humming darkly.  “I can’t say I’m comfortable with Eyia’s option, but … I could see it being a necessary evil.  I have no doubt Fen’s killed people and would have no issue killing more to get what she wants.”

Sora sighed, pulling her hair back before scratching her scalp.  “Yes, she more or less admitted to draining human lives to stay alive longer, but I don’t see killing her for the past crimes really beneficial or even justified.  There was something in my aunt’s words that caught my attention and made me think … when is it justified to kill someone, and the answer I came up with kind of surprised me.

“Is it justified to kill Fen based on an unknown number of people that she may have killed in the past?  No, because that doesn’t bring people back to life; perhaps it could bring comfort to see the person that caused you so much pain to no longer be in this world?  Possible, who’s to definitively say that that won’t help those harmed? It would be pretty arrogant to suggest it would have no merit, but let’s shelve that for a moment.

“I think the big thing is not belief, but what they espouse to do.  Why would it be justified to kill Bathin? Because of what he espouses to do to us.  Killing someone is justified when one can save the many, which is a hard choice, but I believe it’s the right one.  Now, I have hope that Fen can change, and I’ve seen it is possible; so, giving her a chance is something that is also justified.”

She turned to Eyia with a sad smile.  “I know you have some beliefs in restitution, and I don’t want to stamp out your beliefs either; just as I know, you are respecting my decision.  Wow … this conversation got heavy—I’m thankful for your understanding, Eyia. I believe Fen’s bedrock of self-pity and vindictive action can be scraped away and replaced.  It’s the measure of the strength of an actionable negative belief that you take action against.

“I know that this is a deep ethical discussion upon a lot of complicated topics, but at the core of it all; I believe that Fen can change her beliefs toward a positive light.”

“You’ve—put a lot more thought into this than I first wanted to believe,” Mary muttered.  “I understand that discussion of getting down to the ethical grounds to justify killing someone, and I have some gripes with it, but it is a hard position to argue as well.  If someone’s coming at you with a knife and the only way to defend yourself is lethal force, then most will take it.”

Alice cleared her throat, trying to be as soft about it as possible.  “Are all of your discussions this intense and deep?”

Sora took another deep breath.  “No … at least, I hope not moving into the future,” she chuckled tiredly.  “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, why don’t we get to something a bit more lighthearted and fun?  Ashley, what’s happening tomorrow?”

“Well—I’m getting my family back,” she said, a warm smile brightening her cheeks.

“Wait—what?”  Mary asked, eyebrow lifting.

Ashley slowly nodded, rubbing her thumb against the chopsticks in front of her.  “I—Inari is sending someone to get them and bring them to the gate; Sora’s going to open it for them to enter … I’ve been missing for five months; they weren’t doing well.”

“You—don’t you have kids?”  Nathan asked. “They’re coming too?”

“Yup,” Ashley said, setting down her chopsticks to run her hand through her hair.  “I don’t know how they’ll fair with how uncertain the future is, but Inari promised me that everything would work out.”

“Umm,” Liz glanced at Sora with a furrowed brow.  “I—don’t understand what they mean by family. What are you bringing here tomorrow?”

“Huh,” Aiden’s left eye narrowed with a questioning look.  “You don’t know what a family is?”

Alice and Liz shook their heads, both flushing nervously.

“You can’t be serious,” Nathan mumbled.  “Could it be a mixed up translation? Maybe they know it by another word?”

“It’s family … what other word is there?”  Aiden questioned.

“Hmm,” Eyia seemed a little perturbed by their responses as well.  “Do you understand any of these words: clan, household, lineage, descendants, offspring…”

“Oh, we know what offspring is; they’re pups, right?”  Alice said with a big smile. “Yes, we have those.”

Wendy’s brow was raised with shock.  “Well, at least there’s that; I was beginning to think everyone here was cloned!”

“My mind went there too,” Ashley whispered.

Eyia seemed less relieved, and Githa’s cheer seemed to dampen as the conversation continued.  “What do you know of pups; what do you do with them?”

“Ehrm,” a low vibration rumbled in Liz’s throat.  “During the Harvest Festival, The Council requires the yearly consumption.  We drink Fog Juice and consummate after drinking a cup. We have the pup, and then the pup-handler handles the rest before they are sent to the Capital.”

“Eh—what?”  Ashley asked.  “You—Fog Juice—so, you get drunk and get knocked-up, and then you don’t even know what happens to your kids?  What about the father? Can anyone fall in love here or is that forbidden?”

“Drunk—fall in love—knocked-up—father—kids?”  Liz tasted the words on her tongue. “I don’t know what any of those really mean.“

“Yeah, those are some strange words,” Alice hummed, scratching the side of her head.

“Okay—that’s messed-up,” Ashley said with disgust.

Mary nodded with abhorrence.  “Who takes those beautiful words out of the dictionary?  Falling in love, father, and kids are a completely foreign concept … I didn’t even think that’d be possible...”

“C’mon,” Aiden chuckled nervously.  “This has to be some kind of mistranslation or something … I mean, you can’t really believe that they don’t know what love is or—or families, right?”

“You heard them,” Wendy muttered.  “They have no clue.”

Both Vulpes’ muscles were getting tighter and tighter at the disbelief, disgust, and confusion sweeping the table.  “What—why are you—is it really that bad that we don’t know what they mean?”

Sora hummed thoughtfully as she set her chopsticks down on her plate; supporting her head with her hands, she studied both of their Cores.  “Alice, Liz, it’s a complete shock to us because we kind of take it for granted; I can’t think of a time where intelligent beings wouldn’t know about families, but—I think it’s something we’ll have to accept right now and talk about it amongst ourselves later.  I don’t want to make each of you feel any more embarrassed.”

She felt the uneasy emotions swirling around the table, and for good reason.  These Vulpes are being so rigidly manipulated into this box that it’s no wonder everyone’s acting like this.  It’s truly horrible, and I can feel everyone’s opinions of The Council drop like a stone at this information. We’ll have a whole lot to discuss with Mimi tomorrow, but we still need to be very careful.

Making a quick decision, Sora said, “I think we should change the topic; let’s not focus on the stuff that upsets us and try to bring some joy back into the conversation.  We can discuss a lot of the important things with Mimi tomorrow.”

Sora turned to Mary with a warm smile.  “Why don’t you tell us about our space adventure?”

“Space—adventure?”  Nathan, Ashley, and Wendy repeated in unison.

A short sigh left Mary’s lips as she smiled tiredly at her; she could feel that she really wanted to pursue the conversation and get a better understanding of how repressive this society really was.  There were a few works of fiction that she was pondering on with serious thought in connection light of this information, and Ashley and Nathan weren’t far behind, but also recognized that they should speak to Mimi about it instead of these two confused housekeepers.

“Alright, Sora, yes—Inari took my husband, Sora, and I on a little trip to the Boötes void; I suspect she did that because my husband and I have often stayed up late talking about how it exists.”  She chuckled.

“Umm, what is the Boötes void?”  Wendy asked, raising her hand before quickly returning to her food to listen.

Sora caught Aiden staring at his plate, and he seemed to be in deep reflection, uninterested in the tale Mary laid out.

He’s probably worried about Kari and his relationship with the group now that Fen’s been kicked out, and he’s probably concerned about the information we’ve just heard.  Family is a massive part of his life with Eric and his connection to the Fenris line. He’ll probably want to talk in private later … I need to learn how to do that silence spell that Jin did.  There’s a lot I need to know … yeah, I should use the Outer Body Technique and learn a few things from my aunt tonight.

Her attention was pulled back as Alice tentatively raised her hand, likely copying Wendy’s earlier action.  “Eh—I don’t know what any of that means … what’s outer space?”

“No way,” Wendy muttered, leaning forward to stare at her in disbelief.  “You mean, you’ve never wondered what those moons in the sky are … or those specks in the sky.  I mean, there aren’t nearly as many as what we see on earth, but I’m pretty sure I saw some stars outside when I looked out the window.”

“Those specks,” Liz shifted to the left side of her chair as she fiddled with her chopsticks.  “Aren’t they—they’re just like the sun, right? The Council keeps the fire alight to brighten the day.”

Mary’s cheeks bunched to the right as she looked into the corner of the room, staring at one of the burning flames that lit the space.  After a second of silence, she sat back, folding her arms thoughtfully.

Nathan glanced at her questioningly before his vision returned to the two women.  “Eh, I think it’s pretty simple. The sun is a mass of incandescent gas where hydrogen is built into helium at a temperature of millions of degrees … I mean, it’s not that hard to understand, right?”

“Not so,” Mary muttered.  “This topic can get a bit complicated in itself.”

“Yeah,” Ashley hummed.  “I don’t think they have an understanding of hydrogen or helium, and it’s even possible that other suns are comprised of a different method other than our sun on earth.”

“I think it’s a bit more complicated than that,” Mary said, still studying the flame.  “We know a lot less about the universe than I initially thought. I mean, I’m looking at a ball of fire that doesn’t burn and keeps fueled by an unknown power source that is generated like some kind of nuclear reactor within the earth.  For all we know, the sun above us is no different; we can’t take this Vulpes Realm at the same level of understanding as the Human Realm.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Ashley said, studying the same flame as Mary.

“Man,” Nathan groaned, ruffling his hair.  “Everything’s questionable these days.”

“But anyways, that’s an issue for us to come to terms with,” Mary said with a bright smile at the two confused Vulpes.  “You don’t need to understand the crazy specifics of how things function to enjoy it.

“Alright, so, Inari used Sora’s power to teleport us from a planet like this up to those specks in the sky, but really, really far away—across the universe; for Ashley, Nathan, and Wendy’s perspective, the center of the Boötes void is about seven hundred million light-years away from earth, and it’s a vast expanse of space that is probably about three-hundred and thirty million light-years in diameter.

“The crazy thing is that it has so few galaxies in it; it’s a big mystery that punches some holes in some scientific theories we have, but theories are always molded, dropped, and new ones are brought about as more information becomes available.

“Anyways, my husband and I were listening to an audiobook about a group of explorers that were going to enter the void.  It just doesn’t make sense why it’s so empty when space is filled with so many specks of light.

“Inari brought us to a star within the void … it was amazing.  She must have done something to shield us from … well, I don’t know how all that works, but it was so amazing…”

She paused as Sora recreated what she was describing around them with an illusion; everyone gasped, and it even pulled Aiden out of his revery.  Githa seemed to be enjoying herself again as she looked around, and Jin and Eyia had wonderous smiles on their faces.

Alice and Liz’s eyes were globes of wonder as they looked around.

“What—how are you doing this?”  Liz asked.

Alice shifted in her chair, looking up and down at the empty space their table of food and them seemed to have been teleported to.  “Where are we?”

“This is outer space,” Sora said with a cheerful smile; she projected the same vision they were experiencing into Emilia’s room.

“Where—is everything?”  Alice asked as Sora heard Emilia release a light gasp.

Mary swallowed, looking around at the space.  “Ahem, thank you for the visual representation, Sora; I assume this is just an illusion, yes?”

When Sora nodded, she took a calming breath.  “Right, okay, so, normally, you wouldn’t be able to breathe in outer space, since there isn’t any air; Sora is just providing an illusion to let you experience what we went through.

“Behind us was a massive class-one supergiant blue star … yeah, that’s pretty.”

Everyone seemed speechless as Sora crafted the image.

“Then,” she turned in her seat to look at an empty space.  “There was a massive black spot that blotted out the stars.”

Each of them oohed and aahed as they went through the story; the atmosphere was tense Mary introduced Qebhet into the tale as they studied her massive draconic form, but Mary intentionally left out some details with her involvement or what happened to her.

Jin seemed to know a bit more about Qebhet’s history and talked a bit about how the Egyptian Pantheon was at odds with the Dragon Founders, at one time, but it was quickly resolved with the Egyptian gods reconciling their differences when Nüwa showed up to mediate.  It seemed that Nüwa did a lot of negotiating with the Dragon Founders

After the story, there was silence for several seconds as everyone thought on the epic adventure they’d just taken part in.  Ashley picked up next with stories about her family and college life that weren’t nearly as much fun, but still entertaining; Emilia seemed to fall asleep halfway through.

After some fun tales, they each helped clean up, and then moved to retire for the night.  

Sora went up to the bathroom with the rest of the group in-tow.  “Hey, before I go, let me see about changing up your guys’ clothes, and Liz, Alice, do you have any extra clothes I can use to make some more outfits—maybe some extra sheets or blankets?”
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                Sora leaned against the wall, everyone excluding Emilia following her example. Githa was somehow in cat form walking up the wall, and across the ceiling like a spider, everyone eyeing her with questioning looks as she licked her paws against the top corner.

Alice pursed her lips as she watched the mercurial cat, her brow furrowed as she glanced to her right, trying to take her mind off Githa’s odd behaviors. “Umm—do we, Liz? Can we give the extra bedding to her?”

“Eh, I mean—I don’t see why not?” Liz mumbled as she stared at Githa in wonder. “We don’t get very many guests out here; I think the last time we had to use them was twenty-eight years ago.”

“That’s right,” Alice looked up at the ceiling. “It was the Hundredth Year Appointment Ceremony when Mimi was renewed; there were a lot of Vulpes from the Capital that came for it. They didn’t all seem friendly to Mimi, though. I remember they went up to the Red Gate for something after it.”

Alice nodded, smiling as she forced her head away from Githa as she began playing with both her tails, green fire dancing at the tips. “I’ll go get them, Sora; how many should I get?”

“Thank you, and,” she looked at each person, “can I have a minute while you’re getting them?”

Mary hummed. “Ah, I get it. Yeah, we’ll go upstairs and help Liz and Alice get them.”

“Wait—what?” Aiden asked, eyebrow lifting.

Ashley jumped in. “Do you want us to bring them into one of the upstairs bedrooms or wait for you to finish before bringing them in to you?”

“Umm—one of the rooms upstairs would be great,” Sora nodded.

Most of the others seemed to understand she wanted to talk with Emilia alone after a moment’s thought and left with Liz leading the way, waving as they ascended the stairs. Following their exit, Sora took a deep breath, bunching her cheeks to the side as she looked at the closed bedroom door.

She’s awake, but does she want to see me right now? She heard everything I said to Fen and Jian … it did seem like she was pretty shocked by some of it. Heck, I shocked myself, but I did it for her. Should I tell her that? No, what if she feels guilty that I forced Fen to leave because of her, but … I can’t lie to her either.

Shooting a frustrated puff of air through her teeth, she scratched behind her left fox ear as it twitched with agitation, and her tails flicked with annoyance.

This is so … grah. No, deep breaths, she can freaking hear me fidgetting and sighing and puffing! Get ahold of yourself! If she asks, then … then I’ll think of something.

Swallowing down the lump in her throat, she walked to the door and knocked. “Hey, Emilia,” she softly called, cracking the door. “Can I come in?”

“I—I guess,” Emilia mumbled, the bed creaking as she shifted on it.

Opening the door, Sora blushed and quickly checked back to make sure no one was behind her. Darting in, she shut the door and turned around; throat slightly dry as she studied her daughter.

Emilia was lying sprawled out on a bed; legs stretched wide apart with her eight copper tails flicking back and forth as they rested against the baseboard. Her arms were spread, hair fanned out above her, and her head rested against a pillow.

Her red robes were loose, showing much more than Sora was anticipating. “Eh, hey, Emilia—could you cover up—please?”

What the crap … do I have those genetics?

A light sigh shot through Emilia’s lips as she lifted her head to stare down at her body. “Oh—I forgot … I guess there’s a reason we wear clothes in the first place.” She mumbled, shifting the robes around to better cover herself. “Isn’t it okay for girls to see each other, though … maybe I’m getting confused again?”

Sora winced, scratching the side of her head before pulling her hair back. “It’s—a bit complicated … kind of socially appropriate in certain circumstances—it depends on the girl.”

“I see,” Emilia said, arms crossing over her eyes before a light moan rumbled in her throat. “Why is it so complicated? I thought it was supposed to be simple and easy. I would serve you and do whatever you said, but—but it’s all so complicated … you called me your daughter—Inari called me her great-niece…”

“Yeah,” Sora puffed out her cheeks before letting it out and sitting on the bed beside her mattress. “I mean, maybe you could see me as a big sister or mom or something … I mean, I passed on my genetics, which kind of means more of a mom thing,” Sora mumbled, rubbing her thighs nervously as she stumbled down the rabbit hole.

“I’m supposed to teach you stuff, and help you understand the world … yeah, it’s a pretty new thing for me too. We could talk and stuff—I don’t know … so—have you thought about anything since you’ve been up here?”

Emilia rubbed her eyes before her arms dropped to her sides, bouncing lightly atop the bed. She lifted her tails, flicking them against each other as her vision shifted between each one. “Not really … my mind’s mostly blank, but—but all the stories I heard everyone talking about. I felt a little left out because—well … I don’t have any. All I have are flashes of your life and basic knowledge of the world—which apparently, social decency can slip my mind … that’s embarrassing to my memory, but I don’t really feel it.”

“Hmm,” Sora pulled her hair back as she laid on her side, facing her daughter. “That does sound pretty frustrating.”

“You know? Wait … that’s right, I’m an open book, right? So, why did you even ask what was on my mind?” She grumbled. “No spiritual defense—so anyone can just see how I feel … okay, that’s embarrassing and feels—violating? Yup, really violating … to just be completely open.”

Emilia clicked her tongue before breathing through her teeth, cheeks reddening. “Ah—so that’s the feeling … yeah, I want to keep myself covered.” She mumbled, repositioning her tails to close her thighs.

Sora smiled softly. Inari wasn’t kidding; she’s more of a growing teen than I thought. Worse, because much of her experience is fractured. She really is cute … just looking at her innocent Intelligence struggle to work through her limited experiences. She’s so confused, and here comes the dreaded question. I should have an answer since I can predict it, but I don’t!

“So—I didn’t know … that was the first time I’ve never heard you raise your voice. You were … were you really angry with Fen? I don’t know much about her—just a bit from your memories at the base. You were kind of annoyed with her, but—but the way you spoke to her was very different.”

Sora sighed, leaning back, she pulled a pillow down to press her head against it, ears twitching as she looked up at the ceiling. “I—do you want an honest answer?”

Emilia’s Intelligence momentarily flickered with uncertainty. “I don’t—I’d like it if you didn’t lie to me, but if you don’t want to tell me … I understand.”

“No, no—gah,” Sora breathed, rubbing her cheekbones. “Look, Emilia—don’t hold back with me, kay? I don’t want you to be scared to tell me what you’re feeling. If it’s really something I don’t want you to know, then I’ll tell you, but please—please don’t tell me you’re alright when you’re not.”

“I guess it’s hard to hide when your mom can read you like a book,” Emilia sighed. “I’d like to know because—that’s a side of you that I haven’t experienced. I don’t know why you did it, but—but I fear that it has something to do with me.” Her voice cracked.

The silence stretched as Sora mulled over how to phrase it; after a full minute of debate, she clicked her tongue. “Alright, well—I’ll just tell you straight then because I can’t think of a better way to put it. I told Fen to leave because I knew she’d be a terrible influence on you, potentially deadly—it was the first time I actually felt like I stepped into Inari’s shoes for a moment; I didn’t plan on doing it at first, but when I saw the emotions in her Core, I felt like I had to protect you from her.”

“See,” Emilia said, lifting to her side to glare at her. “See—you protect me, but—but I’m supposed to protect you!”

Sora chuckled. “You can’t even protect yourself from—wait, no, no—that came out wrong … it was meant as a joke...”

She glanced over at her daughter, wincing as tears appeared in her eyes. Her arms straightened, pressing against her thighs to stop the trembles that shot down them.

Trying to backtrack, Sora continued, “It’s something Wendy and I do … I’m sorry,” she groaned, running her hand through her copper hair to scratch her left ear.

“Again,” she sniffed, “you’re trying to—to protect me—my feelings. And—and you’re right—it really hurt, and—and I don’t exactly know why, and now I’m frustrated.”

“Hey,” Sora whispered, shifting to a sitting position across from her as Emilia rubbed her red cheeks. “That’s emotion … you haven’t really experienced it—oh, wow, you really haven’t experienced it, and it’s not something you can just give knowledge on.”

“How do I—do I make it stop?” She asked, beginning to hiccup.

Sora’s brow creased with concern as she got up and hugged her; Emilia’s body trembled, arms slowly closed around her as her hiccups increased. “You don’t make it stop. You just—let it out.”

Emilia’s chest convulsed against her as she cried, clinging to her. Sora maneuvered her tails to wrap around her daughter’s, pressing them against her body.

“Hey—yeah, it’s okay. Just let it out—cry until you can’t.”

After a few minutes, Emilia’s quakes slowly eased. Taking a few deep breaths, she sniffed, “I think—I’m okay.”

Sora squeezed her a moment before letting go and returning to her seat.

“I’m—I’m so sorry,” Emilia mumbled with horror as she looked at her.

A bit confused, she looked down before chuckling; her hair and clothes were wet with tears and snot. Taking a note from her aunt’s book, she opened her magic and desired Emilia’s puffy face and the stains on their clothes to be clean.

Emilia stiffened with shock as a light red glow surrounded them, eyes furrowed as she watched the stains and felt her wet and puffy cheeks cleaned up. “That—you used magic?”

Sora nodded brightly. “Yup, and I’ll teach you how to do it too, but I think we should take it one step at a time. I think we first need to get you used to emotions; we don’t want you to blast someone because you get angry or mess some spell up because of uncertain desires.” She giggled.

“What if they insult you, though?” Emilia asked.

She clicked her tongue. “Yeah—we’ll work on emotions first; if Eyia isn’t jumping at someone’s throat, and that can be a low bar, then please don’t act the same way. I like to talk things over first, and if it’s just an insult, then who cares.”

“I do…” Emilia mumbled.

Well … this might be tougher than I thought.

“I—I think that it’s generally fine for say … Fen to insult me. Oof, how do I explain this?”

She was silent for a moment before saying, “Fen can go ahead and make fun of me all she wants, for instance, but when she’s trying to manipulate me, and trap me into a corner to do what she wants against my will, then I have a problem with it. I can choose not to help her, just like she can choose not to help me, but we will have issues if she wants to force me to do something.”

Emilia tucked her lower lip under as she thought about her answer. “So—force is bad, you don’t have to help people, and talking is good?”

“Kind of,” Sora mumbled. “Being generally kind to people is good,” she hummed, support herself with her arms as she leaned back. “Respect should be earned, though, not given, it needs to be worth something, but being generally courteous to people is good. If they’re courteous to you, then be polite too.

“When I said that Fen would be a bad influence on you, I meant that she’d manipulate you into using your powers for her own benefit; what I saw was that once she found out that you couldn’t do magic like me—well, not even me, like Inari is what she wants, then she’d manipulate you to force me into doing something about it.

“I didn’t want to put you into that position, and so, I chose to chase her out. It was a pretty surreal situation for me, being able to connect different dots like that through her Core. To be honest, it’s pretty hard to do, but it kind of came naturally when I was focusing on how it would affect you.” She said with a thoughtful smile

Emilia’s confused blue eyes lifted to study her. “What do you mean, when you were focusing on me, it was easier?”

Sora’s eyes fell to the floor as her cheeks bunched to the side. “To be honest—I don’t know what I mean. It was more of an experience than me knowing what I was doing. The moment I looked into Fen’s Core and started pondering on how much I should tell her about you, I started connecting all these bad dots that she could, and would, if given the chance to use against you. I got a bit scared…”

“Scared,” Emilia whispered. “You were scared that—that she’d hurt me. I want—why can’t I protect you? Why do you keep protecting me? I want to help…” She mumbled, lips starting to tremble again as her throat constricted.

“Okay,” Sora smiled.

“You’re—welcoming my help? I’m not just a burden?”

“Sure, and no, you’re not a burden … I don’t see you that way at all! I’d love to have your help, but first, we’ve got to get you caught up. Now, I’m not being mean, but you know you can’t use magic, and I need to teach you.”

Sora could see that she didn’t like hearing it but reluctantly nodded. “It felt really natural that you’d teach me when Inari talked about it, but … it feels different now.”

“Yes, well—I think you also need to learn more about who you are first before you start learning a ton of magic.”

“But—but why?” Emilia’s head rose to stare at her. “I can’t help you if I don’t know magic.”

Sora shook her head. “Sure, you can. Magic isn’t everything, and Wendy or the others don’t have magic … yet, at least.” She added glancing at the wall with pursed lips before her vision returned to her daughter. “There are a lot of ways to be helpful. You should spend some time with the others, and I’m sure Eyia will train you up physically, soon enough.” She mumbled with dread. “Just—don’t push yourself; Eyia’s a bit—extreme.”

“You want me to—learn how to function better?”

She clicked her tongue. “Don’t make it sound so robotic! You need to experience life; don’t be tied down to me all the time—live a little, like a healthy Vulpes … I can’t believe I just said that … I need to live a little myself. Maybe we can live a little together; spend some time to learn who each other are, I mean—we’ve just met.” She giggled.

“I don’t—not to me,” Emilia groaned, falling back to the bed. “I feel like I’ve known you forever; I know the amazing things you’ve done, and followed along the struggles.”

A dull hum rumbled through Sora’s throat. “From what I see, you’ve only met most the good sides of me. My aunt was very picky about certain things; yes, it’s embarrassing that she gave you some knowledge about me getting drunk—my change was a bit … rushed,” she winced, “but you don’t know years of bullying, of loneliness, and loss.”

“Bullying, loneliness—loss?” Emilia straightened to look at her. “You—how could anyone bully you? When Fen tried, you completely shut her down.”

Sora’s smile turned sad as her eyes fell. “You only know the cool Vulpes Founder side of me; you don’t know the human side. My aunt gave you a lot of general knowledge about the Human Realm, but not what I experienced there. I can take you there; maybe I can show you a bit tonight—tell you some stories. I’ll take us on a trip back there, and we can explore a bit. I do have some of my own training things I need to sort out with Inari, but that shouldn’t take long.”

“You’ll—you want me to join you—to go back into the Human Realm—like what you did with Wendy and the others?”

“Did you like those stories?” Sora asked, looking up to smile at her daughter.

Emilia nodded, eyes sparkling. “Yeah, some of it was pretty sad, but a lot of it sounded really cool.”

“Cool,” Sora’s stomach rumbled as she laughed. “You really did get a lot of earth slang. Eyia had to learn those kinds of words from Jin. By the way, did you know that a week or two ago, Jin wanted to rip out my heart?”

“What?” Emilia’s face drained of color.

“Woah,” Sora giggled. “We worked through it, but yes, there are a lot of things you don’t know about me and the others. I think we need to take it slow and you need to learn more about us. To be honest, I have no clue what’s going to happen tomorrow, or the next day, or in a week from now, but I’m going to fight to keep you by my side, and that’s for sure. You don’t mind that, do you?”

Emilia quickly shook her head as her tails stiffened and her hair whipped around. “No! Not at all!” She said, swiftly combing her hair back. “I—I really want to!”

She really is like a star-struck teenager; she idolizes me, but that’s because you gave her only a small glimpse of my memories and mostly good ones! Yeah, I’m talking to you Auntie, but—I get it, if you gave her a ton of my memories, then she’d be basically a Core copy of me; you want her to expand in her own way … grow like a child. Thanks…

“Okay,” Sora sighed. “I’m going to go upstairs and make everyone some clothes, and that includes you.”

Emilia’s eyes seemed to sparkle. “You mean—clothes like Mary, Wendy, and you?”

Sora nodded, stretching out her arms. “Yup; I plan on making a lot of clothes from my own wardrobe and getting everyone’s size in the Outer Body Technique. You know, I have the Spiritual Impression of that woman from the resizing store … I could have her train me a bit about how to best form the sizes. Jin, Githa, and Eyia might be difficult since I’ll have to do a Visual Impression of them, but everyone else should be cake.” She muttered thoughtfully.

“I’d be happy with anything,” Emilia said, twitching ears and wagging tails revealing her excitement.

“How would you like to join me?” Sora asked. “You can get first pick of all the clothes; maybe I’ll see about pulling everyone in … if Inari lets me. I don’t know about Githa…”

Her smile dropped a little with a sigh as she heard Githa yell, “Rude!” From downstairs.

Figures, she’s listening … freaking Nekomata.

“Well, you are kind of mad at my aunt,” Sora said, glaring at the floor. “If she says it’s okay, then I’m fine with it, but it’s my freaking Core! Who knows what trouble you know how to cause in there; at least, I know Jin and Eyia won’t do anything shady.”

Githa huffed before curling up on the sofa she was sleeping on. She didn’t even try to deny that she wouldn’t do anything! What’s she even doing back downstairs? Everyone else is talking to Liz and Alice about the Human Realm upstairs.

“Anyways,” Sora took a deep breath. “Yeah, why don’t we go upstairs and meet everyone. I think it’ll be fun to get new clothes; of course, we have to make some nightwear and … some underwear for you.” She mumbled, eyes sliding down Emilia’s body.

She’s a freaking model, and what’s with those curves? I’m supposed to be the mom? How curved is mom and my other relatives … Inari’s probably hiding her own curves under that Kimono.

“My own…” Emilia took a deep breath, trying to ease the quakes of excitement rushing through her veins. “Can we do it now?”

“Yeah,” Sora giggled, getting to her feet. “Let’s go tell the others that it’s time for a fashion show!”
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                Sora smiled at her daughter as she got up. “We might be able to start a fashion trend if we make a few changes of clothes; would that be fun.” Her lips pursed as she looked down at the floor. “Oh, that reminds me, I need to ask Mimi how we can help out around town tomorrow.”

Ashley’s family will be waiting for me to get them; I don’t know how Inari’s going to make that work with Bathin possibly waiting outside, but I’m sure she has something up her sleeve. Maybe she’ll send Suke.

“Hey, uhrm—mom…” Emilia mumbled, feet shifting as a slight blush touched her cheeks.

Sora’s brow furrowed as she looked up. “Sup?”

“Can you—at least I mean … I don’t want people to see into my Core. Can you help me defend against—peepers?”

That’s totally directed at me … way to make me sound like a perverted old man, but I can understand the feeling. Still … I like knowing what she thinks when I want to. If I teach her too well, then … no, get ahold of yourself! How would I feel if the roles were reversed? Exposed … yup, very exposed.

Taking a deep breath, Sora ran a hand through her, ruffling it a bit before straightening it out. “I suppose we can do that, but it’ll take a lot longer than just a single lesson. I’ll see about helping you with that in your dreams later tonight; once we get these clothes, then we can go to bed.”

Emilia couldn’t hide her relief. “Thanks, mom,” she said, and for the first time, it was without any reserve.

A strange sensation shot up and down her spine, flowing through her tails, and making them momentarily stiffen. I … I’m a mom. Emilia is basically my daughter … how long is it going to take to get used to this?

Shaking her head quickly, she rubbed her eyes, blinking rapidly. “Okay,” she took a deep breath. “Let’s go! Everyone’s waiting.”

They left the room, walking upstairs to rejoin the group. Everyone turned toward them as they entered.

Jin grinned when they entered. “Hey, Sora, thanks again for offering to make us clothes.” She glanced down and over at her and Eyia’s spandex underwear. “This stuff is a lot different than what I’m used to.”

“It is appropriate enough for battle,” Eyia stated, stretching a little, and causing Aiden to blush and turn away.

Grin turning into a smirk; Jin poked the back of Eyia’s chest covering. “Well, there were times you went completely nude on the island; of course, you always had to make new ones after they’d get torn from wear, and not many things could handle the types of battles you were in.”

“You make it sound like an issue?” Eyia asked, eyes creasing. “I used everything at my disposal.”

“Wait,” Wendy mumbled, examining Eyia. “Don’t you have that armor you can summon?”

“It’s gorgeous, by the way,” Ashley said with a smile as she spaced out the different sheets, blankets, and pillows with Nathan, Alice, and Liz.

“Yes,” Eyia stated, moving away from Jin’s teasing pokes, shooting an annoyed glare in her direction. Jin’s mischievous smile just increased as she held her hands behind her back. “However, it has its limitations, and I only use it in situations where I am not sure of the outcome.”

Sora hummed. “I see; it’s tied to your concentration and energy. If you were using it all the time, then it would deplete your energy.”

“Naa,” Jin giggled. “Nothing like that; Eyia could keep that thing active in her sleep and for weeks on end.”

“Then, why not?” Mary asked, pulling out more sheets from crates to give the others to fold.

“I do not wish to rely on its protection at all times; doing so would dull my instincts and give me a false sense of security. There are creatures that can penetrate such defenses; the best defense is not to be hit in the first place, and by predicting the flow of battle and adapting to the current you assure the most efficient means of victory.”

“I’d still want armor,” Wendy mumbled.

Jin snickered. “Well, at one point I’d agree with you there, but … Eyia has some nasty tricks.” She said with a glare in her direction. “I used to be so proud of my dragon scales, but Eyia,” she clicked her tongue with a short huff, “showed me there are weaknesses to everything.”

Eyia leaned against the wall to face the group, nodding matter-of-factly. “Indeed, a valuable lesson. I did not wish to lose you to your own pride.”

Emilia moved closer to Sora, leaning over to whisper, “A-are they fighting?”

Sora shook her head, a small smile touching her lips. “No, Jin’s being sarcastic, and Eyia’s being Eyia.”

“I don’t—how do you tell the difference?”

“Experience,” Sora whispered. “Just give it time. You need to learn their personalities.”

Jin’s mouth became a line. “There’s a difference between a lesson and putting me on the ground for two days!”

Eyia nodded again. “Of course, when words fail, action leads to lives saved.”

Sora chuckled as she heard Alice and Liz whispering to Ashey, asking the same question Emilia had.

Wendy’s brow lifted as they finished setting out the rest of the items. “Wait—Eyia laid you out for two days, Jin?”

“The consequence of arrogance,” Eyia sighed. “If she would have defended herself instead of opening her arms for me to strike, then it would have been different.”

“That’s what I’m saying,” Jin said, rolling her eyes. “You’re impossible!” She muttered, glaring down at her palm. “You need to lighten up more.”

Sora leaned over to Emilia, whispering, “Now Jin’s moving toward more of a serious conversation.”

“About lightening up?” Emilia asked, utterly baffled.

Wendy’s hand shot up into the air as she dropped to the ground, folding her legs. “Oh, I know; why don’t we all play a game tomorrow?”

“Such as?” Mary asked, lips turning into a frown. “Anything physical and we’ll get smoked.”

“Ah, yeah—I was going to go with tag,” Wendy mumbled, looking down at the floor. “We’d totally get smoked.”

Nathan had been silent throughout the conversation, but spoke up as he leaned against an empty crate. “If Sora can make clothes, why not a card game?”

“Card game?” Alice looked between them, brow furrowed.

“Huh,” Sora lightly bit on the side of her cheek as she gently pressed down.

I suppose I could; making something like Uno would be pretty simple, but it could be kind of cool to make something more fun, and I could make it somewhat educational.

A broad smile lit Sora’s face. “That’s not a bad idea, Nathan. I think I want to make my own game too; it might be fun to play with Ashley’s kids when they get here too.”

Ashley hummed, sitting down beside Wendy. “That might be fun. What kind of card game?”

“I’ll figure it out,” Sora gestured to Emilia. “Everyone sit down, and I’ll see about pulling everyone into my Core again; I’ll ask my aunt to help me bring everyone into my Core during the Outer Body Technique.”

“Eh,” Liz’s ears pulled back as her tails stiffened. “What do you mean?”

Sitting in front of Wendy with Emilia sitting beside her, Sora turned to face her. “I’ll show you; it might feel a little strange, but I think it might be a good first step in healing you.”

“Healing?” Alice mumbled. “You really think we’re sick?”

“On death’s door,” Jin chuckled as she and Eyia took their seat next to an uncomfortable Aiden. He’d been keeping up with the conversation but it seemed like he didn’t feel comfortable butting in and even less sitting next to Jin’s nearly bare body.

Sora smirked her way. She’s totally trying to make him feel awkward. I suppose she must be feeling pretty bored; I actually don’t know a whole lot about Jin’s past … I know a lot more about Eyia. I’ll have to sit down and get her story some time … there’s so much to do!

She glanced between each person moving to sit in a circle. “Alright, everyone, just close your eyes.”

Following her own instructions, she entered the Outer Body Technique.

Her aunt’s mildly interested smile met her as she opened her eyes. “Well, my little niece, aren’t you active today?”

Sora sighed. “Yeah, it’s been a very long day.”

“Keep in mind,” her aunt’s smile fell slightly as she crossed her legs, shifting slighting in her extravagant chair, “utilizing the Outer Body Technique this often can be quite draining for most. You have a Founder’s physiology, which recovers remarkably fast, but don’t overstress your Core; you’re still young.”

“Am I reaching my limit?” Sora asked, creating a chair of her own to sit in.

Inari bunched her left cheek to the side for a moment. “Not necessarily, but it’s essential to know that you do have your limits. You may not be stressing your Core itself, but birthing Emilia did stress your Spiritual Network. Your plan of bringing everyone into your Core is still safe, but it would be wise to not stress your Spiritual Network over an extended period.

“Your Spiritual Network are like veins, and they’re only so big; the energy expended to reform Emilia required a substantial amount of stress on them. Inviting other Intelligences into your Core isn’t really that stressful, but it is like you’ve just run a marathon when you have not practiced and expanded your muscles for it—in short, you need to rest.”

“I see … was it really that stressful? I don’t feel that tired.” She muttered, looking down at her tails across her lap.

“You wouldn’t, I optimized the process to the greatest degree; a normal person can run a marathon if they optimize their energy release.”

“You’re saying I can still bring them in, though?”

“Yes, but you’ll likely need to tell Emilia that she’ll have to take a raincheck on that trip to the Human Realm; you must rest your Spiritual Network tonight.”

Sora’s lips became a line. “I already told her I’d do it, though. Is there no other way?”

“You could, but it will cause your recovery time to increase the more you put it off and continue to damage your spiritual structure.”

“Shoot … what about Alice and Liz?”

“Yes, I can show you how to recover their Core; it won’t be hard since they’re already within your Core. I will explain how to do it outside your Core at a later date because I do not wish you to bring just anyone into your Core; this is leaving you very open to anyone skilled enough. A complete novice could even harm you here.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Sora took a deep breath, folding down her left fox ear to scratch it. “Do I simply beckon for them to follow my prompts into my Core?”

“Yes,” Inari smiled. “Same as before.”

Nodding, Sora sent a welcoming call to every person around her; they each followed, Eyia and Jin arriving first. They appeared inside the bright light, looking around with mild interest.

“So, this is…” Jin trailed off as she caught sight of Inari, swallowing nervously. “Ah, you must be Inari.” She said, throat a bit dry as she backed up a little.

“Indeed, little dragon.” Inari greeted. “I appreciate what you did to protect my niece from Eric, despite your prejudices toward me at the time. It was a key point in time that led to me meeting my niece.”

“Y-yeah—don’t mention it,” Jin stumbled over her words, showing Sora a completely different side to her.

Eyia’s tone was respectful. “Second Generation Founder Inari, I am honored to make your acquaintance, my father spoke of you with the utmost respect.”

Inari giggled at Eyia’s tone. “Yes, Odin was quite the character and was quite the complicated man. Of course, your mother Freyja was an essentia of intrigue herself that could even leave Odin agasp with fascination.”

“I know very little about my mother,” Eyia stated, eyes lowering to the white floor.

Her aunt’s lips curved mischievously. “Why speak as if that possibility is barred from you?”

Eyia’s vision widened as she looked up at Inari, Sora straightening in her chair as she caught the implication, but they were interrupted by the others arriving.

Wendy and Ashley held their hands to their chests with deep breaths as they arrived. “That’s always so wild!” Ashley muttered, looking out at the dark expanse before glancing around at the others.

Jin quickly cut in before Aiden, Alice, and Liz could interrupt. “You’re saying her mother survived the destruction of Asgard?”

“What about Asgard?” Mary asked, appearing beside Nathan.

“Did I say that?” Inari mused. “Perhaps—in any case, it’ll be something for you to ponder upon. Maybe you’ll have to visit the Broken Gate and see the remains of the great realm.”

“Visit?” Eyia asked, tone unusually uncertain and Sora sensed a hint of fear. “How—it’s the Broken Gate … how can I enter a broken gate?”

“I’ve said enough,” her aunt said, shifting to stare at the two petrified Vulpes that had just entered. “Greetings, Liz, Alice, I’ve been looking forward to meeting the two of you.”

Both foxes had dropped to their knees before collapsing to their butts as they stared at Inari in utter shock; their eyes moved between her soft glowing white fur, nine tails, ink-black whiskers that seemed painted on, and thick white hair.

Aiden seemed to be giving her the same treatment but recovered much sooner. “I-Inari, you’re—you’re everything Alva said.”

“I still don’t get it,” Sora mumbled. “Why does everyone act like that when they just meet you?”

Her aunt giggled. “Reputation, presence, the undeniable fact that I am a force beyond nature; that realization, the power that can be sensed when in my presence, even as an Intelligent Construct, is something that you do not feel since you are so closely tied to the same energy. You did notice quite the difference when in my actual presence, though, remember?”

Sora thought back on the first time she’d seen her aunt, a tsunami of blue flames that seemed to engulf the world around her. “Yeah—I did feel that when I first met you too, I suppose that I got used to it pretty fast.”

“Yes, because you synchronized with my presence, something not many can do so easily; in most cases, I must shield others from that aura.”

Can you tell Eyia about her mom? That was pretty mean to tease her about her mom being alive!

“I always have my reasons, Sora.” Her aunt’s voice said mysteriously in her mind. “I’ve given her a taste of something, and now it is up to her to decide what to do with that information.”

Plots within plots within plots to direct more schemes that have hidden plots … you’re freaking ridiculous!

“That I am. That I am.” Her aunt chuckled.

Sora groaned as Emilia appeared beside her, and she conjured chairs for everyone to sit in. Linking to Emilia’s Intelligence, Sora talked into her mind.

Hey, it’s me. I’m talking directly to your mind so the others can’t hear.

“Holy crap!” Emilia’s eyes widened as she stiffened sharply, eight tails bristling as she jumped. She looked down at her with wide eyes before tentatively taking her seat. “What … you can just talk to me in my head?”

Yes, and Inari can hear everything we talk about too … of course, she knows everything, so that’s not that surprising, I suppose. I’ve got something to say that I feel awful about.

“What?”

My Spiritual Network is kind of stressed right now; I need to rest tonight to recover, which means we’ll have to postpone our Human Realm trip until tomorrow. I promise I’ll do it as soon as I can!

“Oh, umm … yeah—yeah, no, I’m totally fine…”

Emilia…

“Okay … yeah, I’m disappointed, but I get it. Still, I’m sad.” She said, ears drooping with her tails.

“Are you okay?” Mary asked, noticing Emilia’s crestfallen demeanor.

“Eh—yeah … I guess. I’m just … it’s nothing.” She mumbled, staring down at the floor before rubbing her arm.

She seemed unconvinced, drawing everyone else’s attention. “Are you sure?”

Sora could feel her daughter’s embarrassment rising with everyone’s eyes centered on her. Clearing her throat, Sora drew everyone’s attention with a sad smile. “Yeah, everything’s fine. I just told her we’d do something, but I’ve had to postpone it.

“Anyways, why don’t we multitask a little,” Sora called upon all the male and female designer clothes she’d tried on, had in her closet, and seen in person, placing them all on display; a massive twelve aisle line of clothes appeared to her right from out of the blackness, the same bright light illuminating it.

Everyone’s attention was instantly drawn to the massive lines of clothes, sounds of awe sparking in their throats. Alice and Liz seemed to be having a hard time comprehending what was happening, Intelligences spinning out of control.

Liz stumbled back to fall into the chair Sora had conjured for her. “What—how—huh?”

“What’s happening? I don’t know—I just followed—I followed you, and…”

Inari smiled compassionately. “Girls,” the two of them stiffened, bodies calming at her aunt’s soft voice. “You are fine; my niece will explain everything to you while the others go find clothes that will fit their taste.”

Her aunt turned to the group. “Sora, could you give them each a cart? You could also add a replenishment quality to the clothes.”

“Oh, that’s a good idea!” Sora whispered, fulfilling her aunt’s requests.

“This is awesome!” Wendy cried, running to a cart. “You’re awesome, Sora! This brings me back … man, you spoiled me so much when we were kids.”

“Yeah,” Sora chuckled softly. That’s one of the reasons why your mom hated me so much, but it was super fun…

Nathan, Aiden, Mary, Jin, Eyia, and Ashley, were a bit more composed as they moved to their own carts; Eyia and Jin were a little hesitant, but quickly understood its purpose as they watched Wendy rush off to do something she’d daydreamed about for years since breaking ties with her. They each thanked her as they went to their own aisle. 

It must have been really hard for her; she grew out of most the clothes I bought her … she didn’t have a lot. How many times did I see her use the same two sets of clothes in a week? I’m sure some of the other girls teased her about it.

Turning back to Liz and Alice, Sora took a deep breath. “Alright, where do I begin?”
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B3 — 33. Breaking The Yoke


                Sora eyed the two stunned Vulpes, Emilia still by her side, but she could see her vision sliding back to the aisles of clothes.

“Emilia,” her daughter’s head snapped toward her. “Go on, have fun,” Sora urged.

“Umm,” her eyes darted back to the racks of clothes, following Wendy’s enthusiastic rhythm as she flipped through items.

Before she could finish, Sora giggled, “Yes, go! Pick out whatever you like.”

She took one last glance at her before getting up and rushing to her own cart, eight tails weaving with excitement.

“I—I didn’t expect anything…” Liz trailed off.

Alice’s focus was still on her aunt. “This is—is the aunt—the one you’ve been talking about?” Her tone was a squeek.

“Yes,” Sora smiled at Inari; she wore the same compassionate expression that she’d come to enjoy about her.

Is this a good time to help heal them?

“As good as any.”

Two of Inari’s tails flipped positions on her lap so she could pet the one underneath. “Alice, Liz, you both have accepted the reality that there must be something wrong with you; whether it is from The Council or naturally occurring, you know not, and frankly, both of you would rather not delve into the possibilities. Correct?”

Both women nodded, large lumps falling down their throats.

“Very well, then, which one of you would like to go first?”

Liz took a quick look at Alice before hesitantly raising her hand. “I—I’ll go—what—what are we going to be doing?”

“Sitting there and looking adorable,” Inari giggled. “I’m sure we will all be in tears once this is over. On another note; your pink fur is beautiful, something that even I have never seen before; it is quite stunning, and personally, I would enjoy keeping that particular hue mutation. When my niece repairs the damage inside of your Cores, it will revert to a more natural color; however, if you wish, I will instruct her on how to keep your current fur color.”

“P-please,” Alice stammered, stroking her pink tails as her ears twitched uncertainly.

Sora took a deep breath. “Right. You don’t need to do anything, and once we’re done, you can go pick out your own clothes.”

“Our…”

“Own?” Alice finished with surprise as they looked over at the mass of colorful designer clothes.

“Mhm, you’ll be the talk of the town!” Sora giggled.

“Thank you,” Alice mumbled, eyes dropping to the floor. “You’ve been—so kind to us.”

Liz nodded, vision centered on her pink tails across her lap.

“To me, it’s you two that have been kind to us,” Sora said, pulling a loose lock of hair behind her shoulder.

So, where do we begin?

“Let’s talk them through it, that way they aren’t just sitting there uncomfortably while we stare at them.”

“Okay … where to start?”

Her aunt’s smile lifted a little as she tilted her head, long white hair drooping to the side. “Examine their Spiritual Networks. What do you see?”

“Hmm—they’re frail, worn, and many of the pathways to their Cores are broken.”

“Good, but the problem doesn’t start with their Spiritual Network. The damage extending out to the edges is a fatal sign of the damage done to the Core. You’ve been able to find the Core in many beings, something that is actually much harder than you imagine, but you haven’t identified the workings within the Core. You touched on it, ever so slightly, with Fen.”

“Um—excuse me,” Alice cleared her throat, squirming a little in her seat.

“Yes, dear?” Inari asked patiently.

“What do,” she paused, ears twitching uncomfortably, “why are we all—damaged,” she choked, but her attention seemed to be pulled back to the aisles of clothes.

Sora’s lips bunched to the side as she glanced at her aunt; Inari was silent for several seconds, lips becoming a line. Her response held a hint of disdain that touched her soft features. “No, Alice, you are not to blame for the damage to your Core; all of your questions will fade soon enough.”

Sora’s brow creased at her aunt’s answer.

I haven’t seen you get angry very often, and it usually doesn’t show unless it’s something you really don’t like.

“Answers will come, Sora. Look further into Liz’s Core, and examine it thoroughly. Your Spiritual Perception has advanced to this stage, but it will take some concentration.”

Nodding, she turned her attention back to the distracted Vulpes. She followed Liz’s frayed, broken, and stripped Spiritual Network back to her Core, and peered inside. At first, all she felt or saw was the mildly disquieted emotions swirling inside, traces of doubt about The Council, and her way of life eating at her mind, but it was slowly fading away, replaced by a touch of curiosity about the clothes. After a moment's study, something caught her eye.

There were several bodies of what she could only describe as spiritual organs that produced a flow of energy, running through each other, refining and drawing in other forms of energy from the meager stream fed to it by her Spiritual Network.

The only element trying to gain entry was air and a tiny amount of her raw magic that permeated the area. By all accounts, there should have been dozens of different sources of energy that helped sustain Liz’s spiritual body, but it seemed like her Spiritual Network rejected them, only focusing on the force being released from within the planet.

“I don’t understand,” Sora mumbled. “Her body’s rejecting all other forms of sustenance. It’s not like her Spiritual Network couldn’t handle more, but it’s rejecting it, and only focusing on gathering the force that’s being produced inside the planet.”

Both Vulpes looked at each other before looking back at her, but they kept their silence as their confusion faded; they didn’t know how to respond.

“Yes, Sora,” her aunt stated, “now follow that energy through their spiritual organs, and pay close attention to the effect that force has on their Spiritual Networks and organs.”

Complying with Inari’s instructions, she tried to catch anything wrong with what she was seeing; the energy flowing through Liz’s Spiritual Network slowed as her perception sharpened, and she noticed a reflux that shocked her.

Liz’s Spiritual Network was trying to reject the force, working tirelessly to push against it, but it pressed on regardless. Tracing the current back to her spiritual organs, Sora’s eyes widened.

“Her spiritual organs—are actually fairly strong, but … they’re torn, battered … poisoned. They’re working extremely hard, trying to convert the force into usable energy, and it’s flowing to … is that the—why does it look like that? Am I...”

She looked down at herself, fear touching her mind. However, she was shielding her Core against the force leaking up through the ground. The two Vulpes were dragging the energy into their Cores through the spiritual link to their bodies. It wasn’t spilling out into her Core, but seeing the process their spiritual organs were going through put pause in her.

Is this force hurting us too?

“No, Sora,” Inari said with a short sigh. “You are not being exposed to this force in the same way as Liz and Alice. In any case, this force cannot harm you; you could absorb its energy as easily as any other. Unfortunately, normal Vulpes are not as spiritually equipped as Founders. What you saw was the outer layer of their Oltera Nexus, which has many layers and is extremely deep and complex.”

“Okay,” Sora said with a relieved sigh. Her vision shot back to the group cheerfully searching the many racks of clothes. “What about them?”

“With their Awakening, none of the humans will be harmed by it, I’ve made sure of that, and Kari, Aiden, Eyia, and Jin are much more durable and subconsciously capable of dealing with the poisonous aspect to the force. Fen is another story, but she’s healthy enough to live here her whole life without seeing many negative effects.” Her sad eyes returned to the stiff Vulpes. “The Vulpes of this realm were also capable of that at one time, but it is what you discovered that ruined that.”

“Those symbols?” Sora cleared her throat. “I’ve seen—they look kind of like,” she paused, glancing back at her aunt.

“Similar to the symbols you saw leading up to my sanctuary,” she stated in a cold tone. “Yes, these may be similar, dismally weak and near criminally executed by my standard, but you could compare them to the younger days of Asgardian Runic Smiths; powerful by the standards of many beings.”

“What about Githa? Wouldn’t she have known about this?”

Both Alice and Liz were fighting back their fear, and Sora couldn’t help but feel bad for them, but at the same time confused; their panic was spiking and then fading. They’re taking this a lot better than I thought. It’s like we’re discussing how bad their cancer is, right in front of them, and they are scared, but not that scared. They don’t know half of what we’re talking about, but know our tone is bad.

Scratching her left fox ear irritably, Sora glanced at Liz before her vision returned to her aunt. “Githa stopped that one spell from going off that could have taken out the whole town.”

Inari shook her head, and a tad bit of exasperation swayed her tone. “Githa is very fickle; such is the plight of Nekomata … from what I recall of Nilly in my younger days, she was just the same. It’s tied to their very nature.” her aunt said with a sad smile, directed at the darkness. 

Her focus returned to her. “Would Githa have noticed something odd about the Vulpes’ Oltera Nexus? Yes. Would she give it a second thought? No, Githa wouldn’t have taken an interest in something so abstract. It isn’t a threat to her or you, but a threat to the Vulpes around us, and a very long term threat at that. Why should she care?”

“You said that it’s on the level of Asgardian Runic Smiths, though? That’s got to be seen as a level of threat, right?”

“Yes, it would,” her aunt nodded. “However, it’s clear to those with a sharper eye that this magic was performed many ages ago. This is an inherited magical seal that is branded upon their offspring.”

Sora’s eyes widened. “What? Who could—why? It’s literally killing them … this means,” she glanced back at Liz and Alice. Their lips were creased as they clasped their arms, hearts conflicted. Just being in her aunt’s presence made them aware of how true the conversation was; they couldn’t deny anything that was being spoken with her aunt’s radiance in front of them.

“Look at the seal,” Inari prompted. “You’ve seen similar language at the Red Gate.”

“So—I was right,” Sora whispered, turning back to study Liz’s Oltera Nexus. “It’s Fox Magic in its written form, but … who could do that? I thought only Founders or your Kitsune would know how to use Fox Magic like this.”

“There’s a shortlist of others that are acquainted with the art,” her aunt replied, tone neutral. “However, I doubt any of the ones I know of would be involved; this is much too lowkey for their tastes, and too drawn out. No, I suspect a different source that might link back to your mother.”

A chill ran down Sora’s spine at the revelation as she studied the seal. “How—is my mother involved?”

“It’s a likely connection,” Inari shrugged, “but there are other options. That can come later, though; for now, try to decipher the seal’s purpose.”

“Later … saying something about my mom, and then just skipping right past it,” Sora mumbled irritably. “Alright,” she took a deep breath, “how do I do that?”

 “Um—so,” Liz whipped away a tear that fell down her cheek with a hint of confusion, “it could be your mom—not The Council?”

Sora’s lips pursed, mouth becoming a line. “Ehrm—I guess, but—I don’t know,” she turned to her aunt for answers.

Inari was silent for several seconds.

I know you pause like this on purpose! Dramatic effect? What’s up with the pauses? You’re killing me!

“Patience. This is a delicate situation that strikes at their heart, and there will be more to come.”

Her aunt folded her fingers atop her tails, Liz and Alice shifting nervously, and a spark of hope flickering in their eyes.

“No,” Inari stated bluntly, “I guarantee that this seal was not done by my sister, nor anyone that she taught.”

Both women sagged in their chairs, ears low, and tails listless as they stared down at their thighs, distress building. The doubt in their Cores began to twist and turn their spiritual organs, and Sora began to notice something strange; the seal released an influx of energy that calmed them.

What’s happening? It’s calming them down. Is that why their emotions keep spiking and dropping?

“Good observation, but not exactly right. Look closer.”

It’s … it’s targeting their Intelligence … smoothing over the memory of what you said. It’s removing doubt … I don’t … it’s making them easier to manipulate. That’s counterproductive in this situation, though, because we’re the ones instilling doubt, which means that it’s helping us convince them that The Council could be behind it. Why?

Her aunt’s tone held an amused smirk that didn’t reflect on her features. “Because it’s poorly constructed.”

You knew how to exploit it? That’s why … you could tell me your plans! I seriously thought my mom was involved.

“This doesn’t mean she isn’t.” Inari said mysteriously.

Then … but you said she—nevermind. I’m sure it’ll all make sense as we go on. Sora grumbled in her mind.

“This is faster,” her aunt giggled. “And it is more authentic. You still haven’t figured out the seal’s function, and it has a few.”

Sora frowned as she watched Liz and Alice’s panic and confusion being forcefully quelled, focus moving to Wendy moving to a new rack, pulling along an excited Emilia with her.

“Look at this red dress! It would look so good with your tails and hair—we just have to get Sora to make an opening for your tails … man, they’re a lot bigger than her’s, but she can totally do that.”

“Are you sure? I mean, it’s pretty, but—doesn’t it have too much red? Isn’t that bad? Something like—like clashing or something?”

“How can you clash red against red?” Wendy asked with a confused smile.

“Eh—I don’t know … you really think I’d look good in it?” She asked, vision darting back, she jumped, noticing Sora’s attention. A slight blush colored her cheeks. “O-okay, I—I guess we can try it.” She mumbled, turning away.

Sora’s lips turned into a soft smile. Her first time going shopping … wait, shouldn’t I be there with her? Bah, where is my mind flipping to? Priorities!

Turning back to Liz, she took a deep breath. “Okay, tell me how to read it.”

“Feels like your missing out on something important?”

Sora glared at the barely concealed twinkle in her aunt’s eyes. Oh, shut-up, and tell me what I need to do!

Her aunt’s giggle echoed in her mind, but she spoke in an instructive tone. “Study the symbol and follow the threads inside. Every weave of magic has a pattern and purpose written into the very fabric of its creation. Once you can pick apart the larger image as a whole, the individual desires flowing inside will become clear.”

A light groan rumbled in Sora’s throat as her left eye creased; the seal seemed very complicated, and trying to look at the individual threads of magic written within seemed impossible. Nothing stood out to her.

“It all looks the same to me.”

Inari folded her legs to the opposite side, Kimono and tails shifting with the movement. “You’re distracted; this seal is not that complicated with your understanding of base Vulpes magic. It only seems hard to decipher because you’re overthinking it.”

“Overthinking it … I’m not thinking of anything in particular.” She mumbled, leaning forward a bit.

Examining the seal for a few more seconds, it started to make sense. The stream of information pulsing from the seal, across her spiritual organs, was compulsory magic. Following it back to its source, she saw the finer threads linked to that function, and the purpose revealed itself as she related it to the magic she’d used in the past.

“It’s—a domination seal, isn’t it?”

Her aunt smiled, chuckling while softly clapping. “Indeed, my little niece. You’ve learned an important skill in analyzing magic.” She stated in a proud tone. “Given more time, I’m sure you could work out the other functions of this seal, but this is satisfactory.”

Sora sat back in her chair, lips pursed. “That’s all you wanted me to do?”

“Well,” Inari giggled. “We’d be here all night if you were going to decode even a portion of the seal’s functions. You have a basic understanding of how to study foreign magic, which is much better than simply knowing how a single seal functions. It may be a long process to master compared to simply learning the written procedures of Fox Magic, but this skill will help you understand all types of magic in the future.”

Sora ran a hand through her hair; smile turned soft. “Okay, your big-picture plans, as always—what about helping Liz and Alice break past this seal?”

“Break past it? Oh, that is quite impossible for them,” Inari said, shaking her head. “No, they can do nothing in their situation, and they’d never know anything was wrong.”

Inari lifted her hand, and Sora felt her attention being drawn to specific parts of Liz’s spiritual organs as Inari explained; Liz and Alice’s disquieted heart began to rise again with her aunt’s analysis.

“You’ll notice that the seal is manipulating the direction their Intelligence is walking; consider it like a parent walking beside their child, holding their hand, and this child has never had candy before. She wishes to go into a candy store because it’s colorful and looks inviting, but the parent doesn’t want that; so, the parent tugs her in another direction, directing their focus to the vibrant appearance of a food stall further down the street.

“This magic is written on Liz and Alice’s spiritual DNA, the source of their Intelligent Core, deep inside the Oltera Nexus. It is far too soon for you to penetrate that far or to understand what is happening within. This form of domination is very advanced for your current progression, and subdues base instincts.”

“Subdues base instincts,” Sora repeated, moving to the left side of her chair to prop her elbow on the armrest, supporting her head with her knuckles. Her hair draping to the side as she hummed. “So—is that why they don’t understand what love is?”

“Very astute,” her aunt praised. “Yes, this is the reason why every Vulpes here must undergo their harvest ritual to procreate, and there are many other such events used to temporarily bypass this seal.”

“That’s—terrible.”

“I—terrible?” Liz asked, tone slightly dazed as the seal tried redirecting their dread.

Both Liz and Alice seemed to be falling into a stupor as Inari talked; the magic was dulling their senses and pulling their attention toward the others, laughing and talking about their favorite clothes.

“Follow the pulses back,” her aunt instructed. “Find a loose thread and reach out, pluck it out, and pull; not physically, mind you, they are already inside your Core.” She giggled.

“Hmm,” Sora studied the steady stream of gentle, but firm tugs the seal made, and found what her aunt was directing her toward. There was a loose knot, the end to one of the strings of magic comprising the seal. Desiring to grasp it, she felt her own magic take hold of the piece. She pulled lightly, but it held firm. Her cheeks bunched to the right as she gave it a harder tug.

Why won’t you…

“Don’t be so rough with it. If it snaps, then it will be difficult for you to find it again. You’d have to perform a spiritual surgery of sorts and dive into the Oltera Nexus. Consider this like stitches, this thread is woven throughout Liz’s spiritual organs, and it can be removed with the proper touch and care, but if broken, then it’ll be stuck further inside the body. This can even cause spiritual infection if done improperly.”

Infection? It all really does function like a body. Sora mumbled inside her mind as she tucked her bottom lip under her teeth.

“More than you know; everything works together into a beautiful work of art; much of it was done by your grandmother, but time has had its deviations.”

It’s crazy how much influence you and grandma had … the more I learn…

Her thought broke as she felt the knot slowly come undone, causing her to smile. “I did it!”

“Wonderful work,” Inari said. “I never doubted you. Now, remove it with care.”

Alice’s distracted mind slowly became more aware of the seemingly dangerous events taking place next to her as Liz froze, locked in place as if paralyzed.

“What—what’s happening to her? Why does—she looks so…”

“Worry not, child,” Inari soothed, feeding a comforting pulse of Sora’s energy through her; artfully maneuvering the energy past the seal’s attempts to reject the foreign power. After entering her Core it seemed to mix with the seal, causing Alice to smile, worry washing away.

The more Sora pulled, the more concerned she felt; the magical thread seemed endless. 

How deep does this penetrate her Oltera Nexus?

“By your understanding, very deep. That’s why I warned you to be careful; if this thread were to break, then it would require someone far more skilled than you to recover, even with my guidance. In short, I’d have to do it myself. I’ve told you before, the Core is like unto a universe in its own right, and you’re only just beginning to explore the single plot of land you stand on. You have yet to explore the great deep or the wild jungles across the planet, but less the vastness of deep space.”

What a way to put it…

Sora sighed, cracking her neck to ease her stress.

Does stretching and crying and stuff really help here?

“Do you feel better?”

Yes.

“Taking physical actions here is no different than taking them outside in your actual body. They are biological responses that ripples back to your Intelligence, designed to release tension.”

After a few minutes, Sora watched the seal beginning to fade, and after a few more, she stiffened as it collapsed.

“Did I mess up?” She cried.

“No, dear. That thread was an integral part of the seal that kept its structure. With that one thread removed, the seal lost its ability to function, and the remaining threads crumbled. The energy was dispersed into Liz’s Oltera Nexus and is not harmful. In fact, we can use the residual energy; it’s best not to let it be thrown out as waste, and utilize it while we can.”

“Okay…” Sora mumbled, taking a deep breath as she watched Liz blink. It was as if she were waking from a trance. She swallowed nervously, hand held over her heart.

“Sora,” Liz mumbled, a rush of emotions flooding her consciousness. “What’s this … this feeling?” Her voice cracked.

Alice shifted in her chair. “Is it done? Are—are you okay, Liz?”

“Yeah, it’s just—I’ve never … I feel so different—so light.”

Liz’s head rose, vision centering on Inari, and Sora realized that her spiritual organs were now expelling the strange force that was being forcibly pumped into her Core, and the other magical energies surrounding them, including her own, was being ingested.

“Yes, Liz, your very nature was being blocked, and now that block has been removed. You would have died if you had not been in my niece’s Core and sustained by her energy during the expulsion process, but now your Oltera Nexus is functioning properly. You still have significant internal damage, but that is curable, and what Sora will be doing next.”

Liz’s chest convulsed as her hand lifted to her mouth. “I—how can I feel this good? I—I don’t know how else…” Her head lowered, hair obscuring her face as she cried, hugging her body.

Before Sora could respond, Inari said, “She will be alright, Sora. This is the first time she’s felt unfiltered emotion, to be able to explore it without a guiding hand.”

“That’s what the seal did?” Sora asked in horror. “She’s never—none of the Vulpes here have ever experienced raw emotion?”

“You saw how their Spiritual Network was functioning; very little energy besides the source within the earth was given them. The emotion that you can feel and feed off of from others; they never even knew it existed. Consider eating tasteless food all your life, and suddenly being introduced to sweets. It would be overwhelming. This is the first time she’s ever felt all of these new energies entering her spirit.”

Sora glanced back at Liz as she curled into a ball on the chair, shaking with emotion. Her heart went out to Liz as she got up and walked over to her, bending down to hug her trembling frame. Liz stiffened at her touch, fingers constricting tightly around her sides with the sharp increase in emotions at the stimulation her hands and arms brought, her sharp breathe increasing.

“Does it—does it hurt?” Alice asked, squirming in her chair.

After a time, Liz shook her head. “N-no … it’s just—I can’t even—how do I explain it? I—I can’t…” She cried.

Alice’s brow creased, but her mild concern soon washed away with the seal’s interference. “It—it doesn’t hurt, though?”

Liz shook her head, taking a deep breath, she reached up fingers brushing against Sora’s arm. “I feel it … there’s so much … inside me...”

Releasing her, Sora stepped back, smile soft. “Yes, I bet getting your first real taste of emotion would be pretty intoxicating.”

Really concerning, though … I had no idea it was this bad for the Vulpes here.

“Not just the Vulpes, the humans have this same seal.”

That’s … wrong … really wrong…

“I agree. Now, when healing her, desire for their fur to keep its pink hue. Your magic will repair the necessary parts of their spiritual organs to begin its own internal recovery. You needn’t focus on the Oltera Nexus itself. Search for the residual magic signature of the seal, and collect it, utilize it with your own energy.”

“Alright,” Sora said, kneeling to Liz’s level; her face was red and puffy as she pulled back her long hair. “I’m going to heal your Spiritual Network.”

Swallowing back her tears, Liz took a deep breath before nodding. “T-thank you—thank you so much…”

A light blue aura surrounded Sora’s tails as she lifted them toward Liz and fed her desires into the magic. She watched Liz’s broken and frayed Spiritual Network mend as the residual energy fueled much of her spell, and the extensive damage to her spiritual organs was renewed.

Liz closed her eyes, hands pressed against her chest as her cheeks cleared, Sora cleaning up her features, but a single tear fell from her left eye. “Thank you…” She whispered.

Sora swallowed, fighting back her own tears with the swirling emotions inside Liz’s Core affecting her. Clearing her throat, she nodded. “I’m happy for you.” Turning to Alice, she took a deep breath. “Now, for you.”

The process was a bit quicker for Alice, but just as powerful. Once it was done, Liz moved to her chair and settled in next to her; they both cried as Sora returned to her seat. She watched the women more than ten times her age sobbing in each other’s arms like children.

Their display brought the others running.

“Mom—is—what’s happening?” Emilia asked with concern.

“Is everything okay?” Mary moved beside the two women.

Ashley was right beside her. “What’s wrong?”

Sora’s nose burned as she sniffed. “A lot, actually…”
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B3 — 34. Am I Too Kind?


                Sora stayed in her seat as the two Vulpes assured the group that they were alright, and the others quickly joined them.

“It was a success, then?”  Eyia asked. Jin was by her side; they both wore the same black, sleeveless evening dress she’d given Eyia what seemed an eternity ago.  She’d added multiple sizes, so they’d each found one that fit them well enough to wear.

I guess they really liked it; I bet it’s more nostalgic for Eyia, though.  She probably feels somewhat guilty for losing a gift … that’d be like her.

“Yeah, it was a success.  My aunt showed me what’s causing the issues with the Vulpes of this realm, and I don’t like it.”

“Hmm,” Jin’s cheeks pushed to the side as she examined the two recovering women.  “So, my suspicions were correct; there is foul play at work? I thought their spiritual energy was acting funny, and the way they responded when Alice came in contact with your energy … it smelled fishy.”

Aiden seemed conflicted.  “They all seem so happy outside.  Are you saying something is forcing that happiness?  I thought … it looks so genuine.”

Sora’s ears twitched at Aiden’s question, causing her to scratch the left one.  “Not entirely … I know we’ve all been through so many explanations recently, and it’s gotten so complicated.  Do you all really want to know right now?”

Eyia crossed her arms, tone serious.  “To see the bear before it strikes is better than noticing its bite.”

Emilia’s brow creased.  “I—don’t get it…”

Mary hummed thoughtfully, nodding as she glanced at Eyia before her sight returned to Sora.  “I agree with Eyia; yes, this day has been overwhelming, but it’s better to be aware of an issue before it becomes a real problem.”

“You’re sure?”  Sora sighed, glancing around at the group; they all nodded, expressions troubled.

“Is that what that means?”  Emilia mumbled, still trying to figure out the comparison while scratching her twitching ears.  “I—oh, the bear is a problem, like the girls crying—we’re going to talk about the problem of them crying?  I’m … confused.” She grumbled.

“It’s not something you’re aware of, Emilia, don’t worry about it.  In any case,” she moved her hand to scratch the back of her head, “I’ll try to make it as brief as possible.”

“That would be awesome,” Wendy mumbled with a strained smile.  “I’m so spent.”

“Basically, every person in this realm are victims of a spiritual genetic seal that is passed on from mother to child.  This seal forces the spirit to reject all other energy except the force being produced within the world, and their spirits work against that, trying to expel it while it’s unwillingly driven into their Cores.

“It also makes them a lot more gullible and trusting than is normal, redirecting their focus if things become too stressful.  All their emotions are mostly reduced to a mere shadow of what we feel, which is why they’re crying, having their first taste of emotion.”

The two Vulpes burst into tears again, and Sora spun her magic to dampen the sound around them so she could be heard.  Everyone glanced at them with concern, but Sora brought back their attention by clearing her throat.

“Ahem—anything can really set them off; please don’t mind them.  Give them a little time to adjust.”

Mary and Ashley stayed close to them, rubbing their backs soothingly as they listened.

“One of the big things this seal does is block Vulpes nature.  We’re normally very emotional creatures, and the seal to their base instincts play a role in that.  It almost turns them into robots, which is why this place is so structured. They do the same tasks, day in and day out.  They only have surface-level friendships that don’t go beyond familiar groups of faces they hang around, but can just as easily pick up and move to a new location on demand.”

She looked around at the disturbed faces of her companions.  “That’s about all I have to report.”

Mary sighed, running her free hand through her hair.  “Well, that’s—it’s beginning to make more sense. The scattered bits of information we’ve been gathering today.”

“Some,” Ashley mumbled.  “There’s still a lot we don’t know; the why is a big question that we don’t have answers to.”

“The Capital,” Nathan glared at the white floor.  “That hidden spell inside Emilia, and the reason for this entire farce of a paradise.”  He rubbed the stubble, beginning to sprout on his chin. “Is there any way we can get information on it?  We’ve already determined that there are some seriously shady things going on here, and I, for one, would like answers.”

Wendy’s brow creased.  “What was inside Emilia?”

“Like a bomb,” Emilia shrugged dismissively.  “The Council put something in me that would have destroyed the whole…”

“Tssssh,” Sora waved her fingers in front of her throat, causing Emilia’s jaw to snap shut.

Alice and Liz don’t know about that!  We even kept Wendy in the dark, but…

She glanced at Liz; she was the first to recover, chest convulsing slightly as she sniffed.  “B-bomb? What—what did The Council—what is a bomb?”

Good, they don’t know what a bomb is!

“Don’t worry about it,” Sora quickly interjected.

“A friggin’ bomb?”  Wendy muttered.

Aiden’s face had drained of color at Emilia’s words.

“They—you didn’t tell me…”  His vision dropped to the floor, and Sora felt a little bad, knowing that he knew they’d purposefully not informed him of it.

He probably thinks it’s for the best … he’s a pretty big martyr.

“You cannot blame him; he has reason to hate himself and his ability.”

I suppose I haven’t thought about that … yes, his ability has caused a lot of us to be here, but it’s not like it was on purpose.  We made our own decisions, even if he nudged things along through causality. I still think he’s too hard on himself … in fact, I’ll tell him that!

Wendy huffed.  “Don’t feel bad; they left me out of their secret meeting, too.”

“Still upset about that, I see,” Jin winked.  “I thought you were cool with it?”

“Hey!  Who likes being the only one asked to leave?  Not me,” Wendy pouted.

Sora waited patiently to get a word in.  Man, Wendy has changed since her Core awakening.  I like that she’s speaking her mind more. I guess I’ll be seeing a bit more of her aggressive side.

She cleared her throat, looking directly at Aiden.

After a moment of everyone staring at her, and then Aiden, he asked, “What?”

“Quit feeling sorry about everything, and blaming yourself for all the bad crap that’s happened to us!”

“Well, to be frank…”  Ashley mumbled, glaring at him.  “Know what, nevermind, it won’t help any.”  She grumbled.

Aiden bit his lower lip, peeling back some skin.  “No, I get it … I know I ruined a lot of your lives.”

“Not entirely,” Inari stepped in.  The moment she spoke always demanded everyone’s attention; her tone alone, without magic, commanded authority.  “Causality is a tricky process. Aiden has not totally come into his rights as a Son of Homā. Yes, he has caused some reasonably significant alterations in the threads of fate, but that is contrasted with millions of other players, all seeking their own agenda.

“Even if the poor bird tried his hardest, then things would have more than likely spun wildly out of control for everyone here.  In fact, I dare say that the mere association with my niece has unquestioningly improved your prospective futures.”

She chuckled softly, eyes moving to appraise her.  “However, you each bring some difficult challenges my nieces' way; you could say misfortune adorns her adorable tails.”

“Thanks,” Sora mumbled.  “That’s reassuring.”

“It’s not—all me?”  Aiden mumbled, unable to deny Inari’s fluid words.

“You give yourself too much credit,” Inari smirked.  “You were a blind spot, and caused some interesting shifts, but it was the actions of much stronger beings that have turned the game on its head.  In any case, fate is something that should be far from each of your young minds. Live in the present, and let those with experience direct universal events.”

“One of those beings being you, I suppose,” Mary chuckled.

“Hmm,” Inari’s smirk deepened.  “Actually, I personally find it thrilling to give my niece the floor; the spark of chaos within me, and that has made a few mysterious beings fairly agitated.  I’ve been manipulating things to play to Sora’s desires, not my own.”

“You are truly the fox of disorder I’ve heard about,” Jin stated tiredly.

“I have heard nothing but praise from my father,” Eyia interjected.  “I also find Inari most logical and efficient. I feel blessed to have met you, mother of Kitsune.”  Eyia said with a curt bow.

Inari’s mischievous grin turned soft as she shifted her eyes to the Valkyrie.  “I am delighted, Eyia; you do not understand the influence you have had on my niece.  You could even say that I am in your debt.”

Sora’s cheeks reddened, causing Emilia to hum with interest as she studied her closer.

“Are you—embarrassed?”  She asked with a smile twitching at the corners of her lips.  “You look so cute…”

Hey!  You ... gah!  My own daughter is calling me cute because of you!  Spouting all this … grahrrr!

“Isn’t our newest member just precious?  Oh, I think I must!”

Everyone’s brow creased with confusion as Inari vanished from her chair; Emilia gave a squeak of surprise as Inari appeared behind her, wrapping her arms around the shocked Vulpes.

“I’ve been waiting for what seems forever!”  Inari purred, ear folding against her hair as she squeezed.

“I—I…” Emilia’s tense muscles slowly relaxed as tears gathered in her eyes, and she turned, returning the hug.

 “Huh?”  Sora squeaked.

“Cute,” Wendy, Ashley, and Mary whispered.

Inari slowly stroked Emilia’s hair as she clutched at her Kimono.  “Family looks out for one another,” she whispered. “I’ll always be ready for a hug when you’re feeling low.”

I didn’t feel her getting depressed?

“That’s because they were just about to manifest, and I took the initiative; I’m greedy like that.”  She chuckled impishly.  “Poor Emilia’s been getting lost in the conversation, and she wants to be helpful.”

How can she, though?

“That’s not the point; the point is that she wants to be helpful, and doesn’t know how.  Naturally, she’s getting frustrated with herself. You’ll learn to pick up on the signs, but I’m taking this one!”

Sora couldn’t help but feel a little irritated for some reason.  You … are you making me jealous on purpose?  Why am I suddenly jealous?

“What ever could you mean, my little niece?”  Face hidden from the others; her aunt directed a sly grin her way.

You are just … too good…

“Erh,” Nathan rubbed his left shoulder uncomfortably.  “All the emotion is good and all, but … can we please get back to the dangerous situation we’ve landed in?  We went from Bathin, a known demon, to a bunch of fox-ladies that are all brainwashed, and we could be next.  What are we going to do? Is Githa strong enough now that she could put up a fight if we left?”

“I’m afraid leaving is out of the question,” Inari sighed, giving one last squeeze before releasing her great-niece and returning to her seat.

Emilia sniffed, rubbing her wet cheeks with the back of her sleeves.

Nathan breathed out a frustrated sigh.  “Wonderful … why did I think it would be that easy?”

“Why can’t we leave?”  Ashley bit her lower lip nervously.

“Do not concern yourself with your family’s safety,” Inari lifted her hand to brush back her hair as she sat, tails folding smoothly across her lap.  “However, there has been a development that I’ve become aware of, and … it is definitely something that my true self would be dealing with. It is just safer in here, at the moment, at least.”

“Something you didn’t see coming?”  Wendy asked with disbelief.

“I saw a slight possibility.”  The note in her aunt’s tone was new to Sora, regret.  “I’m working tirelessly to thwart the current future I’ve foreseen after becoming aware of this news.  I will say that a part of it does involve Bathin and an individual that he’s recently become acquainted with.  I would much rather see you handle The Council than this individual.”

“That blows his idea out of the water,” Wendy mumbled.

Sora moaned, leaning back in her chair.  “How do you even learn these things?”

“Coded messages that my true-self sends across the Magical Plane.  I may not be able to use magic, for the most part, but I can still observe all the planes of existence.”

“What’s our options, then?”  Nathan asked, sinking into his previous chair with a grunt.  “We can’t go out, but we have some terrible shadows looming over us here.”

Everyone fell silent, and Sora got a distinct impression that Aiden wasn’t saying anything because he thought his opinion was invalid.

He probably thinks he’ll be leaving soon anyway; he’s just waiting for Kari to have her space to talk things over with her.  Geez, why does he have to always think the worst of himself … chill, chill … he hasn’t actually had his freedom before. I guess if he was a slave all his life and that hurt people, then I’d be depressed too…

Her head lifted as Mary clicked her tongue a few times before groaning.  “Okay—I know this might not be popular with Sora, but I think—I think the best option is to mind our own business.”

Most of the group looked like they’d swallowed bitter medicine, but no one was objecting.  After giving everyone a moment to respond, Mary continued.

“I don’t like it.  Just seeing Alice and Liz’s reactions after being freed makes my heart ache, but—we have to remember a few points.  This is not our world, but we’re upsetting the balance, and we’re trespassers; I’m not saying we should be complicit, but our hands are kind of tied at the moment.

“We do not know the circumstances that surround this seal or any of the dealings with The Council.  We have dangerous enemies waiting outside that we’re not ready to deal with, so we must stay here. The Council might be able to forcibly remove us if we’re found out.  We already have a pretty bad image with the governor and many more issues … Sora recently got herself a daughter for crying out loud. I think we’re pretty stretched thin!  Inari?”

Her aunt shrugged, but left it at, “You’re not wrong.”

The space fell back into silence; Emilia’s emotions dropped a little with Mary’s statement.  Sora spoke directly to her mind.

That’s not blaming you for anything or saying you’re a bad thing; she’s just saying we have enough on our plate.

Emilia shivered, turning her concerned blue eyes to her.

“Yeah, but—but what are we supposed to do?  Don’t you want to help them? I mean, Alice, Liz, and I were freed because of you.  What’s Liz and Alice supposed to do now?”

Sora groaned, drawing in a deep breath to let it out slowly, rubbing her eyes.  Good point.  She used the armrests to pull herself to the side of her chair, looking at the preoccupied Vulpes.  They were both still cuddled up to each other, staring at their laps in silent contemplation; from reading their Core, she knew they were puzzling their way through the conversation.

“Liz, Alice,” she asked; they both looked at her, tails pressing tighter against their knees.  “What are your thoughts? I know you’re both pretty shaken, but…” she paused as she felt Wendy repress the urge to say but not stirred.  She’s becoming a lot bolder.

Clearing her throat, she continued, “but what do you think about your situation?  I didn’t even consider how this decision might affect your lives.”

Mary, Ashley, and Nathan all grimaced at her question.

“That’s right; it’s not like they can just pretend that everything's alright now,” Ashley whispered, folding her arms.

Sora was a bit surprised to see Alice speak up first.  “I—I don’t know … not yet. I’m confused, and—and scared, but—but happy.  I just don’t know...” Liz nodded, refusing to make eye contact with anyone, lips pressed together.

“Okay,” Sora took a deep breath.  “You’ve all given me a lot to think about.”

I need to take responsibility again … you didn’t tell me about this part.  I can’t just drop the ball with Liz and Alice; Emilia sees herself in them, now.  She won’t say it, but she wholeheartedly believes I’ll help them.

“Will you?”

I … I want to say yes, but … it’s getting too complicated for me to say it.  I think I need to think about it more. We can’t just take Mimi’s people and do whatever we see fit; this is a massive change for them, and I have my hands full with Emilia.  Gah! Is this what it’s like being an adult?

Her aunt’s amused chuckle made her flick her tails with irritation.  “It is a part of growing up; decisions can be tough to make when it involves people’s lives.”

A soft sigh left her lips as everyone waited for her response.  And I’m the decision-maker … great.

“I—need to think about this; since I’m the one that brought all this up, and was the one that chose to release Liz and Alice’s seals, I’ll take that responsibility, but I’m going to have to think about what that means tonight.  I’ll tell you all what I come up with tomorrow; in the meantime,” she pointed at the clothes with a bright smile, “these clothes aren’t going to find you or resize themselves, and that includes you two, Liz, and Alice. Pick whatever you want.”

The group hesitated, but Nathan’s chuckle broke the frozen atmosphere.  “Sorry to dump all of this on you, Sora … I’m sure you’re feeling stressed as it is, but sure, let’s put all of this to the side for the moment and relax.  Tomorrow is another day to fight, and it’s not good going to bed stressed.”

“Right you are,” Mary took in a deep breath.  “If you need us tonight, then you can just enter our dreams, I assume.”

“What a wonderful powers you have,” Ashley commented brightly.  “We can rest and help you if you need it. Just know that you’re not alone.”

“Yeah,” Wendy nodded with confidence.  “This is nothing! We can figure this out.”  Her eyes wandered back to the clothes. “And In the meantime, shopping party!”  She quickly broke off from the group, pulling a hesitant Emilia along with her. “Let’s get you some pants!”

“Pants?”  Emilia choked, glancing back at her with concern.  “I’ve never—never worn them before. How do they feel?”

“Oh, some yoga pants!”  Wendy chuckled darkly, looking up and down at her curves, a twinkle in her eyes.

“Yoga?”

The others giggled as they watched them disappear down an aisle, and they slowly dispersed.  Jin and Eyia following after Wendy with interest. “Yoga pants,” Jin mumbled. “Pants specifically designed for a stretching activity?  What do they look like?”

 Mary and Ashley gently pulled Liz and Alice up, guiding them toward the clothes.  “We’ll help you pick some stuff out,” Ashley said motheringly.

Nathan followed after them with an amused grin.  “Women and shopping…”

Aiden sank into Nathan’s empty chair, running his left hand through his blonde hair before scratching the back.  “Jeez, Sora—you really are amazing. How do you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Put everything on your shoulders?  I couldn’t dream of making those decisions, but you can just set your face and buckle down.  It’s just—it’s amazing to watch. You’re amazing.”

“It’s not easy,” Sora puffed out a tired sigh, “and I haven’t made any decisions.  I’m just blowing it off because I don’t have an immediate answer. I’m hoping to come up with something later tonight.”

Her aunt rested her cheek against the back of her hand, elbow against the chair arm.  “That’s all you can do at times. Let a problem sit for a bit and refocus your mind. Once you’ve had time to settle, work on the issue again once rested; the hard part is not procrastinating too long.”

“Thanks,” Sora chuckled softly.  “I need a bit of a break, honestly.”

She turned toward the boy she barely knew and pondered how they’d gotten here.  I have a boy I hardly know inside my Core … that sounds wrong.  Is there anything I can do for him, though? He’s so lost and broken.

“You’re doing it again, dear.”

What?  Sora asked, green eyes flicking to her aunt.

“Thinking about someone else.  It seems hardwired, doesn’t it.”  She giggled.

Who knows anymore…

“Look, Aiden,” she sighed tiredly as he looked at her.  “You’ve had a pretty rough life, from what I know. You were basically an extension of Eric, and now he’s gone.  It’ll take a bit for you to get on your feet and figure out what you want to do.

“So, don’t waste your time with the past mistakes you think you made, but just start thinking of what you want.  Don’t even worry about Kari; Kari will do what Kari wants, just like always. Personally, I think you should think about yourself for once.  You’re free; nothing’s holding you back but yourself.”

“Wise words,” Inari said with a bright smile.  “To help others understand freedom, you must first taste it yourself.”

“My change gave me that taste,” Sora muttered.  “I liked the feeling, but I also like…” She trailed off, glancing toward the clothes, but Wendy and Emilia were hidden behind the fabric and racks.

Aiden was silent for a moment before nodding.  “Alright, I’ll take your words to heart, Sora.”  Getting up, he looked at Nathan; he was holding a black leather jacket, eyeing it thoughtfully.  “What do you think about me in a black jacket?”

“Biker-style?”  Sora smirked, imagining the jacket on him, he jumped as it appeared.  She shook her head, crossing her hands into an x. “Nada, nope, stick with the pretty-boy suave look.”

“Pretty-boy suave look?”  Aiden asked with a confused smile.

“Bah!  Just get over there and pick something out you like!”  Sora grumbled, turning away from him.

“Got it,” Aiden puffed out a laugh as he left.

A thought popped into her head, and she tested it out.  She made several Spiritual Copies of Gina, the clothing resizing woman, and gave them the power to reshape the imaginary clothes and tape measures to work with, sending them off to help each person and get their sizes.

Well, isn’t this convenient?

“Magic and the knowledge to use it can be very convenient.”  Her aunt mused.
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B3 — 35. Night's End


                Sora joined her friends shortly after sending out her Gina army; she found Emilia, Wendy, Eyia, and Jin in the back, looking at yoga pants.

“They look so strange,” Jin mumbled. “Oh, they stretch?”

“They are so light,” Eyia stated as she handled her own. “These are made for a stretching activity?”

Wendy giggled. “Yeah, and they’re super comfy! I bet Eyia would love them; although, maybe something like biking shorts would be better.” She hummed.

“Why don’t you try some on?” Sora suggested, stopping beside Emilia.

“We would,” Wendy moved to nudge her, “but someone hasn’t made us any dressing rooms!”

Sora clicked her tongue. “Ah, yeah, that’s pretty important.” She created a dressing room at the end of each aisle. “There we go! I’ll have one of the Gina clones in each one to instantly change the size to fit you.”

“This is just too awesome,” Wendy whispered, pulling Emilia with her to the closest room. “You first!”

Sora spent what seemed like an hour following the group, catching glimpses of the others choosing their wardrobe; she’d had a Gina explain the dressing rooms and how they changed clothes to each group.

Emilia was mostly influenced by Wendy and her stories about each item; somehow, she remembered a surprising amount about each of her articles of clothing, recounting tales of her wearing each one. Eyia and Jin found a few of the stories particularly interesting, such as their time in Europe and France on vacation.

Nathan had chosen a more practical approach, choosing more functional clothing, and she even caught some designs that must have been to blending into the forest.

Jin was a bit more extravagant; she indulged in the more expensive designer clothes, influencing Eyia in that direction. Eyia, however, made it a point to select the least intrusive clothing.

Mary and Ashley had taken on a mothering role to Alice and Liz, despite the women being more than five times their age. They didn’t seem to mind as they filtered through the thousands of clothes they were allowed to cycle through; they’d never seen such fine and extravagant clothing, not even the members of the Council had such high-quality articles. It was clear that this realm had very simple material compared to the Human Realm.

Aiden seemed to have gravitated toward Nathan, and he didn’t rebuke him. It appeared that Nathan had forgiven him for his part in Eric’s group. He was giving him some rather odd fashion advice more aligned for tactical purposes. Aiden took the input with a strained grin, noting that it would probably work for Nathan’s muscular build more than his body shape; he wasn’t thin, but nowhere near the girth of a grown man.

Her aunt had vanished, but she knew she was watching from somewhere in her Core.

Eventually, everyone finished choosing a decent sized wardrobe, and brought their loaded carts back to the center of the bright center point; she was a little worried if all the fabric they’d gathered outside would be enough material.

She used the measurements the Ginas had gathered, and wove the magic, changing all the clothing on the outside to reflect the imaginary constructs. On request, she made a few standard bed materials such as toothbrushes, pads, and tongue scrapers; it all required a bit more energy than she expected. After finishing the process, she sent everyone back to their bodies. 

Sora opened her eyes to the dully lit supply room; in front of each person sat stacked and folded clothes with sanitary items atop the fabric. “Well,” she smiled at each friend’s sparkling face. “I think this is an improvement.”

“You’re telling me,” Wendy squealed, holding up a black silk nightgown. “I haven’t had new clothes in … so long.” She finished with a whisper.

Mary clapped her hands. “Yes, well,” she yawned, “I think it’s almost time for bed.” She dabbed at her eyes, causing everyone else to do the same as they released their own yawns.

Sora tried doing what she’d seen her aunt do the first time she met her; rising, she commanded the raw magic around them to lift the articles before them, and everyone rose. 

Emilia jumped to her feet with wide eyes at her hovering clothes. “How? You can make things float?”

“Impressive,” Jin grinned at her. “This is a bit more complicated than some of the things you’ve done before, even if it does seem a bit simple.”

She chuckled. “Yeah, I saw my aunt do it, and this is a lot more simple than just about everything else I’ve seen her do. It’s just molding raw magic; weak by Founder standards, she says,” Sora scratched the back of her head.

Eyia moved around her floating clothes with a light hum. “Yes, weak, but not easily handled. You must not diminish your accomplishments; you have just recently begun to explore magic, and you have already surpassed powerful human mages in many regards.”

Mary cut in before she could respond. “Just a part of being a Founder, right?”

“Well, yeah,” Sora muttered. “I mean, it does give me a pretty unfair edge; I’m essentially a full-on magic being.”

Both Alice and Liz seemed to have lost their hesitation in the time they spent with Ashley and Mary.

“How unusual,” Liz muttered, sweeping her hand under the clothes.

Alice copied her actions. “What is this?”

“Raw magic,” Aiden said with awe. “I’ve watched a few monsters utilize raw magic, but the way your handling it is like watching an artist paint a masterpiece.”

A slight flush touched Sora’s cheeks. “What are you talking about? This is like me splattering buckets of paint on a canvas; it’s nothing compared to my aunt.”

“This is that universe creating aunt?” Jin teased. “Take the compliment.”

“Thanks, guys,” Sora said, turning to hide her burning face.

She directed the clothes to follow her out of the room, walking downstairs with the rest of the group in tow. The girls had chosen the third floor, while the boys were given the second. She dropped the girl’s clothes off first, setting each wardrobe on a different bed. After that, she placed Aiden and Nathan’s clothes in their own room, leaving them to get ready for bed before backtracking upstairs.

Eyia, Mary, Ashley, Wendy, and Emilia had chosen to wear a variety of different colored nightgowns.

It had been a little tricky for Gina to design Emilia’s clothes with all her tails, but she’d managed to find the right size of hidden pocket to make in the back after a bit of testing. Her sapphire blue knee-length gown fluttered as her tails swished to the side; she looked down at the fabric with wonder, fingers caressing the hem. “It’s so smooth … even more than when we were in your Core.”

“Really?” Sora asked, running her hand down a silk shirt in her pile. “You’re right.”

“Thread count,” Ashley grinned. “I bet you made these with a high thread count.”

“Maybe,” Sora mumbled, slipping on her black PJ top and bottom. “I did give most of the instructions over to the Ginas.”

Both Alice and Liz followed her example, removing their dresses and putting on their bra, pad, and panties.

Alice held up the pad she’d been given. “These are so strange … this pad is better than the cloth towels we used before?”

Sora grinned with a wink. “Yup, I must say, they’re probably my best invention … even though I don’t seem to need them anymore. I don’t even need to go to the bathroom; that sounds and feels so strange, anyway, they’re self-cleaning, using raw magic in the atmosphere! Complete sanitary, super comfortable, and surprisingly thin; I’d probably make a fortune back in the Human Realm.”

“I don’t know,” Ashley giggled. “Supply and demand … you supplied a product that won’t go bad any time soon, so it won’t be in demand once everyone has one. Still … you’re a genius!”

Mary yawned; she’d already placed all of her clothes inside her bedside chest and drawers. Climbing into bed, she pulled back the blanket and sheets. “Sorry, girls, but I’m exhausted. Inari gave me a lot to think about, and I need to rest my pounding head.”

“I want to sleep, but my heart’s pounding,” Ashley responded, hands creasing her nightgown as she pressed them against her chest. “I meet my husband and kids tomorrow … the sooner I sleep, the sooner I’ll see them, but I’m just so excited and nervous.”

Eyia and Jin soon followed Mary into their own beds, Eyia saying, “To sleep, one must simply clear their mind after setting traps.”

Wendy nervously glanced around the room. “You didn’t set any traps, did you?”

“Just sensory warnings,” Jin yawned.

Eyia and Jin’s vision snapped to Sora’s chosen bed, where Githa was purring, curled up in a ball.

“You’re so loud,” she complained, stretching out across the fabric.

“When the … nevermind,” Sora sighed, pulling back her blankets. She snuggled under the covers, fixing Githa between her legs; she purred, contorting into an odd angle. “Oh, Liz, Alice, how do you turn off the fires?”

Emilia scooted her own closer to Sora’s, jumping under the covers while everyone else slowly got into their selected mattresses.

Alice and Liz were the only ones left standing; they each moved to the two fires along the ceiling in opposite corners of the room. Both of them started jumping up, tapping the fire with their palms; they did it five times; each strike dimmed the lamps until they produced the same amount of light as a night-light.

Sora hummed with satisfaction as she watched Alice finish her last hop. That’s super inconvenient. I should make some kind of switch for them to use … I’d probably need to wire the whole building, though.

The two Vulpes moved back to the door, turning to smile at everyone watching them. “We will lower the flames throughout the building and return shortly,” Alice said with a bright smile. “Please don’t get up…” she added as each of them moved to help.

“Yeah,” Liz huffed. “Leave something for us to do … we’re supposed to be helping you.”

“Are—are you sure?” Wendy yawned. “It would be faster with all of us.”

“Yes,” Alice said with a slight bow. “I believe all of you have had quite a day; please, leave the rest to us.”

The sincerity in their Cores moved Sora. “Thanks, Alice, Liz. I know you both have a lot to think about too. Please, don’t hesitate to talk to anyone of us if you have questions.”

“Yeah … we’ll manage.” Liz said with a soft smile before motioning for Alice to follow her. They both left, and Sora heard them moving throughout the halls, lowering the flames. Everyone else snuggled further into their beds, getting ready for bed, but Sora followed Alice and Liz’s conversation.

“What do you think, Liz?”

“Same as you, I suppose … it’s kind of hard to swallow.”

“Yeah, but—but you saw Inari. There’s no doubt that she’s like The Council.”

“Like?” Liz mumbled. “No, Inari and Sora are nothing like The Council. Looking back at the last Festival … it’s like my eyes were completely shut. The Council is cold, distant, better than us … we’re like the fruit and animals in the field.”

“Yeah, no, you’re right,” Alice whispered. “Sora and Inari … they feel warm, welcoming … devoted. What are we supposed to do, though? Can we keep living with everyone else? Everything,” her throat caught for a second as she fought back her emotions, “my whole life feels so bland and colorless. Is that how it is for everyone? I mean, you’re the closest thing I’ve had, and that’s because we’ve been chosen to serve in several tasks together throughout our lifetime.”

“Friend,” Liz said, tasting the word on her tongue. “Remember what Mary and Ashley said about the word?”

“Yeah, but … I don’t really understand it.”

“I think—I think you kind of did before. We’ve been together for so long; we know each other and enjoy being around each other.”

“Is it joy, though … I’m not so sure I ever really felt joy, not until Sora—fixed us.”

Liz growled lowly. “Fixed us … The Council locked us into a box, but—it might have been something or someone else, too, right? Inari said it was a genetic seal; who knows how long it’s been active? There’s so much we don’t know.”

“Yeah, but—but we can stay with Sora and the others to learn a bit more, right?”

Liz sighed. “Sure, but they aren’t going to be around forever.”

Alice huffed irritably. “I didn’t say we’d learn from them forever, but we have no clue how to even—I don’t know how to deal with all these emotions.”

“I’m in the same house with you on that one,” Liz said, moving to the second floor to turn off its lights. “It’s just like Mary said; it’s going to take time to learn how to not—not break down and cry … see,” she sniffed. “I—I don’t know—know how to stop.”

“A—a hug?” Alice asked, sniffing back her own tears.

They cried for a bit in each other’s arms, Sora’s heart went out to them; after a while, they moved down the floors, turning off the lights.

She glanced to her right as Emilia scooted closer, crossing the division in their beds; eyes closed, Sora could feel the light swish of her tails and the conflicted emotions inside her Core.

“Hmm?” Sora softly grunted.

“It’s just so sad,” Emilia whispered. “To be honest, I’m also kind of lost.”

“About?”

“I don’t really know how to—hmm—was it right?”

“Right—what?” Sora yawned, feeling Githa’s weight shift as she pressed her head against her calf.

“Right to repair Liz and Alice’s Spiritual Networks and getting rid of the magical thing?”

“Why? Do you think it wasn’t right?”

“I don’t know … it sounds like they don’t know if it was good or not.”

“Hmm,” Sora paused for a moment before responding. “I can’t tell you.”

“Huh? Why not?”

Taking a not from her aunt’s book, Sora shifted a little, causing GItha to stretch her neck across her foot, pressing it down as if telling her not to move. “Why do you think that is?”

“I don’t know … because—they’d live out the rest of their lives without having to know all this stuff?”

“Did they choose to do it?”

“I guess they did.”

“I don’t know…” Sora replied softly.

“Didn’t they?”

“Is it really them if they’re being controlled? I don’t know the answer either, but I can help, and I chose to give it a shot.”

Emilia was silent for several seconds before sighing. “I guess I’ll have to think more about it. Night … mom.”

Sora smiled softly at her daughter as she turned her back to her, tails shifting to cover her body. “Night, Emilia.” Closing her eyes, she entered the Outer Body Technique.

Her aunt sat in her elegant white chair, smiling warmly as she opened her eyes. “What a precious memory you have; it is moments like that which makes living worthwhile.”

Sora stretched, yawning as she threw out her arms. Dropping back into the red chair that appeared behind her, she returned the smile. “Yeah, picking out clothes with Emilia was fun. So, what are we going to do tonight?”

“To be honest, very little,” Inari giggled. “You have used quite a bit of energy, and I know you’re mentally drained. However, before you close your eyes and really get some rest, I’d like to discuss a few things with you.”

“Really? I can actually get some real sleep? I don’t even know how long it’s been since I’ve willingly gone to bed. I’ve been knocked out, drugged, and passed out so many times … my life has been so crazy,” she groaned, rubbing her face with her hands.

“That it has,” her aunt chuckled, “and it will continue to be quite the journey.”

Sora let go of a long sigh. “Great—give it to me straight.” She mumbled, leaning back in her seat before playing with her tails.

“Oh, dear,” Inari giggled. “I’m not going to ruin all the possible futures. Me knowing many of the players and likely incidents won’t influence your decision; although, I do nudge away from certain … unsavory outcomes that might come your way, but even I have my limits. No, what I wish to discuss is your own recent decisions.”

“Have I been messing up?” Sora asked dully. “I feel like I’ve been making some poor decisions.”

“Yes, and no,” her aunt said with an understanding smile. “We all make our beds, and must live with that. What is currently bothering you?”

“Right now … what Liz and Alice were talking about. I can’t imagine being in their shoes … I’d even say it’s worse than me finding out I’m a Founder, gaining magic, and learning about all this stuff. They’ve been slaves all their lives to this unknown seal that goes back generations. Who knows how long this thing’s been going on?”

“Go on,” Inari’s tone was soft as she stroked her tails.

“Go on … hmm,” Sora looked down at the floor. “I’ve done something that could be seen as good or bad, haven’t I?”

“Consider it like the Garden of Eden,” Inari hummed thoughtfully. “In the story, Adam and Eve, or you could consider it, Liz and Alice were completely ignorant about the good and evil of the environment around them. A snake enters the garden, you, or Satan. Now, that’s not to say that you’re evil. Although, Satan as translated means enemy … that doesn’t tell you what kind of enemy it is. You could even say that Satan was a necessary evil that was planned by God.”

“Huh?” Sora mumbled. “I don’t get all the comparisons.”

“We must set the stage,” Inari giggled. “You can draw so many similes in every circumstance if you’re creative and intelligent enough to catch the underlying message of stories. Now the veracity of such stories is irrelevant, but what can be learned from them is priceless. Remember back; this Realm is the Garden, you are the snake, and these people are the innocent creatures therein. What was God’s commandment?”

“Eh,” Sora scratched her left fox ear. “If I remember right, it was not to eat that one tree that gave them knowledge, right? I never got that.”

“There’s more to it than that, and it was less of a commandment, and more of a warning,” Inari mused. “In the text, God says the moment they eat the fruit; they will surely die. Cause and Effect. That is very key in this story. Adam was very strict about following Order, but Eve succumbed to the Chaos, but why? Think about the text; when she says, is there no other way? There are hidden nuances in that statement.”

“No other way to do what?”

“Think carefully. Eating of the fruit was not the only commandment; the other commandment was, Do not partake of the fruit and multiply and replenish the Earth. They were innocent and knew not how to reproduce or what love genuinely was; after all, they knew not good nor evil. How could one know joy without sorrow? Two commandments with two branching possibilities that God foreknew.

“Eat, learn, multiply, and die, or live in ignorance for all time? There’s also the question, Can you sin when you do not know good and evil? Take this concept and attach it to this Realm. All of these Vulpes and humans were given a seal that prevented their very nature from manifesting, leaving them in ignorance. You come along, and you offer the deadly fruit of knowledge.

“Eve was not stupid; she understood something that Satan did not; God knew all things, and this was all within the plan, but it had to be their choice. Adam was stubborn, Eve was flexible, and Satan played the jester. Everything was planned to the T, and when you study the texts, it’s actually quite fascinating what the plan fully entails. It is no different here; however, this is what happens when a snake is not introduced.”

Sora’s brow creased as she tapped her lip with the back of her knuckle. “This is what happens when Order is sustained without Chaos? If there was no tree of good and evil?”

“Yes, but what is the consequence of good and evil? What did God do?”

“Wasn’t it make them mortal?”

“No, that’s what the tree did by providing good and evil, or suffering, good and bad, joy and pain. God said that working by the sweat of their brow was a blessing. Interesting, isn’t it? Tribulation and suffering, a blessing, but only the dense will not understand such a concept. Now, how does this connect to your worries?”

“Tribulation and suffering … I’m worried about Alice and Liz. Wait, you mean … they’re like Adam and Eve, their eyes are now open, and they must make their own decisions.”

“Hmm,” Inari extended a tail toward her. “They’ve already made their choice; they chose to partake of the fruit that you offered, and now they must deal with the consequences. You help where needed and asked, but they have their agency.”

“I see,” Sora muttered. “What I did wasn’t really bad, but I guess it wasn’t really good … it was just an action that will lead to a reaction. It will have both positive and negative results.”

“Such is life, Sora. Cause and effect are the foundation of our lives, and how you respond to it determines how far you go in life. There is no need to feel so much weight for opening their eyes. If they ask for help, then don’t turn them away, but don’t step on their agency and stunt their growth.”

“This is for me, too,” Sora swallowed. “It’s multi-layered.”

“All parables are, dear,” her aunt giggled. “We’ve only scratched the surface of that story alone. Enough of this, though; it is time for you to rest your body, spirit, and Intelligence.”

Feeling a little better about her recent decisions, Sora took a deep breath before her eyes lifted to her aunt’s stunning smile. “Thanks, Auntie.”

“Of course; now, off to bed with you.”

Closing her eyes, Sora released the Outer Body Technique. The soft sounds of the rain, wind, and creaking wood filtered back into focus. She sensed Emilia’s slight shifts in the bed next to hers. Scooting across her mattress, she snuggled up to her daughter; she was already asleep.

Man, she passed right out … it was a pretty big day for both of us, though.

It didn’t take long for her mind to drift off into oblivion.
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                Kari ran her hand through her shoulder-length, black hair; she was lying against a soft sofa, head resting on the armrest as she watched Holonie teeter back and forth on her chair.  The drunk Vulpes’ eyes fluttered a few times as she tried to make her out, hiccupping all the while.

“You’re the—the strangest thing—hair and—and ears … wait—you have any—any ears?  What—to you?”

A sigh left Kari’s lips as her eyes rolled back, and she dropped to the floor, landing with a hard thump.  “You have to be kidding me.” She mumbled.

The Vulpes stationed outside rushed in at the sound, bringing in a gust of wind from outside; she seemed flabbergasted at the sight that greeted her.  Halonie’s dress was hiked up to her thighs; her drink spilled across her front as she lay sprawled out on the floor, mouth open, completely undignified.

“W-what happened?  Is—did she drink the—the Elrinic juice?”  She asked, face turning ashen. “If—if Mimi…”

That smell … is it going to rain soon?  I guess I can just stay here; it seems like most people are leaving the streets anyways, and I don’t think I’m ready to go back.  Should I even go back?

The single-tailed black-furred Vulpes was rubbing her collarbone, fervently glancing between them.

“Hey,” Kari snapped her fingers, shifting to sit against the back of the sofa.

She jumped, swallowing nervously.  “Y-yes?”

“C’mere,” Kari beckoned with her index finger.

The woman’s arms started to tremble as her uncertain yellow eyes shifted between Halonie’s sprawled out form and her.  “W-what?”

“I said, c’mere,” Kari growled, starting to get annoyed.

She slowly inched toward Kari, but almost jumped to her when she snapped, “hurry it up!  Good,” she glanced back at Holonie, “now, we’re not going to mention any of this to Mimi, got it?”

“B-but—we’re not supposed to…”

“To drink the whatever-juice?  Yeah, I heard, but you’re not going to mention it.  Right?”

“I—I guess not…”  She said with a sharp quiver at her tone.

“Good.  Now, do you guys have some bedrooms or something upstairs?”

“Y-yes…”

“C’mon, girl, speak clearly,” Kari took a deep breath to calm herself.  “Look at me. I don’t care if I’m the bad guy, okay?”

The Vulpes swallowed, nodding rigidly.  “Bad—guy?”

“Why do I even care … if you have to tell Mimi or whatever, then just say I made Holonie do it.  Got it?”

She slowly nodded, looking even more confused.  “You—made Holonie—drink it? You don’t know the name, though.

“As long as you understand,” Kari grinned with a short shrug.  “Now, go pick her up and take her upstairs; could you clean her up and put her in bed while you’re at it?”

“I—I guess … she’ll be out of it all tomorrow, too.”

“Hmm,” Kari eyes the fidgeting women.  She seemed to be one of the lower-ranked Vulpes.  Man, Holonie must have known what would happen if she drank all of that.  “That right, she sighed.  “What’s your name?”

“B-Braelyn, ma’am.”

“Ma’am?”  Kari couldn’t help but chuckle.  “This translation crap is pretty funny.  Just call me Kari, cool?”

“Uh, okay…”

“I’ll be down here, so, just take her upstairs, get her cleaned up, and let me know when you’re done.  On second thought, I’ll come up in a bit. Don’t worry about updating me.”

Braelyn swiftly moved off to hoist Holonie over her arms; she didn’t seem too troubled hauling her upstairs.  Kari analyzed her Spiritual Network as she moved toward the back and climbed the stairs with the unconscious Vulpes.

For being low-rank, her Spiritual Network isn’t as damaged as the others.  I suppose she’ll go far in this society, given time. She’s got the potential to outstrip all these sorry excuses for Vulpes.

Slumping to her back again, she brushed her hair out of her face, staring up at the large wooden planks of the ceiling as it creaked.  The sound of running water start on the third floor after a few minutes and Holonie’s drunken titters followed; she was hammered, mumbling and falling to the floor again, Braelyn spewing apologies as she washed her.

These Vulpes are so compliant.  There has to be some kind of magic at work; you can’t just wipe away a creature’s nature with social structure.  I can’t do much to help her with that, though. Sora might be able to … she’s gotten so strong recently; somehow, she even temporarily broke past my natural resilience toward magic.  I was extremely weakened, but still…

Her vision slid down to her bare feet and blood stained elastic garments; there were rips in the fabric, but it was made of pretty tough stuff.

I want to help Holonie, but how?  I can sense that she’s trying to fight something, but neither she nor I know what that is.  That juice is strong to pull it out like that ... is it from the Spiritual Plane? Mom did talk about food that could affect the spirit.

Getting up, she walked to the counter, sitting on the stool she’d chosen before.  Picking up the half-empty bottle, she brought it up and sniffed the opening. It was strong and unfamiliar.

It could be some kind of spiritual fruit, but why use something like that?  Could their council have plotted this entire thing? I don’t know how strong they are, but they might be dangerous enough to threaten me.  Sora will be fine with her connections, but I can’t help Holonie if I’m dead…

She took the bottle back to the couch, taking a swig; the slight burn rippled down her throat before fading.  She was becoming accustomed to the sweet flavor.

Who am I joking … how?  And why would I … or, why do I want to get involved?  Because, I do. Am I feeling a bit guilty about Sora? That’s stupid; why would feeling guilty about Sora make me want to help Holonie?  What’s wrong with me?

I must be deranged.  I mean, I guess Sora didn’t even know she was a Vulpes until a few weeks ago, and I just treated her like dirt the entire time.  Why am I ragging on myself now? I don’t know … I just feel guilty … flawed. All I was trying to do was protect the school … my territory.  I could have at least talked to her, though. Why didn’t I?

She growled, taking another gulp of the strong liquid.  Turning on her side, she stared at the bare wall.

It doesn’t matter.  Sora’s fine, now, but … if I want to help Holonie, then I need Sora.  Okay, but why would Sora help me? She has no reason to; she only took me here because of Eric … damn, Eric … why’d he negotiate with Sora for this?  None of it makes any sense! I’m in a realm filled with Vulpes … stuck here. Helping Holonie and figuring out what Aiden’s gonna do are the only things left for me.  I … why’d I shout at Aiden? He’s always been nice to me.

She shifted to her back again, closing her eyes and crossing her arms, tapping the bottle against the side of the couch.

I need to move, and if I want to move forward … to just start, it all leads back to Sora and Aiden.  Can I just go back with my tail between my legs, though … swallow my pride?

Her heart felt hollow at the thought.

What pride?  I don’t have anything to be proud of.  A daughter of Fenrir? Please … what has being a Fenris Wolf ever done for me?  Why was I even proud of that in the first place? Because I was told, I was special?  I’m not special … I’m pathetic. My mom sacrificed herself for me … even Eric … I’m totally pathetic.  Why am I worth saving, huh? Why…

She moaned, hugging herself as tears suddenly appeared in her eyes.  “Pathetic … stop…” she sniffed. “I’m worth something … right? Then—then, why do I feel worthless?”

What have I done?  Build a fake family that were all killed because of me.  What else? Bully Sora because … because what … it made me feel better?  Is that it? Is that all I’ve done? Hurt people to feel better? That’s so pathetic…

After a moment, her body shivered; the quakes increased until it became uncontrollable.  She cried silently, trying to find a way to move forward; her mind kept returning to Sora.  After several minutes, she began to regain control of her emotions, wiping at her eyes and nose.

I need to make amends with Sora and Aiden.  What about Eyia? Would it even be worth anything?  The granddaughter of her father’s killer saying she’s sorry … sounds hollow; I’d punch me in the face.  She hates all Fenris Wolves … I could feel the depth of that hatred, but she tempered it for Sora. Again … Sora; Sora connects everyone.

Fen and Jian are only here because of Sora.  Aiden and I are connected to Sora. Eyia and Jin follow her, and so do the humans.  If Sora left, none of us would have anything binding us together. Did Aiden do this?

Aiden’s probability ability could have tied us into Sora’s path, but everyone else?  Is there a grand purpose behind it all? I can’t see how it ends; I’m being chased by my uncles, and Aiden was probably used as a shield to prevent that … provided by my mom.  He’s just a tool. That’s wrong! This is hell! I have nothing, and I’m not worth anything.

Why keep me around?  What did Sora see in me or hope to gain?  I’ve spent, I have nothing left. What’s her angle?  Why didn’t she leave and be done with me the moment we stepped foot here?  She already fulfilled her obligation to Eric.

“This is so confusing!”  She groaned, rubbing her eyes.  “Sora can settle it … I’ll ask her tomorrow.  Can I, though … she should say … I don’t know, trash?  Why keep trash?” A low growl shot through her throat as she got to her feet.  “I can’t think of a single reason to have me around, so, what’s her excuse? I tried to get rid of her!”

She dropped the empty bottle beside the couch, scratching the top of her head with an annoyed rumble in her throat.  Walking upstairs, she found Braelyn putting a groggy Holonie in bed; she was in the nude, but it didn’t bother Kari as she entered.  It took her a few seconds to calm down as she watched the fidgeting Vulpes work under her cold glare. “She’s all ready?”

Braelyn jumped at her tone, nervous gaze flitting to her.  “Ehrm—yes, Kari, I—umm—I washed her, but—but we don’t have any extra clothes here.  This is a—a Transplanter house … it’s for temporary visitors during festivals.”

“I see,” Kari nodded absently, leaning up against the doorframe.  Picking between her teeth as her stomach growled, she stared down at the floor.  “Hey, Braelyn … what do you think your life is worth?”

The girl’s brows furrowed at the question as she moved to the opposite sides of the room to dim the fires.  “I don’t … understand your question. What do you mean, what is my life worth?”

“Hmm,” Kari shifted her jaw around, glaring at the wall.  More terms they don’t understand.  How would I teach it? “Do you know … ah, what about that juice downstairs?”

“The Elrinic juice?”  She asked before standing a few feet away, fidgeting with her dress front.

“Yeah, and you don’t have to be nervous,” she sighed.  “I guess I am a little intimidating. Can we just talk for a bit?  I just … just talk to me, kay? Shoot,” she bit her thumbnail as the woman flinched at her tone.  “I’m—I’m sorry…” She cleared her throat, finding it hard to get the words out. “Why is it so hard?”  She muttered.

“W-what’s hard?”  Braelyn squeaked?

“Apologizing,” Kari took a deep breath before moving beside the door.  She slid down the wall to her butt, pulling her knees up to her chest. “It’s okay … if you want to go, you can.”  She whispered.

Braelyn hesitated before hurrying out, but she stopped halfway down the stairs; after a moment’s pause, she slowly returned.  “I—umm—I have a little time. So—umm, what did you want to know about the Elrinic juice?”

Kari nodded, feeling a little better, being able to talk to someone.  “Is it valuable?”

“Yes, it’s precious,” Braelyn’s tone turned fervent.  “That’s why—why Lady Holonie should—shouldn’t have opened it.”  Her volume quickly dropped during the latter half of the sentence.  “Y-you made her?”

“Yeah,” Kari lied, quickly glancing over the topic.  “So, you know what valuable things are?”

She knelt in front of her.  “Mhm.”

“So, connect that value to yourself … how valuable are you?”

“I…”  She paused, thinking about what she was asking.  “I don’t think—I’ve ever been asked that before?”  The silence stretched for more than thirty seconds, only broken by Holonie’s light breathing.  “What—am I comparing my value to?” She finally asked.

“How about Holonie,” Kari offered.

“I’m nothing compared to Lady Holonie!”  Braelyn promptly stated. “Lady Holonie is in charge of the Elrinic juice supply count … I’m a lowly attendant that helps were assigned each morning.”

“So, less than dirt?”  Kari muttered.

“Dirt?  Umm,” Braelyn scratched her left ear as it twitched.  “I think—I think I’m worth more than dirt? I mean, dirt is used for a lot of things, but—but I think I can be more useful.  Without it … I don’t know what would happen, though...”

A chuckle bubbled up Kari’s throat.  “You’re taking this way too seriously … but maybe—maybe that’s what I need to do.  Sora’s useful … even back at school. She had money, and a lot of the girls would use her for it.  She wouldn’t fight back—at most run … so you could relieve your stress on her. She was a dirty fox, so you didn’t have to feel bad.  All of that and more, but … is that really what being useful is? It was convenient, but was she being useful or used?”

“I … don’t understand any of that.”

“I figured,” Kari’s head pressed back against the wall, eyes closed.  “I feel bad … terrible … awful.”

“I feel that way when I don’t fulfill my duties or—or I mess up,” Braelyn’s ears sagged with her tail.  “I guess—yeah, I just want to be useful to The Council.”

“What about yourself?”  Kari’s tone was soft. “Don’t you ever want anything?”

“Umm—to be praised, I suppose.  If Mimi could tell me I’m doing a good job, that’s all I need.”

“Living for the satisfaction of others,” Kari mumbled.  “Did I do that? No—it was a lie. I was trying to make myself feel better.  I don’t think I’ve ever tried to make someone else happy … not once. Even back home, when everything was peaceful … it was all about what I wanted.”

“How can you even do that?”  Braelyn asked with fear and a slight bit of awe.  “That’s like—like—like not for The Council?”

“I just do…”  Kari replied. “I wake up, and I go after what I want, but … I guess I’ve got it now.  I’m free … Eric’s gone … everything’s gone. I can do whatever I want, but—but I don’t know what to do.”

“You could serve The Council,” Braelyn said hopefully.

She chuckled mirthlessly.  “Yeah, I think I’ll pass on that one.  I’ve seen enough of how this society operates to know I want no part in it.  Sora, though … she’s happy, really happy, people like being around her. I saw it first when—it was the day she confronted me; when she was changing into a Vulpes—she’d changed.  It was like something had awoken inside of her—I suppose it did.”

“She—wait,” Braelyn was working through her statement with a puzzled look.  “Sora—changed into a Vulpes? You can do that? What was she before?”

“You’re right; I don’t know anymore.”  Kari’s tone turned curious. “She did smell like a Vulpes, but … it was faint.  I just suspected that she’d hidden herself well and used some crafty magic … maybe even possessed a body,” Kari muttered.  “She changed from mostly human to Vulpes … a Founder to boot; no wonder she was suddenly so strong.”

“Do you—dislike this Sora?”

“Dislike … more like hate … hated.  I don’t anymore—not really. I’m kind of curious, to be honest.  There’s something in Holonie and Sora that I want … something they have, but—I don’t know what it is.  Everything I thought I wanted … I don’t really want anymore.

“I think—I think I’m lost, and right now, I’m drifting on an endless hunt, and she’s like the ghost of a deer.  I can’t even see the trail, but—I think I can imagine it. It sounds stupid, but it’s the best way I can describe it.”  She moaned, dropping to the ground, and a whimper escaped her throat. “I don’t know anymore…”

“Then—if you think she—I mean, I don’t really get what you’re looking for—like at all...”  Braelyn paused, lying down across from her to look into her eyes, black hair bunching around her face, “But—I’d say to go talk to her.  It couldn’t hurt, right?”

A soft smile curved Kari’s lips.  “Maybe my pride, but … that’s worthless anyway.  Thanks, Braelyn … I think that’s the first time I’ve ever thanked someone.  It’s not that bad.”

Getting up, Kari breathed out a heavy sigh as the downpour started.  “How long do the rainstorms last this season?”

Braelyn pulled back her hair as she got to her knees, looking up at her.  “Umm—this is the rain to prepare for the harvest. It’ll last all night.”

“I see … Sora and the others are supposed to meet with Mimi in the morning.  Do you know when Mimi usually starts working?”

“Well,” Braelyn hummed thoughtfully, lips pressed to the side.  “Mimi needs to give out instructions to the supervisors, and I assume she’ll also be sending out instructions regarding you and whoever you came with.  So—it might not be right in the morning. She meets with the supervisors after preparing for the day when the sun is creeping over the mountains. We don’t have many means to heal injuries, so we avoid working during the night.”

“Can’t you see at night?”

“Some Vulpes can see better than others; I can see pretty well, but there are many that can’t.  There’s a rumor that those that can see better at night will live longer and get more tails! I’m pretty lucky since I can.”  She chimed.

“And how old are you?”

“Twenty-six; I’m one of the youngest in the town,” she mumbled.  “I want to help more.”

“I see…”  No wonder her Spiritual Network isn’t that damaged; she’s still very young for the average Vulpes.  “How long have you been in this town?”

“A year … I was in a mostly human settlement before this, learning how to speak and work from the Caretakers.”

“Caretakers?”

“The humans that look after the young and teach them,” she responded.  “Offspring are sent to the capital and then to…”

“Yeah, I heard the spiel; I just didn’t know they took care of you until you were twenty-five.  What about Railya and Luna?”

“Oh, they’re specially chosen as the new Gatekeepers.  Only those chosen can go beyond the Red Gate. They’re trained by one of The Council’s personal attendants.  It’s a real honor!”

“I’m sure it is,” Kari huffed.  “So … I should see Sora tomorrow.  I think that might be the best option I have … why do I have butterflies in my stomach?”

“Umm—is—is that normal; you have living butterflies in your stomach?”

“No,” Kari giggled.  “Geez, you guys are so literal.  It’s an expression that means I’m nervous … I don’t know why I’m nervous.  I’ve rarely ever been nervous in my life.” She whispered.

“Oh?  That’s pretty impressive!”  Braelyn praised. “If you don’t mind saying, when were you nervous?  You seem pretty strong to make Holonie drink … to do something she shouldn’t.”  She said, shifting her knees together. “Now I’m nervous,” she giggled.

“When … most of them involve Sora—oddly.”  She leaned back against the wall again, folding her arms.  “There was when Eyia glared at me; she’s definitely strong enough to make me hesitate.  When Sora tricked me into hurting Lori, and … I was worried about her and not myself, that time … I did care about Lori more than myself, then.  Huh … I was scared of Eric a few times, like when he was threatening Lori. I was nervous about Sora betraying me when we were fighting Eric, but she didn’t.”  Kari trailed off.

Sora’s actually done a whole lot in the last two weeks.  She’s broken chains and defied all odds. How much of that was Aiden, and how much of it was herself?  I don’t know, but I want to find out. How can she build things while I just destroy them? I need that answered, and I need her help.  The question is, what will she demand as payment?

Swallowing the saliva that had built up in her mouth, she looked down at Braelyn with a sad smile.  “So,” she sighed, “will you be staying here for the night or going out into the rain?”

“Umm—I guess I could stay here.  Did you want to talk some more?” She got to her feet, smoothing out her dress with a smile.  “You aren’t as scary as I first thought.”

“Yeah?”  Kari took a deep breath, scratched behind her neck.  “Well—I’m trying to be nicer. Using force just seems to make people run away and hate you … just like Eric did to me.  Wow, I’m horrible...”

They chatted a bit more before bed, Braelyn seemed interested with her life’s story; Kari felt like a massive weight was being lifted off her shoulders, and after an hour’s discussion, they both fell asleep to the soft patter of rain against the tiled roof.
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                Mimi took a long breath as she scratched at her scalp, careful not to pull on her bun; she’d sent all the head district supervisors away, needing time to think.  Gurakuqi, Luna, and Rayla were the only ones that had remained, Olivia was seeing the monsters to one of their best Transplanter lodgings.

Rayla and Luna sat across the table, fidgeting in their seats, tails held close to their chests as they stared down at the polished wood.  Gurakuqi was to her left; she could tell her gray-colored three-tailed assistant was filled with questions, but she kept her silence, waiting for Mimi to speak.

Mimi gently massaged her left ear after a few seconds; she’d just heard the last Vulpes in the capitol leave by her command.  Her head was pounding as her yellow irises settled on her assistant. “I don’t know how to respond to them.” She whispered, vision sliding to her folded hands across the table.

“Is there no instruction from The Council?”  Gurakuqi asked.

Mimi slowly shook her head.  “No, and that’s troubling. This has never been an issue … non-Vulpes entering—coming here.  There were stories about a few Vulpes coming here in the capital, but they were stories of disdain, and they were always rejected by The Council, forced to leave.”

“They have Vulpes among them.  Can’t we just ask them to leave?”

Mimi’s face creased into a scowl as her eyes lifted to the twins.  “Let’s put that topic on hold for now. Luna, Rayla, tell me everything about this group.”

Rayla’s throat constricted before swallowing with difficulty, tail stiff.  “I—umm—we were—we were just cleaning—like Master Korina showed us. We didn’t do anything she didn’t tell us to!”

“We didn’t—not even close—not to the light at the back.”  Luna squeaked.

“It was that cat, the Nekomata,” Rayla mumbled.  “She—she just showed up.”

Gurakuqi hummed at her response.  “How did you know what a cat or a Nekomata is, Rayla?  I do not know these words. You know what type of monster it is, how?”

Mimi waved her hand dismissively.  “That’s not an issue, Gurakuqi.”

“I see—if you say so,” she replied, pursing her lips to the side with question, but Mimi didn’t give her the answer.

There are cats in the capital, and there are stories about Nekomata circling a few tales.  I heard them while there, so, naturally, two kids would quickly pick up on them when receiving their training to become Gatekeepers.  It wasn’t the Nekomata that opened the Red Gate, though, it was Sora, the Vulpes … a Founder.

It’s like they were speaking an entirely different language at times; there were words they used that I don’t know.  Is this a test for me? It couldn’t be a test for the town; they wouldn’t have a clue how to handle this situation. It all falls on me.  What’s the answer? Where’s The Guardian? There’s supposed to be a guardian at each gate, hidden from view.

I don’t understand!  If The Guardian allowed them to make it to the town, then are they permitted by The Council?  Did they kill The Guardian … never mind them being stronger than me ... if they can kill a guardian.  What do I do?

I’m afraid … so afraid.  This must be a test for me, but for what purpose?  Are Rayla and Luna a part of it? Could they be under instruction from one of the Masters or even a member of The Council?  We’ve never had a problem with the festivals, so why now, so close to the harvest?

None of it makes sense … none of it.  Sora, sister to Eyia … few Vulpes outside of the capital know what sisters mean.  Few understand the strength of lineage and aren’t taught it … I’m not even supposed to know it, I just heard a few words between seven-tails in the capital, but these new monsters seem more knowledgeable than me about so many topics.  I couldn’t keep up.

Sora’s supposed to be a Founder, a Goddess, on equal power with The Council, but they made it appear that she's of even greater status.  It’s blasphemy, but—but I can’t help but believe them. She has two tails—two tails, and she completely overwhelmed me with ease and did it to save our lives from the blonde one she called sister.  I don’t understand.

Her vision returned to Gurakuqi as she bit her lower lip, ears twitching nervously; she wanted to ask a question, but was trying to restrain herself to give her time to think.  Luna and Rayla didn’t seem to be faring any better with their folded ears.

Mimi sighed, flicking her tails with agitation.  “Let’s listen to the full story from Rayla and Luna.  Once they leave, we can talk in private.”

Following her decision, the woman nodded, turning her yellow eyes back to the stiff twins.  “Well, girls, tell us everything.”

“W-what do you want to know?”  Luna choked under their gaze.

“Everything,” Mimi responded.  “Whatever you saw them do and say; tell me everything.”

The two girls stumbled over their words as they explained everything they recalled, and after thirty minutes of questioning them, Mimi had everything they could remember.  Nodding with an irritated sigh, Mimi sent them back to their assigned rooms to rest, assuring them they were not to blame. She waited until they’d left the building before collapsing against the table, arms trembling.

“My Lady,” Gurakuqi gasped, rising to her feet.  “What’s wrong—are you in pain?”

“This is madness,” Mimi choked, coughing as she stared down at her quaking fingers.  “The Red Gate changing colors when she touched it … the Nekomata eating a cart by turning it to flame … seeing the sickness in Vulpes and humans alike … the simple command of her voice has the power to paralyze every one of us.  The Guardian has not intervened or even confronted them on their way here.

“A being strong enough to destroy everything … destroy all of reality, and if we anger her by harming this Founder, then we could doom—be the cause for the destruction of everything.  Madness … utter madness, yet—yet I can’t help but believe some of it. To have the power to ascend beyond the gate, to bring things not of this world through, and to command the respect of every one of those creatures.”

Tears began falling down her eyes, voice shaking.  “I—I don’t know what to do. All I see is darkness; there’s nothing … nothing I can see—no way to proceed.  It’s only by—by their grace that we can even put up this farce.”

Gurakuqi seemed completely lost.  “I—I don’t understand, m-my Lady, you aren’t acting like yourself.  What is madness, and what sickness?”

“I—I’m sorry,” Mimi sniffed, but it was hard to get these foreign emotions out of her body; she’d never felt so lost.  The pressure against her chest was unlike anything she’d ever experienced; she was suffocating. “I don’t know—I have no clue how to—to proceed.  The Veil didn’t stop them; The Red Gate didn’t stop them; The Guardian didn’t stop them; The Council hasn’t shown up … everything falls on me to protect my area—and I don’t know how…”

“G-Guardian?  What Guardian?”  Gurakuqi asked, moving to her side, hesitating to take any further action, but wanting to be close in case she needed her.

Sniffing back the snot that threatened to leave her nose, Mimi shook her head.  “She’s supposed—supposed to be there … in case—if anything comes in, but—but she didn’t stop them.  Does that mean The Council approves them? If that’s right, then why aren’t they here? Why isn’t The Guardian escorting them?

“Did they kill The Guardian?  If that’s true, then—then what do we do?  What hope do we have? At the same time, Luna and Rayla—they didn’t see any fights or anyone try to stop them.  If they could dispose of The Guardian without them even noticing or showing any signs of battle … I just—I can’t—I can’t imagine it.  I’ve seen it—seen them,” she choked, feeling pain strike her mind.

* * *

The next thing Mimi saw was the ceiling; she blinked a few times, feeling the weight of something press against her chest.  She looked down, clearing her dry throat; she was in bed. Looking to her right, she found Gurakuqi pressed against her bed, leaning against the side on her knees.  She seemed asleep.

Biting her lower lip, she scooted up to support her back against the headboard.  She rubbed her left temple, body feeling weak. What happened?  Her tails twitched underneath the covers; the shift in the fabric caused Gurakuqi to stir.

She looked up at her, brows creased with concern; her eyes focused as she pulled back her long gray hair.  “My Lady … are—are you alright?” She asked, tentatively rising to her feet.

“What—happened?”  Mimi mumbled, glancing around her room.  The lights were dim, and nothing seemed out of place.  Her room wasn’t that large, but had a closet for her multi-colored dresses; one of her pleasures at being an Area Supervisor was her ability to get colorful dresses.

“You collapsed, you were talking about The Guardian, and then—then you just fell to the ground.  I—I managed to catch you, and I brought you to your room.”

“I see,” Mimi whispered.  “So, we’re still in the town’s capitol building.”

“Are you feeling well?”

“Yeah,” Mimi mumbled.  “Yeah, nothing’s wrong.”

I messed-up … this proves The Council is watching.  The Guardians are not public knowledge; it is a secret kept by the Supervisors, and we were told not to reveal specific information.  If that’s the case, then Sora’s group must be welcome, but they don’t know anything about this world. They bring up so many questions.

“Umm—Lady Mimi,” Gurakuqi cleared her throat, drawing her attention.

“Yes?”

“There’s—there’s some—things I should tell you.”  She nervously mumbled, shifting uncomfortably.

She’s usually fairly composed…

“What happened?”

Her tails wrapped around each other as her ears twitched.  “Do you remember the black-furred Vulpes that was with the group?”

“The two-tailed one with the disrespectful mouth?  Yes, I recall her.”

Gurakuqisucked her lower lip for a moment, scratching her left arm nervously.  “She told—I was told that she told a story to a group of Vulpes—in the Single-Tail District—and some humans.”

“What’s wrong with that?  I understand that we do not have many stories that cycle around that district beyond daily work recounts, but how bad can it be?”

“They won’t—I don’t know—because they won’t say.”

Mimi’s brow creased at her response.  “They don’t recall the story?”

“No—they won’t tell me what it is.”

Her tongue pressed against her teeth as she worked through her assistant’s response.  “They—won’t tell you … that’s impossible; they must obey the chain of command.”

“Yes, but—they said that they aren’t supposed to tell it to the supervisors … one of the humans that heard the story from a Vulpes has come forward.  I had him wait downstairs—however, he’s hesitant to speak to me—I told him that you’d see him personally.”

This has never happened … refusing information to Gurakuqi is like refusing me.  What kind of story did this Vulpes spread that goes beyond my authority? Is this a part of The Council’s plan?  They must know, but why give these new people more power than me? What am I supposed to do with this information?  Should I not hear it? How can I know if it’s acceptable or not … what is acceptable?

Swallowing the lump in her throat, Mimi’s ears twitched as she nodded, pulling back her blankets to rise, tails shifting to the side.  “Very well, I’ll go meet with him in a bit.”

“That’s not all…”  She trailed off.

“What else?”  Mimi asked with dread, sitting on her bedside as she looked up at her assistant.

“The beast—I mean, the girl that was at the window—Kari, I believe.  She—she ran off to the forest and returned; she’s separated from the other group, and it appears as if she plans to sleep in the fourth Transplanter lodging in the Upper Two-Tailed District.  I received word that Holonie and Braelyn are with her inside. The others aren’t sure how to proceed.”

A low groan left Mimi’s throat as she scratched her neck.  “Anything else?”

“Yes, Fen left the main group’s building, and it appears she was unhappy.  The other male … his name started with an A—the one with blonde hair...”

“I know which you speak of,” Mimi stated.  “What of him?”

“He went out and spoke to two human men.  They said he spoke about many things they did not understand, but found it pleasant.”

“Did any others leave?”

Gurakuqi shook her head.  “No, not that I am aware of, and the blonde one returned after a short while.”

Mimi sucked on her lower lip; several seconds passed and, she took in a deep breath before letting it out in a slow stream.  “You have done well, Gurakuqi.” She whispered, rising to her feet to walk to the closet side mirror. “Give me a moment alone.”

Gurakuqi bowed respectfully before leaving the room, closing the door behind her.

Mimi studied her reflection for a moment; her dress was creased, bun partially broken, and she looked sickly.  Her eyes defocused, body numb. Taking a deep breath, she walked back to her bed and knelt at its side, clasping her hands.

Council, please help me know what path to take.  My path is so uncertain, and I have not been taught how to respond to this doubt.  How should I react? Please, wash away this fear inside me. Restore my faith in you … please … I don’t want these questions in my mind.  Please … please have mercy on me. If this is a test, then guide me to the right path to take.

Only silence followed her plea, so she continued her prayer.

I don’t wish to test your patience, but … but is this the next stage of my progression?  I remember the joys of the capital, and the wonders still brighten my dreams. If this is the trial I must go through to return to such a wondrous place, then I will bear it, but … please let me know this is your will.

No answer came.  She licked her lips, a few tears falling down her cheeks as her elbows pressed against her sides, fingers tightly intertwined.

I remember the trials each of you gave me, but none of them were like this.  Being able to see each of you from afar was so glorious, but now this Founder has come, claiming to be a goddess … one above all of you, and—and I’m weak … how can I know if this is true?  Your guardian is silent, the gate is useless, and they bring questions I cannot answer. Give me insight … I beseech your guidance.

Her lips began to tremble as stillness followed, swirling murky water in her mind.  She waited a full minute, crying for comfort, but none came. Her tight muscles clenched as the silhouette of Sora seemed to hang over her head, making her thin arms tremble.

A bright radiance exploded in her mind’s eye as it broke past the darkness threatening to swallow her; the voice that spoke was like honey.  “Mimi, my child, what darkens your heart?”

Her misery turned to joy as her tears increased, head pressing further into her mattress.  M-my Goddess!  I—to which member of The Council do I have the honor of speaking with?

“One or all, it matters not; to speak to one is to speak to all.  Now, my child, what darkens your heart?”

Y-yes—there—there are intruders from beyond the Red Gate … The Guardian has not shown herself.  I don’t understand what I am to do. Please, tell me what to do.

“You must do what you have always done; follow my decree.”  The voice responded, making Mimi’s eyes tightened.

I—I don’t understand.  I have not received any instructions on what to do if intruders enter my area—or if any come through the Red Gate.

“All will be addressed; complete our decree.”  The voice stated without hesitation.

W-what decree?

“The decree you have been assigned.”

Understanding burned in Mimi’s chest, causing a wave of relief to wash over her.  My assigned decree … you appointed me to run this area, to prepare for the festivals.  What about the others?

“Only follow what you have been assigned, nothing more.”

Mimi swallowed, feeling prickles shoot down her spine to the tips of her tails as the serene voice inspired hope within her.

If that is your will, then I will follow it.

“Very good, my child; I will speak to you during the festival.  Be at peace, and let this darkness be lifted from your heart.”

Yes, my Goddess.  Your attention humbles me.

She released a sharp breath, realizing she held air in her lungs as the sensation left her body; the presence was gone.  A small smile lit her cheeks as she dabbed at her eyes with her dress’ long sleeves. “My child,” Mimi whispered.

They know my name … they know me.  How stupid can I be? Of course, The Council knows about this incident.  I just need to remember my duty. It’s to prepare and make sure the festivals function properly.

Heart strengthened, Mimi got to her feet and went to the closet, extracting a red long-sleeve dress.  She undressed, placing the garment on a hanger within the washing section, and used the small bucket nearby to wash away her sweat before donning her new dress.  Using the instruments on the desk beside her mirror to brush out her black hair, she examined herself in the mirror with a bright smile before going outside, greeting Gurakuqi.

“You’re looking—a lot better, my Lady.”

Mimi nodded, smile turning soft as she looked down at the ground, hand pressing against her chest, creasing the red fabric.  “Yes, I received guidance from The Council.”

“I see,” Gurakuqisaid with a soft breath, releasing her stress.  “You were praying, and The Council answered. I’d expect no less from you, my Lady.”

“I’ll see this human, and after that, we will prepare for bed.  Much is to be done before the Harvest Festival.”

“You were told to put all our focus on the harvest?”

“Just as is our duty, we needn’t worry about anything more.  If Sora and the others wish to join, then it might make the process go faster.  We might be able to finish sooner than scheduled.” She with a hopeful tone.

Gurakuqi chuckled.  “What would we do if that happened?  We’ve rarely ever been ahead of schedule.”

“It has happened in the past,” Mimi replied, following her assistant as she guided her to the room she’d left the human to wait in.  She noted her three gray tails were swaying familiarly; Gurakuqi was happy. “We may have a day of rest, and I am permitted to tell one of a few stories told in the capital as a reward, distributing it among the supervisors.”

The woman’s ears twitched as she looked back, eyes wide with anticipation.  “The others would be overjoyed to hear a story from the capital.”

Mimi giggled.  “Yes, the history told in the capital is … magical.”

Both Vulpes entered the room with high spirits, Gurakuqi opening the door for her.  The human quickly rose to his feet, bowing at their entrance. He was a muscular man in his mid-thirties with dark brown hair.

Mimi spoke first.  “Hello, if I’m not mistaken, your name is Grailen, correct?”

“Y-yes, Head Area Supervisor,” he responded, head lowering further.

Taking the seat that her assistant offered, Mimi folded her hands in her lap as she addressed him.  “I hear that Fen has been spreading a story, and the others are unwilling to tell my assistant of it.  I was made aware that you even refused to speak to Head Assistant Gurakuqi. Is this true?”

Grailen cleared his throat, licking his lips.  “Yes—well, it’s—it’s a sensitive matter, my Lady.”

Mimi’s lips curved into a slight frown.  “Very well, I will take it in confidence then; you may get some sleep, Gurakuqi, we will meet with the other supervisors in the morning as usual.  Please spread the word.”

Gurakuqinodded respectfully and left without a word, closing the door.

“I heard…”

He cut off as Mimi held up a finger.  “Wait a moment; I will let you know when she is beyond hearing your words.”

“I—I see,” the man stated, breathing a heavy sigh.  “Thank you, my Lady.”

After Gurakuqi moved outside the building, Mimi’s smile lifted.  “Very well, go on.”

“You see—I would normally have no issues speaking about this with the esteemed chosen, but—but the story—if it’s true, then we must keep it in confidence.”

“If that is the case, then why speak to me about it?”  Mimi asked, folding her legs as her brow creased, noting the man’s hesitation.

“You—you’re the representative of The Council in this area … personally chosen—if anyone knows about this, then it is you.”

“Go on,” Mimi urged.  “What story has Fen been telling?”

Grailen nodded, looking as if her words had lifted a heavy weight.  “I heard the tale from Kolim that saw it first hand. He was told that it was only for the words of the lower tailed Vulpes and humans.”

“Saw?”  Mimi asked, legs tensing.  “I thought it was a story?”

“Yes, but Fen, the forerunner of the Founders, an apostle, showed them a vision of Her Holiness, Inari.  She described her as a Goddess of the highest rank, even the Vulpes and humans that have witnessed The Council in person during the festivals were awestruck by Her Holiness’ presence.  Not only that, but we’ve been graced by her niece, Sora, a Founder, and she will bring deliverance to all who serve her and her apostles.”

Mimi’s peace was shattered as if a pane of glass fell before a landslide.  “What—do you mean—a vision? This apostle, Fen, can bestow visions upon—upon others?”

“Yes,” Grailen said with a sparkle in his eyes.  “The way Kolim described it … he couldn’t help but cry, just remembering Her Holiness’ magnificence … Her radiance.”

“E-even The Council?”

“Yes, yes!  He said that even the glory of The Council was—he said it was like a candle to the sun in the sky … absolutely blinding.  He couldn’t even describe it; he said that comparison was—it felt like blasphemy to his lips … no words could describe the image in his mind and what he’d seen with his own eyes.”

“T-thank you,” Mimi stammered over the word.  “You may,” she paused, body numb, “you may go rest … we have much to do … tomorrow.”

Grailen seemed lost in thought, nodding absently.  “Thank you for hearing me, Head Supervisor Mimi! I am sure great things are to come.  We have been blessed!” He quickly left, a wondrous smile on his cheeks as he shut the door behind him, but all Mimi could feel were the cold unknown shadows compressing her.

Fen—a two-tailed—has the power to instill visions upon hundreds … hundreds of humans and Vulpes … instantly discounting The Council’s glory as no more than a candle to this Inari?  Blasphemy to even compare the two … I—but I received a vision of … but—but it wasn’t clear. Her voice, but … but not an image. What would that vision look like? I’ve never seen anything more radiant than The Council…

A few simple words, but they tore at Mimi’s chest as the walls around her heart quaked, and monsters pressed in; void entered her mind, a creeping abyss that threatened to swallow her.  She couldn’t shake the knowledge; there was a being stronger than all The Council, and Fen could show that as if it was a fact to the people under her care. She didn’t want to believe it, but the doubt slashed at her faith, licked in her blood as her bones broke under each questioning blow.

Is there a deeper truth I cannot know?  This mythical Goddess that looms unseen … a forerunner … one that’s coming?  Madness … utter madness and they believe it … truly believe it.
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                A warmth spread through Sora as her mind roused; shifting a little, she felt the soft caress of something brush against her skin. She took a deep breath, snuggling further into it while hugging the fluffy mass to her chest. The air around her radiated heat as something pressed against her side, and her tails were being held by something.

Tears appeared in the corners of her eyes as she stretched out, dabbing at the liquid; a bright light met her. Vision fuzzy, she was met by orange and red flames. She blinked a few times, brow furrowing with concern. She was staring at a few bushy tails that she held close to her body, the same copper color has her own.

She swallowed, noticing Emilia’s face no more than half a foot away, snuggled against her tails. Emilia’s tails were glowing with Fox Fire, but it held no intent to harm, so the cold flames simply surrounded them.

It took a moment for Sora to realize what was happening. Her muscles tensed as she heard Jin’s quiet chuckles behind her. “Finally, waking up, are we?”

Eyia’s soft voice followed. “We did not wish to startle your daughter, lest she panics, and her energy was to go out of control.”

Sora took a deep and calming breath as she stared at Emilia’s peaceful face; she really was pretty. Reducing her volume as low as she could, she whispered, “How? Emilia doesn’t know how to control her energy.”

“Hmm,” Jin’s tone held an amused ring. “She’s entirely unconscious, releasing excess energy. You should probably absorb it before she wakes up.”

Biting her lower lip, Sora shifted as little as possible; she couldn’t get a good view of Jin or Eyia. “I don’t know how … I naturally absorb energy. I don’t know how to actively do it.”

“I forget how young you are sometimes,” Jin giggled.

She sensed Eyia move to the foot of her bed. “I will not be of much help; I do not know how Vulpes absorb their energy. I apologize, sister.”

“Wait,” Sora muttered. “I … hold on.”

She entered the Outer Body Technique and quickly returned to the moment she first met her aunt. She watched the massive wave of blue Fox Fire erupt across the spiritual plane.

Sora couldn’t help but feel a little depressed watching the scene. I look so weak … was I really that open and scared? I can’t believe that was me less than a few days ago; this is just surreal.

“You have grown a lot,” her aunt said, appearing beside her; Inari’s hands were behind her back, and she wore a black Kimono this time, observing the mental impression her niece had recreated.

Sora sighed, ears twitching as she examined her aunt in the corner of her eye. “I wanted to try and figure it out myself, but … I forgot that I couldn’t—can’t really capture your spiritual imprint. This is just a sad movie.”

“Sad?” Sora frowned as her aunt’s throat caught, making her turn her way. “This was—was anything but sad. Magical … marvelous … miraculous. This moment will be burned in me for the rest of time … it’s the moment I realized I—I had a niece. I even … I didn’t believe the threads of time that opened before me—at this moment.”

She walked around the image; lip tucked under her teeth as she studied her appearance. “I suppose you could say that it was the weakest I’d been in … I was vulnerable … my legs almost collapsed.”

“I—didn’t think about it like that,” Sora mumbled, watching the image of her aunt move around to examine her, pausing the memory “Although, you don’t look weak to me.” She said, walking beside her aunt.

“Of course not; you couldn’t catch such a chance, but if the Herald wished to … at this moment—here, she could have killed me. That is how stunned and uncertain I was—if someone had planned this event, looking back, I would have been powerless before anyone that knew how to harm a Founder.”

“I’m a weakness to you,” Sora whispered, looking down at the white floor. Her throat caught as she realized the implication. “I guess—Emilia is like that for me now … Wendy too. Is that—wrong to even consider?”

Her aunt giggled. “No, dear. Seeing reality as it stands is not wrong, and seeing loved ones as weaknesses is far from a lie. Any connection you hold is a weakness but also a strength. Few things can carry you to greater heights than a loved one can … few things can hurt as much. Having a weakness is not a bad thing, but learning how to keep yourself and that person safe … if you fail that, then that is a tragedy.”

“In that light, weakness is a sin that will scare your spirit; if you cannot protect the ones you love, then you are bound for misery, and if you willingly procrastinate your potential to strengthen yourself against such an outcome, then you have no one to blame but yourself.”

Sora swallowed, eyes low. “That’s … pretty harsh.”

“Such is life … and I’ve had my fair share of blame. No amount of complaining is going to change that, and will only waste valuable time. Power is necessary, Sora; only fools think otherwise. The ability to change one’s fate is power. However, the empty pursuit of power for power’s sake is even more asinine. Anyways, we’re moving away from your purpose here,” Inari giggled.

“Yeah … I came to figure out how to absorb Emilia’s energy, but…”

Her aunt finished her thought. “But that is only a band-aid, correct? You also want to know how to help prevent such things from happening in the future.”

Sora nodded as she walked closer to her aunt’s image, recalling the Fox Fire around them. “I get that she’s new to using her powers, but is it really this bad?”

“It’s a process. Emilia has never used Fox Fire; that’s a certainty. She may have used illusion magic, but little else. Her body is in the process of changing, too, which means she’ll have episodes like you had during your metamorphosis.”

Sora forced a chuckle. “She’s not going to gain two more ears, right?”

“Of course not,” her aunt shook her head, appearing at her side. “All I can say is, do your best. Emilia is counting on your support.”

“The energy?”

“It’s Fox Magic, dear. Your base energy that you utilize with just a desire. Pull it into your Oltera Nexus.”

“Well—that’s simple…” Sora mumbled.

“Yes, and I wish you luck today … it will be busy.”

Sora released a sigh as she opened her eyes, leaving the Outer Body Technique. Doing as instructed, she pulled in the energy, and the fire quickly died; she was a little shocked by how little there was. 

It was like a hiccup compared to the power I’m used to using; there wasn’t that much energy in it at all. Just how must power can Emilia output? Jin and Eyia seemed to be concerned when she first arrived … no, this was only a subconscious release, not a full-blown attack.

Gently rising, she removed her tails from Emilia’s grip and pulled back the covers to get out of bed. Emilia moaned a little, and her tails curled in to cover herself. Smiling at her daughter, Sora covered her with the sheet once she was free.

Eyia and Jin smiled as they watched. They were both wearing silk nightgowns; Eyia’s was blue while Jin’s was red. Both had their hair in ponytails, held by the silk hair ties she’d made them the night before.

“That was fast,” Jin hummed, left hand on her hip.

Sora shrugged. “My aunt.”

“Figured.”

Eyia walked around to face her; her grin was as charming as ever. “What do you have planned for today?”

Sora’s vision swept the room. Mary, Wendy, and Liz were sleeping, but Alice and Ashley’s beds were made and empty. “I … have a few plans. Where’s Ashley?” Before they could answer, she heard her voice downstairs with Alice, Githa, and to her surprise, Kari. “Wait … Kari’s here?”

Jin made a soft clicking sound with her tongue. “Hear them downstairs? Yes, she got here about fifteen minutes ago. Eyia sensed you waking up, so we came to say good morning, and were greeted with a light show.”

“Thanks,” she replied with a confused smile. “I—umm, give me a second. I need to process this…”

“How about a shower first?” Eyia offered. “What you did to the water makes it quite enjoyable, and I do not know which bottles to use. They all appear to be the same.” She said with a slight crease in her forehead.

Brushing back her thick hair, Sora looked down at the slightly tangled mess, releasing a pent-up sigh. “Maybe you’re right … it would give me a bit of time to think. Have you two freshened up?”

“Can’t you tell?” Jin huffed, looking down at her nightgown. “By the way, these night clothes are surprisingly comfortable. Why don’t you wear them during the day?”

Sora suppressed a chuckle as she knelt at the foot of the bed to pick out some clothes. She chose black undergarments. A sleeveless sheath black dress with seam detail and a zipper closure; it was perfectly fitted to her frame and fell just above her knees. She finished the outfit with some cream no-show socks and black flats.

“Umm … honestly, because it would be embarrassing. Nightwear’s only something you should show … nevermind. It’s just a culture thing.” She mumbled.

“Huh,” Jin’s lips pursed as she shifted her hips to look down at herself. “You made wonderful clothes. Thanks, again, and these undergarments are pretty interesting stuff. Humans make the strangest things.”

“I agree,” Eyia mumbled, digging through her own trunk to find some clothes. She chose a blue dress, T-length, three-fourths length illusion sleeve, sequin lace bodice with a center back zipper. She mirrored her choice in footwear, selecting a matching blue pair.

Jin lifted an eyebrow at Eyia as she neatly folded the items she’d removed to get at the clothes. “Seriously, Eyia?”

Eyia’s fingers paused as she looked up at her friend. “I—do not understand what seriously means? I do not consider myself being serious at this moment. I wish to enjoy the morning with my sister.”

“I’d love that,” Sora whispered, waiting for her to finish cleaning up her clothes by the door. “By the way, why is Kari here? I mean—I know she doesn’t have anywhere to really go, but … what’s she doing?”

Jin shrugged as the three of them entered the hallway, shutting the door behind them. “Apparently, she wants to talk to you.”

“Yes,” Eyia’s brow was creased as they moved to the shower. “The Fenris Wolf is different; I suspect she has some serious questions to ask of you. Seriously … serious … oh, is it related to my selection of clothes? You were asking if I was serious about choosing this outfit?”

“You’re adorable,” Jin snickered.

“Adorable,” Eyia repeated. “I—do not see the connection. I did seriously choose these clothes, and that makes me adorable? Adorable is related to charm, correct?”

“Keep working at it,” Jin smirked. “You’ll get it one day.”

“Seriously … adorable … how does that connect?” Eyia mumbled with a mystified expression.

Sora giggled as they entered the bathroom, setting her clothes and hair tie on the shelf with Eyia. “I think you’re adorable, Eyia, but back to the other topic … you think Kari’s here to ask me questions?”

Jin puffed out a sigh; she closed the door and took off her clothes and tie. “She’s got a different air about her; she’s calmer than she was yesterday, and even seems determined. Eyia still wants to cut her throat, but she’s being patient.”

A rumble shot through Sora’s throat as she removed her slept in garments. “Yeah … thanks, Eyia … I know you don’t like Fenris Wolves. It means a lot to me that you’re able to restrain yourself.”

“So long as she does not pose a threat,” Eyia’s statement was so casual that it sent a shiver down Sora’s spine and through her tails.

“Okay,” she cleared her throat. “What about Alice and Ashley … the double a’s.” She chuckled, starting the warm shower.

“Mh—warm showers are so nice,” Jin mumbled, taking a deep breath as she combed out her long black hair.

Eyia closed her eyes, looking up at the sprinkling water. “Alice and Ashley have been up for hours; they have prepared breakfast, for the most part. They put the dishes inside that heating contraption.”

Sora began washing her skin with one of the bottle’s contents; she couldn’t help but notice the difference in each of their figures. Jin was even smaller than her, but next to Eyia, they both looked like children; standing at roughly six-five, she even towered over Kari, and she didn’t lack curves or toned muscles. She truly looked like an Asgardian Goddess.

Jin’s small frame made her look fairly weak and unimposing, but the way she carried herself made it clear she was confident and comfortable in any environment. Her yellow eyes left a mysterious touch to her otherwise normal, yet lovely appearance. If she didn’t know better, she’d say Jin was beautiful in almost a delicate way, but she definitely knew better. 

“Hours? Why?”

“It appears that Ashley could not sleep; she was worried about what she should wear … which seemed odd to me. Why would she care so much about the coverings? If she expected danger, then why choose something so binding as a full-length dress, and one that could restrict her movements if she needs to run?”

Jin shrugged, taking the bottle Sora offered her and applied the liquid, copying her example. “Hmm … who knows? She did look nice, though … spent thirty minutes fretting about her hair. I suppose she’s meeting someone?”

“Wait,” Sora’s brow creased as she washed her tails, “you guys don’t know about her family?”

“Family?” Jin and Eyia asked.

“No,” Eyia said, rubbing the liquid Sora handed her into her long blonde hair; at some point, her necklace had returned when she hadn’t been looking. “What happened to her family?”

“They were being watched by Bathin’s demons, but my aunt made some kind of deal with her; we’re going over to pick up her family on the other side of the Red Gate … probably pretty soon.”

“That’s wonderful,” Eyia hummed, probably still not sure why that would require Ashley to take such care with her looks. “Oh, it seems your daughter will be rising soon, and Liz is waking up.”

Jin seemed to have caught on; she chuckled, eyes darting to the place she heard Alice and Ashley talking. “I did hear something about her kids, but I didn’t expect them to be coming all the way here. What sort of deal would she have to make to get that done?”

Sora released a frustrated sigh. “That, I don’t know … well, not fully. She just said that she made a deal to treat me like her own daughter.”

“Isn’t that cute,” Jin teased, bumping her with her left hip.

“Hey,” Sora muttered, skipping a few steps to regain her balance. “I—I guess.” She brought her wet tails around to finish washing them. “I’m a little nervous, to be honest.”

Eyia nodded, brushing out her hair with a grim expression. “We are not in friendly lands.”

“Although,” Jin stretched out, releasing a soft yawn. “I don’t expect the famed Inari to offer it unless there was some degree of safety.”

“With my aunt … who knows? She can be a little irritating … it’s like she’s completely transparent, but at the same time, it’s so complicated that even that gets muddled.”

“Bah, that’s just old creatures … Founders especially,” Jin huffed.

Sora’s ears twitched. “Does that mean … you know other Founders, Jin?”

“Eh,” Jin chuckled sadly. “I—guess you could say that. It’s not my fondest memory, so I’d rather not revisit it. I’ll change the subject, then,” she grinned shamelessly at her, showing glistening perfect teeth. “Alice is still having a rough time transitioning. She couldn’t sleep, but Liz passed out like a light. She and Ashley have been talking; I think Alice has been picking Ashley’s brain, looking for some answers.”

“About her feelings?”

“No, The Vulpes Council,” Eyia replied. “Ashley is quite knowledgeable; I am impressed by her understanding of cultures. She knows quite a bit about human history and makes comparisons.”

Jin sucked on her tongue. “Yeah … it’s not all accurate, but fun to listen to.”

Realizing they were finished, Sora turned off the water, moving over to pass out the stack of towels on the bottom shelf; it seemed like there’d be a few left once they were finished.

“I thought you were only ninety-nine years old, Jin? Well, that is pretty old,” she chuckled. “Does your dragon blood also give you information about history?”

“Man, you need to read between the lines,” Jin scoffed. “I swear, you should be able to tell from what I’ve told you.”

“Hmm … you’re talking about the information with my aunt? It’s not just that, but a lot of events are passed down?”

“It’s fractured, but extensive,” Jin shrugged. “Anyways, let’s go down and meet up with the others!”

They finished putting on their clothes, Jin replacing her nightwear. Sora followed them down, listening for Kari’s voice, but she didn’t say much; Githa poked fun of her clothes for a second, but Ashley and Alice were both in the kitchen.

Alice’s tone had changed; she didn’t sound so reserved. “There’s really that much conflict beyond the Red Gate?”

“I’ve only scratched the surface,” Ashley sighed. “Yes, that might make it sound like a terrible place, but it really isn’t all that bad. Although, I guess if it’s all I’ve known, that doesn’t mean much. What’s the worst that’s happened here?”

“From what I’ve heard … maybe we didn’t meet a quota, and we’re tasked to work harder the next day.”

“That’s it? Wow, I guess when you’re basically brainwashed slaves, you don’t have to reprimand much.”

“I’ve heard a lot about the outside world from you,” Alice mumbled, “and … I think I might want to explore it. I just don’t know—if that’ll be possible.”

“Well,” Ashley sucked on the roof of her mouth for a moment. “I don’t know if you’d want to do it this soon; I mean, there are a lot of dangers out there. There’s an entire organization on the hunt for monsters. I think you need to learn how to defend yourself first.”

“Yes … your talk about self-defense,” Alice hummed with a thoughtful tone. “I don’t understand how to use these new powers … I suppose they aren’t new, just dormant.”

Sora turned her attention to Kari as they stepped down the last step to the first floor; she was staring right at her. A lump dropped down her throat at the intense look on her face. She forced a laugh but was unable to keep her ears from twitching. “Kari—umm, what’s up?”

Kari licked her lips before closing her eyes and taking a deep breath; vision opening, she glanced between Eyia and Jin before settling on her. “Sora, can we talk … alone?”

“Eh—what’s going on? By the way, I made you some clothes … I thought you might like the more sports-type look.”

Her chuckle died as Kari’s nose twisted, and she sucked on her lips, but her voice was calm, even hesitant. “I—didn’t ask for that, but—thank you, Sora.”

Sora felt like she’d been punched in the gut. She cleared her throat, brow creasing as she studied Kari; her Spiritual Network as completely intact again, a solid wall. “Did—I don’t want to sound rude, but—did you just—thank me?”

Githa snickered, rocking back and forth on the armchair beside Kari. “The little wolfy’s turning over a new leaf!”

Kari huffed, turning her head, but Sora caught the slight blush. “I just—need some answers. That’s all.”

What in the world happened last night? Kari sounds completely different. Could…

“You didn’t happen—you aren’t brainwashed or something, right?” Sora tentatively probed, staying beside the stairs.

“That’s what I thought,” Jin chuckled.

“No,” Kari whispered, still avoiding eye contact as she stared at the floor; she was playing with her feet. “No one will ever control me again … understand?”

“Yeah … okay,” Sora mumbled, vision shifting to Githa as she grinned at Kari.

“The little wolfy’s so shy.”

Sora couldn’t help a laugh bubble up through her throat. “Kari—shy? You’re kidding, right?”

Kari didn’t respond, working around her jaw as she closed her eyes. “Look—I’m not shy … will you talk with me, Sora?”

The laughter in her throat quickly died; it almost sounded like a plea. “Kari … what’s going on? You’re like a completely different person.” A touch of worry crept into her voice.

“Nothing, okay—geez,” she scratched the side of her head, shoulder-length black hair shifting. “Can’t we just—talk like normal people?” She mumbled.

This can’t be Kari, but it’s her scent, and I doubt Githa would be fooled if she can stand up to Bathin’s manipulations. What could Kari possibly want, though, and to ask me to join her alone? It smells fishy, but at the same time, she seems so sincere … uncomfortably sincere for Kari.

“Hmm,” Sora folded her arms, looking over to the closed kitchen door. “You know—honestly, I’m a little worried about going somewhere alone with you, but … I’m also curious. Maybe that’s the Vulpes in me,” she sighed.

“Alright, why don’t you go to the third floor and take a shower. I’ll grab you some of the gym clothes I made for you, and then we can go on a walk. I need to check on my schedule with Ashley, anyways.”

Kari’s brow lowered as she slowly chewed on her left cheek; after a moment, she nodded. “Okay—schedule, though … are you that busy?” Her amber eyes lifted to study her.

Sora’s tails twisted at Kari’s gaze, but her irises held no steel; the rigid and powerful eyes she remembered were gone. She could sense doubt in her voice, but not for her; it was as if Kari doubted herself, but she instantly dismissed it.

“I guess,” Sora shrugged. “There are a lot of—a lot’s changed since you left.”

“Yeah,” Kari whispered, eyes moving to the ceiling. “I heard about you gaining a daughter; I don’t know what that’s about, but … that’s not why I’m here.”

Shoot … she does have amazing hearing; maybe her ears are even as good as mine.

“Okay—okay,” Sora moved back up the stairs. “I put your clothes in a box on the top floor in one of the storage crates. Do you want some shoes too?”

“You even made shoes … and how did you get my size?” There was no heat or defensiveness in the question; she truly wanted to know.

“I’ll tell you later,” Sora motioned to her. “Just follow me.” Turning to her two friends, she said, “Oh, and Jin, Eyia, you can chill if you like. I’ll just be a second … man, I have a lot more to do than I thought,” she grumbled.

Jin and Eyia let Kari pass, but as expected, Eyia wasn’t so trusting. “Hurt her, and your death will not be swift.” Kari walked by her without comment.

Sora showed her the shower and went upstairs to get her clothes; she chose mostly black attire, running shorts, undergarments, tanktop, ankle socks, and white and blue shoes. Returning to the bathroom, she knocked.

“I got your clothes.”

“Come in,” she replied. “If you’re comfortable, that is.”

What’s up with her? It’s like she’s trying to be nice, but coming off slightly depressed and submissive. It’s completely unlike her.

Walking in, Sora took a deep breath before shutting the door and turning around. Kari was naked; her skin was markless, and for some reason, she could now see just how pretty she was. Kari wasn’t much more curved than herself, but she was beautiful in a fit sort of way. She had a striking presence she hadn’t noticed before that bordered between wolf and human.

I guess she might have been popular with the boys for a reason, but I doubt any would actually approach her with how intimidating her aura was at school. I can’t believe … am I really thinking … well, it’s not wrong, just weird.

Kari tensed a little at her silent study. “What—never seen a naked girl? Geez,” she mumbled, turning away. “You’re actually making me uncomfortable.” She muttered.

Sora smirked, putting her clothes on the shelf before using her magic to dry and clean the other towels. “I can’t imagine you being uncomfortable with anything,” she whispered, folding the towels.

“It’s like you think I’m a monster … I guess I kind of was—I was a monster to you … wasn’t I?”

Tingles shot down Sora’s back and tails at Kari’s confession. Clearing her throat, she straightened. “Umm—I’m going to be downstairs. When you’re ready—we can go take a walk or something.” She quickly left the room, heart pounding.

Kari … that’s like Kari admitting she was wrong! No, no, no—that’s not it; she can’t be sorry … it’s freaking Kari! Still … she thanked me. I don’t remember that being in her vocabulary! What in the heck happened last night?

She walked downstairs and was met by Jin’s lifted eyebrows and an amused smirk.

Eyia seemed a bit distracted as she mumbled, “What’s chill? How do I—chill? Do I just freeze myself?” She looked up with a confused crease in her brow. “Sora … what does chill mean?”

“Eh,” Sora felt a little distracted to give a proper answer. “Didn’t Jin explain it?”

She shook her head. “No, Jin told me to figure it out; it is not hard. Chill is to slow down or the cold air in the morning that bites. You wanted us to chill … does that mean you want us to bite or slow something down in the morning?”

“She’s too funny,” Githa laughed.

“Right?” Jin said with a chuckle. “You’d be amazed at the things I’ve had to explain.”

Sora shook her head. “C’mon, guys, she’s trying to learn. Chill is something we say in the human world; it means to relax and wait a bit.”

“I see … that does make sense,” Eyia hummed with a somber expression before curving into a bright smile. “Thank you, sister.”

“Don’t mention it. I’ll be back; I’m going to talk with Ashley and see when we’re going to pick up her family.”

They waved her off, and she opened the kitchen door.
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                Sora glanced around the kitchen as she entered; an assortment of ingredients was spaced around the table with Ashley and Alice standing in the center.  Ashley looked up as she shut the door behind her.

 “Sora, you’re up earlier than I expected; I was sure you’d need to rest longer after all you did yesterday.”

She forced a chuckle.  “Well, I had a bit of a fiery awakening.  How about you two; you didn’t sleep at all?”

Alice leaned back against the table while holding her left arm, avoiding eye contact.  She shook her head. “No—I’ve had a lot on my mind—and Ashley’s been explaining to me how humans live beyond the Red Gate.  There’s—just so much to think about.”

Ashley giggled.  “She’s got more questions than my kids at a dinosaur museum, and no, I’ve been too stressed to sleep.  It was the same with anything big in my life—I’m the type to throw-up before going on stage; it’s hard for me to rest when I have something important to do the next day.”

“I thought that only happened in movies,” Sora commented, noticing Alice rocking her new yoga pants and silk shirt.  “You two been cooking all night?” She asked, walking to stand by the outer edge of the square table.

“Oh, heavens, no,” Ashley laughed.  “We’ve been talking most the night; we started cooking an hour or two ago … it’s kind of hard to tell without a clock; cooking by eye can be hard with some dishes.”  She mumbled, glaring at the magical device housing all the cooked items.

“You made some amazing looking dishes,” Alice whispered.  “I’ve never thought about using Felora Eggs in such ways.”

“It was pretty fun experimenting with their ingredients.”  Ashley released a sigh as she glanced back at the closed door.  “I heard Kari came back a bit ago.”

Sora groaned, running her left hand through her damp hair.  “Yeah, I showed her the clothes I made her and offered to take her to the shower to get ready.  She’s probably listening to us; I think she can hear just as good as me.”

Ashley shrugged, continuing to put different ingredients in pots to be stored.  “That’s fine. I’m not really put off by her.”

Sora’s brow creased.  “Really?”

“I have nothing against her,” Ashley said, putting some sort of peppers in a pot.

“Hmm—is that right.”  Sora folded her arms. “I know it’s probably not the best time, but … what do you think of Kari?  If you’re uncomfortable talking about her with her upstairs, I can take us into my Core or try to create a sound barrier.”

“No, I don’t mind her listening,” Ashley said with a soft smile.  “To be honest, I wish the best for Kari; she’s had a rough life, and I couldn’t imagine my daughter going through the same thing.”

Sora swallowed, glancing at the ceiling, but she didn’t hear Kari say anything as she washed herself; she was surprisingly quiet.  “You wish the best for her … you don’t hate her at all—even after Eric held you hostage for so long?”

“That was a horrible story,” Alice mumbled, moving to put a few pots back in the refrigerator.

Ashley’s lips dropped into a sad smile as she glanced between them.  “Eric’s actions are his, and not Kari’s—they’re also what make me feel so much for Kari.  How would I explain it?”

She sighed, pausing in her clean-up.  The only sound in the room was Alice’s soft movements as she continued to work.  Ashley tried composing her thoughts; after several seconds, she folded her arms, staring down at her bare feet to paw the wooden floor.

“I—can’t begin to imagine the horrors that girl’s witnessed and felt.  I looked into her a bit at first, but didn’t have the full scope; kids disappearing was what first drew my attention to Eric.  From what I’m aware, she showed up in Miami when she was thirteen years old, connecting the dots from everything I’ve heard from Eric and you … her life was a living nightmare—still is.

“I can’t help but blame her mother for most of this, but I know that’s not fair too—I don’t know what state of mind Alva was in.  It’s just tragic … Kari first lost her sister … that must have been a shock.”

“I guess,” Sora muttered.  She stiffened as Ashley’s expression almost mirrored her aunt’s.  “What? Am I missing something?”

“I know a little bit about what it’s like to have your heart broken … the shame … hate … that eats at your heart.  When your world falls apart, and all you can see is what you lost. I broke … it was about the second week of being under Eric’s control—all I could think was how weak I was; I can still remember it.”

Ashley closed her eyes, pressing her fists against her chest.  “Breathing in … breathing out … knowing—hoping to die. Out of all the emotions I felt … by that second week, they’d all burnt out, and the only thing left was hate, but even that starts to fade.  Halfway through that second week … my heart stopped beating.

“I’d fractured … it was when I held a thirteen-year-old girl down for Eric—when I helped him pour Jenny’s saliva into her mouth.  I lost all feeling … I couldn’t … I did my part, I tried my best, but I was now the monster … everything I fought against—I couldn’t feel … in fact, I blocked out most of,” she swallowed and sniffed, “most of what I did after that.  I was already dead inside.

“Kari, though … she’s had to fight a monster like that for—for years—I can’t imagine that kind of willpower.  That it took this long for her to break is—powerful—but I also know she lost something to do it; the scars on that girl’s heart … it’s unimaginable.  I admire and feel terrible for the girl; first, her sister, then her mother, and she thought it was her brother the entire time. I can’t—if my children—I can’t let them go through such a hell—never.”

She tucked her lips under her teeth as her face set.  “I won’t let that happen to them.” Opening her eyes, she cleared her throat before looking up at her.  “At thirteen, I was worried about boys, my looks, and rebelling against my parents. Kari had a homicidal brother obsessed with her—a murdered family … no help—no one truly there for her.  What life support did she have?

“Who can really reach in and pull her out of the ocean of tragedy she’s stuck in?  Aiden? He’s just as broken as Kari.”

“Are—are you saying?”

Ashley shook her head.  “I’m just telling you my feelings, just like you asked, and I can’t separate you from that.  I’d given up all hope—I was empty—but it was you that brought me back … the frenzy … I was better of dead … glad for it to be over, and then you…”

Her cheeks had long turned red, and her chest fluttered.  “You have no—no idea—just how hopeless and broken I was … I was dead … utterly dead inside—and you brought me hope; you pulled me back.  Because of you, I have another chance with my family.”

She took a deep breath.  “Thank you, Sora … your spirit lifted me back from a … a place without hope.”

Sora’s throat caught; she looked down at the table in front of her.  When Ashley finished, she took a long breath before swallowing. “You—were a victim.  I—Kari bullied me for years … I guess I did have people there to help me deal with it, but…”  She couldn’t finish the sentence.

A sad smile touched Ashley’s lips.  “I’m just telling you my story. You asked me what I think of Kari, and I told you what I went through—what I did … I can’t judge Kari.  All I know is that when I was Eric’s slave … I would have given my voice to tell my kids I love them one last time … my fingertips to touch them … my eyes to see them … just one last time.  It took me shattering to see how I wanted to live.

“I can’t say—just how broken we all are—but now I’m ready to fight without rest.  Life is a war, and we must pick our battles. I know what I’m fighting for … but what is Kari fighting for?”

Sora tucked in her lip; after a moment, she shook her head.  She knew the answer; she’d already talked about it with Inari, but she didn’t want to say it.

Ashley didn’t respond, allowing the silence to stretch.  After a while, she shook her head. “I can’t say—I think that’s what we’re all trying to figure out here.  Everything’s changed, and we’re doing our best to keep up. Inari helped us take our first steps. Who’s helped Kari move on?”

Sora growled lowly as she glared at the table.  “I—thanks for telling me what you really feel.” She mumbled.

“Did it help?”  Ashley asked with a forced smile.

“I guess—it’s along the same lines of what my aunt said.”  She sighed, scratching the back of her head. “Life’s too complicated.”

“That we definitely agree on,” Ashley chuckled.

“So—when are we going to get your family?”

Ashley smiled at the wall of food behind them.  “Inari said that they’d be there after we eat breakfast.”

“I see,” Sora said, following her gaze.  “That’s why you prepared everything early.”

“Every second,” Ashley whispered.  “Anyways—what about you? I still need to wait for the others to wake up … I don’t even know if I can eat with how twisted my stomach is.”

“Kari asked to talk with me alone.  I planned on going on a walk with her; I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t holding you up from seeing your family.”

“Mhh,” Ashley’s eyes dropped to the floor as she frowned.  Her lips soon lifted into a bright smile. “Okay, the others will probably be up by the time you get back—hopefully.”

“You sure?  I can wait.”

“No—no, it’s fine.  You go have a talk with Kari.  I’m waiting on these sleepy heads upstairs, not you or Kari.”

“Okay … I’ll try to not make it too long.”

“Don’t worry about it, Sora,” Ashley motioned to the door.  “Go on, Alice, and I will have everything set up by the time you return.”

“Sounds good,” Sora moaned, not looking forward to this exchange, but Kari was finishing up her shower.  “Thanks, Ashley, Alice.”

“No—thank you, Sora,” Alice said with a grateful smile.  “It might hurt—but I’m thankful for what you’ve done for Liz and me.”

“Don’t mention it,” Sora said, smile fake as she left the kitchen.

It hurts her, but she’s thankful … maybe I should have read their Spiritual Networks.  No … that’s such an invasion of their privacy. Man, these powers really need a limiter, or I could go crazy with them.

She looked up as Jin released a delightful hum.  “Things sure are looking fun this morning.”

Sora forced a chuckle.  “That’s one way to put it.”

“It seems Kari is finished with the shower,” Eyia stated, looking up at the ceiling.  “Do all societies use such devices?”

“Eh,” Sora scratched her right shoulder.  “I don’t really know. Jin or Githa could probably tell you more about that.”

“Oh!  I have stories,” Githa jumped up on the back of Eyia’s sofa, tucking her front paws under.  “You want to hear? I have lots!”

Eyia smiled at the fluffy white cat to her left.  “I enjoy stories.”

“Wait a minute,” Jin chuckled.  “You have full stories about showers?”

“Loads!”  Githa cheered.  “Lots and lots of them.”

Sora shook her head ruefully.  “The things you must have seen, Githa.”

“I know!  I see lots of stuff … poor little creatures,” she said with a tearful tone.

Jin stiffened.  “Poor little creatures?  You—make it sound like we’re pathetic.”

“Sad … sad, indeed,” Githa sniffed.  “You’re so lucky to have such a great one such as me!  I will tell you about the story of the golden shower of Athena and the amazing fluffy kitty!”

Kari descended the stairs, huffing at Githa’s statement.  “I think that’s my cue to leave. You ready, Sora?”

Sora stretched out her neck, trying to ease her tension.  “Yeah, the sooner, the better.”

Without a word, Kari moved to the door, and she followed.  Githa sniffed. “Your loss!”

Kari opened the door and walked out, Sora closing the door behind them as they stepped down the stone steps to the damp cobblestone walkway.

The soft morning breeze struck Sora’s exposed skin; it was cold, but she wasn’t bothered by the change in temperature.  There was a hint of light beyond the mountains to their left, towering above the forest; the snow on its peaks had increased through the night.  There wasn’t a soul walking the streets, and besides their own building, she didn’t hear a person awake.

It seems everyone gets up around the same time.  Everyone on the same clock to accomplish their work throughout the day … everything is so orderly.

Kari was silent as they walked, causing Sora’s eyes to wander.  She took a quick note of her clothes; she’d done a good job judging her size, but she had cheated with a mental image.  Her hair was still damp, and it looked like she’d combed it out with her fingers.

Sora’s focus shifted between the buildings and warehouses around them; every one looked like they’d been constructed with the greatest of care.

Just how long did it take for them to build all of these, and how often do they have to destroy them to make new ones?  This world’s supposed to be really old, but everything looks so well maintained. It’s like they have weekly polishing done to the entire town.  Maybe they do … I suppose they can’t do things with the fields all year round. A life of complete service to one’s duty…

Her attention shifted to Kari as she finally spoke.  “Why’d you make me clothes?” It wasn’t a demand, but a soft and honest question.

“Umm—well, Aiden asked me to.”

“Yeah, but—why?  I thought you hated me.”

Sora shrugged.  “I don’t know … he asked, and I just did it.”

Kari fell silent again as she slowed, looking at the ground.

After a few seconds, Sora sighed, growing a little irritated.  “You didn’t even know about the clothes until I said something—what do you really want to ask me?”

“I … I wanted to ask—ask for your help,” she mumbled, rubbing her left arm.

Sora’s eyebrow lifted as she stared at her back; she was walking a few paces ahead of her.  “You wanted—to ask for my help? Are you serious?” When she didn’t respond, Sora groaned. “What do you need help with?”

“Some Vulpes I met … I know there’s something wrong, but—I don’t know how to fix it.  I was—I just wanted to see if you knew anything about that.

“Wait, wait … you—Kari—the wolf—wants to help a Vulpes?”

Kari swallowed, and a bit of heat rose in her voice.  “Is that so hard to believe?”

Feeling less threatened and more annoyed, Sora rolled her eyes.  “What if it is?” She huffed, mentally preparing herself for Kari to lash out.  She was put a little off-guard when Kari released a long breath, shoulders sagging.

“I guess—that is kind of hard to believe.  It’s true, though … her name’s Holonie, and I kind of like this other Vulpes whose name is Braelyn, too.”

Sora’s brow creased as she scratched her left fox ear.  “I’m—having a hard time taking you seriously, Kari … did something happen to you?”

“No,” Kari growled defensively.  “I’m me … I just—these Vulpes are just a bit special—okay?”

“They must be,” Sora teased.  “What, are they secretly Fenris Wolves in disguise?  Maybe they look like Jenny or L…”

“Hey,” Kari snapped, her eyes glowed a fierce orange before fading, and her complexion turned somber.  “Please—don’t say their names.” She whispered, shoulder-length black hair swaying as she turned her head away.

Wait; what?  Kari’s not acting anything like herself, but … that was a bit much.

Sora sighed, folding her arms.  “I’m sorry—that was a bit far.”

After a short stretch, Kari scratched her neck before asking, “What was it like—being a human?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean—I know you really did go through a change … you’re related to Inari, which means you’re Mia’s daughter.”  She let go of a weak shrug. “I don’t know how that all works, but I know you’re at least a Founder—and you do know—I mean, you were basically human for sixteen years.  I just want to know what it was like.”

She glared at Kari’s back.  “What—before or after I met you?”

“Just in general,” Kari mumbled.

Sora smirked as she recalled something her aunt had said.  “Why do you want to know?”

Kari cleared her throat.  “I—does it matter?”

“Without understanding why you asked a question, you will not grasp the answer.  The nature of the question is important to dissect before identifying possible responses.”

“I see,” Kari hummed.  “That seems logical.”

Sora’s teeth slammed together.  She didn’t get upset or question it at all!  What’s with… Her bitter thoughts vanished at Kari’s response.

“I suppose … it’s because I wish I were human.”

“Huh?”

“Do I need to spell … deep breaths,” she whispered, “deep breaths … I hate Fenris Wolves.  I hate everything about them.”

“You hate yourself?”  Sora chuckled.

“That too,” Kari mumbled.

Sora was at a loss for words.  I’ve taunted her … I’ve made her repeat herself … I’ve tried to act better than her … what’s wrong with her?  This is not Kari! It can’t be.

“You’re sure you’re Kari?”

“Yes,” Kari stated with exasperation.  “Please—just give me an answer.” She pleaded.

“Eh—well, that’s kind of a hard response.  I mean, it’s not all that different from being a Vulpes … I guess I am less concerned about what most people think of me.  I’m not quite as nervous as I was before. My human self was kind of pathetic—to be honest. I was really weak.”

“That’s not true!”  Kari shouted as she stopped and shot a glare at her, causing Sora to flinch.

“What?  How—how would you even know?”

“Humans are strong,” Kari stated.  “Humans are weak, but they overcome everything!  They don’t give up, and they build what they can’t do with their bodies.  They can’t fly, then they build a plane. They can’t take a bullet; then, they build body armor … they’re amazing!”

“Fine, fine,” Sora huffed, holding up her hands.  “Yeah, I guess humans are pretty big about that, but I mean, they’re not the only race that invents things.”

“Oh, and who do you know that can adapt like humans?”  Kari challenged.

“Umm—well, Founders can!”

“Really,” Kari sniffed.  “Then why didn’t my mother overcome her troubles, huh?  Why’d she just die … pathetic. Your mom isn’t even around.”

“Hey,” Sora’s nose twisted.  “That’s not fair … I still have my aunt, and she says my mom has reasons to—to stay away.”

Kari’s brow creased with concern, and she rubbed her arm again.  “I’m sorry—I just—I got a little angry. I watched humans and—and they have all these answers.  I don’t have any … humans work hard and achieve their goals, but—but no matter how hard I try, I—I can’t do it.”  

She slowed, and Sora could hear her fighting back tears; the thought of Kari crying was impossible for her to comprehend.  “You—really want me to help some random Vulpes that you’ve probably only known for like—what, ten hours?”

“You’ve done less, haven’t you?”  Kari defensively asked.

Sora was about to respond, but that’s me, but the thought also shocked her.  Just how conceited am I being?  I can help people, but she can’t?  I mean, she really can’t … which is why she’s coming to me.  This is so strange...

She swallowed, clearing her throat.  “Umm—I just never really—expected you to actually care about anyone but yourself.”

Kari massaged her neck with both hands, groaning as she looked down at the cobblestone.  “I—want to learn something.”

“Learn what?”

“Look—I don’t know,” she growled.  “I’m...” she took a deep breath, voice softening again, “I’m trying to figure it out—I—I’m sorry … I don’t know how to—I haven’t had to ask for something before.  I’d just demanded it and—and people would give it to me.”

Sora’s tails stiffened as Kari’s past demands resurfaced, and she glared at her.  “Yeah, well, that’s what it’s like being a bully. You say jump, and I say how high or you’d beat me up.”

Kari swallowed, working her jaw around a little as she clutched her hands.  “Was—that really wrong?”

“Are you kidding me?”  Sora asked.

“No…”

“You’re unbelievable!”  Sora shouted, hands balling into fists.  “Yes, that was wrong! You destroyed so many girls’ lives!  And—and now you’re asking if that was wrong? Are you stupid?”

 Sora was a little shocked to see Kari flinch.  “I—just thought that’s what it meant by seizing your own destiny—I didn’t know...”

A sharp huff left Sora’s lips as she picked between her teeth.  “Right, I forgot—you’re just a wolf. Of course, how could you ever understand someone else’s feelings besides your own selfish desires!  Do you really want to help those Vulpes, or do they have something you want?”

“I—I do want to understand something from them…”

“Ah, there we go.”  Sora shook her head at Kari’s focused complexion.  “Oh, Sora has some money, right? Well, she doesn’t need it because she’s rich, so I’ll just beat her up and abuse her to get some of it.  You sat there and made it possible for all those other girls to hurt me … for years—and oh, it’s justified because it’s rich little Sora … Kari’s cool with it … Sora’s got money.”

Sora sniffed as she began hiccuping, and tears appeared in her eyes.  “Pick on the rich girl … yeah, that’s the right thing to do. Hurt—everyone close to her—because they get more than we do!  Why’s Sora giving that girl more than me? Hurt Wendy. Oh—well now she doesn’t have any more friends, great—that’s just how a rich girl should be!

 “You can’t just—just say you didn’t know it was wrong to beat me … to hurt everyone I know!  It’s—it’s just wrong! You made people think I was crazy! What do...” She paused. Kari’s head was turned away, but she caught a tear run down her cheek.  “You—are you crying? Really?”

“No—I’m—I’m just … what do you want me to do?  I don’t know what to do...”

“Oh—so, that’s it, huh?  Poor Kari—she’s lost everything, and now you want what, pity?”

“No … please—I don’t want pity,” Kari cried.  “I—I don’t need it.”

Sora’s teeth ground against each other.  “You—if you want an answer, then feel my pain!  Would you do that?”

Kari looked up at her; it was as if she was looking at a stranger; she looked vulnerable, and all the vindictive emotions hidden inside Sora’s chest left their shadows.  “Feel what I experienced for years.”

A lump dropped down Kari’s throat.  “How?”

“You can drop your defenses, can’t you?  Allow me to show you what you did.”

Kari’s shining amber eyes fell to her tails, and she sniffed back her tears.  “Okay.” She whispered.

“What?  You really think you can handle it?”  Sora asked, the spite in her heart increasing.

“It doesn’t matter … if that’s what you want, then—then I’ll do it.  I said I’d pay any price for you to heal Holonie and Braelyn.”

Her teeth started to hurt as they tightened, and she watched Kari’s defenses drop; there was still a layer of resistance, but it was just her natural resistance, and she knew she could break past it.  It’s fake … it has to be fake!  There’s no way Kari would sacrifice for anyone but herself!

Yet, Sora was dumbstruck; the evil that had plagued her for years was leaving herself wide open.  If she wanted, she could easily attack her Core, destroy her.

Fox Fire lit across Sora’s fur as she glared past Kari’s Spiritual Network and how weak she was in that moment.  She felt the warning and knew she shouldn’t, but everything she’d fantasized for years was in front of her eyes.

She attached an emotional thread onto Kari’s Core and fed everything she’d felt, pumping her despair, pain, and hate through the link.  The sadness on Kari’s face only fed her search to find every event scarred on her spirit.

Yet, at the same time, she realized her mistake and why she’d felt those warnings; the link went both ways, and she’d opened herself to Kari’s own life in equal torrent with the width of the tether she’d attached.

She understood Kari’s emotions as they surged through the opening.  Kari truly felt regret and the emotions that returned cut at her heart, the desperation to find a path through a splintered world.

In separate folds of her Intelligence, in spite of her efforts, the balance was far from equal.  Kari was struggling through a blizzard of cold pain, lost in an abyss of doubt. The constant search for catharsis to stem the flow of fear and suffering.

“What should I have done?”  Kari whispered, tears falling to the cobblestone beneath them.  “Should I have killed them? Should I have left … but then I wouldn’t have known … I should have just died with my mother.”

Sora looked at the mist around them as the world faded; nothing else existed but them in this black emotional space that existed between their Cores, linked by her magic.  She found it hard to swallow as common ground opened inside her heart with the pain they shared. Even though she was the cause of that pain, she realized that in sharing Kari’s misery, she might have saved her life.

She shook her head, feeling the contrast of Kari’s emotions before and after her desperate escape; it hit her like a wave.  “You did die with your mother,” Sora whispered. It was different, but the pain Kari felt was even greater than her own. “I’m—sorry…”

“What do you have to be sorry for?”  Kari asked, eyes reflecting her anguish.  “I ruined your life … hurt so many people.  All—all for myself.”

Sora took a long breath as she sat down on the dark floor, looking at Kari’s feet.  “No … Eric ruined our lives. I glossed over that and blamed everything on you—but you’re even more broken than I was … you were so strong.”

Kari slowly sat with her, looking to the side.  “I’m not strong. I don’t know what to do … how do I build something—do I deserve to create something?  All I’ve done … I’ve hurt so many people.

“I just—didn’t want to hurt … I wanted what everyone else has, but it was—it was all fake.  I would have died for Lori … she hated me, though … feared me. Everyone feared me—no one really loved me.  I don’t believe Eric ever loved me … I don’t know what it was, but not love … love’s supposed to be warm...”

Sora was silent for several seconds as their emotions swirled around each other.  “I—thought Jenny liked you?”

“No—she feared me too … her whole life was fear.  I realized that watching you and the others … the bond you all share.  I knew it from watching humans, too. Why … why couldn’t I have just been born a human.”

Brow creased, Sora’s eyes lifted to study Kari as she hugged her knees.  “Is that why you always stay in your human form? You don’t want to be a Fenris Wolf … you really want to be a human?”

“Humans have so much … they build so much, but all wolves do are devour and destroy … tear each other apart.  I don’t want to hurt anymore … to destroy, but—how do I build? You can do it—without even trying. It’s—amazing … just watching it feels … I feel bad because—because I want it.”

“Me, build?  I—don’t think you—well, I guess building is kind of like a relationship.”  Sora mumbled. “You have to start block by block, and it’s pretty easy to tear down.”

A melancholy smile touched Kari’s lips.  “I knew you really wanted me to go … I’ll ask Eyia to kill me.”

“Kill you?”

Kari nodded.  “I just—I want it to be over.”  She cried.

Sora took a long breath, but try as she might, she couldn’t glare at her worst enemy.  “I’ve known—been told what you’ve been through, but—I didn’t actually feel it. They were like empty words to me, but now—I want to know the real you.”

“Real me?  What do you mean?”  Kari asked, wet eyes rising to meet her.

A compassionate smile lifted Sora’s lips.  “I don’t think I’ve ever met the real Kari.”

“Then … what am I?  If this isn’t—isn’t the real me, then what is?”

Sora took a second to calm her own heart; she was shocked by how calm she felt as she explained it to the terrified girl in front of her.  Kari couldn’t respond as they went through every scene.

She created an image of the looming behemoth she feared, ordering her clothes stripped and existence banished from her kingdom.

“The you I know was a monstrous giant, filled with hate and pain, fueled by a desperate desire to find a place where she belonged and escape the hellish past of her family.  Obsessed with erasing anything that could threaten her dream.”

Sora looked to her left with Kari as she formed a magical copy of the girl in front of her, red-faced and slick with tears; her amber eyes tortured with turmoil and agony, utterly horrified by the savage visage of herself looming above them.  “You’re terrified … but you’re not this person anymore. Your own face haunts you.”

Making the devilish image fade into smoke, she replaced it with a scene that was very clear in her memory; the first time she’d seen Kari hesitate.  An uncertain beast, sitting with her pack in the parking lot as she watched the arrival of enemies that made her feel vulnerable.

“Eyia and Jin … two enemies that you knew you couldn’t beat, and for the first time since building your empire, you felt weak.  Eric had kept his distance, for the most part, building a larger territory around the school, but leaving you alone for Jenny to cultivate the growing monster you were becoming.”

She moved to their fight, followed by her defeat at the hands of her brother before the final struggle against the thread that prevented her transformation.  Next, she showed Lori’s death, followed by Jenny; the torment that coursed through Kari’s soul sent tremors shooting down her frame.

“Everything you built and tried to protect shattered; piece by piece, the world you’d created was burned away, and in the end, you gave up.”

Her lifeless eyes stared into the darkness as she was left alone, blood dripping down the golden threads binding her until a group of people loaded her on a cart to be taken to the arena.

“The last thing you had was revenge; the hate you felt for your brother drove you to move.  However, he sacrificed himself so we could escape, making me promise to bring you to this realm with me.”

Sora looked at the reflection of herself as they entered the realm.  “I was a different person … I changed yesterday. I learned a lot from my aunt … saw a lot, and now, I realize that you’ve changed too.  You had nothing, and so, you searched for something—anything. And you found a path that brought you here ... to ask me for help … willing to sacrifice your own life to find a way forward.”

A tear fell down Sora’s cheek as she looked at the shattered teenage wolf-girl across from her.  “You’re not the same … I’m not the same. I can’t save you from the monsters of your past, but I can offer you … something my past self couldn’t.”

A lump dropped down Sora’s throat as she swallowed and held out her hand.  “Kari, would you like to be my friend?”

Kari’s eyes widened as she wiped her red nose and sniffed.  “Even—after everything I did to you?”

“You need a real home, and I’d like to help you build one—if you’ll let me.”

Her hand lifted, but hesitated and began to shake; Kari’s amber eyes locked onto her green irises with a desperate plea.  “This isn’t a trick?”

A welcoming smile brightened her wet cheeks.  “I’m not that nasty … even though I am a Vulpes.”  She chuckled.

“Thank you—Sora,” Kari cried, taking her hand.

Sora leaned forward and hugged her new friend as they wept.  “We’re all broken … aren’t we? You won’t be alone anymore.”
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                Sora wasn’t sure how long she and Kari held each other, but at some point, Kari pulled away. She bit her lower lip, looking down at the ground; the bond they shared began to weaken as uncertainty mixed with Kari’s Core.

“What—do we do now?” Kari whispered.

Taking a deep breath, Sora looked around; the landscape was returning as she withdrew her emotional tether. They sat on the damp cobblestone street, and she could hear Vulpes and humans preparing for the morning around them; the sun’s rays were creeping over the mountains.

Wiping at her cheeks, Sora got to her feet and offered Kari a hand. “Why don’t we walk back … slower this time.” She chuckled.

Kari took her hand, allowing Sora to help her up. “Why slower?”

“I feel like we have a lot more put to bed.” Pulling back her copper hair, Sora nudged her head back the way they’d come.

Clearing her throat, Kari walked beside her; they took their time, Kari holding her forearm behind her back. “I don’t really understand,” Kari muttered, staring down at the road.

“About?” Sora noticed Kari’s spiritual defenses were slowly rising again, but it was full of fractures.

“What to do. I don’t want to be lonely … not anymore. How do I act? I’m so confused.” A quake ran down her frame. “How do I act around Eyia … I probably hurt Wendy a lot … how do I act around them?”

Sora pursed her lips, not seeing the street she was staring at. Her thoughts turned back to Mary’s concerns about Eyia and what she’d learned from her aunt; her ears twitched at the implications. “That’s a tough question. To be honest … I never thought this would happen. I don’t know what I expected.”

Kari’s brow creased with concern. “Looking back … I feel so stupid. I don’t even know why I acted like that.”

“You just wanted to get out … you couldn’t take the stress and needed some way to release it. I understand that now. You really didn’t know any better; I mean, the only people you had to learn from were your siblings. You didn’t have any other people in your mom’s forest.”

“I guess … I don’t even fully know why I feel bad about it now.”

Sora chuckled. “Let me see if I can sum it up for you; if you swallowed your pride and hate, the lack thereof would leave you empty inside. It’d basically be like putting your heart in a blender; I’d be scared of that.”

“My heart in a blender,” Kari whispered. “I guess that was really all I had … once I did abandon my pride and hate … there was nothing. I felt so lonely … empty.”

“You don’t have to feel that way anymore.”

“How? I’m scared,” Kari shivered, hugging herself. “What if … what if I feel that way again? I feel like … like I should just run.”

Sora shifted to bump into her.

“W-what was that for?” Kari asked, catching herself.

She smiled, looking ahead of them at the mountains reaching above the forest beyond the town. “Stay, I could be your hiding place. Just find me, and we’ll weather it together.”

Kari’s throat constricted. “You’d—do that for me?”

Throwing an arm around her, Sora wrapped her waist with her tails. “Just breathe. Any time you’re losing touch, I’ll catch you on the way down; I won’t let you fade out all alone.”

“I don’t want to hurt you anymore, though,” Kari muttered, fighting back tears. “I—I feel heavy, and I don’t want to weigh you down.”

“What did I say?”

“Just—breathe,” Kari repeated, taking in a big breath as she pressed her hand against her chest. “It—it helps with the weight?”

“Of course it does! I’m an expert.” She teased. Her tone dropped as she squeezed her shoulder, pressing against her as they walked. “I know everything seems out of your control right now, and you’re on the edge of giving up … it hurts to hope. The honesty hurts, and you haven’t truly dreamed in so long.”

“I’m supposed to hurt, right?” Kari sniffed, wiping at her nose with the back of her hand.

“Yup, but just know that you’re beautiful, okay?”

Kari stiffened. “W-what do you mean?”

“I know you must feel dirty, and I know you heard the whispers,” Sora muttered. “Your ears are just as good as mine … you heard people call you ugly and how you’re such a terrible person. I could feel those memories inside you.”

“I am dirty, though … a dirty wolf.”

Sora frowned, feeling the cold tingles shoot down her own body. “Hey!” Kari’s wet amber irises met her green ones as she pulled her around to look into her eyes. “Forget the lies!”

“What—lies?”

“The lies that you tell yourself and what others say about you; forget the lies that you’ll never be good enough. Get over it! We’re forgetting the past to get back on track, okay; the past won’t help us.”

“How can—how can you say that? Don’t you want revenge? I don’t understand … how can you forget the pain?”

“Because I found good friends—good friends help you move past the pain … they make you feel happy. That’s what you need, and I’ll keep offering it until you really take it. You’re scared to look inside yourself; you think you might actually find something worth saving.”

“I—I don’t deserve it...”

“C’mon,” Sora rolled her eyes. “Get over yourself! You’re not the worst person in the universe.”

Kari bit her lip as she looked away. “I guess there’s always my brother,” she muttered.

“There, see? That’s a real piece of work!”

“I heard—there was someone that said we are what we are … I’m just a wolf.”

“Are you kidding me?” Sora smirked. “You’re talking to a Vulpes, remember? Am I like every other Vulpes?”

“No…”

“No, I’m not. We don’t have to be who we were in the past. You’re trying too hard to convince me that you’re not worth saving, but that’s not true! You’re worrying too much—relax.”

Taking a deep breath, Kari struggled to smile. “I’ll try.”

“Good,” She moved back to Kari’s side, pressing her palm against the small of her back to get her moving again. “We’re just teenagers! Let’s have an adventure.”

“How can you be so happy?”

“Well, I just made a new friend; there’s a start, but—she’s kind of being a downer.” She winked.

“Sorry,” Kari chuckled softly, reaching out to grab her hand; Sora accepted it with an encouraging smile.

After a moment’s silence, Sora could feel Kari’s defenses cracking. “Can you tell me what you’re feeling?”

Kari swallowed. “You really want me to say? Even if I’m a downer?”

Sora nudged her again. “That’s how we release emotions. Once you say them, let them fade away—release it.”

“You won’t regret it?”

“Not in the least.”

“Promise?”

“Cross my heart.”

Kari breathed deeply several times, hand shaking in Sora’s grip.

“My head’s spinning … my heart feels like a ghost—like it’s not even there. I want to feel something … I still feel so far away from home.”

She paused, causing Sora to frown as she turned to face her; her nose was red as she got down on her knees, pulling Sora down. “You … you crossed your heart.”

She swallowed, Kari’s hand shook in hers. “Yes?” Sora asked, feeling a little nervous now.

“My true feelings … I’m on my knees … promise me … you’ll never leave my side?”

Sora’s throat caught as Kari’s walls collapsed, showing the desperation fluctuating in her Core. “I promise,” she whispered, following Kari to her knees.

“Cause,” Kari choked. “Cause … I just need one person. I cross my heart … I’ll die … I’ll never leave your side. So please—please don’t abandon me—I’m begging,” she cried. “D-don’t trick me—please. If it means I—if I can hold your hand, then I don’t care … I’ll follow you to hell. I just need someone—anyone … I’ll follow you anywhere—do whatever you say...”

Hugging Kari, Sora whispered, “Hey, hey … okay. I’ll be your oxygen, okay—but only if you’ll be my gravity.”

Kari pushed back to stare into her eyes, features serious. “If you die … I swear, I’ll be leaving by your side. I can’t … I can’t be alone anymore.”

Wiping her tears away, Sora forced a chuckle. “Honestly, I never thought you were like this, but okay. Still, you gotta be my gravity, okay? That means you gotta keep me grounded. I’ll be your friend for life … forever, and you’ll be my friend forever.”

Kari’s earnest features began to fracture as her lip trembled, and she pulled her into a tight hug.

“Hey—don’t b-break your friends!” Sora wheezed.

“Thank you, Sora … thank you.”

“Right,” Sora coughed, using some of her magic to clean herself and Kari up with her barriers down. “There’s s-some things I—I need you to promise, though.”

Pulling away, Kari wore a genuine smiled, noticing their cleaned-up appearance. “Anything.”

“You can never talk about bullying me … nothing. Don’t even think about it.”

“If—that’s what you require … I’ll do it,” Kari whispered.

“Do you want to know why?” Sora asked tentatively.

“It doesn’t matter; if that’s what you want, then that’s all I need.”

“Okay … that includes Wendy and Emilia. Forget the old you, and focus on the new you. I’ll talk to them myself.”

Kari nodded.

Sora slowly got to her feet, dusting herself off as she heard humans and Vulpes leaving their houses. “Okay, let’s go back. Once we’re done with breakfast, I’m going to get Ashley’s family with her. Today’s going to be busy...”

“If you need anything, let me know,” Kari said, getting to her feet and dusting her own clothes off.

“Of course … actually, when I go with Ashley, why don’t you bring those two Vulpes back to the house. I’ll see what I can do for them.”

“Thank you,” Kari said, fighting back more tears.

Sora’s tails stiffened as her aunt’s soft voice entered her mind. “Sora, I’d like to have some time with Kari if you wouldn’t mind.”

Umm … okay, but what do you mean by that?

“An Intelligent Construct; I’d like to talk to her about a few things, and this is the best time.”

I’ll ask.

Kari frowned as her eyes shifted to her tails, noticing her reaction. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah … my aunt wants to talk to you.”

“Inari?” Kari’s left eye narrowed with confusion. “I did hear something about your aunt from listening to Ashley. She’s in your head?”

“Kind of; my aunt placed an Intelligent Construct in my Core to act as a guide. She’s been a ton of help, and she asked if she could speak to you.”

“I don’t really mind,” Kari hesitated, “but what are we going to talk about?”

Sora shrugged with a depressed sigh. “My aunt’s mysterious one moment and open as a book another moment. She’s a schemer … she sets things up like … ages away—literal ages in advance.”

“Okay? What should I do?”

“Probably just leave your Core open for a moment, and I’ll make a link to your Core, then my aunt can send an Intelligent Construct through.”

“Sounds a bit complicated,” Kari muttered but complied.

Sora made the link and allowed her aunt access to her magic; Inari used a considerable amount of her energy as she sent the construct through.

Hey … that was a lot.

“Perhaps for you.” Her aunt giggled. “I only sent over what was required.”

For?

“Something personal.”

Wait! You knew Alva, right? Did you give her something related to her mother?

“That’s a good thought! I love it when you try to puzzle things out.”

And I hate it when you give open-ended statements like that. She mumbled.

“You can ask Kari about it later, but I’m positive that she’ll share it with you. After all, she’s under your spell.”

W-what?! I didn’t cast any kind of spell on her!

Her aunt giggled. “Not all spells are magical, dear.”

Kari’s brow creased as she finished. “I can hear her in my mind … all I have to do is think?”

“Yeah,” Sora grumbled. “I can get a little annoyed with my aunt sometimes. She’s awesome, but sometimes I think she teases me on purpose … no, I know she does!”

Kari giggled. “Yeah, she told me it’s on purpose.”

“Of course it is … everything she does is calculated.” Sora sighed. “Alright, well, is there anything else she wanted us to do, or can we go have breakfast?”

“I’d like some food,” Kari chuckled, holding her stomach. “I haven’t eaten anything in … a while.”

The two of them made their way back to the building Mimi had let them stay in; Sora told Kari about Emilia and the circumstances that surrounded her birth. She felt completely at ease with Kari, trusting her with her life after touching her Core and understanding her deepest emotions.

Sora opened the door as they made it back, Kari shutting it behind them; there was a silence that followed. Ashley and Alice had already moved the tables together and set the table; they were sitting on one of the couches, and it looked like their entrance had stopped the conversation.

Nathan was sitting at the table with Mary, Eyia, and Jin. Githa was still lying on a couch in cat form, likely still absorbing the energy she’d absorbed from Emilia; she seemed to be sleeping.

Sora glanced at the stairs as Liz walked down the steps, still wearing her nightgown; her light pink hair was a mess. She yawned as she observed the silent room, sniffing as she rubbed her eyes. “Why’d it get all quiet?” She mumbled, slinking over to the table to sit.

“Liz,” Alice said, forcing a chuckle. “I think this is the first time I’ve seen you like this.”

“I just don’t feel like getting ready,” Liz mumbled, head plopping down on the table.

Ashley and Mary giggled. “I think the strict rules the seal inforced are fading,” Ashley hummed. “Who could have guessed Liz wasn’t a morning person?”

Alice’s smile turned sad. “Yeah … I guess I’ve changed a lot too.”

Sora’s ears twitched as she heard Wendy and Emilia taking a shower. Aiden was finishing up his own shower in the room below theirs. Taking a deep breath, Sora waved at the groups. “I’m going to go talk to Emilia and Wendy real fast. Be back down in a second.” She said, jumping up five stairs at a time.

She heard Kari quietly sit on a couch, likely scared to talk with anyone; interacting with her Core, Sora realized Kari was terrified of almost everything. She used to combat it with aggression, but that side of her now frightened her; she was terrified if she snapped, then she’d be abandoned.

Making it to the shower, Sora knocked on the door. “Emilia, Wendy? Can I come in?”

“Yeah,” Wendy called out.

Emila followed with, “We’re just getting dressed.”

Going in, she couldn’t help but lock onto her daughter’s mostly exposed skin; she was wearing a red bra and panties that she’d made her the night before. Wendy was getting ready to help put on Emilia’s red dress that matched her copper hair. When making clothes for the Vulpes, she’d made a large enough hole at the end of the zipper to fit their tails.

Honestly … she’s too curved to be my daughter.

“What’s up, mom?” Emilia asked, holding up her damp hair to allow Wendy enough room to zip up the back.

“I need to talk to you both,” Sora said, leaning up against the wall with a slight frown.

“What’s up?” Wendy asked while zipping Emilia’s dress up.

Sora hesitated, cheeks bunched to the side. “It’ll need to be in my Core.”

“Oh? Is it serious?” Emilia asked, turning to face her with Wendy; Wendy was wearing some black yoga pants and a casual grey T-shirt.

“I’ll explain in a second,” she said, motioning for them to sit.

They complied, clearly confused; Sora closed her eyes and entered the Outer Body Technique, created a link to them and calling them to follow her prompts. They both appeared in her Core, folding their arms.

“What’s going on?” Wendy asked, looking around. “Inari’s not here?”

“Of course I am,” her aunt said, appearing in her chair a few feet away from Wendy and Emilia.

“Hey, Auntie!” Emilia said with a wave.

Inari’s hand pressed against her chest, creasing her bright Kimono. “You’re so precious!” She choked. “I can’t wait to spoil you both rotten.” She beamed.

“Haven’t you already done that?” Emilia asked, tilting her head.

Inari took a sharp breath before a sensu appeared in her left hand, and she began fanning herself. “You’re adorable.” She breathed, clearly trying to calm herself.

“So…” Wendy muttered, shifting back to Sora. 

“I don’t know how to say it,” Sora sighed.

Inari promptly spoke up. “It has to do with Kari.”

“Huh?” Both girls asked, focus shooting to her aunt.

“Well, I guess that solves that,” Sora muttered, glaring at her aunt’s perfect smile. “Yes, it has to do with Kari. I, umm … I’m kind of friends with Kari now.”

“What?” Wendy asked with a forced chuckle. “That’s not the best joke.”

“I thought she did a ton of bad stuff to you, though?” Emilia asked.

Wendy huffed. “You’re missing it, Emilia. She’s joking. There’s no way she’d be friends with that wolf.”

Sora hummed. “Well … I kind of am now.”

“You can’t be serious,” Wendy muttered. “She ruined both our lives … you even more than mine. At least I skated under her radar most of the time; her pack is a different story,” she growled.

Groaning a little, Sora made three chairs for them to sit. “It’s complicated.”

“What—is she forcing you or something? Eyia would cut her to pieces.” Wendy chuckled, not taking the seat. “We should go get some food, though. I’m kind of hungry; I think all that spirit stuff really hit me sometime during the night.”

“I’m not joking,” Sora puffed out a breath as she dropped into her seat.

Wendy pursed her lips. “Okay … I’ve got to hear this. What did she do?” She asked, dropping into her own seat as Emilia took hers.

“Yeah, what happened? It must have happened this morning, right? While I was sleeping … I can’t believe I missed it,” she mumbled, ears drooping.

Sora scratched her head, shifting her bangs back. “I know it might be hard to swallow, but Kari’s been through hell. Worse than you or me.”

Wendy’s vision narrowed. “Oh? I guess you’d know … fox magic, emotions and all, but I don’t really care. She’s a terrible person, period.”

“You remember how you felt when—when your mom signed you over to that place?”

“No,” Wendy’s nose twisted. “I don’t—I don’t want to. I already dealt with that … she can do what she wants. That’s in the past.”

“Exactly … it’s in the past. Kari broke down … she was basically going to commit suicide…”

“So? Should I feel sorry? She made plenty of girls feel that way … you included, don’t you remember?”

“Yeah … and I’m saying that I’ve forgiven her. Kari needs a stable place to learn—she’s never learned how to treat people. She grew up with only her sister, brother, and mother; she’s only known what it was like to be a wolf … she hates herself.”

“Good,” Wendy huffed. “It’s about time.”

Sora’s head dropped back against her chair. “I get it … I felt the same way before connecting to her. She felt my feelings … I felt hers, and—and she had it so much worse. She just needs a little hope.”

“Don’t expect it from me,” Wendy huffed.

“I don’t … really understand,” Emilia’s weak voice cut in. “Are you two fighting?”

“No,” Wendy mumbled, nose twisted as she looked at the white floor. “We just don’t see eye to eye; it’s like Sora’s gone crazy overnight.”

“You don’t have to like her,” Sora sighed. “I’m just asking you not to mention Kari bullying me. I understand if you can’t forgive her … it took a lot for me to forgive her. I get that you can’t—just don’t mention Kari’s past. Please…”

“Why,” Wendy’s eyes widened with a smile. “Wait, this has to do with Eyia, doesn’t it? What—will Eyia go after Kari if she finds out she bullied you?”

“It’s not just bullying,” Sora pleaded. “If Eyia knows the depth of my own feelings because of Kari’s actions … Eyia’s too innocent. She’ll see it as a personal attack against her, and she couldn’t forgive her.”

“My niece is right,” Inari sighed, closing her fan. “Eyia is a sweetheart that would give her life for those she calls sister. Jin and Sora are the first connections she’s had outside of her isolation. She is growing with the wonderful environment you all have been providing, and this could be a pivotal point in her development.”

Wendy’s lips fell as she turned to Inari. “Are—you saying I shouldn’t say anything?”

“Please, Wendy,” Sora repeated.

“No,” Inari said with passive features. “You have your agency. I’m saying that it is a critical point in Eyia’s life, and whatever you choose will affect many people; making decisions and mistakes are a part of growth … the foundation by which you build your life is decided with each interaction. Which will you choose?”

Emilia swallowed as she studied Wendy’s brooding features. “I—I’ll never talk about it. If that’s what you want.” She said, turning to smile at her.

Sora returned her daughter’s smile. “Thanks, Emilia … Wendy?”

Wendy licked her lips as she shot a glare at her. “It’s great that you forgave her … it really is, but … I’m not ready for that. Okay? I don’t know … I’ll have to think about it. Is that it?”

She ran a hand through her hair, puffing out a tense puff of air. “Yeah … thanks for listening.” She reluctantly released the Outer Body Technique.

Wendy hopped up, smiling as if she hadn’t heard her request. “Right, well, I’m so hungry. C’mon, Emilia! I heard that Ashley and Alice made a big breakfast.”

Sora forced a smile, nodding at Emilia’s uncertain stare. “Yeah, go ahead. I’ll just talk with Aiden for a moment before coming down.”

Wendy shot out of the room, whistling on her way down. “I hope she made some French Toast!”

“What’s that?” Emilia asked.

Sora slumped against the wall, letting her head fall against the wood. This might be harder than I thought. Wendy may have gotten over her mom, but Kari’s right in front of her face … there’s still some heavy scars. Aunt Inari … will she tell Eyia?

“Time will tell, but if she does, then it will cause her a lot of pain in the future.”

That’s what I’m afraid of … everything’s looking up. Everyone’s getting along … it’s like we can almost taste happiness … it’s just outside of our reach. Yes … why does it still feel so far off? 

“You’ve seen a hint of it; know that it exists, and you must try. That spark of hope you brought allowed Kari to feel a warm embrace again … think about that. How long has it been since someone hugged her … held her hand.”

Her heart warming as she recalled Kari’s honest emotions, the hope in her eyes; she straightened and walked down to wait for Aiden to finish up.

She listened carefully to Wendy, but she seemed to be ignoring Kari, choosing to spend time with Emilia and Mary. Ashley talked with Kari a bit, but Liz and Alice quickly stole her attention.

Sora looked up, leaning against the opposite wall as Aiden opened the door. He was wearing black shorts, white soft-sole shoes, and a red sleeveless shirt, showing his tone muscles.

Aiden’s eyebrows rose with a smile; he’d begun to grow some blonde facial hair. “Sora, looking cute today,” he mused. “So, what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I just came to say … Kari and I are friends now.”

“Wait … really?” Aiden asked. “Even…”

“Yes,” Sora cut him off. “Kari and I went for a walk and had a good talk. She’s a wonderful—beautiful girl,” Sora winked. “You can’t say you haven’t noticed.”

“Woah,” Aiden’s smile faltered. “I—can’t argue with that. She is pretty, like all Founders.”

Sora clicked her tongue impishly. “You realize you’re lumping yourself in that category? High opinion, eh?”

“Ouch—got me there. Although, I do have quite the jaw, don’t I?” He said with a mock pose.

She giggled. “Anyways, I just wanted to let you know—oh, and Kari’s downstairs. You should keep her company.” Sora said with a suggestive wink, holding a finger to her lips.

“What are you implying … quite the fox, aren’t you?” Aiden whispered, shaking his head as he followed her downstairs. “Man,” he sighed. “I can’t believe things turned out like this; I’m still catching up.”

“You have no idea,” Sora groaned. “By the way, I feel like I haven’t had some time to talk with you. You free today?”

“Snap … eh, I’ll have to check my calendar,” Aiden said with a fake sigh. “I’m just so busy.”

“C’mon,” Sora bumped him into the wall, causing him to chuckle. “Don’t leave a girl hanging!”

“Fine, fine, I’ll take time out. Seriously, though, when?”

“When I get time,” Sora smirked.

“Fair, Fair,” he shrugged. “You are quite busy, after all. Well, first we gotta eat.”

“I bet I can eat more than you,” Sora challenged.

“I’ll take that bet. What’re the stakes?”

“Hmm—how about picking out a fun game that the group can do.”

“The winner?”

“You kidding me? The loser has to do that … I don’t want that responsibility, so I’ll win!”

He grinned. “Okay, now you’re motivating me!”

The others greeted them with a hearty cheer as they made it downstairs.

“Took ya long enough!” Nathan called out. “We’re starving!”

Sora smiled as she caught sight of the solitary wolf, sitting at the table with empty seats on either side of her; Sora and Aiden took both chairs, smiling at the lonely wolf-girl. Mary caught the interaction with raised eyebrows, clearly shocked.

“Thank you, Ashley, Alice; now that we’re all here, let’s dig in!” Sora cheered.
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                Sora passed a few plates as they took turns moving around the platters, loading up on food.  She noticed Wendy trying to hide her glare, gaze darting to Kari every so often.  The Fenris Wolf must have seen, but ate quietly, keeping to herself.

Ashley and Alice weren’t touching the food they’d prepared, choosing instead to smile at the others as they helped themselves.

“So,” Mary hummed, eyeing the unusual purple vegetable mix that was passed to her.  “What—are all of these dishes?  I mean, those look like purple eggs and ham.”

“Purple eggs and ham,” Nathan chuckled.

“For real,” Ashley giggled.  “It tastes surprisingly similar, but there’s this tang I can’t place.  They have some strange ingredients here, too; Alice was giving me a rundown.”

“What—color are your eggs?”  Liz asked, suppressing a yawn.  A smirk curved her lips as she helped herself to a fairly large portion, “Yellow?”

“Yes, actually,” Mary smiled.

“Weird.”

After a moment, Mary glanced around as they slowly began eating and cleared her throat.  “I suppose I’ll be the one to ask.  I don’t want to interrupt you just as you started eating, but … what have you decided, Sora?”

Sora swallowed the purple eggs she’d just taken a bite of; it did taste a little more potent than what she was used to.  Taking a sip of juice, she paused; it reminded her of a mix between apples and oranges.

Lying her utensils across her plate, she released a long sigh; everyone eyed her expectantly with their heads over their meals as they ate.  “To be honest, I ended up actually sleeping last night—heh, I know, shocker.  My aunt said I needed to rest my Spiritual Network, but she said some things yesterday that stuck with me.”

Looking for the right words, she shifted her tails a little across her lap, trying to keep it away from her food.  “I think … I want to be honest with them, and if they ask for help, I don’t want to deny them.  That being said, I don’t know how to fix this place … I don’t know nearly enough.  I’m afraid I could make things worse for them if I tried.

“I know the people here are hurting,” she whispered, vision moving to Alice and Liz, “I don’t know how to help all of you.  Maybe I’ll change my mind as things go on, but for right now, I don’t plan on making this public knowledge.  I’ll tell Mimi what I’ve done, and see what she wants to do.”

She licked her lips nervously as the two Vulpes looked away.  “I promise that I’ll help both of you however I can, and Kari has two Vulpes she’s asked me to help … I can’t stretch myself too thin, though, and I don’t really want to shout it from the rooftops.  We just—we have a lot on our plate—heh, no pun intended—and we’re a small group … There’s no way I can fix every Vulpes in this entire place.”

“I was wondering about that,” Liz mumbled, drawing everyone’s gaze.  “You’re supposed to be a Goddess, right?  You don’t have the power to do what The Council does, though?”

“She’s only sixteen years old,” Mary said in her defense.  “She’s only known she’s a Founder for … what, two weeks?”

“Yeah, it’s impressive she’s been able to do as much as she has,” Nathan sighed.

“What about Emilia?  Is she stronger than Sora?”  Liz pressed.

Emilia tensed, choking a bit.  “N-No way!  I—I don’t know how to do anything…”  She mumbled, ears falling a tad.

Sora’s mouth drew in as she read Liz’s Core, trying to understand her question; the others looked a little troubled as she watched Liz’s confused expression.  “Ah,” Sora’s tail twitched as her head dropped to the back of her chair.  “You want to know how you’ll develop compared to us.”

“I mean … I just,” Liz sat back, ears laid back as she looked off to the side, “I just don’t really want to go into the fields today, and—and I don’t know what I should do.  I was thinking—I don’t know—maybe I could just go explore the far forest.  I’ve never been that far … I’ve never felt like this before.”

Alice rubbed Liz’s left arm, ears as flat as her friend’s.  “It might seem strange to all of you—maybe—but you see, for over a century, we’ve been doing the same things every day, and—and I understand how Liz feels.  It’s just a little stressful … this is the first time we’ve ever felt like not working.”

Ashley giggled.  “What that must feel like … to be motivated to do something all the time—well, manipulated to do something, I suppose—oof, yeah, maybe not … It sound less appealing now.”

“I don’t know—I really enjoyed my work,” Nathan said between bites.

“You were a workaholic, though,” Sora forced a smile before it fell; Kari finished her plate, got up, and moved to take it to the kitchen.  “Kari?”

She stopped, turning with a questioning frown.

“Umm—where are you going?”

Kari’s left eyebrow lifted and a reluctant sigh blew through her lips.  “I just feel like going on another walk … I have some things to think about.  Why … is there something you need?”

Sora shook her head, smile returning; she seemed troubled about something.  “No, sorry; I was just curious.”

“Have a good walk,” Ashley said, waving her goodbye.

“Yeah,” Kari whispered, staring down at her plate.  “I’ll wash my dish and come back later … Thanks again, Sora.”  Turning away, she entered the kitchen.

Sora released a heavy breath, turning back to the group, catching Wendy’s glare at the closing door before her friend rolled her eyes.

Eyia cleared her throat.  “Sister, has something changed with your relationship with the wolf?”

She nodded cheerily, trying to stay positive.  “Yes, we’re friends now.”

“Wow,” Mary muttered, brow creased as she looked back at the door.  “You…”

“I can tell you the story later,” Sora cut in.  “Anyways, I’m actually pretty hungry … well, I don’t need to eat, but it tastes good,” she chuckled.  “Thanks, Ashley, Alice.”

Ashley folded her arms.  “Don’t mention it; stress cooking helps ease my nerves … the kids always love it when I have a deadline or big meeting coming up.”  A fond, reminiscent look crossed her eyes while thinking about her family.

Eyia finished the food she was eating and cleared her throat, “I’m excited to meet them.”

“I’m sure they’d love to meet you too, Eyia,” Ashley’s laugh turned nervous.  “Just—they’re kids, and not Asgardian gods … Be gentle—please.”

“Of course,” Eyia nodded.

Jin cleared her throat after drinking some juice, a grin in place.  “Translation—we’ll start with tactical movement.”

“That would be a good place to start,” Eyia hummed.  “I would often sneak into Dothaed’s hole; the mad dwarf had a short-lived memory.  It was quite easy to steal his food during the winters.”

Ashley’s expression was forced at this point.  “As fascinating as that is … Please, nothing dangerous—just playing.”

“Of course, we’ll have great fun!”  Eyia promised, likely not understanding what Ashley’s understanding of play was.

Jin breathed through her teeth, glancing off to the side with a slight shake of her head, and Mary giggled.  “I think fun translates as training to Eyia.”

The others gave solemn nods, causing Eyia to glance around in utter confusion.

“I—do not understand the atmosphere.  Is training not fun for you?”

Nathan leaned back with a low grunt.  “Yeah, it can be.  I enjoyed some of the paintball training exercises the department would set up.  By the way, Eyia, are dwarfs small?”

Eyia’s brow furrowed.  “Not the ones I have battled.  Are they small in the Human Realm?”

“Well, my image’s shattered,” Nathan muttered, “and nope, no dwarfs in the Human Realm … well, depends … I guess there are human dwarfs,” he muttered, scratching his temple.

Kari opened the kitchen door, bringing a stop to the conversation; she was empty handed.  Without making eye contact, she moved to the exit, eyes low, as if deep in thought.

“Bye,” Sora called out.

She turned and waved, a small forced smile in place before she disappeared through the front door, shutting it behind her.

“Human—dwarfs?”  Eyia seemed utterly perplexed at the notion.  “The dwarfs I am aware of are muscular, misshapen creatures; they are about the same size as the humans I have seen—similar to Nathan.”

The man flinched, choking a bit on his juice.  “Similar to—misshapen creatures—what?”

“Mmhm!”  Eyia seemed utterly oblivious to the burn, nodding emphatically.  “They are quite hideous to look upon and have diverse powers.  The dwarfs are quite taken by the opposite gender of different races—including Asgardian and human—so you must be careful around them.”

Her expression darkened, giving Nathan a concerned look that made everyone suppress laughter around the table.  “The females seek affection from powerful males of other races, and the males chase beautiful women to force themselves on them.  I slew the fourteen dwarfs on the island before leaving.”

Jin grimaced, her nose twisting.  “They were a debauched lot … Pretty perverted, and had quite the colorful language; I had to hold myself back a few times.  I almost killed them.”

“That doesn’t sound very appealing,” Alice mumbled.  “Is that normal?”

“Killing things that I don’t like or insult me?  Sure.  Dwarfs foul mouths?  Yup,” Jin grunted, grabbing one of the meat dishes and digging in.

Eyia’s eyes sparkled innocently.  “I could teach you where their major arteries are!  Oh, but what are these human dwarfs, though?”

Everyone turned to Nathan, causing the man to groan.  “I should have kept my mouth shut … It’s, eh, a congenital disability … Really small humans—they call themselves dwarfs, midgets, or little people … It’s a touchy subject and depends on the person.”

“Why?  Dwarfs may be smaller than gods, but they are not children.  Do you call children such things too?  I do not think children are misshapen, degenerate, ugly creatures.”

Githa giggled on the couch, and Jin smirked, waiting for Nathan to respond as the others quickly shoved food in their mouths.

“Uh,” Nathan breathed in through his teeth before shooting it out; he scratched his scalp, glancing around to find an answer.  “We don’t—I mean kids aren’t the same thing as dwarfs…”

“Yes, that is why I am confused,” Eyia pressed.

“You’re—conflating little people—with children … They’re different.  Little people are adult humans that—that are just really small.”

“Oh—I see … How strange.  I have never seen one of your little people,” Eyia said with a thoughtful expression.  “I have a difficult time imagining how they would look.”

Nathan cleared his throat.  “So … what other creatures were on that, umm, island?”

Sora wiped her mouth with the cloth next to her plate, getting up as she finished.  “Alright, Ashley, I’ll just clean up, and we can go.”

“Please, don’t worry about it,” Alice said, rising to her feet.  “I’ll get your dish.”

“Ah, sister,” Eyia said, turning away from her conversation with Nathan.  “I will join you after finishing my meal and discussing this topic with Nathan.  I wish to examine the images on the walls, and I look forward to meeting your family, Ashley.”

Nathan’s head drooped at the curiosity in her tone.  “Please, no more…”

Ashley took a deep breath as she scooted back, rubbing her thighs.  “Okay.”  Her fingers were trembling as she used the armrests to lift herself.  “I don’t know why I’m so nervous,” she chuckled.

Everyone wore an encouraging smile, and she followed Sora out.

“Thanks for cooking and cleaning up my plate, Alice,” Sora called back, shutting the door behind Ashley.

She took the lead, Ashley following behind, but paused a moment as she caught a scent on the breeze, flowing from the opposite direction.  Glancing back, her vision shifted between a few humans and Vulpes, and her focus centered on Olivia.

Olivia was wearing a simple long-sleeve dress with two blue ribbons on her left wrist, and beside her was a three-tailed Vulpes she’d seen at the meeting with Mimi—this Vulpes had three blue ribbons tied to her forearm—they were heading right for them.

Ashley turned, brow creasing with worry as she caught sight of the pair.  “Is it already time to meet Mimi?”  She whispered.

Both Vulpes shook their heads, picking up their pace to close the distance, and the new Vulpes spoke first.  “I apologize, Sora, but Mimi is feeling a little worse for wear this morning.  Is it possible to postpone the gathering until later tonight?”

“Of course,” Sora breathed a sigh of relief.  “I’m a little busy this morning, as well.”

“Is something wrong?”  Olivia asked, glancing between them with a slight frown.

Sora pursed her lips to the side, vision darting to Ashley; she was shifting nervously.  Should I tell them?  I don’t want to lie … it could cause a lot of problems later, though.

“I know this might seem, mmh, tough to swallow,” Ashley’s hands tightened around her stomach as she looked down.  “I—I want to be as open as possible,” Sora continued.  “We’re going to get Ashley’s husband and kids; I understand you don’t know what a husband is, and children are pups.”

“I—see,” the new Vulpes whispered, turning to stare back the way they’d come with a slightly nervous edge.  “Umm—might I join you?  I’d like to understand—just a little, about how you bypass the gate … If that is alright with you.”

Sora hesitated for a second but nodded.  “I—completely understand.  I have no objections … Ashley?”

Ashley shook her head, her throat dry.  “No—I have no objections, either.”

The Vulpes breathed a relieved sigh.  “Thank you, Sora, and you don’t prefer any other name—do you?”

She was a little taken aback by her reluctance.  “No, umm, no … Sora’s my name.  Yeah, that will work just fine.  Eh, what’s your name?”

The woman winced, and Sora noticed her ears twitch as her tails moved to twist around each other, but she caught herself; tails spreading out again, she took a quick breath before saying, “Gurakuqi, Lady Sora; I am second to Lady Mimi.”

“Umm—Sora’s fine … Lady makes me think of my aunt,” she chuckled.

“Ah—I have offended you,” she mumbled, ears drooping further.

“No, not at all!”  Sora forced a smile.  “I’m just … not really—my aunt’s elegance makes it natural for me to see people calling her lady, but me … I’m just a bumbling teenager.”

Both Olivia and Gurakuqi’s eyebrows rose as they glanced at each other.  “That … I have not heard anyone speak about themselves in such a way before.  It is … unfamiliar.”  Olivia said, choosing her words carefully.

“It’s fine.  Like I said, Sora’s my name, so that will do.”

“Very well.  Thank you, Sora.”  Turning to Olivia, Gurakuqi’s lips curved into a smile that was obviously fake.  “Please take care of Lady Mimi in my absence.”

“Of course,” Olivia said, bowing slightly.  “I will take my leave.”  At their nod, she turned and walked away, tails swaying with her exit.

Sora raised her eyebrows.  “Well—should we get going?”

“Yes, please, I don’t wish to interrupt … just observe.”

 “Okay.”

They walked back the way they’d come, moving along the main road since she didn’t know how else to get to the proper path back to the Red Gate.  She noticed their dresses were gathering a lot of attention, and it seemed Gurakuqi couldn’t keep her eyes off her.

“Is—something wrong with our clothes?”

Gurakuqi gave a start, quickly turning away.  “Oh, no—no, they’re just—they’re lovely.  I have not seen such quality items … The only thing I can compare it to is—is The Council,” she whispered.

“Well, the humans beyond the Red Gate have advanced in a lot of ways,” Sora chuckled.  “They’ve made big improvements to clothing over the ages.”

Gurakuqi’s eyes widened.  “The humans—they give you gifts?”

Sora hissed, glancing at Ashley as she silently followed beside her, eyes downcast.  She could smell her trepidation from the chemicals her body released.  “Humans do give gifts to those they love … I made these last night, though.”

“You—made them?  Those entire—the entire thing—in one night?”  She asked in disbelief.

“Oh, I used my magic, of course,” Sora laughed it off.  “I made several dozen outfits; no one had any clothes, and they were torn or could barely pass as clothing.  I just thought it would be nice if everyone had something of their own to wear.”

“That’s really thoughtful,” Gurakuqi mumbled.  “I’ve never—that would have been a precious gift to receive, and you made clothing like those for—for everyone?  Such delicate blue dresses … and those strange shoes?”

“Not a dress like mine,” Sora smirked, imagining Nathan in the outfit with a smirk.  “No, I gave them a lot of options … Well, I guess I can just say magic.  I gave them the liberty to choose out of every piece of clothing that I’ve owned or thought about buying.”

“I never could have imagined such a custom existed,” she whispered.  “What is … buying?” she asked, testing the word on her tongue.

“Umm—I give up something of value to get something we both believe is a worthy equivalent.  It’s kind of like an exchange of goods.”

“I see…”  Gurakuqi fell as silent as Ashley when they made it to the edge of town, walking along the road that led up to the Red Gate.

Sora took a deep breath to smell the sweet scent of the fruit on the trees around them.  The human and Vulpes hadn’t begun working the fields, so the further they moved toward the forest, the quieter it got.

She smiled as she glanced around the fields.  “Ashley.”

“Huh—what was that?”  She asked, pulling back her brushed out blonde locks to look at her.

“I didn’t expect you to be this nervous.  What’s going on?”

“It’s—this is just a big change.  I’m worried about the kids … What if they suddenly hate me?  What if Eyia’s too rough?  What if this wasn’t the right choice, mmh … What if—what if Brandan doesn’t…”

“Hey, that’s a lot of whats!  You gotta calm down.”  Sora soothed.  “You saw how upset your children were … they missed you to death.”

“Yeah … I know … The knowledge is up here, heh-he, but … mmh, it’s just hard emotionally…”

They fell back into silence, and eventually, they made it to the forest.  The scene brought back memories of their first entrance to the realm with Rayla and Luna.  The sounds of birds and insects escalated, and Sora did her best to keep a strong face, but she was beginning to worry herself.

Inari said it’d be fine, but … if Bathin’s there.  Why wouldn’t he be?  She said she’d rather we fight the Vulpes Council than this guy that teamed up with Bathin.  Why don’t you ever tell me everything!  She fumed.

“Because information is important,” her aunt answered slyly.

There you are!  Okay, whatever, but what did you do with Kari?  You wanted to show her something, right?

“Indeed.  Kari needs a kick in the tail to get her moving.  You realized how broken she is?  Her declaration that she’d die if you did … You’ve given her a line, and if that snaps, she’ll drop into a place few have returned from, and never the same.  That isn’t healthy, though.  What we need to do is strengthen her, to give her some of her confidence back.”

I can see that … I feel like I need to be there for everyone, but there’s only one of me.  I mean, you could help me with Intellectual Constructs, but I doubt that’s the answer.  Each person really needs personal attention.

“You are far, far from being able to craft Intelligent Constructs, Darling.  How about this … You were talking about an exchange with Gurakuqi … What is the most expensive thing?”

Time?

“Good guess, but time is only a small portion of a larger root.  Experience, Sora … you can have a ton of time but gain little experience.  Experience is costly and requires many attributes that can fortify or shatter someone.  They can be easy, tough, painful, joyful, and repugnant … all at the same time.  It is the hardest thing taught, and the most valuable thing we can impart.”

I haven’t thought about it like that.

“You can seriously damage someone by robbing them of experience … that is one of the reasons why ethical discussions on murder can be so vehement.  Experience is not just feelings either, but so much more; it’s like conflating knowledge, understanding, and wisdom … they are not the same thing.”

What should I do?  Am I robbing this realm of experience by offering them something more?

“It’s a complicated question that you’ll need to discover yourself, but you can be thankful that this energy coming from the earth destroyed the harmful viruses; it has its good, although its harm far outweighs its benefits.

“Cultures mix and match; it’s just natural for people to explore, and when that happens, death can occur due to diseases, misunderstandings, greed, and envy.  Is death inherently evil because it’s a natural process, though?  No.  Can it be tragic?  Yes.  The world is a complicated place, and everyone does evil and is capable of doing good … Be careful about who you trust because no one is free from vice … Even myself.”

So … you’re saying I’m going to make mistakes, and that’s okay.  I just need to do my best to live as best I can.  That … actually does make me feel a little better, oddly…”

“Just like every person alive, you will make mistakes, and you will also do a lot of good; at some point in your future, you will have the desire to enact some terrible atrocious act of vengeance, which is not an if, but when, and how you handle that will affect the rest of your life.  It was the same for an entire culture or a single person.

“We’ve already discussed the topic of whether people should be forced to live your personal creed or pay the consequences.  Life is never fair, Sora, but it can be fun at times.”

Complicated … too complicated.

“Well, you’re coming upon the entrance.  Have fun!”

Sora groaned as she scratched her ears.

“Something wrong?”  Gurakuqi asked.

“No … just had some thoughts that are too sophisticated and entangled for the morning … my age.  I shouldn’t be thinking about this kind of stuff, but life was never fair.”  She mumbled, forcing a chuckle as she looked upon the entrance.  “You ready, Ashley?”

Ashley’s lips were tucked under as she shook her head, voice a squeak, “No—not really … but you’re right; life was never fair.”

Taking a deep breath, they went inside.
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                Sora was about to enter entered the long corridor leading inside the mountain with Ashley and Gurakuqi, but the three-tailed Vulpes paused, causing them to stop.

“Something wrong?”  Sora asked.

A lump dropped down Gurakuqi’s throat; she bit her lip, tails twisting together as she stared at the dimly lit corridor.  “I—I’m not supposed to—to enter…”

Ashley’s brow creased, and she took a deep breath, calming herself.  “But you told us you wanted to come? Did Olivia know?”

Gurakuqi slowly shook her head.

A concerned hum left Sora’s throat.  “Then—are we going to get into trouble taking you inside?”

“Oh—no, no … I—it’s only supposed to be entered by the chosen cleaners, Rayla and Luna…”

“Right,” Ashley muttered.  “I remember that now, but—why did you ask to join then?”

“I wanted to be helpful—to Mimi … I was … I wanted to know more about you, Sora.”

“Me?”  Her lips pursed to the side.  “I—guess you can go back if you want—but why do you want to learn more about me?”

Gurakuqi shook her head, hair bouncing around her face.  “No—no, I need to—to know…”

“Know—what?”  Sora asked, but when Gurakuqi just shuffled her feet, she let go of a sigh.  “Alright, well, you can follow if you want.”

Sora nudged her head toward the entrance, and Ashley walked with her inside, Mimi’s assistant hesitantly in-tow; they passed multiple rooms filled with furniture that must have been used for entertaining guests, and she suddenly realized how strange this realm was.

The Vulpes Realm hasn’t received guests for as long as they can remember, and visitors are only rumors in the capital city, from what Mimi said; Gurakuqi obviously wouldn’t know much.  Why are there so many rooms? I bet we could even find bedrooms inside this mountain if we went exploring … I guess Emilia would have needed someplace to stay while guarding this place.

She must have been so lonely here; she had to erase her presence, live alone, the only other people she’d see would be the twins and waited for something that would likely never happen in her lifetime.  How many others were there before her? No wonder she was a little curious when we came through. Well, she wasn’t the Emilia I know back then.

Turning her attention back to the walls, she hummed thoughtfully, noticing Gurakuqi’s rigid posture as she took everything in.  “There are some nice paintings decorating this place.”

Ashley seemed a little distracted but looked around, clearing her throat a little.  “Y-yes, these are lovely pieces of art. It’s a little strange, to be honest.”

Sora caught Gurakuqi’s folded ears shoot up.  Smiling a little, she asked, “You mean why we didn’t stay here, to begin with?  I guess we would have needed to hunt or something for food.”

“Oh, no,” Ashley chuckled a little, relieving a bit of her nervousness.  “I suppose we could have done that, but we had other things on our minds yesterday … a lot happened yesterday.

“No, what I was thinking is that in a regime, or when a dictator rules a place, they’ll usually burn the books, destroy the art, ruin anything that detracts from the iron utopia they’re trying to build.  We have signs of that in the town, but everything is pristine, and purposefully kept that way. The art quality in the town is of much lower standard; so, why leave these standing?”

“It could be because of magic,” Sora offered, glancing back at Gurakuqi; her ears were pulled back again as she stared at the floor.  “I mean, I haven’t really checked the area out. Maybe I could study the magic in the place a bit more and find some answers.”

“Maybe, but I think that can wait.”  Her eyes shifted to the black marble floor before turning to the white marble walls.  “No,” she chided herself, “the kids would hate being cooped up … they like being around people.”

“Thinking about keeping them here?”

“You can’t,” Gurakuqi squeaked, causing them to shift their attention to her.  She seemed to shrink under their questioning looks. “I mean—this is—it’s a sacred place.”

Taking a deep breath, Ashley groaned, rotating her neck, her long blonde hair shifting a little as she whispered, “Sora…”

“Yeah?”

“You’re sixteen, right?”

“...Yeah?”  Sora replied, realizing they were ignoring Gurakuqi’s statement.

“I mean, I know you’re not a normal sixteen-year-old girl, but … what would you think about coming to a place like this?”

Understanding what she was getting at, Sora folded her arms; her tails twisted a little as she glanced around the wide hallway.  “Me, personally … I don’t even know. I wouldn’t be in this situation without knowing a lot of other things that would change my opinion.  Your kids, though, and your husband … hmm. I think you’re overthinking it.

“Your husband just seems like he wants to be back with you; I mean, he dropped his entire life and possibly seeing his other family members ever again to get back to you.”

A slight blush touched Sora’s cheeks.  “Actually, that’s kind of romantic, now that I think about it.  He dropped his job, friends, family, and everything to rush to your side.  Of course, he’d bring the kids, and that’s even more of a … yeah, he seems like a really dependable guy.”

“He really is,” Ashley mumbled, rubbing her left arm.

Gurakuqi seemed a little lost, likely not understanding a lot of the vocabulary they were using.

“Your kids just want their mom, and they’ll be super happy to see you.  I think they’ll like the others, well, Githa’s iffy. Aiden seems like he’d be good with kids.  Kari’s changed. Fen … Fen would have probably scared them. The more I think about it, the more I realize how good of a decision it was to kick her out … it sounds horrible, but I can’t really think of many positive things she brought.”

“What...”  Gurakuqi shouted, causing both of them to jump at her high-pitched choke before she began coughing.

“Woah, hey,” Sora muttered, staring at the woman with concern.  “You okay?”

“Y-you—you kicked out—Fen’s no longer your—your…”

“Ack,” Sora scratched the back of her head as her spine tingled a little.  “I forgot … you don’t really know anything about us. No … Fen’s no longer with our group.  I just realized that … crap, she’s loose in your Realm and pissed because of me. Sorry,” she breathed through her teeth, “I’ll … think of something.  I’ll find her and tell her to not cause trouble or … that might even cause more issues.” She groaned.

“I—I don’t understand … what about—what about you helping Vulpes … enlightening them?”

“Oof,” Sora winced.  “Mimi found out about that a lot sooner than I thought … I was going to tell you guys,” she mumbled.  “I just—it’s been a little hectic, and I haven’t seen her since yesterday … was it morning?”

Gurakuqi appeared utterly lost with what to say; her mouth was hanging open as if she wanted to stay something but didn’t know how to say it.

Clearing her throat, Sora rubbed her forearm, releasing a forced chuckle.  “Well—umm—can we save that discussion until we meet with Mimi? I’d like to sit down with her, and—there’s a lot to discuss.”

“I’m—sure there is…”  Gurakuqi swallowed, rubbing her shoulders as if cold.  “Very well,” her voice had turned hoarse, “I certainly won’t press the topic if that’s what you wish.”

“Thanks,” Sora sighed.  “Still … I know it’s bad, but I’m glad I don’t have to deal with that fox.”

“Yes,” Ashley sighed, “but like you brushed on, we also have to consider the harm she can do without oversight, as harsh as that sounds.  She’s a Vulpes with a rather—volatile nature; I can’t imagine her taking rejection well.”

“R-rejection…”  Gurakuqi whispered, almost too low for Sora to hear.

Sora groaned, knowing how bad it must look for her.  “I guess my aunt would say … pros and cons,” she said with a fake laugh.  “Cause and effect. My decision will bring good and bad … man, this world is so complex.”  She scratched her left fox ear as it itched. “I don’t know how she does it.”

“Experience,” Ashley replied, causing Sora to halt in her tracks.  Brow furrowing, Ashley turned to stare at her, and Gurakuqi almost ran right into her.  “I’m so sorry!”

Ignoring the Vulpes’ hasty apologies, Ashley asked, “Did I say something wrong?”

Her copper hair weaved back and forth as she shook her head.  “No, it’s just—no, you’re fine, Gurakuqi … my aunt talked about experience on our way over here.  I just … it’s a little concerning. Everything she says tends to foreshadow something.”

“A-aunt?  I—what is an—an Aunt?”

“One of my relatives,” Sora replied absently before realizing what she’d just revealed.  “Uh—it’s not that important, Gurakuqi … it was just—eh, a thought I had.”

“What—thought did you have?”

Thinking back, Sora paraphrased her aunt’s words for Ashley and Gurakuqi:

 

“Time is only a small portion of a larger root.  Experience … you can have a ton of time but gain little experience.  Experience is costly and requires many attributes that can fortify or shatter someone.  They can be easy, tough, painful, joyful, and repugnant … all at the same time. It is the hardest thing taught, and the most valuable thing we can impart.

“You can seriously damage someone by robbing them of experience … that is one of the reasons why ethical discussions on murder can be so vehement.  Experience is not just feelings either, but so much more; it’s like conflating knowledge, understanding, and wisdom … they are not the same.”

 

Sora finished it up by saying, “There are some—historical accounts that I thought up to illustrate the point … like the Native Americans and British Settlers.  There’s a lot I didn’t … think about before.”

Ashley cupped her chin with her left hand as her right hugged her stomach.  “It’s wise advice … robbing them of experience. I suppose it applies to all of us; She tends to throw you into the deep end of the pool, and let you figure things out.  However, she’s prepared the person enough to give you the best chance possible to succeed.

“A butterfly emerging from chrysalis comes to mind … if you help a butterfly out of its shell before blood can get to its wings and they can harden, then you could actually kill it by hampering its development.

“From the lecture, she leans more toward the chaotic side, but that’s somewhat expected because it’s her; however, she sets up an appropriate structure beforehand to prepare you to contend with that chaos … not without struggle, but with knowledge to … no, experience to combat it.”

Gurakuqi looked completely lost now; her eyes were big, and ears pulled back as she stared between them, not even knowing where to begin.

A smile touched Ashley’s lips as she looked up at her.  “Thank you, Sora. That helped me calm down a bit.”

“So … your kids need to experience new things?”

“Is that—what that all meant?”  Gurakuqi asked.

Motioning for them to continue, Ashley nodded.  “In a way. We all must experience new things, and many of those will be unexpected since we are not in a closed system.  I suspect that even Inari could be surprised.”

“I-Inari?  That’s the—the Goddess … the one that is above—above even The Council?”  She asked; the tail end was almost unintelligible as her voice dropped.

Sora’s brow furrowed as she glanced to her left at a painting, showing the bright celestial bodies and the colorful sky above, speckled with many stars; she expected Gurakuqi to be fearful of her aunt after what Kari had told them in the meeting the other day.  “She was surprised … by me. The way she put it, it’s the most vulnerable she’s been in … in a long time.”

The three-tailed Vulpes beside them seemed to be holding her breath.

Ashley’s smile turned rueful.  “I can understand why, and I’m sure you are beginning to understand with … you know.”

A soft sigh left Sora’s lips.  “I chased Fen out because I felt like she’d be a danger to us.”

“See, you’re starting to understand Inari a lot better than you thought.”

“I guess, but … my mom just keeps getting further away,” Sora whispered.  “I don’t know her circumstances, but … there’s just so many questions that—that hurt to ask.”  She swallowed.

Ashley didn’t respond right away, head tilting to stare at the ground.  “I can’t say … has Inari given you any clues?”

“You’re—in contact with Inari, right now?”  Gurakuqi cut in, voice shaking.

Sora absently scratched the back of her hand.  “It’s complicated, Gurakuqi.” She fell silent; cheeks pushed to the side as they entered the main gate room; it was as dazzling as ever.

Gurakuqi appeared overwhelmed, ears pulled back, and gray tails limp as she stared around.  The murals of glistening gems depicted Vulpes of all different tail colors, glorious landscapes, and the massive gated city was as impressive as the first time she’d laid eyes on it.

The white marble walls, sparkling gem inlaid black marble floor and white pillars spaced around the hall glowed with an inner light, reflecting the bright orbs of red fire, suspended in the air.  The black marble ceiling was dotted with diamonds to mirror stars and constellations; she noticed that the large heavenly bodies were visible, but didn’t appear as close as they seemed in the actual sky or murals.

She glanced at the brilliant black marble steps leading up to the arch and its arcing frame that encircled the red portal.  “As breathtaking as ever.” She muttered, not wishing to delve deeper into the conversation.

“This is—unbelievable,” Gurakuqi whispered, fixating on the Red Gate.

Sora’s ears twitched as she expanded her hearing, listening back the way they’d come; she could hear someone walking their way at a swift pace.  “I think Eyia’s just about caught up.”

“Good,” Ashley added a forced smile.  “We can wait a moment.”

It really was a moment; Eyia strolled into the room, head darting around curiously; her frosty eyes locked on Gurakuqi.  It appeared like she was walking, but her stride and how quickly her legs moved made it seem almost like a run.

“Sister, I am glad I was able to catch you.  Will the Vulpes be joining you?” She asked without the least hint of strain as she stopped in front of them.

Understandably, Gurakuqi locked up, trembling at the sight of the Valkyrie; the last time she’d seen her, she’d had a weapon in hand, moments away from slicing off her boss’ hand and issuing threats.

“How is everyone?”  Ashley asked, frowning at the Vulpes as she began to hyperventilate.

Sora sighed, pushing her calming energy into Gurakuqi’s Spiritual Network; the woman slowly calmed down, and Eyia continued as if not noticing the Vulpes’ panic attack.

“Good, Nathan explained to me what a human dwarf is, which is a rather odd topic.  I have not heard of such a thing. Aiden also wishes me to tell you that he has been victorious in the eating contest; I was unaware that there was a competition.”  She said with a sad tone.

Sora’s face turned ashen, causing her focus to slip, and Gurakuqi’s emotions to spike again; readjusting the energy, she shook her head.  “No—wait … that doesn’t count! I—I forgot! There was just so much to think about … he didn’t even warn me. Of course he wouldn’t!” Sora growled.  “No way I’m accepting that! We didn’t even have a judge.”

Eyia’s brow creased with concern.  “Aiden asked Jin which of you ate more; Jin pays close attention to food stock.  She declared Aiden the victor.”

“That dirty bird!”  Sora muttered. “He went to Jin to seal the deal … no, we’ll have a rematch … I’m not getting stuck with that responsibility without a fight!”

“Responsibility?”  Ashley and Gurakuqi curiously asked in unison.

“It’s nothing … umm, so, Eyia, what are your plans?”  She asked, causing Ashley to chuckle and Gurakuqi to tilt her head in confusion.

“I plan to study the art of this place,” she said with a bright smile.  “When I was but a small girl, my father showed me many works done in Asgard within the dream.  He advised me that a culture can be better understood by the artwork of their past.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Ashley commented, looking around at the murals.  “Maybe in a few days, when—if things settle down, then I’ll do a little study myself.”

“Very well,” Eyia grinned brightly.  “I will also perform a sweep of the interior to scout out any dangers.”

“I appreciate it, Eyia, and if you could make a mental map of the area.  I’m sure the others would like to know a bit more about the layout.”

Eyia nodded.  “I will.”

Sora turned to Gurakuqi, rubbing her back a little.  “You okay? I’m going to ease off my energy now.”

“You did something to calm me down, right?”  She tentatively asked.

“Yes, there—I’m easing back, no—don’t panic … Eyia won’t hurt you.”

“So long as you do not harm us,” Eyia stated with a simple smile.

“Right … I see,” Gurakuqi mumbled, taking a few deep breaths.

Once she had calmed down, Sora grinned at her.  “Good—see, we’re not so scary!”

Gurakuqi swallowed, nodding quickly, and averting her eyes.  “Is—is it really okay—I mean … if you go beyond, then—we’ll be stuck—we’ll die—we’ll…”

“If you want to stay, that’s fine, but we’re going through,” Sora cautioned.  “We’ll be back in a bit.”

“I—I need to know—to explain it to—to Mimi…”

“Okay,” Ashley took a deep breath before turning back to the gate.  “Sora … I think I’ve wasted enough time hesitating. Let’s go see if my family’s outside.”

“Should I investigate first?”  Eyia offered, brow setting as she glared at the portal.

Sora shook her head.  “No, I think I’ll trust my—Inari; she said it would be safe to pick them up, but she also said it wouldn't be safe to leave the Vulpes Realm permanently.”

“I see,” Eyia’s smile returned.  “If the wise fox has stated it, then it must be safe.”

“Not safe—permanently?”  Gurakuqi mumbled to herself.

Wow, Eyia trusts you so much.

“Yes, her father had a hand in that; he should have warned her about my fickle nature.”  Inari giggled in her mind.  “And poor child … Gurakuqi is fighting through quite the internal tide.  She’ll feel sick to her stomach once she leaves; be prepared.”  

Alright … and I don’t think I’ve seen any fickle side to you…

“Darling, that’s because you can’t see all my movements.  It’s one reason why it’s so hard for all my acquaintances to determine what I’ll do.  Protect, attack, standby and watch, shift a few events here, or hold back support there … there are so many wonderful options with so many possibilities.”

Scratching her head, Sora sighed.  “Alright, Ashley, Gurakuqi, let’s go.”

They strode forward, Sora helping guide the hesitant three-tailed Vulpes along, and with some coaxing, they passed through the Red Gate, waving goodbye to Eyia.

Sora blinked as she reached the other side, glancing around the brightly lit multi-layered space, but the first thing she noticed was the sound of children and a strange scent she’d never experienced before; it tickled her nose, yet it was pleasant, and almost gave her the impression of a rainstorm, but much crisper.

Her eyes first met Brandon’s hazel irises; he was sitting in an armchair, nervously ruffling his brown hair.  His features froze as he saw them; it seemed like his heart had stopped.

The kids were running around chairs, seemingly playing tag with Cedric, obviously baiting Josie on, but it was the fourth member that kept her attention.

“Qebhet?”

She had to help support Gurakuqi as she almost collapsed, stomach heaving; Sora was quick to action, easing the strain on her body, dependant upon the much stronger energy permeating the Vulpes Realm.  Her attention returned to Qebhet.

The small girl was at least an inch shorter than Cedric, and her long bright blue hair was done up in a Japanese-style bun; a white streak ran through her hair that hadn’t been there before, likely given to her by Inari.

The little snake-girl’s soft features showed utter joy as they emerged; her bright ocean green reptilian eyes fixated on her.  “Lady Sora,” she said in her sweet, humble, and pretty voice while performing a curtsy. “I am delighted to meet with you again.”

Sora swallowed reflexively, vision sliding down to her elegantly designed blue dress.  “I—didn’t expect to see you so soon.”

“I suppose it has been a rather short time since you met me,” Qebhet acknowledged, turning her bright smile to Ashley as she rushed forward, tears falling down her cheeks as Brandon ran to sweep her off her feet in a bear hug; the kids were quick to follow their example.

“Ash!”

“Mom?”

“Mommy!”

Josie almost tripped running behind Cedric to latch onto her mother’s opposite leg.

“I—I missed you,” they both bawled.

Sora walked over to Qebhet, guiding Gurakuqi; she seemed to be in an utter daze, lost to the world.  The family babbled unintelligible words to one another as they reconnected. Josie and Cedric were trying to form coherent phrases to explain how hard it had been for them, like not having their special days, hugs, or stories, but Ashley and Brandon couldn’t even do that, just shaking in each other’s arms.

Qebhet’s small head tilted, the free part of her bun waving to the side as she looked at Gurakuqi with concern.  “Such … damage—how horrifying.” She whispered.

Floating up a foot, Qebhet touched Gurakuqi’s forehead.  Sora felt a clean energy flow through her link, connecting her to the Vulpes.  She’d never experienced something so pure; it was like she’d been a filthy mud pit, and now she was a pristine pool of crisp water.

Gurakuqi blinked a few times before looking down at the smiling girl in front of her.  “What—did you do to me?”

The snake-girl’s features creased with concern as she floated back a few feet.  “You were infected by foreign energy that had corrupted your Oltera Nexus, down to its core functions, hampering its ability to produce and sustain your spirit.  There were also harmful weaves of magic from Vulpes origin that could have harmed you and many others. I cleansed all alien forces within you and enhanced your spirit’s integrity.”

Sora eased back her connection to the Vulpes.  “Can you tell me anything about it?”

“It was quite deadly,” she said, turning to her.  “There was a connection leading back to the realm beyond that portal; several weaves were preparing to activate, but I washed them away.  There is no need for concern.”

Sucking on her lower lip, Sora folded her arms.  “Qebhet … how powerful were they?”

“Of decent strength, but nothing too concerning … although,” she hummed thoughtfully, “I suppose that depends on your understanding of power.  I would not recommend you trying to combat such a force alone.”

“Yeah … without Inari’s help … I would have caused a mess, and it looks like there might be even more problems than I originally thought.”  She grumbled. A smile touched her lips before she held out her hand. “Anyways, you make it sound like it’s been a long time for you.”

The girl floated forward and cheerfully took her hand, shaking it with a soft grip.  “It has been a while; I have been helping Inari in several tasks. Time functions differently in different planes.”

“I suppose it does,” Sora chuckled.  “So, are you coming back with us?” She asked with a hopeful tone.  “I could actually … yeah—really use your help.”

“I apologize,” Qebhet’s lips dropped, “I have other tasks to complete.  However, I do believe we shall meet in time! I am most indebted to you.”

“No, Qebhet, please don’t treat me like my aunt.”  She frowned, unable to catch herself, but it seemed like Gurakuqi was utterly lost in her own thoughts.  “I’m just Sora, okay? I think you’re too cute to be calling me Lady Sora.”

“If that is what you wish, then I shall call you Sora, Sora,” Qebhet giggled before her features saddened, hands dropping back to her front.  “I was in a very lost state when you found me … and it is because of Lady Inari that I have a purpose again! However, it is all thanks to you that I was able to meet the White Lady.  Thank you, Sora.”

“White Lady … that’s a new one,” Sora chuckled.  “I don’t know, maybe, but it was my aunt that chose to go to that location to help Mary a little,” she cut off, releasing a soft sigh, “but then again, it’s my aunt we’re talking about here.  She plans things so meticulously, yet says she’s fickle.”

Qebhet smiled.  “Lady Inari is quite mercurial.”

“Sora, might I use a bit of your power?”

She licked her lips.  I guess I’m not surprised.

“Some things are best done in person, and we only have a little time left, by my calculations.”

Right, right…

Sora released the tap on her magic, and her brow creased as the strangest pattern of Fox Magic she’d witnessed yet was woven and executed; it was so quick and detailed that she hardly recognized what was happening.

Qebhet’s smile vanished, and for a moment, she seemed slightly confused before her brow set.

“What’s going on?”  Sora asked.

“Many things … quite a great many things,” Qebhet whispered.

She turned, and Sora felt her worry fade as a calming wave seemed to lift her into space; it wasn’t physical as much as spiritual, even more powerful than her previous action.  Her concern and nervousness vanished as a clarity even greater than the Outer Body Technique washed over her; Qebhet was radiating a soothing aura deeper than any ocean.

Two figures appeared several feet away, Bathin, and to Sora's mild surprise, a male Vulpes with nine golden tails and fox mask similar to the ones her aunt’s Kitsune used; each tail on the Vulpes held many runic symbols that she’d seen on Suke.

She didn’t feel stressed in the least, despite a powerful Demon standing before her with a Vulpes that by all rights should be connected to her aunt, a little surprised, but not worried.  She couldn’t even feel Bathin’s demonic presence with Qebhet’s colossal energy by her side. Gurakuqi seemed on cloud nine.

“We meet again, daughter of Mia,” Bathin chuckled, but his lips twitched; his black eyes and deep red irises narrowed, giving his expression a nervous edge.  “I believe you must be Qebhet … Anubis took you in as his daughter, did he not? A shame how that ended.”

“Hold your tongue,” Qebhet’s posture was lax as she floated in the air, but her undertone held a hiss.

“How … unexpected,” the Vulpes muttered; he’d been staring at Sora the entire time, but now his golden irises moved to the little snake-girl.  “Inari was a step ahead of me … I suppose I’ll need to bide my time a bit longer. I am ill-equipped to handle a purification being as potent as yourself … and it seems that old hag has helped you breach the Core Wall you’d hit.  How … unfortunate.”

Sora’s tails bristled at his disrespectful tone; it almost felt like a personal attack against her with how highly everyone spoke of her aunt.  “Hey, don’t talk about my aunt like that!” Sora snapped.

“I agree,” Qebhet’s hair began to rise as a blue glow surrounded her, and Sora’s stomach did somersaults; Ashley and her family were quiet but calmed by the aura.  “It is time for you to leave, Hikaru, Bathin.”

“I suppose it is,” Hikaru muttered.

Bathin popped his tongue.  “A shame. After all that preparation to lead Inari away, but I suppose it is the sly fox devil herself we’re dealing with.”

Sora’s jaw locked.

Hikaru’s long golden irises shifted to her, somehow clear behind the mask.  “I wonder what you’d think about your beloved aunt if you knew all her dirty little secrets?”  With a thoughtful smile, both Hikaru and Bathin vanished, and Qebhet’s calming aura faded.

“Is—is he really gone?”  Ashley asked, muscles tight as she hugged her kids, between Brandon and her.

“What—were they?”  Gurakuqi whispered in almost a delirious state.

“Yes,” Qebhet said with a reassuring smile.  “And I am sorry I cannot answer your questions.  I must return to Inari’s Sanctuary, which means I need you to return to the Vulpes Realm.”

Taking a long breath, Ashley and Brandon nodded, shepherding the reluctant kids toward the gate.  “B-but, we haven’t said goodbye to Qubetta!” Josie protested.

“Qebhet,” Cedric corrected, “and yeah, we haven’t!  Where’s she going?”

“Yeah, she should come with us!”  Josie cried. “I like Qubetta…”

“I know—I know,” Brandon sighed, “but Qebhet needs to go home.”

“When can she come back to play?”  Josie asked. “I were teaching her tag!”

“Hey, I was helping too!”  Cedric added.

“Nu-uh!  You never let me touch you.”

“I’m not supposed to!”

“Uh-huh!”

“Kids,” Ashley forced out a chuckle.  “Maybe you’ll see her again, but right now, we need to show you a new magical world.”

Cedric’s eyes widened.  “A new…”

“Magical world!”  Josie finished, staring at the big red portal.  “Like the Fairy Portal under the castle?”

“Yes,” Ashley soothed, “but there are fox-ladies in this one.”

“That sounds so cool!”  Josie said, bouncing on her toes.

“We need to wait for Sora to open the gate, though.”

Both kids turned to stare at her, wide-eyed; their eyes moved from her fox ears to her two intertwined tails as if it was the first time they’d noticed her.  “She’s a fox-lady and another one!” Cedric gasped, pointing at them.

Brandon and Ashley smiled apologetically at her, and she returned the expression with a short sigh.  “Alright, let me open it up.”

Sora walked over to the gate, guiding a confused Gurakuqi to the edge.  Glancing back at Qebhet, she sighed, not fully willing to let her go. The little snake-girl was smiling warmly, waving her goodbye.  “I expect we will meet again; thank you, Sora.”

“No—thank you,” Sora returned.  “Thanks for bringing Brandon and the kids here, and for healing Gurakuqi.”

Repeating the same process she did before; Sora opened the gate.  It changed colors again, allowing the kids to run through with Ashley and Brandon close on their heels, shouting, “Slowly!”

Taking one last glance at the bright blue-haired snake-girl, Sora smiled and went through, ushering the overwhelmed Vulpes with her.
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B3 — 43. A Hopeless Situation


                Sora frowned as she exited the portal, arm around Gurakuqi; the Vulpes still seemed to be in utter shock.  Ashley and Brandon were holding hands a few meters ahead of them; Cedric and Josie were holding tight to Ashley’s dress, glancing around at the dazzling room.

“Look!  Look!” Josie pointed at the murals, tugging on her mom’s dress.  “It’s like the super old city! Toto pressed that red crystal, and it opened a wall; can I, can I?”

“This is—is this real, mom?”  Cedric whispered.

Ashley giggled.  “Yes, dears, this is real.”

“You said that about Santa…”  He cut off, tensing as he caught sight of Eyia.

Patting Cedric’s head, Ashley said, “Guys, this is Eyia.”

Eyia was by the wall; it looked like she’d been studying several smaller murals that appeared to tell a story.  She turned as Ashley ushered her kids forward, and the Valkyrie added a bright smile; Josie was the first to take a step.

“Salutations,” Eyia called out, waving welcomingly.

“Cedric, Cedric,” Josie whispered as she slowly scooted forward, “that’s Charlit’s Web!”

“Yeah—no, it’s Charlotte's Web—not Charlit’s…”  He mumbled shyly, flipping around his mom’s hands to hide behind her dress.

Josie didn’t seem frightened in the least; she glanced up at her mother’s encouraging smile before running forward.  “You’re so big! Bigger than my dad!”

Eyia knelt with a light giggle.  “Yes, Asgardians tend to be of great stature; you humans are the small ones.”

“Humans—I’m a human!  I’m tough, too!” Josie huffed, puffing out her chest and flexing her non-existent bicep.  “I help my dad with his push-thingys.”

“I’m sure you do,” Eyia said.  “You want to be tougher? You want to fight a Troll?”

Josie’s mouth dropped open.  “I can fight a Troll, like Gomi?”

“I do not know this Gomi.”

“Uh,” Brandon forced a chuckle.  “I don’t know, Jos.”

Ashley’s smile was forced.  “At least not right now, Josie … maybe in a few years.”

“Seriously?”  Brandon leaned in, whispering in his wife’s ear, but all she could do was give a weak shrug.

Eyia chuckled as she rose to her feet, making Josie step back to look up at her.  “I slew my first Troll when I was around her age with this knife.”

A bright light appeared in her hands to reveal a magnificent red dagger; the red blade emitted waves of heat, and the ornate black metal handle was engraved with precious looking gems.

“I stole it off Dothaed, the mad Dwarf, during his drunken stupors; he enjoyed making his home brews … Dwarven Ale isn’t that great tasting,” she chuckled fondly.  Leaning forward, she presented the weapon to the five-year-old girl. “I can show you how…”

“Umm, Eyia,” Ashley hurried over to Josie; the girl was wide-eyed and ready to accept the gift.  “My kids haven’t been—umm, trained by a god since before they could even walk, Eyia … maybe we should start with sticks … not magical fire knives.”

“I see—yes,” Eyia muttered, rising again to cup her chin with her free hand, “without training, it would be quite dangerous for her.  I suppose I forgot that human children do not slay Trolls as a right of training.”

“You can tell us the story later,” Brandon said, forcing a laugh; he hugged Josie as Ashley guided her back.

“I would enjoy that,” Eyia innocently nodded.

“Sounds good,” Ashley sighed.

“What happened beyond the gate, sister?”  Eyia asked, turning to face her, vision sliding to Gurakuqi; she was staring off into space, seemingly checked out of reality.  “Any trouble? It seems as if you are tense.”

Licking her lips as everyone turned to look at her, Sora nodded.  “Yes, actually—Bathin was there with some male Kitsune … a Kitsune that seems to hate my aunt.”

Eyia’s demeanor darkened.  “You are unharmed?”

“Yes, my aunt sent Qebhet to make sure we were safe.”

“The daughter of Anubis that Mary spoke of?  I suppose there is nothing to worry about, then.”  Her features brightened.

“You looked scary, like Florina—when she gets mad at Bonnie,” Josie stated, looking up at the warrior with fascination.

Ashley cleared her throat.  “Yes, Josie, Brandon, Cedric, let me explain a bit about—all of this.”

She took some time with them, talking about each of their members and a bit about their personalities.  Both children seemed enthralled by the tales her mother was weaving, and Eyia went back to studying the paintings, Sora guiding Gurakuqi to join her.

After a few seconds of silence, Sora shot a worried glance at Mimi’s Assistant; her gray and white-tipped ears and tails were limp.  “Gurakuqi … are you okay?”

Eyia’s cheeks bunched to the side as she glanced at the fox.  “She has a new aura surrounding her that is quite serene; it prevents me from reading her Core.”

Sora nodded.  “Qebhet healed the damage to—well, I think everything and more … more than what I did for Alice and Liz.”

Gurakuqi blinked her eyes a few times, and Sora realized that they’d changed from a clouded yellow to an ocean blue.  “Sora,” she paused, hand pressed against her chest. “Everything … I don’t know how to explain it … everything’s—changed.  What did—what’s happening to me?”

“Umm … to be honest, I don’t know exactly what Qebhet did; I know a little—do you want me to explain?”

There was no panic in Gurakuqi’s voice or expression; she just seemed a little puzzled.  “I’d like to know.”

“Alright,” Sora gave Eyia a forced grin.  “I’ll talk to her while you look around; could you show me what you found when I’m done?”

“Of course,” Eyia chimed.

Nodding her head toward the steps to the Red Gate, Sora said, “Why don’t we sit down.”

Gurakuqi followed her over, sitting beside her; her clear eyes waited for an explanation.  Sora took some time to collect herself, running her hand through her hair to pull it back.

“I think—I think I need to be completely honest with you, Gurakuqi … where should I even begin?”

“Could you start with what was wrong with me?”

“What’s wrong with you,” Sora repeated.  “Okay … so, there’s this—curse, kind of like a spell that’s attached to your genetics … well, everyone in this Realm that we’ve seen has it.”

“Even Mimi?”

“Yes, and it does a lot of—bad things.  It makes you conform … subdues your rebellious urges.  Essentially, it makes you all slaves to whatever you’re told, and—well, it seems like the ones that give the orders are the Vulpes Council.  So—it stands to reason that they’d be part of it.”

“I see,” Gurakuqi whispered, glancing back at the Red Gate.  “It’s a lot to take in … I’ll have to think about that. What about Qebhet; that was her name?”

“Eh—yeah.  What do you want to know?”

“I don’t understand what happened on the other side—there’s so much I don’t understand.  Yet—this feeling in my chest … I feel so light. When I looked at her—all I felt was peace.  I knew everything would be alright.”

“I honestly don’t know a whole lot about Qebhet, but she’s like—a guardian goddess.”

“What’s that?”

Sora shifted her tails a little, rubbing her left ear for a moment.  “Umm—Qebhet loves—she’s like a being of tranquility. Her presence promotes harmony; she washes away impurities and protects those given to her from outside threats.”

Gurakuqi’s tails moved to her left as she shifted to get a better angle to face her.  “Given to her?”

“Gods and goddesses on the other side of the gate—there are times that they protect and guide humans and other creatures.”

“Like your aunt?”

“Yes—she’s told me she has many realms with humans on them; I mean—I don’t know everything about that.  I’m sure it can get complicated.” Sora took a long breath, playing with a lock of hair. “I guess I really don’t know much at all.  There are powerful monsters, gods, goddesses … everything in between.

“Reality is a lot messier than I thought it was—there’s so much to think about.  I used to think things were black and white, but after everything I’ve seen … it’s not so simple.  I can’t say if this genetic spell is a bad thing or not … well, I suppose at this point it is since it’s killing all of you.  See? I’m so conflicted.” She groaned.

Gurakuqi’s eyes fell to the marble floor.  “You’re trying to help us?”

“Trying,” Sora sighed, falling back; she laid against the stairs, staring up at the diamond speckled ceiling.  “I don’t know if I’m doing more harm than good. My aunt mentioned something about that; it’s hard to improve a functioning system, and you’re more than likely to do harm.  Is it worth the possible damage?” She whispered.

Sora’s eyes darted to the side as Gurakuqi’s lips curved into a soft smile.

“I don’t know how difficult these thoughts of yours are; I just can’t comprehend them, but what I do feel is … you’re trying.  I think you should explain everything to Mimi … think about it a bit more. Mimi … I don’t feel the need to even use her title; I suppose that must have been something cleansed from me.  How odd.” She mumbled.

“Anyways, that’s the only thing that came to mind.  Mimi tries so hard; she’s really the best Head Supervisor we could have asked for.  It might be this—curse—that you mentioned, but she’s been feeling ill. This has never happened in the eighty years I have known her.”

“Eighty years … that’s a long time,” Sora said, flipping out her hair before resting her head against the cold stairs.

“It doesn’t feel that long,” Gurakuqi whispered, watching her three flicking tails as they weaved in front of her.  “I was selected to assist her in the expectation that I would become a Head Supervisor myself once I received my fourth tail.  I feel like what you said before, to be honest.  What does that mean?  I feel like it applies somehow.”

“It means you’re not lying or saying something that you’re reluctant to say.”

“I think I understand … to be honest, I never felt comfortable fulfilling that role.  I was always … reluctant. I’m more than happy to support Mimi for...” She paused, chuckling softly.  “It feels so strange saying that.”

Sora licked her lips, closing her eyes.  “I can’t imagine that … you’ve done nothing but support Mimi for eighty years, and you’d be fine doing that the rest of your life?”  

They both turned as Ashley called out to them.  “We’re going to go to one of the side rooms to sit down.”

“Okay,” she waved them off.  “Raise your voice a bit and tell me when you’re ready to head back.”

“Got it.”

Returning her focus to Gurakuqi, Sora supported the back of her head with her hands.  “I … just realized something.”

“Realized what?”  Gurakuqi asked, tone completely calm; her eyes were closed as she leaned back to join her, resting against the steps.

“The difference between what I did with Liz and Alice and what Qebhet did to you.”

“Oh, you released the spell on Alice and Liz?”

“Yes … they took it very differently; it was very overwhelming to them.  They’re still sorting through everything; well, Alice is conflicted about a lot of things while I think Liz is just going into lazy braindead mode.”

“Lazy braindead mode?”

“Like—she just doesn’t want to think about anything and just put it off for later.  With you, though—Qebhet infused your spirit with peace to help you transition. You’re free to think and act for yourself, and all your past experiences are synchronizing instead of clashing—like with Alice and Liz.”

“There’s a lot of questions I have,” Gurakuqi whispered before giggling.  “I don’t know why, but the image of a slow-moving brook comes to mind. I’ve always been too focused on work and the pressure to live up to Mimi’s image, but at this moment, I just want to watch a brook.

“It sounds so foreign to say it … to be the one that says it.  It’s a waste of time, but it feels so right. How would you describe this image in my mind?”

Sora smiled as her own mind fell into step.  Taking a deep breath, she smelled the scent of the forest as she spun the magic around them.

Gurakuqi breathed in, opening her eyes; their environment had changed.  They leaned against a large curved rock in the middle of a brightly lit forest; the sun’s rays broke through the trees to warm their skin as the soft sound of a stream moved across stones below them.

“How … magical,” Gurakuqi whispered, shifting to take in the beautiful landscape before settling back against the rock and closing her eyes.  “I can hear the chirping insects, birds, and soft movements of animals around us.”

They laid in silence for several minutes, listening to the sound of nature.

Sora’s words almost came out in a whisper to not break the serenity flowing through them.  “I’ve needed time to rest like this; it’s healing.”

“It does feel healing … why is that?”

“Letting everything flow by while you stand still—it helps to clear out the stress in your heart.  You’ve never taken a break, have you?”

“A break from work?  No—never.”

“Letting go of all the stress is nice … you should relax a bit more; take some time and soak it in, Gurakuqi.  Just tell me when you’re ready to head back. We’ll stay as long as you like.”

“Thank you, Sora … this feels like a blessing.”

She fell silent after settling herself down across the stairs, tails lying flat against the steps.

Sora rose and exited the magical weave, continuing to feed magic into it as she moved to join Eyia.

The Valkyrie smiled at her as she moved to join her.  “You have done a great many amazing things, sister.”

“What do you mean?”  Sora asked, standing beside her while staring up at the walls.

“You have changed Jin’s view on Vulpes and helped so many creatures without so much as a desire for recompense.”

“I guess—I don’t know why, but I just do what I think is right.  I’m not trying to be a hero … everything’s changed, and it’s so—so out of control.  Doing good things just makes it—bearable.”

Her thoughts turned to Hikaru’s final statement.  “Eyia…”

“Hmm,” Eyia folded her arms as she followed a story written across the wall, walking along the edge.

“Do you know anything about Kitsune that don’t serve my aunt?”

“My knowledge of Kitsune and Inari are sparse.  I only know what my father has told me, and much of it relates to the aid she lent him.  I was warned to be wary of Vulpes, but my father respected the Kitsune. I know nothing of a faction of Kitsune that is separated from your aunt.  Perhaps Jin would know.”

“I see—yeah, Jin probably does,” Sora sighed.  “My aunt told me it was wrong to think all Vulpes were female, but seeing a male Vulpes just … it kind of shocked me—then to find out he hates my aunt.  I didn’t think any Kitsune hated my aunt.”

“I was unaware of male Vulpes myself.”  Eyia sounded distracted as she moved further back, glancing back the way they’d come.

Scratching her left ear, Sora followed her gaze.  “Figure anything out?”

“It is odd … do you wish me to explain?”

“Yes, please; I mean, Ashley’s got a long story to tell her family and Gurakuqi’s adapting to her freedom.”  Sora returned her focus to the images with Eyia. “It looks like there’s a ton of stories engraved here. I mean, they were probably done when this gate was being built, right?”

“That is possible,” Eyia replied, motioning for her to follow her to the left side again.  “You see these seven Vulpes with different gemstones for their tails?”

“Yeah, that’s probably the Vulpes Council.”

“Perhaps,” Eyia trailed off, stepping back to look at the multiple depictions across the wall.  She was silent for a moment, causing Sora to scan the images more closely.

The far left of the wall started with the image of a bright blue crystal with seven Vulpes around it; each Vulpes had red tails.  “Nogitsune,” Sora whispered, walking back to the spot.

“It looks like in the beginning; there were seven Nogistune that surrounded this massive blue crystal.”  She moved down a little. “The crystal’s glowing … probably indicating that the gem was used to change their tail colors.  The big multi-colored moons were created, surrounding this planet … the sun was formed after the Earth? That’s pretty wild.

“The big blue crystal was broken up between them … they used the gem to form different parts of the world before coming together to make this massive city.  The gate was created, bridging the worlds.”

Her ears twitched as she reached the end of the wall.  “The seven all brought the blue crystal shards together again; it shines, and that’s the end.”

“The crystal,” Eyia whispered.  “To create something such as this Realm—it would require a lot of power; they did not use their own.  Where did they get it, and what about the measures taken to prevent others from entering? It was done by Fox Magic, but why?

“If we are to believe that this mountain and images were crafted with this portal, then it would have been done at this point,” she directed their attention to a particular image, “but all of this seems to have been done at the same time.  There is something we do not understand by these images.”

“Well,” Sora paused, looking up at the gemstones representing the heavens across the ceiling.  “There’s a lot fewer stars in the sky than what we see outside. I mean, I suppose that could be normal, but at the very least, a long time has passed.  I think you’re right, though; there’s something fishy going on with this.

“The gate was open and used when this place was created, according to these images; it just makes too much sense.  It seems like there was a massive influx of people, like Miami, this could have even been a tourist spot, but you’re right … something’s very off.  Maybe there’s some kind of magical energy in it that can tell us more.”

Studying the magic surrounding them, she frowned.  “I’ve never sensed anything like this…”

Eyia ran her hand across a section before them.  “I sense a force, but I do not understand this magic.  Can you?”

Sora sucked on her lower lip for a moment before shaking her head.  “It feels similar to Fox Magic, but … I can’t put my finger on it. It’s familiar, but not … it’s too complicated for me to grasp.  I’ll ask my…” Before she could complete the words, her aunt responded.

“I’m afraid I cannot be of help to you on this mystery.”

Why not?

“Because this is an important step for your growth.  Understanding the magic within this vault of knowledge will tell you when you’ve advanced to a sufficient degree for the next task.”

Which is?

“To be decided.”

Of course, it’s to be decided … what about Hikaru?

“A … disappointment … not your concern.  I will handle Hikaru.”

Sora sighed before letting out a light whimper, knowing she wasn’t going to get answers.

“Inari?”

“Yeah, she said she can’t help me with this one, and won’t tell me about Hikaru; this is important for my growth or something.”  She did a full take of the mural. “She called this a vault of knowledge, though … I guess it’s like a library.  I need to understand how the magic works; so—I’ll be coming back here to study it more often.”

“Yes, I can see why the wise one would call this a vault of knowledge; although, her statement on growth should be highlighted. My father once told me that knowledge is worthless without application.  From what I know of your aunt, she is quite keen on the utilization of teachings.

“Knowledge is not power; knowledge without understanding is folly.  Understanding how to exercise knowledge one gains to accomplish a useful task is wisdom.  Wisdom is power; wisdom allows you to achieve goals. There may be knowledge here, but that is not the part that will help you grow; it is but one piece of a whole.”

“Such a smart child.”

She’s right, then?

“Eyia recalls the teachings of her father; they are difficult to argue.”

We’re talking about magic … just knowing what type of magic’s around me.  How do I use it to accomplish something?

“Function, Sora; learn its function.  You may know what a car does, but do you understand how it works, how it functions?  No, not entirely, yet you used them so often, or a computer. You find some random utensils you’ve never seen before in the kitchen and know nothing about it, but they have a sharp edge you can use.

“You can repurpose a car to do many things if you have the knowledge and understanding to connect processes.  To what end you accomplish that utilization will determine if it was wise or not.

“You do not know what the Red Gate really is or how the magic functions, but you were able to find a way to make it work.  It’s like starting a car and pressing the gas to make it move forward. There is far more to discover.

“You’ve identified strange magic around you.  What do you know about it? Think about the standard questions, Sora, who, what, where, why, and how.  There is much here, but how you use it will change depending on each of those questions.”

As cryptic as ever.

Sora puffed up her cheeks for a moment before letting out the air.  “Alright, well, I think my aunt’s given me my next assignment.”

She groaned, running her fingers up her hair before fanning it out across her back.  “Let’s look around a bit. We’ll wait for Ashley and Gurakuqi, then head back. I still need to meet with Mimi … let her know about Gurakuqi, and there’s the Vulpes Kari wants me to look at.”

Eyia followed her toward the doorway, brow furrowed.  “You are friends with the Wolf now? I was uncertain if you were joking—as Jin likes to say.”

“Yeah, we made up.  We had a few run-ins, but that’s in the past—most of the conflict came from her brother.”

“Yes, Eric was a rather unpleasant wolf,” Eyia sniffed.  “Still, his sacrifice gave us sufficient time to mount a retreat.  I do not fully understand how our relationship with him stands, but he did offer up his life.”

“Yeah … it’s a bit complicated with Eric and Kari; I am friends with Kari, though.”  She forced a chuckle, glancing at a picture depicting Vulpes’ working fields.

Eyia doesn’t know anything about Eric’s past.  I can’t believe how little she actually knows about the rest of the party.  Is it wrong for me to keep all of it from her? She trusts me completely, but … but it could cause a lot of problems.

She already hates Fenris Wolves, but she’s disciplined enough to hold herself in check.  Me telling Eyia that I’m friends with Kari must conflict with her feelings. Still, I can’t abandon Kari … ever.  I’m basically the only rope she has left.

Sora groaned, flicking her tails reflexively, trying to ease her tension while stretching out her arms.

“Something wrong?  You need not worry about me; if Kari truly sees you as her friend, then I will do my best to accept her.  It might—take some time, but I will try to understand your feelings.”

“Thanks, Eyia, it really does mean a lot to me.  I’m just—working through some thoughts.” Pulling her left arm to the side, she sighed.  “Everyone’s finally getting along. I mean, everyone’s a bit leery of Kari, but she’s trying her hardest.  There’s just so much on my plate … gah! Now I’m complaining.

“No—I’m happy I can help; it’s just so messy … yet—it’s nowhere near as complicated as my aunt made it sound like it’s going to get.  Relationships are tough … I’m scared about Mimi.”

Eyia frowned, looking down at her for a moment; they continued down a pathway they hadn’t traveled, absently glancing into the rooms they passed.

“The Head Supervisor does not have the means to harm us; although, if you are concerned for the children, then I understand.  We must be watchful to keep them safe with possible threats lurking within the shadows.”

“No, I wasn’t thinking about that … although, yeah, that’s worrying, too.  Mimi and the others are victims of some magical genetic curse that we don’t know the origin of.  The problem is that they’ll willingly accept help, but they don’t understand what they’re … holy crap…”

They both stopped, Eyia waiting for her to explain her revelation.

“What you said … what my aunt said … it links to … I hate it when this happens!  It helps, though,” she moaned, folding down her ears. “I don’t even know if it’s my aunt’s doing, Aiden’s, or just coincidence, or my mother’s, gah!  There are so many people with so many plans!”

“Did I do something wrong?”  Eyia asked with concern.

“No, no,” Sora shook her head, pursing her lips.  “My problem is with … how do I explain it? I mean, my aunt told me a story about Adam and Eve that helped explain it.”

“Adam … Eve?”  Eyia questioned.  “What is that?”

“I don’t think I can tell it that well … the tree gave understanding,” Sora mumbled.  “Anyways, just knowing something doesn’t mean you understand it. If you told someone what murder was and they’d never experienced it in their society, then they’ll just blink blankly.

“I mean, they understand death, but someone taking another person’s life for malicious intent … they wouldn’t get it.  They could learn and know about it, but not understand it.

“Alice and Liz knew that I said there was something wrong with them; the curse makes it easier for them to believe me.  They accepted it, and when I asked if they wanted help, they were pushed to consent. That’s one of the weaknesses my aunt was talking about.  They don’t even … they don’t even have a choice to become free … they’re … mmh!” She slid her fingers down the sides of her head.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m conflicted,” Sora mumbled.  “How do I decide … should I even talk to Mimi about this?  Could I even talk to her about it without causing some disaster?  I don’t know. I just—I don’t know…”

Her ears twitched as Ashley spoke up; her voice carried through the halls.  “Sora, we’re done expl…” Josie’s high pitched voice carried above her mother’s.

“I want to see Githa!  Cat-girl, cat-girl!”  

Eyia swallowed, clearly a little frustrated that she didn’t understand her distress.

Rubbing her forehead, Sora took a calming breath.  “I’m okay, Eyia … I just—need some time to think about this.  Helping could cause trouble, and not helping them would cause trouble, but … it’s just tough thinking about the scale—I’m just a little overwhelmed.  Let’s go let Ashley know that we’re waiting for Gurakuqi.”

What if I talk to Kari or Mary about this?  Maybe they’ll have a different take on it.

They met up with Ashley and her family; Josie wanted to ride on Eyia’s shoulders, and she happily agreed, listening with fascination to the child’s complex lecture on why piggy-back rides were the next best invention since ice cream sandwiches.

Gurakuqi called out to her after three more minutes, and they made their way back; the Vulpes seemed to have found a peace in not knowing all the answers and just listened.  She held a composure that Sora couldn’t help but feel jealous of; there was no telling what was on her mind as she observed the kids with a tranquil smile. 

Brandon and Ashley held each other around the waist, taking their time as they silently examined their new environment; Cedric was on his dad’s shoulders, glaring at Josie every once in a while because of her higher vantage point.

Sora kept silent as she pondered her internal dilemma; she wanted to help, but the amount of work that it would require was overwhelming.  Alice and Liz alone was a handful; It would take a lot of attention to just help Alice and Liz into a stable condition.

She knew she couldn’t give them everything they needed herself.  She thought about Qebhet’s method, but couldn’t think of a way to accomplish anything near the same effect on a single Vulpes, much less an entire planet.  It felt like a hopeless struggle.
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                Kari walked toward the kitchen, mind a flurry of doubt with the occasional comment from Sora’s aunt; Inari suggested she should get out and stretch her legs. She paused as Sora called out to her. A frown touched her lips as she turned to face the Vulpes.

“Umm—where are you going?”

Her cheeks pushed to the side before she released a drawn-out breath. She’s worried about me … before, I might have thought she wanted to keep tabs on my movements … to make sure I didn’t cause trouble. She’s too nice.

“That’s my niece.” Inari’s voice chimed with pride.

Ignoring the voice in her head, Kari said, “I just feel like going on another walk … I have some things to think about. Why—is there something you need?”

“Aww, how cute.”

Sora’s concerned smile made Kari’s heart burn. It had been a long time since someone had been worried about her going out alone; her mind flashed back to human movies, parents directing worried questions and warnings to their daughter before going out.

“No, sorry, I was just curious,” Sora replied.

Her amber eyes shifted to Ashley as she waved her goodbye. The woman was different than the others; she could hear the sincerity in the tone and the sound of her beating heart. “Have a good walk.”

Kari’s vision fell to her plate. I’m not alone anymore … but what does that mean?

“That you have expectations of others, and others have expectations of you.”

“Right,” she whispered, looking back up at Sora. “I’ll wash my dish and come back later … thanks again, Sora.”

She walked into the kitchen, catching the uneasy scent of the others. I have a lot to learn about being a good friend … I’m putting Sora in a bad position with the others.

“Oh, shush! My niece made her choice, and she chose to welcome you in with open arms. She’s working hard on your behalf. Put some faith in her.”

Did you jump into my mind just to pester me? She growled.

Inari giggled; her beautiful voice made Kari sigh as she studied the sink, looking for a way to turn it on. “Indeed, pestering, among other things.”

I… Kari’s fingers slid across the pressure indicator. She stared down at the water that gushed out of the tap, mind going blank.

“You feel the weight of all the wrongs you’ve done. The pain you’ve caused so many people … mostly my niece. Thousands of events playing through your mind as you relate it to the scars your brother gave you. For a wolf, you learned a lot from humans. You’re haunted by the memories Sora shared.”

A lump dropped down Kari’s throat as a void opened up in her chest, tingles shooting down her limbs as she held her plate under the cold water; she caught sight of the cloth used to clean the dishes but didn’t reach for it right away.

Don’t you want revenge against me like everyone else? I mean … I get it—accept it. I’m just like my brother … a worthless wolf.

“Honestly, you’re so hard-headed,” Inari sighed. “I suppose I’ll have to leave this to someone that can knock some sense in you.”

The plate slipped through Kari’s fingers, clanking against the porcelain sink; her mother’s somber voice replaced Inari’s. “Kari, I’m so sorry. When I left you, you were too young … I was gone, but not my love.”

A tear fell down her cheeks. Inari! Don’t … don’t!

“This is not me, my dear. Alva left her own dormant Intelligent Construct; your mother wasn’t able to build it properly before passing on. I was able to repair it. My niece was a little leery of why I needed so much of her energy; you can choose to divulge the information if you wish.”

Her mother’s smooth voice returned with regret. “You were never meant to fight on your own … to be lost in my war. I wanted you to be happy … to make funny friends that make you laugh. I wasn’t strong enough to make that happen. I’m so sorry...”

This isn’t … this can’t be real. Kari’s chest convulsed as she leaned against the sink, legs shaking.

“Feel your mother at your side, Kari. Her life was filled with tragedy, and she did everything within her power to prepare for that fateful day, but it still wasn’t enough—much like the Asgardians. Your life is back to front, but you’ll see that’s not for long. ‘Cause I know you’ll feel the ghost of some memories so warm that they’ll make you want to fly.”

Alva’s tone touched with apprehension for a moment. “Inari … I see—so that is how Aiden’s abilities shifted the board; thank you for sharing so much with me. To think that your family would be expanded … congratulations, and apologies for my failings.”

“Nonsense; you know it, and I know it. I am certain that I would not have known my niece without your daughter’s pained outlash. She has your eyes, Alva … a strong will to struggle against fate. She’s lovely.”

Kari couldn’t breathe as tears fell into the running sink; she listened to the voices in her head continue, too stunned to comment.

Her mother released a long sigh. “I’m thankful that your niece has such a good heart. I’m concerned about her future, though … if Sköll and Hati set their sights on Sora…”

“No need to fuss, Alva … I understand what you are thinking. I’ve built my entire life around protecting and avenging my family. Your brothers will show up in time; it’s inevitable. The attention they bring is a concern, but unavoidable; the benefits outweigh the detriment they bring. I did mourn your passing; we may not have been friends, but we had a history. Your isolation was your downfall.”

“Yes … not having anyone to turn to for help boxed me in. I owe Aiden and Eric so much…”

Eric ruined everything! How … how can you say that? Kari cried, arms so weak that she was having trouble holding herself against the counter; the world went black. Inside her chest was only heartache and pain as her mother’s massive hollowed-out tree came into vision, her old home.

The room had been shaped to provide a place of comfort for them to relax; Kari’s amber eyes were wide as she glanced around the familiar space. The pool of running water fell down several levels of deep bows in the wood, disappearing into a small hole leading outside.

Inari was sitting in an elegant white wooden chair, nine tails lying across her lap; she was beyond beautiful in a black and white designed kimono with Japanese sandals adorning her feet. Her long white hair was held up in a delicate bun.

To her right sat Alva in wolf form; Kari’s body started to quake at the sight of her mother’s familiar thick gray fur. Even in wolf form, Kari could tell she was wearing a regretful smile. “Your brother … it’s complicated … my fault … everything is my fault. My … you’ve grown...” Tears dropped down her mother’s reflected amber eyes, absorbing into her fur.

“Certainly a portion,” Inari commented. “However, don’t discount your father; I mean, Fenrir wasn’t the worst guy, but he played his part in making Sköll and Hati what they are.”

Kari’s jaw locked, vision falling to examine the pelts that covered the floor; her teeth ground together for a moment. “What … does this mean? Are—mom, are you going to be in my head—like—like Inari is for Sora?”

“Only when … if you want my help,” Alva whispered. “There will be things that you need help with in the future, but…” Her mother’s eyes shifted to Inari before she swallowed. “If you wish, Kari—I can give Inari the information needed.”

Kari sniffed back the snot, threatening to leave her nose. Unable to hold back any longer, she ran forward, chest convulsing. “Mom … I—I needed you…” She bawled, latching onto her mother’s neck. The hard bristly feeling of her mother’s fur soon vanished, and soft, warm arms closed around her back, pulling her in.

It was the first time she’d seen her mother transform into human form. “My little Kari,” Alva whispered, throat thick with emotion. “I’m so sorry I left you.”

Inari waited patiently, kept silent as they continued to cry in each other’s arms..

After a time, Kari gently pulled back, examining her mother. Her messy, thick gray hair fell to her thighs, and she was at least an inch taller than herself. Alva’s full lips, high cheekbones, and sculpted nose left a sharp impression.

Her chest was much more developed than her daughters, hidden beneath a thick wolf-fur shirt. Her hourglass figure was tight with muscle, but her skin was soft to the touch; her long legs covered by a gray fur skirt.

Even if they were in very different styles, her mother was just as beautiful as the Fox Goddess next to them.

“Mom … I’ve never seen you … like this.” She swallowed, trying to clear her throat.

“I know,” Alva smiled warmly, eyes and cheeks flushed. “I know how much you admire humanity and hate Fenris Wolves. I’m by your side, Kari … always.”

“Well, girls,” Inari giggled, winking at them. “Yes, Kari, I am older than your mother, but not by many ages. I will leave you two to catch up. If you need me, speak my name, I will still be here; no need for concern, I will give you your privacy. I wish you both happiness.” She said with a true smile before vanishing with her chair.

“Foxes,” Alva chuckled, “always making a show of things. You should have seen her when she was younger—always wrestling the spotlight from the rest of the Second Generation Founders.”

Sitting back, Kari rubbed her left arm nervously. “I—what are we supposed to do?”

Alva took a deep breath before a gray light surrounded them, and their teary features were cleaned up. “Let’s get the difficult things out of the way first.”

Kari blinked, and her large bear-fur blanket was in her mother’s left hand; she handed the article to her with a tender smile. “I know you loved this old thing … it’s much older than you are.”

Accepting it, Kari caressed the familiar texture. “I—I had to leave it when I ran away from Eric.” She mumbled.

Scooting back against the wall, Alva rested her head against the wood, closing her eyes. “All I wanted was for you to be free from this cursed war…” She paused as Kari moved next to her, wrapping the blanket around them as she leaned against her shoulder.

“I love you, mom…” Kari mumbled, nestling closer to her mother under the blankets and resting her head against her shoulder; she felt eight years old again.

Alva shifted a little to pull Kari under her arm, letting her rest against her soft breast. “I love you too, Kari.”

Kari didn’t want to talk; all she wanted to do was rest in her mother’s arms forever. It was so real; her mother’s heat radiating against her skin, warming the trapped air. Her smooth skin and prickly hair brought back memories, sleeping at her mother’s feet, listening to stories each night with Tiri pressed up against her back.

“Kari…”

“Please, mom … just a little bit longer. It’s been—so hard.”

“Of course.” Her mother’s smooth lips kissed her head as she pressed closer. “Of course.”

After a time, Kari knew if she continued, then she’d fall asleep; she longed to sleep in her mother’s arms but knew her mother wanted to say something. Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes, fingers feeling her mother’s strong thigh by her side. “Okay, mom. I’m ready.”

Alva kissed her head again. “I love you so much, Kari … I understand that you’ve been through a living nightmare since I … since I was killed. You can’t blame yourself so harshly … blame me. If I was stronger…”

“I—I could never blame you, mom … you tried so hard. It was Eric … he ruined everything.”

“His father,” Alva whispered. “I underestimated his jealousy, and your brother has always been forced to endure terrible pain. I do not have the type of magic that could fix … his curse. I’m thankful that The Herald of Sakura was able to free him of that burden. Still, I understand the horrors you’ve endured.

“I also know the blame you heap upon yourself—how you lashed out at those around you. There’s a way to repair your broken heart. I’m here to help you be free, Kari … free from the Fenris Wolf conflict, free from the horrors of your past … all I want is for you to be happy.”

“How?”

“Sora, Aiden, and Ashley are on your side, Kari … and so am I. I won’t leave you again.”

Kari swallowed, fingers twitching against her mom’s leg beneath the blanket. “I’ve hurt so many people, though.” 

“We all hurt people … we all make mistakes; you aren’t bad, you’re hurt, Kari. Sora realized that—what do you think about her?”

“Sora?” Kari pursed her lips before softly biting them. “She’s … nice … nicer than anyone I’ve ever met. She tries really hard to get everyone to work together. I feel like she’s biting off more than she can chew … especially me.”

Her mother chuckled softly. “Sora is like a completely different species of Vulpes; she’s a little less dappy than the average fox, but she has her own silly behaviors. I think she needs you, Kari, right now, more than ever, and in the future.”

“What could I possibly offer, though?”

“More than you realize.  Sora does have a knack for biting off more than she can chew.  Inari has been helping to curb a bit of that, but she’ll need your opinion and support soon.”

“My opinion and support?  What could I possibly know,” Kari whispered.  “I couldn’t even give myself advice.”

Her mother rubbed her arm under the blanket. “Humans are generally terrible at taking care of themselves. Sora will need you to take care of her in more than one way; she’s her own monster.”

“I don’t know,” Kari said, feet rubbing against each other. “She has other people to help her with that … better people than me.”

“Give it time,” Alva said in a soft tone. “Sometimes, the best answers are simple and right in front of your eyes. You’ll understand, my daughter … I know you can make it right. Just be yourself.”

“I don’t know who that is,” Kari mumbled. “I’m scared to know who that is.”

The silence stretched for several seconds; after a while, her mother giggled.

“What?”

“Do you remember the red rabbit? Aiden said there wasn’t a chance you could catch it.”

“Yeah … I remember it.”

“What did you do?”

“I caught it.”

“Yes, but how long did it take you?”

Kari swallowed, shifting a little under the blanket; her fingers found her mom’s arm, and they interlocked their fingers. “I kept hunting it…” She trailed off, so her mother finished her thoughts.

“Eight months … day after day; you spent hours looking for it. Eventually, you caught it; you never gave up. It’s too cold out there for Sora; Inari has tried to build her bite more, but she struggles with making difficult decisions. She’ll need help, and the others won’t be able to help her like you can.” Alva shifted her arm around her neck, running her fingers through Kari’s black hair with a short sigh. “I know you admire her.”

“Yeah … I do.”

“She knows how you feel—how you think. You let her in, and she let you in. Two Founders have rarely ever done what you both accomplished; it’s more significant than you might think. Let the tide of your emotions wash away all the mistakes; she let go of all that pain. You’re the only one hanging onto it.”

“It’s easier said than done,” Kari whispered. “How do I forget them?”

“Getting on the right path is difficult,” Alva said, chin resting against her daughter’s head. “You don’t have to do it alone, though. Your thoughts are filled with Sora, aren’t they?”

Kari’s face reddened. “It’s embarrassing when you say it like that. No, it’s not like that … I just—she’s the only person that’s ever really wanted to be my friend.”

“That feeling of being a ghost … lost in the ocean,” Alva mumbled, shifting to pull her into a tight hug. “Kari … you’re my daughter. You’re my gravity and oxygen … I’ll always be here for you, but there’s something that only Sora can provide you with. I lost all of you … Tiri, Eric, Aiden, and you … but I’m still fighting. Everything comes with a price.”

“Y-you listened—you know what I said to Sora?” Kari asked, a quake shooking down her spine.

A sad smile touched her mother’s lips. “Yes—I looked at everything that happened since my death. There’s something important that you haven’t realized yet.”

Kari’s brows creased with confusion before she swallowed. “What?”

“What did you tell Sora would happen if she died?”

“That I’d follow behind her … I mean it. I’ll never leave her; she … forgave me. I was like—like Eric to her, but—but she still forgave me.”

Pain flashed across her mother’s face, but she forced a smile, taking a deep breath. “You said you’d die for her, but that’s not right … you must live for her, too.”

It took a moment for the statement to sink in. “I must … live for her, too?”

The compassion in her mother’s amber eyes was new. “Do you think Sora would like it if you died?”

“No…”

“It could be our selfish nature,” her mother chuckled, “but she and I can read you. We can’t keep it to ourselves; we cannot lose those things important to us. When your sister was murdered … I broke. Please don’t do that to Sora.”

“T-that’s not fair…” Kari mumbled, body going numb. “I—I can’t … I need her.”

“Isn’t it simple, then,” her mother kissed her forehead, “you both must live—live for each other.”
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                Kari thought on her mother’s words, but the next thing out of Alva’s mouth felt like Eyia’s cold aura running down her spine.

“Kari, not much time as past outside, and it would do you good to return.  Observe the town, seek to understand how you want to live.”

“No, I don’t want to leave,” Kari whispered; she pressed against her mother’s arm, the smooth, warm sensation it left against her skin, causing her to tense.  All she wanted was to snuggle next to her mother forever.

“Kari … I’m not leaving you, but you do need to function in the outside world.  You’re not a lost cause; believe in Sora.”

“I don’t—how do you become a good friend?  You need to stay—teach me,” Kari’s nose burned slightly.  “I’m too good at messing everything up.”

“My little pup,” her mother sighed.  “We both know you wouldn’t survive out there in the world alone; as much as it pains me to say it, you’re too broken.  You can mend, given time, and Sora can help.”

“You—really think I can?”

“Of course, now, go out and take in what you see.  Just walk around; you don’t need to have a destination.”  Her mother’s delicate hands tightened around her arm as the vision faded.

“Mom!”  She shouted, but the heat against her arm didn’t fade as the image of the kitchen returned, water running into the pipe from the facet before her.

She swallowed as her mother’s voice returned in her mind, Alva’s warm touch sliding down her arm to wrap her hand with invisible fingers.  “I’m right here, Kari.”

I … you promise?

“Yes.”

Taking a deep breath, she did a quick glance around the room before lifting her hand to touch her cheek; her wet cheeks were gone.

“I cleaned you up; if you went out red-faced with tears running out of your eyes, then Sora would never let you go unaccompanied.”

I … need to go alone?

“You have me, and Inari … her privacy statement does not extend beyond our first reunion.  Foxes are tricky; she’s listening.” Alva sighed.  “Isn’t that right?”

Inari’s amused giggle echoed in her mind.  “This will be fun, Alva.  It has been entertaining, dealing with creatures that don’t know me that well.  My little darlings are so cute, but so naive. I’ve been doing my best to prepare them; however, I knew Kari had her part to play, and you’d be needed.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Kari finished scrubbing the dish and set it on the drying rack.  I remember you telling me a story about Inari.  Basically, she’s really sly and could have planned every action or be completely chaotic without a plan at all.

Inari’s charm was nearly palpable.  “The tale of Nyx and I … what a story, but you left ages of details regarding that incident.  How rude to only describe me, but I suppose it would bring up bad memories, and it does illustrate my nature shockingly well.”

Alva cleared her throat as Kari prepared to walk out of the room, finding Inari and Alva’s discussion more than sufficient to distract her from what was on her mind.

“The Primordials always are a sour topic for Founders.”

“Yes, well, I would rather not concern our little pups with such things; they have enough to worry about.  Kari has an important part to play in Sora’s potential development.”

What part is that?  Kari walked out of the kitchen, making her way toward the door as she listened, kept her eyes low.

“Bye,” Sora called out to her.

She looked up, adding a forced smile; no words came to mind with the two Founders deep in their own past reflections in her head.  Aiden seemed shockingly focused on his plate; he didn’t even seem to realize she was leaving. Opening the door, she went outside, still listening to the odd conversation happening inside her head.

Her mother responded.  “Inari is preparing Sora and her group for a great many confrontations; mental, spiritual, and physical battles are ahead of you.  Inari gave me some information, but not all that much time has passed since I died. I can put together my own image of the strings of fate.  Some of Inari’s decisions are questionable to me, and I suspect Mia would disapprove of many.”

“If she disapproves, then she’d give me a piece of her mind.”

“Unless she couldn’t,” Alva interjected.

“That is also a possibility with my prods; I’d love to give my sister my own thoughts on her decision to keep me in the dark, but she is currently not responding to my requests for a meeting … which is odd.  There’s no doubt she knows her daughter has made contact with me.”

“That is odd … last I heard she was speaking with The Herald of Sakura, which isn’t surprising, given your family’s past with the creature.”

“Yes, The Herald … she’s as tight-lipped as she was during the war … no side fully trusting her.”

“Her part in ending that conflict was instrumental, though.  Are you sure Mia would want you to advance Sora’s growth to this extent?  It could harm … ah, so he’s involved. That makes a lot more sense.”

Inari’s tone turned inquisitive.  “He is … which adds so many players to the mix; he’s connected to everyone in some fashion, and of course, my sister would be wearing a frown; our methods are vastly different.  She’s much more heavy-handed, always has been.”

“It depends on the circumstances; I recall your confrontations with Hyperion.”

“Well … that was during times of war; I was a lot younger, then.  If I recall correctly, you temporarily lost one of your legs in that battle.  It wasn’t the time to be subtle.”

“Times have changed,” Alva sighed.  “What would my father have thought of this age of non-aggression?”

“Fenrir … there was a reason he was chained; you weren’t privy to that particular conversation.  The First Generation might not have liked it, but even Fenrir himself understood. Poor Nilly, she was fairly close to your old-man.”

Alva released an annoyed growl.  “I was never too fond of the cat Founder; Nilly was the worst.”

“Hehe, well, she did pull a lot of his attention away from you and your siblings.  Even my mother was never sure what that cat’s plans were … we were all shocked by her sacrifice.  I’m even more mystified by my sister’s connection to the Nekomata Faction; I’ve looked into it, but it just keeps getting more puzzling … exciting, really.”

“I see … with how she’s been connected to Sora, it makes sense you’d want to confront Nilly directly,” Alva mumbled.  “Does Gloria know anything?”

“Please … that Fairy is even more tight-lipped than The Herald.  You should have seen them playing footsy with one another; some people never change.”  She sighed.  “The number of creatures that could give her trouble could be counted on one hand, though.  Excluding her irrational family.”

Alva’s tone turned serious.  “You went to see Nilly yourself, which means…”

“Yes, I saw your brother; was your brother always so handsome?  I don’t recall Sköll having such a chiseled chin; the light flecks of white in his fur seem more alluring to me for some reason since the last time I saw him.  By the way, I beat him in a show of strength during one of our Founder competitions; he pursued me for millennia after … I only alleviated myself of the guy after collapsing a dark dimension on his head.  What a time…”

Her mother made a gagging sound.  “Are you trying to make me vomit?”

“C’mon, we both know I caught more than your brothers’ eyes.  It can be exhausting … so many suitors to reject. The time it wastes…”

“You lived for the attention,” Alva growled.

“Well, if it comes to me, then why shouldn’t I revel in it?”

“My brothers, though…”

“What can I say?  They always had a certain charm about them, one of the few traits they inherited from your father.  Ugh … you reminded me about Fenrir and my mother.” Inari groaned.  “One particular banter session is playing in my mind … make it stop…”  She moaned.

“Oh?  I rather enjoyed your mother when she’d come over.  She always brought out the best in my father.”

“Alright, let’s move on from that … you’ll make me gag.  Your second older brother has grown quite impatient over the years; it truly is a sad sight to see family fracture like yours.  I spoke with Nilly while she was keeping him locked in a spatial loop, hilarious, really … the words he was spewing. Nilly’s certainly something, but being on the higher spectrum of First Generation Founders, she better be … even if she’s not fully there.”

“What were your examinations on Githa’s participation?  Could she become a threat?”

Inari hummed prudently.  “That really depends on Nilly’s goals … the Nekomata Faction in itself is like an extension of Nilly’s will.  The more I discover about my sister’s network around Sora … the more concerned I get. I’m playing catch-up.”

“Which is why you’ve been making such bold moves.  Hikaru makes your position difficult, though, and if Beelzebub is backing him, then he could become a real obstacle.  I’m sure your sister didn’t plan for demons or Hikaru catching wind of Sora and, by extension, my daughter.”

Inari went silent for a moment.  “I’d rather drop that topic,” her tone held a touch of discomfort.  “Thank you for the talk, Alva.  I have other things to ponder.”

Kari’s brow furrowed as she absently stared around the town; there were groups of people moving to large houses, and she could hear Vulpes giving directions inside, preparing to start today’s harvest.  Every person wore the same grayish plain clothing and content expressions she’d come to expect.

She continued to roam, mind now working with Inari’s disappearance; it felt comforting, listening to her mother’s voice posing questions, and slightly humorous to hear them banter.  I didn’t think that fox could shut up.  I know about Bathin and his demons, but who’s this Hikaru?

Alva sighed, tone heavy.  “Something that Inari would rather not talk about; my child, you have many regrets, and so do I.  What I can say, Hikaru is one of Inari’s greatest heartbreaks. He may be a problem in the future, but that is an opponent that Githa would not be able to repel.

“It took Inari positioning multiple Kitsune around hundreds of realms to bring Ashley’s family here safely, and ultimately using Qebhet to counter him.  In terms of raw power, he easily defeats the girl, but in attribute, he is at a severe disadvantage. Qebhet is a unique creature, powerful if used properly, and she has been taught by one of the best.

“Needless to say, Inari is working tirelessly on that problem.  He is not someone you need to concern yourself with.”

If he’s after Sora … I feel like I should know.

“If it would help, then I would tell you; however, knowing would bring more pain, confusion, and hamper potential future outcomes.  Inari must tread carefully with Hikaru, and if she must be careful … Inari slew a First Generation Founder. Her … obsession is legendary.  She will find a way to deal with Hikaru.”

I guess.  Kari sighed, but a soft smile touched her lips.  It’s just really nice to talk to you again.  When can we see each other … like before?

Her mother’s tone was soft.  “When you ask Sora to teach you the Outer Body Technique.  You won’t be alone; Emilia, Jin, and Eyia wish to learn more about it.”

A lump dropped down her throat.  Eyia … couldn’t you teach me?

“Of course, however, learning it from Sora will accomplish several goals that I want to be achieved as your mother.”

Kari rubbed her left arm, lips pursing as she made it to the edge of town, staring out at the tree fields.  I’d rather you teach me.

“I know … you’re embarrassed and scared of messing up Eyia and Sora’s relationship.”

I … I mean, I haven’t really … Sora’s seen a part of me … it is kind of embarrassing.  I don’t want to bother her, too … everyone wants a piece of her.

“Don’t lie to me; you want to spend more time with her.  You’re conflicted with how the others will see her if she spends time with you.  Inari told you to put some faith in the girl. If there’s one thing she’s surprisingly proficient in, it’s getting people to work together.  She has a rare aura, shaped by her desires; however, there are always drawbacks.”

Kari scratched her neck, hair tickling it; her eyes scanned the area, like Inari, trying to avoid the conversation.  Alright, what should I be doing here, then?

Her mother went silent as she stopped beside a rock; many humans and Vulpes were funneling out of the town, all glancing her way.  Still expecting an answer, Kari sat down, crossing her legs before staring down at her clothes.

I can’t believe Sora made me clothes … is there anything I can do for her?  I mean, she’s getting more used to her magic … she’s even going to teach … well, if she wants to show me it.  She could be too busy … it’d be nice to see mom whenever I wanted, though.

The rising sun was burning away the morning chill.  There were only a few puffy white clouds moved across the sky, the wind blowing them toward the towering mountains and away from town.  The citrus scent of the fields and the soap the townsfolk used to wash their bodies carried to her along the breeze.

Her amber eyes darted to a man in his mid-twenties as he approached her.  Great, what does this guy want?

“Hey, my name’s Galian.  I heard that we had some visitors; you wouldn’t happen to be one of Goddess Sora’s apostles?”

“Apostles?”  Kari repeated, lifting an eyebrow.  “Sora doesn’t have any apostles.”

The man’s brow creased.  “I—don’t understand. Is there another word for her messengers?  Fen, her herald, announced the arrival of the grand goddess, the Founder, Sora.  She is giving us new instructions on what we should do with our lives.”

Kari sucked on the roof of her mouth as her focus moved between a few parties that seemed to have heard her response.  Fen … that Huli jing that was causing Sora trouble.  She wasn’t in the house with them, and she wasn’t there for breakfast.  What happened to her?

She leaned back, studying the man as he waited for her response.  I can’t sense any Huli jing magic on him.  He actually believes Sora’s some supreme being, come here to lead them toward something grand.  There’s no way she’d be wrapped up in something like that. I haven’t heard her say anything about it, either.  If she’s causing Sora more trouble … with everything that’s on her plate… 

A bright smile touched Kari’s lips.  “Please, tell me everything Fen told you.  Sora needs to hear exactly what she’s been saying.”

The humans looked around at each other with relieved expressions.  The first man bowed, making Kari’s smile falter as he explained.

“The great herald has gone on a pilgrimage for her holiness; it is supposed to be kept a close secret,” he whispered, glancing back at the other humans while leaning in closer.  “I am a part of the Inner Brotherhood; the herald has opened our eyes to The Council’s lies.”

Kari licked her lips before biting the lower edges.  “That right?” She mumbled.

Fen’s starting a cult around Sora?  What in the world’s going on? She may have been fairly intolerable, but to go from a mild annoyance to using Sora’s image as the face of some kind of rebellion … it’s only been a single day.

“Yes,” Galian said in a hushed tone.  “The herald has gone to other towns to bring more to our numbers.  We are proliferating … a word the herald taught us; the high-tails are our enemies, but we’ve gathered a number of the single-tails.  They have yet to be fully corrupted by The Council’s lies.”

Kari pursed her lips, clicking her tongue a few times.  “Oh-boy … thanks for letting me know, Galian, right?” At his nod, she continued.  “Right—I’ll talk to her … holiness, and I’ll probably be seeing you again sometime today.  We have a lot to discuss.”

Galian crossed his left hand across his chest, folding his three middle fingers together while extending his thumb and picky in some kind of sign.  “I await to be of service!” He said, obviously not understanding what real secrecy meant.

Kari reluctantly mirrored the gesture.  “Great … we have secret codes.”

She watched them leave back to their duties, laughing and talking in hushed tones with one another about some kind of grand vision granted to them by Fen.

What’s going on?  How did she become some preacher spreading the gospel of Sora around in a single day?  She’s spreading anti-council propaganda and having her converts bring in more followers.  It’s catching on like wildfire, too … how? Mom, do you know?

“This would be something best discussed with Sora.”

I don’t want to bother her, though … she’s going to help Ashley with her family.

“Yes, she is outside of town at the moment.  What will you do in the meantime?”

Kari’s knees pressed together as she stared down at the dirt, shifting her feet against each other.

“I suppose I should rephrase that,” her mother said in a bright tone.  “What would you do in this kind of situation?”

Kari’s brow set as she looked after the men.  Get down to the root of the problem; see how far this cult has spread.  Fen’s left the town, but she’s left people she’s confident can continue spreading the word.

They’re like sheep; I need to find the shepherds.  The ones that were first converted by Fen. Galian seems to be a major player.  He walked right up to me without showing any hint of fear. I can be useful to Sora by getting all the facts by the time she gets back.

If Fen’s sent multiple people to different towns to continue spreading whatever beliefs they’re preaching … this could be disastrous for Sora’s image with The Council.  Does Fen know what she’s done? I won’t know just how bad the damage is until I discuss what I found out.

“There you go,” Alva chimed.  “You’re worried about Sora and looking for ways to ease her burden.  You’re doing what friends do.”

Kari took a deep breath.  We’ll see how well I do…

She cut off as a man dropped down beside her; her skin bristled at his entrance.  She glanced over at the man with a questioning look; she couldn’t sense him. He had no scent, no spiritual presence, yet appeared entirely ordinary, handsome, but ordinary.

He was thin but muscular; his light scruff suited his face well, and thick light brown hair curled slightly at the edges as if he’d been wearing a hat.  It was pulled back to clear his forehead, but was loosely combed; it was as if he’d just woken up, pulled his hair back and went on his way.

His face was something outside of a movie, chiseled by a master sculptor before being put through dozens of CGI filters, and she swore his light brown eyes could penetrate her spiritual defenses with ease.

The man couldn’t have been more than twenty-eight, and the wrinkles at the edges of his eyes creased as his smooth lips lifted into a perfect smile, showing glossy straight teeth.  “Why, hello, Kari. How are you? Oh, my name’s Frank, by the way. Quite an interesting turn around from where you were a few weeks ago.”

Kari was a little lost with how to respond, but her mother held no reservations.  “Frankenstein!  I was wondering when you’d show up.”

“How clever,” Inari mused.  “So, my suspicions were right … you appeared to my niece the day before her change; you had a hand in my sister’s pregnancy.  Appearing again in that form means you want to convey something to us.”

“Ladies,” Frankenstein chuckled, his tone low and rich.  “It has been quite some time. Well, I suppose I never dealt with either of you directly, more your parents.”

Kari noticed that not a single person looked their way; it was as if they were now invisible.  She swallowed, feeling slightly nervous with Inari and her mother’s reactions to this newcomer; if he dealt with her grandfather, then he was not someone to be trifled with.

Clearing her throat, Kari asked, “Frankenstein … as in, the human legend of Frankenstein?”

His smile grew.  “Ah, yes, Mary Shelley was a lovely young woman, destined for misery, but she had an interesting mind.  I met her before her summer interval in Geneva, Switzerland, where she’d come up with the riveting story to shock generations; I may have added bits and pieces of my own life here and there.  She was great company, intelligent. The moral qualms of the tale painted quite the picture.”

“So, the anticipation is killing me,” Inari breathed.  “What brings the likes of you here?  The Herald of Sakura is watching.”

“She is, but the girl could never see me unless I willed it.  This conversation is for your Intelligences alone; I needed to see about your cute little daughter, too, Alva.  She’s growing quite beautifully.”

“Fascinating,” Inari hummed.  “I didn’t know you were acquainted, Alva.”

“I’m not…”

“No, not to your knowledge,” Frankenstein replied with an innocent smile.

“I … don’t get it,” Kari mumbled.  “What’s going on, mom?”
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                Diane took a deep breath as she examined the strange golden city she found herself in. Her journey since Rangor’s disastrous experiment, and likely evisceration, had been strange. At first, she had been terrified, but that feeling had slowly faded as Devin’s erratic mannerisms eased.

It was clear that this horrific eye that her colleague had transplanted into the Wolfwere boy was dangerous, and it granted Devin weird powers; even when wrapped by the original owner’s skin, it still sent a surge of terror through her entire soul.

His mind and mannerisms had drastically evolved since the surgery. He no longer acted like an angry or scared teenager; now, he was a creature of knowledge, sight, and the occasional outbursts of insanity.

She took a deep breath as her head slowly studied the scene; Devin leaned against a golden pillar of a massive entrance arch; his single eye was closed as he breathed raggedly, palm pressed against his skin covered eye of insanity.

From what she’d seen from the air, the island was something out of a fairytale and seemed a perfect representation of Aztec architecture; a golden city in South America brought more than one legend to her mind.

They stood atop a large staircase that had taken them up to the city level. It was silent, and Diane hadn’t seen a single creature, insect, bird, or animal since landing, yet the place was in perfect order. Taking a moment to rub her legs, she groaned softly; her bones were more than a little sore with Devin’s insistence upon haste.

Devin is using me like a poor kid in a toy-store near Christmas, shopping with a stranger’s credit card without reservation! He has brought us to a rather fascinating place, though, a magically concealed island that hums with mystical energy. This would make an excellent book! I just need to avoid dying.

It had taken them seven hours to reach the place from Tennessee, a magically concealed island that Devin revealed with his new powers, thirty miles south of the Galapagos Islands. Quite impressive, but with the amount of money that Devin flaunted, her money, mixed with an exhaustive amount of spellcraft, it was less extraordinary. He’d been running her ragged, funds, nerves, and physical strength.

It wouldn’t have been possible to travel this fast, except Devin lead her to an experimental jet the U.S. military had in the area, and the spells it took to steal was the most significant drain on her body since a price to tap into the Magical Plane was to consume the caster’s stamina.

She’d be lying if she said she didn’t find an edge of elation from the journey. Devin brought a spur of excitement and mystery that she hadn’t had in decades, and the adventure had reawoken the heat she felt with the joy of discovery. In honesty, Devin scared her even more than Bathin; demons, she knew how to deal with, Devin, however, she didn’t have a clue.

She shifted her shoulder bag to a more comfortable position before closing her eyes and extended her magical senses. This island breathed power; the spells she could cast with the energy saturating the air alone sent a shiver down her spine. She’d almost fainted as they passed through the barrier; this was the perfect place for experimentation, millions of times more radiant than any lay-line she’d come across, and it seemed completely empty.

The massive clearing beside the sea was more than large enough to land the jet. They’d left the pilot on the plane, charmed to sleep to walk up the golden platform to the city.

Clearing her throat, Diane turned to the boy. “So, is this some island dedicated to one of the Aztec gods?”

After a few more seconds, Devin composed himself; his tone was neutral as he straightened to stare ahead at the gleaming golden city. “Huitzilopochtli, also known as El Rey Dorado … a vengeful and warful god; his family was devoured by his own mouth and the hands of the beings he incurred the wrath of. He hoarded many treasures and legendary artifacts, forcing his people to offer sacrifices to power several.”

“Interesting,” Diane hummed, “that translates as The Golden King … appropriate. Would I be overstepping my bounds by asking why we are here, and why we must hurry? Is it Bathin? Are his demons pursuing us?”

An arrogant smirk lit Devin’s cheeks as his head tilted to appraise her. “Bathin is a grain of sand in the universe; no, he is nothing, and he is much more concerned about Inari and Sora … with many other issues surrounding him. Sköll and Hati will be an issue for him in time. No, we have a much more titanic force pursuing us, and you’ve chosen to side with me, which means even in death, you are not safe.”

It took a moment for Diane to work through his statement, causing a shiver to drop down her spine. “What … do you mean—I’ve chosen to side with you? Death is not even an escape?”

Devin’s irritating grin scared her. “The things I learned from the human streets applies quite well with the grand picture of fate; hope euphoria can slow dance with society. You have no clue what’s happening behind the scenes, just the insight I’ve gained … it’s like I was forced to graduate college as a newly born babe … we’re going to walk.”

“Walk, where?” Diane asked, glancing around at the uniform city streets and thirteen massive pyramid temples rising high into the sky, each a different height, likely representing the Aztec levels of heaven.

Devin pointed at the tallest structure in the center of the city before casually walking that way. “The thirteenth heaven; our destination.”

Swallowing hard, Diane followed him; her mind slowly focused more on Devin as he talked, and their situation began to clear in her mind.

“So, Diane, how can you die for the throne you seek, when you don’t have the heart to die for your own ambition?”

“I … I’ve only looked out for myself … one decision that will change my life,” she muttered, looking back in the direction of the plane, but she continued walking. “I don’t know if I have much of a choice…”

“There’s always a choice. I followed orders and did everything I was supposed to. In many ways, that hasn’t changed, but my final destination is the place where the unknown is living and real … the seventh seal will need to be released.”

Diane swallowed at the revelation; she had stumbled into something much bigger than herself, but her blood was boiling for answers. The feelings she’d had long ago lost. “That’s where we’re going?”

“No, this is but the first chapter,” Devin chuckled. “Diane, I had a simple life … until that night, when we were captured; everything changed, and unknowingly, I unleashed hell upon my own head. That is why we are here. Stephanie is pursuing us. She’s a major player; luckily, it’s taking time for her to prepare herself since she’s pregnant and having to meet with several other monstrous figures. It gives us the necessary time to provide a lifeline.

“The game I’ve seen—universes get torn up, gang signs are thrown up; the enigma struck me when this eye was attached to me, and I hit the pavement and dashed, Diane. I saw her … the black snow is coming, and I must present gifts to her that’s equivalent to my sin. Luckily, my new eye grants me many insights … the many dreaded memories of disaster.

“We have a long journey ahead of us, and this is only the opening play. The insanity … the chaos and order of existence … the balance … imagine if you could see it all, and you wonder why I crack from time to time. Imagine if the first glance had you foaming at the mouth, but to survive, I must look at the insanity.

“We’re in a boundless cul-de-sac turf war with plenty of Cognac spread around, and immeasurable pain at our heels; the stress that claws at your mind like a starving rat in a sealed barrel, the only escape, a man’s stomach … it gets ugly. War across antiquity … we must adapt to the horror. Reality is violent with the alluring mask of peace … the sensitive and ignorant unknowingly crawl their heads into nooses, good intentions, every path leads to hell … it’s all madness—no peace treaties, just death to be pre-approved—bodies on top of bodies.

“I’m a victim of the violent stature of human nature, presented as a gift to the ever resentful, the omnipresent—the formless chain. When you enter this game—you better make sure your colors are correct, make sure your Factions are clear, or they’ll come to collect. Founders and Primordials could never get along. Allegiances are so delicate that a single movement is a promise they’ll bleed.

“Yet you must have a Faction to survive; so, I follow the rules, but that’s just like me. I grew up in the pack … it’s harsh, but reality always is, and the baggage I brought with me from my previous life causes problems for our future … I live inside the belly of the rough.”

Diane rubbed her arms as a chill ran down her spine. “You’re saying that you—you dragged me into a battle between Founders and Primordials? I don’t even know the significance of that statement.”

“You were chosen to be drawn into it since La fée Morgane took you in; where you ended up is another matter entirely,” he said with a knowing gleam in his eye.

She bit her lower lip; concern etched across her face. “You said we were being pursued by someone named Stephanie, right? W-what is she? Surely we can mount a proper defense.”

Devin was silent a moment as his features pacified. “She was born from Élivágar and raised in Ginnungagap. An aborigine of existence.”

“Norse Mythology? Those words … they’re used to describe the first Jötun in the Norse creation myth. She’s a primal being … a Primordial?”

“Diane, the unveiling of the first chapter requires much in this narrative. It requires sacrifice to open a path, ironic since we are in one of the bloodiest sacrificial realms in time. The number of humans, creatures, demi-gods, and gods that were offered are numberless to most.

“The merciless, murderous, ravaging savage that even now averaged more than a body a second awaits below. We are the Trojan Horse, and it’s only the beginning of our craftwork. There isn’t another way for us; the pain and suffering is a reward to the unforsaken.”

Diane’s fingernails dug into her palms as she slowed. “What … are we doing here? Pain, suffering? Those are not good words to describe the future...” He didn’t slow, making Diane pick up her pace again, glancing around the gleaming streets that suddenly seemed much more sinister.

“We’re going to meet the mad god.”

She glanced up at the towering temple ahead of them as they continued down the center path. At first glance, the golden city looked welcoming, a grand adventure; however, Devin’s words cast a dark tint to the spectacle.

We’re going to see Huitzilopochtli? Is that the mad god or something else? There must be something more to this place if it was one of the bloodiest places … ever. It’s hard to believe, but I have no evidence to discount it.

The Wolfwere fell silent as he lead her toward the shining steps, bright in the blazing sun overhead. The breeze blew back her unbound hair, and she found it odd that the rancid taste of her saliva caught her attention; it made her acutely aware of how dirty she felt, going without a shower for over thirty hours.

Things are not looking up … I have a feeling that I’m trapped with Devin at the moment … if he can really see everything, then how am I supposed to change my future? How many plots are at work? Well, I guess it’s either here or with Bathin, and at least I’ll get more novel material with the boy. What a mess … I just want to be remembered.

It had taken her walking through the streets, but even the foliage seemed to be made of gold. Despite their appearance, they weaved in the breeze and gave off strange, unfamiliar scents that gave her the impression of something fruity and earthen, and even the water flowing out of the water channels and fountains was a yellow color.

By the time they made it to the base of their destination, the city had become more than a little gaudy in her eyes. It took them a decent time to make it to the top of the primary pyramid; it was much taller than Diane anticipated, she had to take several breaks while Devin patiently waited, silently gazing around the ghost city.

The top of the stairs lead into a large dark room; the walls were riddled with strange designs that were completely unfamiliar to her. The moment they entered, the symbols began to glow a bright red, casting an eerie light across the interior.

Diane squinted, taking everything in. “Is that—is that an alter? Don’t tell me you plan to sacrifice me?” She gasped, feeling stupid for not even thinking about the possibility.

The undoubtedly golden altar was beautifully fashioned into the image of a hummingbird; however, the exquisitely constructed structure was stained with all manner of colorful liquids, still wet by their glossy appearance.

A sacrifice would be dropped down upon the long beak, and the creature would slowly die of blood loss as its vitality baptized the metal statue. Her mind swam with visions of the creatures that must have been offered up on this unholy artifact.

A soft chuckle left Devin’s throat before he groaned, grasping at his skin covered eye. Diane stepped back before he grunted, “No, Diane, you wouldn’t make a good sacrifice. You lack many qualifications for a high-tier offering … for one, no one would grieve your death.”

Diane’s lips became a line, but her fear of the boy held her tongue. Well, I never … that was probably the most insulting thing someone’s ever said to me!

After a few minutes, his sharp breaths slowed, body dripping sweat. He wiped the liquid away with a sigh of relief, and a bemused laugh left his throat. “I started like Australians, criminal-minded, was cast into hell, was torn apart, and built a city behind it. Wolf-like murderous methodology…”

He turned back to her, single eye wide with madness. “Diane, if you pass this point with me, you can never go home; you must face the possibility of dying alone because from this point on, I can never return, and if I turn back now, then forever I’ll burn. This is the point from which I can never retreat because if I turn back now, I will never see peace. From now on, it can never be the same as before because the person I was doesn’t exist anymore.”

Devin moved to the back wall, bit his thumb to draw blood, and smeared it across several glowing runes. A pulse began to oscillate inside her, causing the hair across her body to stiffen, and she coughed as saliva got caught in her throat.

“What will it be, Diane? I needed you up until this point, but you can still return to Bathin; he will eventually track you down.”

Breathing hard as the pressure suddenly hit her. This is real! How did it escalate so fast? What should I do? Bathin will find me … I’ll be forced to serve him … there’s no doubt about that, but what about Devin? I don’t know … it could be so much worse … Founders and Primordials…

A forced grin split her lips at the thought. “Founders and Primordials … I know so little about them … very well, Devin. Sacrifice is required for everything … ultimate knowledge with the potential of eternal suffering. What else is there to live for?”

Devin’s lips curved into a smirk. “Then let our story begin.”

Diane tensed as the oscillation intensified, causing her to squeeze her eyes shut. She didn’t know how long it lasted; the pulse had blanked all other thoughts in her mind. At some point, she was staring up at a golden sky.

Blinking, her sense of touch slowly returned; there was a low rumble that echoed around her, the origin just outside of her sight. After a moment, she saw blurred shapes dropping out of the sky. The sun was blinding her ability to identify them.

To say her muscles were sore would have been a disservice to her screaming nerves, but she fought past the pain to prop herself up. It took her several seconds to really understand where she’d found herself, and when she did, her throat went dry.

She was lying on the dirt of a massive golden arena, blood and bodies littered the dusty floor; blood soaked into the soil, staining nearly every inch of a field several times the size of a football stadium. Thankfully, the place she’d appeared was one of the few spots not drenched with liquid.

Turning her focus back to the sky, she watched thousands of spheres, bodies continually dropping out of them to hit the sand. The low hum came from tens of thousands of spectators in the towering stands, all bird-like as they watched the numberless displays of deathmatches, armies slaughtering each other, assassinations, and all manners of carnage.

Diane’s stomach turned as her sense of smell returned, and she quickly turned, heaving. After several seconds of hacking, she emptied her stomach, gasping, and spitting. Eyes wide, her irises raised to study the half disemboweled girl beside her, a sickly grin on the dead child’s face; it was so fresh, almost like she’d sit right back up and start laughing in her face.

“W-where—I didn’t…” her stomach heaved again, but there was nothing left; dry heaving off and on, it took her several minutes to get ahold of herself.

It wasn’t until she caught sight of Devin, walking toward her with a placid expression that she finally started to get ahold of her body and mind.

“D-Devin … what—what is this—this … hell?”

“The place where Huitzilopochtli collects all his offerings, willing and unwilling across thousands of universes and realms that still worship him. He’s been holding up in this hidden space for ages since angering many Factions.”

“W-what are…” Her jaw locked as an overwhelming force seemed to crush her; it was as if she were in the epicenter of a black hole, yet it didn’t kill her. She was being compressed by absolute power, but utterly unable to die, unable to scream.

The experience only lasted a second, but it might as well have been an eternity; Devin’s strange power encircled her, endless hands caressing her skin as the unearthly sound vibrated through her. She wasn’t sure which was worse, but at least she could now focus on what was happening in front of her, the being floating before them.

It was more feathers and metal-like bone than a creature, but it released a radiance that made Diane cry with horror and joy. It was the strangest sensation.

It’s bone encased black wings were decorated with blood red and deep green feathers, each one flecked with black stripes. The pointed spikes framing its two massive appendages were whiter than the brightest light and were matched by feathers so black that only the god’s eyes could match their color.

It wore an obsidian black skull for a crown with shimmering red liquid symbols painted into the bone; bright green feathers lodged into the forehead, each one a different color.

Her eyes moved down its puffed out chest, red and black feathers like daggers on its slim lower body. Its tail branching out into a reverse V-shape, and its body released a sinister crimson glow as it hovered in front of them.

Diane couldn’t help but stare at its razor-sharp, pitch-black beak and thin, void black eyes were only marred by a single red line that almost seemed like a scar. It’s vision penetrated through every atom of her being, but the slight shifts of the blue-scaled snake coiled around the god’s body quickly drew her attention.

The snake had a diamond-like head with flared horns branching out from the corners of its mouth and eyes. Thirteen feather-like fins were weaving along its head as the wind blew, and a glowing red gem embedded between its blue and black mixed eyes. Its deadly serrated spikes flowed down its spine, and they seemed to be moving back and forth.

“Huitzilopochtli, Xiuhcoatl,” Devin greeted with a leer. “This must be a shock.”

The god’s voice was like an earthquake striking her body; it was impossible to breathe. “What is this strange power coming from your eye … you are an abomination.”

“I think that’s left to opinion,” Devin said with a smug grin as he turned to stare up at the sky. “I think you have much more pressing issues than talking to me. Huitzilopochtli, you think you’re so clever, don’t you? Xiuhcoatl, you think you’re so smart … it’s so funny.”

Both Huitzilopochtli and Xiuhcoatl’s heads rose. “This is … how could she…”

A cold gust somehow cut past the waves of infinite power, and suddenly she was completely at ease; Devin’s uncomfortable protection was swept away from her like the grains of dust before a typhoon. Looking up, she watched the bright sky extinguish within moments, and another sharp gale brought flakes of what she could only describe as black snow.

“Abomination … what have you done?” Xiuhcoatl hissed, head swinging left and right. “How did I not see this coming?”

Huitzilopochtli’s tone was sad but resigned. “There’s no escape; we’ve been outplayed … why did the Herald of Sakura step in? Does this advance her agenda? Why now?”

Devin’s grin grew, showing his teeth as he laughed. “Gods … you call yourselves gods, yet you tremble at the sight of true power. I see it behind those near-impenetrable walls you hide behind as your world crumbles. Come with me to a place where only madmen boldly go, a world so dark, so cold, a world where only some will go but never return. Welcome to Ginnungagap.”

He licked his lips, opening his arms wide to look up at the now dark sky as black ice began shooting out of the ground, freezing everything around them. The sun was consumed by darkness, leaving nothing but the void.

All she could hear was the sound of cracking ice and feel the cold wind; she knew this atmosphere would have extinguished her existence had not some transcendent power wrapped her in their frigid, but protective hands.

A low, thunderous horn reverberated through the air, and several more horns joined the call, quaking the frozen floor underneath her and making her spirit shake.

“She’s coming,” Devin said, taking a reassuring breath as his smile faltered.

Huitzilopochtli uttered an unintelligible call, opening his mouth as a dull blue glow appeared in the heavens, as if moons in the sky, allowing her to see the faint outline of a colossal humanoid shape that seemed larger than a planet. She knew it was a vast distance away from them, but with her size, she could close the gap with only a few steps.

The response came with the mayhem of crunching crystals and shockwaves that shattered the black ice with the pressure of the cyclones the figure generated by just her movements, and the reverberations carried along it scattered the fragments like weapons, but an illuminant blue shell seemed to protect Devin and her.

The gods, however, were left to fend for themselves; a faint yellow light began to radiate from the bird’s feathers, but it flickered off and on as the giant neared, and the tempest increased.

The earth quaked with each step the titanous being took.

Diane’s legs gave out, even with the seismic activity dampened to a reasonable level. She knew she should have been ripped apart by the hail surrounding them.

The most lovely, lush, and soft-spoken voice cut past the windstorm; despite how soft it was, it felt like it carried with it a supernova. “I discarded that name long ago, Huitzilopochtli. I go by Stephanie now.”

The light vanished from the sky as the shadowing giant stood over them, and the storm ceased; her eyes lowered to fall upon a beyond beautiful woman, clearly pregnant. She released a faint blue glow that mirrored the tone of the moon-like planets before, and her skin was a deep blue.

Stephanie was at least as tall as her and wore a blue dress that fell just above her feet, showing perfectly manicured toes. Her hair was a silky black and hung down to her calves. It was pulled back, pointed ears piercing the locks that fell along her side.

Despite being pregnant, she didn’t appear puffy; her visible arms and face were elegantly chiseled. The whites of her eyes were a dull laminate blue with bright sapphire-like irises.

Xiuhcoatl’s head lowered on Huitzilopochtli’s shoulders, and Diane noticed several cuts were black blood could be seen upon the serpent’s scales. “Lady Ste…”

Stephanie’s cold eyes shifted to him, and a massive block of black ice shot up from the ground, encasing the gods before her vision went to Devin. The Wolfwere dropped to his knees, head lowered.

A curious smile curved Stephanie's lips as she appraised the boy. “You are touched by The Herald of Sakura’s corrupt power; many would consider you a perversion to the natural order, Devin. However, you have done something for me no one has managed; using The Herald’s network to accomplish it was a simple task, but something she refused me.”

Diane watched the encounter passively, not willing to do the slightest thing to draw attention to herself. Huitzilopochtli truly felt like a god, but this, this was something transcendent, beyond even that, something unimaginable.

The Primordial walked around Devin, lips becoming a line. “However, you did harm someone precious to me. Normally, a creature as weak as yourself would not have the means to compensate for such an offense. What say you?”

“There are survivors, floating in darkness. They’re not alone; now, here they come, now hear, they come, now they will be received.”

He swallowed before continuing. “No one could outrun the creation, all reduced to rubble, and again, to ash, to the blinding, burning light. It’s no use to fight. There’s no one out there. All failed contact, no life disturbed. Existing everywhere and nowhere … a contradiction to all. A war is more than heard … louder than words.”

Diane’s heart burned; she wanted to rip it out of her chest as a black tear fell down Stephanie’s cheeks. She stood before the Wolfwere with a solemn expression. “That eye is quite the curse, yet you chose to look … to garner my pity.”

The Primordial was silent for an indefinite time, looking back into the darkness as she rubbed her stomach. Eyes downcast, she breathed a sigh before returning her sapphire irises to Devin, a soft smile returning to her delicate blue lips. “Pity you have. Use this gift wisely; there are many paths you may take, and this witch’s divided soul can change that destination in numerous ways.”

Stephanie licked her lower lip before drawing it into a line. “The chaos surrounding Sora has changed the strings of fate and thrown all plans into shambles. They traveled to the world with a shivering light inside it … the sound of a heartbeat. The limits of imagination are endless, Wolfwere; you understand that statement because of that eye. Do not let it consume you.”

Diane gasped as a chill surrounded her, and suddenly she was staring up at the golden ceiling of Huitzilopochtli’s temple. Devin sat beside her, still kneeling.

Bowing his head further, he whispered, “I will do what I must, Lady Stephanie.”

The witch’s breath caught as quakes cascaded down her spine. “I—I stood in the presence of—of…”

“Something transcendent,” Devin finished, getting to his feet before brushing himself off, “and it will not be the last time.”

Diane swallowed nervously, gazing down at her quivering hands. “Will it ever get better?”

“No, we both cannot stand in such a being’s true presence, much less a place of their conception without being protected.” Turning, Devin motioned to her. “On to the next chapter.”

She pressed her hand against her chest. This is … everything I wanted…

Nodding, she walked behind him, descending the stairs to return to their iron bird.
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                Mimi took a deep breath as she lay in bed; she hadn’t felt this sore since her first few years serving in the wheat fields. She’d never been sick before, but it wasn’t as bad as she’d seen some of the children get in one of the towns near the Capital on her journey to become a Head Supervisor.

Her stomach was acting up a bit, and she hadn’t been able to sleep much, but she recognized the onset symptoms. It had been proven by several cases, if the afflicted person relaxed for a few hours, they’d be able to return to work, and the issues would likely fade.

It had started the night before, after meeting with Grailen, the human male that had brought her news about Fen’s vision. Her mind couldn’t seem to leave it be, and it had kept her up most the night.

Rubbing her stomach underneath her squirrel-fur blanket, she shifted slightly, groaning softly. I know it’ll be alright; the Council told me to just prepare … but something just seems off. The manner Grailen spoke … the fervor, passion, and relief of being able to share it with me. It appeared so close to the feelings I received from my vision.

The vision … a goddess more beautiful than any of the council members, even to those that had seen them with their own eyes. What must she have looked like? No, no, no! I mustn't think about it…

A light cough left her lips, causing her to scoot to the edge of her bed to drink a cup of water Gurakuqi had left that morning. The image of her assistant flashed across her mind as she entered the room that morning; a touch of guilt brushed against her heart with the concern that had crossed the Vulpes’ face.

Gurakuqi takes such good care of me; it would have been so much harder to do this job without her … I’m fortunate to have such a wonderful assistant.

Putting the wooden cup to her mouth, she released a short breath of relief as the cool liquid swished around her mouth and down her throat. Clearing her throat, she set the cup down beside the clay jug as it caught her focus.

Clay containers were relatively rare in the town since the wooden ones had proven to be more durable; however, she hadn’t found anything that compared to the taste of the food at the Capital with their silverware and crystal containers. A soft sigh escaped her dry lips.

The Capital was so straight forward, beautiful, large … why did the meeting with Sora bring back those memories? The training I received … the wonders I witnessed. I was so overwhelmed, but it felt so incredible … completely different than this. Maybe that’s the connection; I need to remember how great the Council really is.

Settling back into her blankets, she shifted her tails around underneath the covers; it had always been difficult for her to fall asleep without her legs and tails being straight. Grailen’s story quickly overshadowed the warm memories.

How can I reconcile with his … almost blasphemous story? I had a vision … sent from the Council themselves. The peace and joy I felt were real … so real, yet … with how Grailen described Kolim’s vision, mine was nowhere near as clear. How can the recount be more detailed than the real vision I experienced?

Not only that, but Fen illuminated the minds of hundreds, putting their worries at ease and giving them hope in the rise of a new system—a system under Sora. He didn’t even know what that meant, but … just the sights of what she’d shown his friend was enough to convince him; he didn’t see it, yet he’s more sure of it than I am of my…

Her toes curled as she felt a pulse of fatigue course through her muscles, and another light cough rippled through her body. Trying to loosen herself up a little, she yawned. Rubbing the back of her left hand against the roof of her mouth, she pulled back a lock that had come loose from the bun she’d tied her hair into the night before.

None of the humans that saw Fen’s vision renounced it; in fact, with every telling, they said it became more real. That doesn’t make sense … how does that happen? He said it was learning the grand truth … he didn’t even know what that meant but believed it completely. That’s it, though … what’s the truth?

Then there’s this vision of terrifying circumstances … something they called war…

Her body quaked again at the recollection of how the man had explained it. She’d never considered such horrors were possible.

If something like that happened, then surely the Council would strike down anyone foolish enough to enact such things. They’d … they’d what? I don’t know, send the Inquisition?

An itch appeared at the base of her left ear, causing her to carefully scratch it as not to break or damage her bun.

It’s never happened, so far as I can remember or was told. Nothing like that has ever happened in the Vulpes Realm. We’ve always lived just as we do, serving the Council, year after year.

Her brow furrowed at the thought, and her left hand pressed against her chest, fingers sliding over her cotton nightgown.

Why does that not bring me joy to think about? I’ve always enjoyed serving the Council … then why do I suddenly feel empty? No, it’s just my imagination, the sickness—it’s affecting my body.

A dull pain appeared behind her right eye and nose, causing another groan to vibrate her throat, and her stomach gave a slight involuntary heave. Her throat constricted, arms tightening around her abdomen, but it passed swiftly.

Why am I sick! I’ve never been sick. Head Supervisors never get sick.

A depressed sigh escaped her lips, mind unable to rest as it worked back to the problem.

I thought they’d do something about Sora. I even was … I was determined to force her out of the town; it felt like the only option … people weren’t allowed to go into the Holy Sanctum, much less come through it.

I suppose that was an act of force that is like the war Grailen described … I didn’t recognize it. The Council didn’t strike me down or come to our aid; no, it was Sora that had stopped Eyia from using force on me.

A sharp shiver ran across her skin, body prickling with the memory of the biting chill that had radiated from the creature; her eyes squeezed shut as she pulled her blankets closer, memory flashing back to those glowing cold irises.

If … if war feels like that, then—then I want no part in it. It was like I was back with the Inquisitors. No, the Council is pleased with me; I have nothing to fear.

When I ask for guidance, they told me to continue my work; all is well. All is well … but all is not well … humans and Vulpes under my charge are turning their backs on the Council … my authority. What if they decide not to participate in the harvest? Can they do that?

An episode a bit more persistent than the last struck her body; breathing heavily, she wiped at the corners of her eyes.

Tears? I’ve rarely cried … usually in times of joy when meeting the Council, not because of pain or sickness…

Taking another few sips of water, she tried to settle down and clear her mind, but the questions kept bubbling up.

What can I do if that happens? If the harvest falls behind schedule, and I tell them we must work harder and … and they refuse … what? What do I do? What if I tried to use force … like what Sora did, but if she’s the one that’s intervening … what more can I do? I have no power … how … I should … the Council gave me power here, but—but I don’t have real power?

She barely completed the thought when her heart burned; toes curling, she pressed her arms against her chest, coughing violently. Tensing her knees together, she shivered under her blankets, breathing heavily. It was getting worse.

Tears dripped down her cheeks, staining her pillow, but not from the light pain her body felt; the turmoil contaminating her mind was growing.

I can’t even function today … is the Council punishing me? Is this for my doubt? She said—she said to be at peace, but I’m not—I’m not … why am I not at peace? The Council told me to let the darkness clouding my heart to be gone, then why is it still here? Why am I sick? Why do I doubt? Why … why … why… 

Her inner turmoil was interrupted by a light knock at the door; she hadn’t heard anyone enter the hallway, much less the building with her ringing ears.

Mimi’s ears twitched several times; swallowing and rubbing at her eyes with her pillow sheet, she composed herself. Taking a deep breath, she cleared her throat, releasing a short cough before saying, “Yes—come in.”

Olivia entered the room, closing the door behind her. When she turned around, Mimi noticed a sharp change in her demeanor; Olivia was usually one of the most composed Vulpes she had as a supporting manager, helping to govern the different sections of the harvest, but now she was clearly perturbed.

The gray-furred, three-tailed Vulpes’ black-tipped ears pulled back, tails stiffening behind her as the Crop Supervisor studied her superior’s appearance. “Lady—Mimi … I have never seen a Head Supervisor look so … frail.”

Mimi knew the implication; Head Supervisors were supposed to be the image of strength for their community. It was for this reason that she’d chosen to temporarily seclude herself from public display. Sickness was seen as a rare thing, especially for the older Vulpes; only the young had such troubles.

“My Lady—what should I do?” She pleaded, hurrying to her side; the strain in the woman’s voice was unfamiliar to Mimi’s ears.

Breathing heavily, Mimi tried to swallow but found no liquid to process the command. Pushing the blankets back, she reached for the clay jug. Lifting it caused her to frown, it was surprisingly lighter than she’d expected. Pouring out the remaining liquid, it only filled a quarter of the wooden cup.

Setting it down, she took a drink from the cup; the cool liquid helped soothe Mimi’s parched and burning throat before responding. “I could use some more water.”

Nodding, Olivia quickly moved to comply, leaving the room to refill the vessel; it didn’t take her long to return. She swiftly refilled the cup before setting the jug beside it, waiting for further instruction.

“Thank you, Olivia,” Mimi said with a reassuring smile. Settling back into bed, she stared up at the ceiling, working around her tongue.

After a moment’s silence, Olivia glanced at the bowl and rag beside the cup. “Lady Gurakuqi seemed … troubled when I met with her.”

Mimi tried to smile at Olivia, but she was unsure how well she accomplished it. “If Gurakuqi is not with you, then you managed to find Sora?”

Olivia’s lips pursed, and her ears twitched nervously. “Yes … Sora was going to—open the Red Gate for Ashley’s family to enter.”

Mimi stiffened as a pulse of pain shot through her body. “S-she’s—why didn’t—didn’t Sora tell me? Gurakuqi … she knows she can’t … why?” Her muscles grew weaker the more Olivia explained

“Lady Gurakuqi … she was—concerned about Sora’s actions…” After a moment’s hesitation, her ears drooped further, “Lady Gurakuqi went with them to meet Ashley’s family—beyond the Red Gate.”

Mimi’s body went numb. “What?” She asked, unable to comprehend Olivia’s statement.

“Lady Gurakuqi—chose to go beyond the Red Gate,” Olivia repeated, her face reflecting the horror and uncertainty Mimi felt.

The sounds of the noises outside filtered into Mimi’s mind, mixing with the light ringing in her ears as she tried working through Olivia’s words.

No … Gurakuqi wouldn’t do that. She knows she’s not … she can’t … there’s no possible way she’d…

For some reason, her body felt like clay. Her arms shook as she repositioned herself against the headboard, a dull throbbing appearing behind her eyes. “Gurakuqi…” was all she could say before her stomach heaved. Olivia responded quickly, grabbing the partially full wooden water basin and holding it in front of her.

Mimi expelled the liquid in her stomach, mixed with what she’d eaten the day before, holding her abdomen. Twenty seconds passed before she’d emptied its contents.

“W-why—why didn’t you tell me before?” She gasped, grabbing the rag off the bedside counter to wipe her mouth. “How long ago?”

Olivia swallowed, arms barely managing to keep the bowl steady as she returned it to the table. “I—I wasn’t sure—I almost didn’t believe she’d do it…”

“How long?” Mimi demanded.

Olivia’s dull yellow eyes dropped to her knees as her palms pressed against her thighs. “They should already be at the Holy Sanctum.”

Mimi was speechless. “She—she’s not—not permitted to enter—to even enter the Holy Sanctum.”

“Yes—but it was not my place to question her authority,” Olivia whispered. “I believe—she did it with the best intentions; she knew that you would need to report it to the Council.”

Mimi’s four tails squirmed a little under her butt as she shifted back down to the bed, feeling a sudden wave of exhaustion. “If only—if only I hadn’t gotten sick,” Mimi whimpered, trying to hold back her tears as her nose burned.

Olivia’s vision didn’t leave her legs. “I-is there anything more I can do?”

The Head Supervisor closed her eyes. “I don’t know, Olivia … I just—I don’t know.”

The woman cleared her throat. “Lady Mimi—I’ve never seen black rings under someone’s eyes, and the color of your face seems so … so white, yet there are patches of red. Your voice, and the way you cough … what should I do?” She asked in a helpless tone.

Mimi took in a slow breath of air, trying to help ease her turbulent stomach and sore muscles before opening her eyes to stare up at the ceiling. She couldn’t help but feel that this was all her fault.

“Gurakuqi has lived to be of service to me. She must believe that this was the only way to help me figure out a path forward. I don’t even know what the consequences will be … I must report it … although, normally…”

“Normally?”

“No, nothing,” Mimi whispered, falling silent.

The Guardian should take care of intruders, but … but something happened … the Guardian didn’t stop Sora, or couldn’t … just like I couldn’t. She can control people’s bodies. Could the Guardian be held in place—frozen this entire time?

What about Gurakuqi? The Council will hear of this … I must report it, but must I?

Her mind went blank as a fire coursed through her veins, causing her to gasp. Following the heat, her chest convulsed, causing her to cough vehemently. Her eyes rolled back, and she passed out.

 

* * * * * * * * *

 

Mimi groaned; she felt so weak, and the next thing she experienced was a cold, wet sensation. Opening her eyes, she hissed as the light blinded her. A dull voice filtered passed her befuddled mind.

“Lady Mimi? Lady Mimi? Are you okay?”

Olivia’s concerned face slowly became clear; she was leaning over her, dabbing at her forehead with a wet rag.

“O-Olivia? W-what happened?” She asked, bringing her hands up to rub her eyes. She didn’t feel rested in the least.

“Y-you cried out and—and collapsed.”

“How—long?” She groaned.

“Not long, but—but I was worried.”

Her mind slowly returned to her previous thoughts as it cleared, trying to convince herself that it was the right thing to do.

I must tell the Council … it’s expected of me. No one has broken the law since … no one has … I was never taught what would happen if it is done. I’m just expected to report it, but surely … is this the only way?

“My Lady,” Olivia asked, showing reservation. “What is to become of The Harvest? We were ahead of schedule before, but I am hearing … I think here’s opposition to The Festival. It is just whispers, and no one will tell me what this new Night’s End Festival is, which troubles me.”

Mimi’s brow furrowed; the information was diverting her thoughts. “Night’s End Festival? I—have not heard of this. Who was it that spoke of this festival?”

“Jalina and Lumia, during the morning preparations for their district’s planning session.”

“Both of,” Mimi cut off, coughing a few times before taking the cup of water from Olivia. Drinking a few sips, she cleared her throat. “They’re both field workers … Jalina does operate one of the Story Buildings after the daily tasks, but that is the extent of their authority, and Lumia is even younger than many humans in town.”

“Yes, which is why I was confused—and that they’d refuse to explain it to me. I had not heard of this festival, and from what I could hear of their conversation, they were talking as if their daily tasks were too burdensome to be accomplished. It was as if they had other instructions to fulfill that were more important than their supervisor’s.”

Mimi fell silent, pulling her blankets up a little higher; she felt so vulnerable and scared.

What is this? Why are all these new things happening? Why here? Why in my district? It’s not fair … nothing like this has ever happened … why me? I’m sick, Gurakuqi has broken the law, and now this Night’s End Festival? What does that even mean?

She’d never experienced this form of sickness before, and it was escalating. Her stomach was having a hard time holding water, her bones felt as if they were on fire, and she had little to no energy. Every strained cough or movement sent a jolt of pain throughout her nerves.

It was becoming too much for her; tears began sliding down Mimi’s cheeks as she cried, pulling her blanket over her head. It hurt to cry, but she couldn’t stop.

“Lady Mimi?” Olivia tentatively asked. “I—I have rarely seen tears … usually only when there is a physical injury in the field or—or the pups when they are born.”

Mimi slid her hand up, sniffing as she rubbed at her wet cheeks. “Yes … I—I have never felt—pain like I am experiencing … Olivia—the questions—the burning in my chest—my head—eyes—legs—arms—everywhere hurts.” Her chest convulsed, sending more torment to rack her body.

“Can—anything be done?” Olivia whispered.

Mimi shook her head under her sheets, hugging her body. She whimpered and moaned for several minutes until the episode passed. Olivia seemed at an utter loss with how to help.

Once her body was under control, Mimi took a stuttering breath as she pulled back her covers. Her blurry eyes made out Olivia, and she was a little shocked to see tears running down the woman’s own cheeks. “O-Olivia?”

The Vulpes sniffed, shaking her head. “I—I feel a pain in—in my chest, too … tingles—I feel them shooting down my tails and—and up to my ears. I-I’m sorry…”

Pressing her fingers against her tired eyes, Mimi shook her head. “No—there’s nothing to be sorry about … c-could you go—find Sora. They know a lot more—about these things. And—and there’s so much I need to know … hopefully, Gurakuqi didn’t enter the Holy Sanctum.”

Olivia quickly rose to her feet, rubbing at her cheeks with her left sleeve. “Yes—Head Supervisor. Oh, I have also heard talk that the two-tailed, black-furred Vulpes, Fen, she left the boundaries of the town last night and has not reappeared.” Performing a quick bow, she said, “I will return as swiftly as I can.”

The woman left the room at a near run, shutting the door behind her; Mimi turned over, staring at the opposite wall. A throbbing sensation pulsed down her ears to her tails, causing her to tense again; the episode lasted for a time before easing back. The pain didn’t completely fade this time, making her release a long moan to alleviate some of the tension.

Fen left? Why? Sora said they’d stay and talk to me today. She said she would … she must, then. I suppose she didn’t indicate the others wouldn’t leave. Why is this so confusing? Fen gives a vision and discusses a new festival before leaving in the night? Wait, does that have something to do with the Night’s End Festival?

A low groan vibrated in her throat as a barb seemed to impale into her lower spine, blacking out the thoughts. She was losing the ability to even flick a tail with how fatigued her muscles were becoming, but at the same time, she was too tired to sleep; so, she fearfully waited for the next incident, going over the same questions on repeat without coming to a conclusion.

Mimi didn’t have to wait long; her ears twitched as she heard the front door of the meeting hall swing open with a bang, and someone rushed up the stairs.

With some effort, she swapped sides, waiting for the person. The door was thrown open, revealing a panting Olivia, hair a mess as sweat dripped down her brow.

“What is it?” Mimi asked.

“T-there—there’s,” Olivia gasped, throat dry. “A Herald—just arrived—flying beast,” she gasped. “An Inspector—tomorrow—arriving…”

Mimi’s mind went blank, eyes widening; pain came, but she fought past it. “A-an—Inspector?” She mumbled.

No, no, no … why now? No—of course, now! But no—no, that’s not right. Why an Inspector and not a Guardian? Inspectors are to check the progress and bring back the festival records for the past seven years. They’re four-tailed, and given equal authority to the Head Supervisor over the area, but—but we had an Inspector four years ago. It doesn’t make sense. Flying beast…

Her eyebrows furrowed, and she found the strength to sit up. “You’re sure? How did you—hear of this?” She asked, having to battle her stomach for a moment as it tried to eject more water.

Olivia took several deep breaths, holding her left hand against her chest as she reflected the Head Supervisor’s confused expression. “It must be an Inspector—they’re the only ones that visit us.”

Mimi bit her lower lip for a moment, tingles shooting down her spine to the tips of her tails. “You mentioned a flying creature. What did—the messenger look like—dress—tails?”

The normally extremely dignified Vulpes in front of her seemed utterly caught-off. “I—umm—she had three black tails and wore a blue dress with red crosses on the sleeves. I directed the Herald to stay at … Mimi?”

Mimi’s already pale face turned ashen, and a lump dropped down her throat as she slid back under her covers. “The Inquisition…” She whispered.

Olivia mouthed the word with a furrowed brow. “I—have not heard of that word before.”

A shiver ran down Mimi’s spine and tails as her blood turned cold; she’d never expected to see the face of another Inquisitor since the Head Supervisor Induction Ceremony.

The woman at the doorway straightened as she watched Mimi bite her thumbnail, eyes wide with worry. “Lady Mimi—what is an Inquisition?”

Mimi rubbed the back of her left hand before latching onto her wrist, body tense as she tried to sink further into her bed. “O-of course not … they’re—I—I’ve only met one—Inquisitor Setaka.”

She swallowed reflexively as the Vulpes’ immaculate image popped into her mind. “The Inquisition is a group given authority by the Council to discover the truth about individuals…”

“Truth—what truth?” Olivia asked, straightening her hair as she walked into the room. “How do they differ from the Inspectors that go over our paperwork?”

“Because they—they’re called to root out possible distrust in—in the Council,” Mimi coughed, feeling a strange cold-heat at the back of her neck. “I—I can’t say more, but—it won’t be a four-tailed Vulpes that comes tomorrow … it will be a seven.”

Olivia’s body stiffened. “I—have never seen anyone more than four … besides the Council.”

Mimi’s mind had turned inward, legs shaking underneath her blankets. I—I’m doubting … I was told to be at ease, though. Why send an Inquisitor? Is that why I should be at ease? Erase my doubts because they know? They’re aware of my situation? Is the Inquisitor going to take over my position temporarily?

What if she looks into my heart and sees … I don’t want to doubt … I can’t help myself … please, please, help me … I don’t want to doubt.

More tears fell down her cheeks as she began to hiccup, each jolt sending a wave of pain through her body, but she couldn’t stop, and her blurry eyes wandered, trying to find a solution.

What do I do? A Head Supervisor—I’m supposed to be the leader—I’m supposed to be strong … how did this happen? Why is everything wrong? How do I fix it? I don’t know how to fix it? Help … help … please, help me! I’m not a bad Vulpes … I’m good! I do what I’m supposed to! I’m a good Head Supervisor! It’s not supposed to be like this! Please...

She only partially heard Olivia’s concerned voice for an unknown period of time before it faded; she’d left at some point, but Mimi was too consumed with the nightmarish thoughts of her weaknesses and failings to fully notice.

All she could think about was that the outside world was not okay and that it should be something different than what it is; she should be something different than what she was.
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                Sora strolled with the children running around, laughing as they explored the edges of the road. Brandon had been hesitant, but Ashley assured him that there weren’t any predators; so, they’d let the kids down to lead the way at their own pace.

Gurakuqi wore an amused smile as she watched Cedric and Josie peer into the forest, comparing their journey to dozens of stories their parents had told them. Josie appeared to mispronounce a lot of words, and Cedric was always on top of correcting his sister, but she had learned to filter out her brother’s edits.

Eyia had been more concerned about Sora than the children; she’d been studying her for several minutes, likely trying to come up with a way to ease her stress. A heavy sigh left, Sora’s lips, drawing Ashley and Brandon’s attention.

“Are we troubling you too much?” Ashley asked, brow creasing with concern.

Sora scratched her left ear before playing with her hair, eyes still following the kids. “No, it’s not you. I’m just worried about the Vulpes and humans in this realm.”

Brandon scratched the back of his head. “Ashley told me about the sickly state the residents are in. Is that what you’re concerned about?”

Finally, having someone new to talk about the situation gave Sora the urge to push forward. “I mean, I can heal these people, but … it’s a massive change. I could cause more harm than good. I might draw some negative attention from the Vulpes Council, but that’s not what really bothers me. I’m just worried about the people that are suffering, and they don’t even know it.”

He fell silent, and Ashley squeezed his arm with an encouraging smile. After a moment, he shook his head, glancing her way before his vision returned to his kids. “I don’t think I can be of much help. My first priority is my kids. If others are suffering, then it’s terrible, but everyone has to have their priorities.”

Ashley hummed, leaning her head against her husband’s muscular arm, drawing the attention of everyone but the children. “When Inari explained Yin and Yang, my mind went to a thought exercise we did in University. Well, nevermind … I’m sure Mary could explain it a lot better.”

Everyone’s eyebrows rose as Gurakuqi said, “Please continue. I don’t know what University is or this Yin and Yang, but I’d like to learn more about your lives.”

Clearing her throat, Ashley looked after her kids, running ahead of them to look at strange colored bushes and flowers. “Kids may seem so carefree and … sometimes we can trap ourselves into longing after those times we remember … back when life was so simple. However, life was never simple, we were just innocent … ignorant.

“In some ways, I can see how that can be desirable, but we all must grow up. Children require someone to baby them, take care of them, handle all the horrors we wish to escape from. Being able to see their innocent eyes gives me the strength to face all the terrible decisions I must make.”

Brandon chuckled. “To them, this is a wonderful adventure, and they don’t really understand the dangers that we must protect them from. Are you saying that maybe the Vulpes of this place are like that?”

Ashley shook her head. “No, remember when we discussed what the kids should and shouldn’t watch?”

He nodded with a soft rumble in his throat. “Yeah, we can’t shelter them too much, but we need to ease them into certain things.”

“The more I’ve listened to Inari, the more I’ve come to understand how vital it is to set your priorities in clear lines. Love has a lot of different levels … our entire lives are governed by hierarchies that we place ourselves. My family has topped that list … even though I lost sight of that a while back.

“Sora,” she shifted a little to look past her husband. Sora’s ears twitched as she met her vision, waiting for her response. “I used to want to save the world … kind of like the weight that’s weighing on your shoulders right now, but … even your aunt has her limits. You see one life, and we can imagine their hopes and pain … then you look at ten; it becomes harder … then tens of thousands, millions—you just can’t—it’s impossible.

“It’s just as your aunt said, we only have so much compassion and love we can realistically give. That’s not to say I hate them or don’t care about them, but … I’m human, I’m finite, and I only have so much time and energy. I have people that depend on me, and I answer to them before the starving kid in Africa—as bad as that sounds—it’s a reality.

 “Life is so complicated—honestly, I never thought of all the problems opening borders or giving away everything you have can bring up. It’s easy for people that don’t have a lot of responsibility to point fingers, but they’re no different when reality starts knocking.”

“I get that,” Sora muttered, ears dropping as her eyes fell to the dirt. “I really do—I still can’t stop thinking about it.”

Gurakuqi was holding her stomach with her left hand while cupping her chin with her right. “I don’t quite get the full implications of that, Ashley. Could you explain it another way?”

Taking a deep breath, Ashley forced a smile as her kids ran back to them.

“Mommy, piggyback ride!” Josie demanded, lifting her arms up. “Cedric keeps saying mean things.” She cried, sticking her tongue out at her brother as she clung to her dress.

“Nuh-uh! I didn’t!” He shouted. “You forgot the name of Nunu, and I reminded you, and you got mad. Dad!”

Ashley bent down to pick Josie up, cheeks bunched to the side as her eyes narrowed. “Josie…”

Josie tucked her lower lip under her teeth. “I—I didn’t! He was the mean one … he said—he said I was stupid.” She teared up.

“No, I didn’t … I said she couldn’t say things right!” Cedric defended.

“Alright,” Ashley took a long breath before hoisting her daughter on her shoulders, having a little trouble with her dress.

Brandon quickly helped before getting down to Cedric’s level. “You know your sister has a hard time since losing one of her teeth.”

“Yeah—but it’s all the time…”

“She looks up to you, c’mon, champ,” Brandon ruffled his hair before smiling at him. “Would you let someone else talk to your sister like that?”

He quickly shook his head, looking down, “No … sorry.”

Eyia smiled. “That was—interesting. The way you talked to them, I have not seen such a way to handle a dispute. Are there no consequences?”

“Only if things escalate,” Brandon replied. “These guys are pretty smart, though; they know what they can get away with and what they can’t.”

Josie’s tears were quick to stop, and she smiled, playing with her mom’s blonde hair. “Yeah, dad lets me have two cookies!”

“Is that right?” Ashley asked, eyebrow lifting.

Brandon winced, sucking in through his teeth. “That was our secret,” he muttered with a forced smile directed at his daughter.

“Yeah, but mom told me she knows all secrets?” Josie said with a questioning look.

“Not fair!” Cedric complained. “Mom only lets me have one…”

“If you two didn’t get so wound up on sugar at night, then I would give you two,” Ashley said, glaring at her husband.

“Do I smell favoritism?” Sora asked with an impish grin. “Sounds like something my dad would … do,” she trailed off, thoughts returning to her father.

“Sora?” Eyia asked. “You were cheering up? Have you not known what happened to your father?”

Her tongue slid over her lips before she swallowed, looking up at the bright sky; puffy clouds dotted the heavens, moving slowly toward the mountains. “My aunt told me that he disappeared … was taken. She’s looking into it, and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

“That’s terrible,” Ashley whispered, wincing as Josie pulled a bit of her hair. “Careful, honey, careful. Do you have any clue who might be behind it? Is it Bathin?”

“No—they left no trace that my aunt could detect, which means it’s something much more powerful.”

“From what I could see, he had the heart of a warrior,” Eyia assured. “He will fight through Muspelheim to return to you!”

A soft smile touched Sora’s lips as she nodded. “Yeah … thanks, Eyia.”

Clearing her throat, Ashley turned her attention back to Gurakuqi. “Umm—let’s see. Let me put it this way; two people are drowning, one that you love a lot, but they don’t love you back. The other loves you a lot, but you don’t love that person. You can only save one of them. Whom would you save?”

“Huh … what a terrible situation,” Gurakuqi whispered. “I don’t know if I could come up with an answer … if I do nothing, then both will die, though.”

“Yeah, one of those impossible situations,” Sora sighed. “The complicated ones that suck.”

“I do not see the issue?” Eyia said, folding her arms. “I would save both.”

Brandon and Ashley chuckled, and Josie said, “I want to save my mommy!”

“Yeah,” Cedric mumbled, “please don’t go again, mom. We were—were really worried.”

“I won’t leave you again,” Ashley reassured before turning her patient eyes to Eyia. “The point of this question is that it is impossible to save both. It’s an impossible choice, but one you must make and live with.”

Eyia’s expression fell as she well into deep thought.

Gurakuqi folded her arms, a shiver running down her body. “I’ve never had to contemplate such a decision—both seem wrong.”

“That’s the point. There are people that have been in that situation … it’s not supposed to have a right answer.”

Sora’s tails twisted around each other as she decided. “Honestly, I’d save the one I loved … even if they hate me. If I let a person that close to my heart die, then it’d be like I died … I don’t know how I could live with letting the other person die, but I’d have to. It would just suck.”

Her mind flashed back to several short stories and books she’d read in school. “Unrequited love is such a terrible thing … but there’s no answer to it. Even if you love someone, and they don’t love you back—it’s just a reality you have to live with. So, do what I can in an impossible situation … I think I can handle that answer for the time being.”

Eyia and Gurakuqi continued to ponder the question silently; it seemed to be a rather difficult one for them to resolve. Josie and Cedric soon wanted to get back down and explore the road as they entered the massive tree grove while Brandon and Ashley held each other around the back, watching them.

Sora glanced over at the brooding pair. Normally, people would brush such a question off and not actually think about the consequences, but not these two.

Her focus returned to the laughing children; you wouldn’t have thought that only a few minutes ago, they’d been fighting. Ashley’s thoughts hung on her mind. We sometimes wish we could return to being children, but life was never simple; we were just innocent, protected … someone else always solved the issues. I guess it’s us trying to throw away our responsibilities.

Allowing someone to get hurt without taking a stand is supposed to be just as bad as doing it yourself. It’s easier said than actually being in the situation … it’s way more complicated. People also say it's irresponsible to attempt to help someone if you can’t give them what they need … you’ll just make matters worse.

If people don’t ask for help, then I shouldn’t butt in to enforce my own values on them, but at the same time, they don’t know they need help … they aren’t even fully able to give consent if they know. I want to help, but how … why are these questions not going away?

She was brought out of her thoughts by Eyia’s warning. “Sister, Olivia is running toward us.”

Following Eyia’s outstretched arm with her eyes, she spotted the woman; she was holding her dress up as she ran, causing Sora’s stomach to tighten. She looked frantic, which put concern on Gurakuqi face. She picked up her pace with a short huff, Eyia and Gurakuqi joining her.

Great … I’m going to have an ulcer at this rate! Well, I doubt I can actually have an ulcer … what is it this time? Please, don’t let it be Fen … please don’t be my fault in some way … am I asking too much? Probably…

“S-Sora!” Olivia wheezed, gasping for air as she slowed.

“Is it Lady Mimi,” Gurakuqi questioned, touching the woman’s shoulder to get her attention.

Swallowing before taking several more deep breaths, Olivia nodded. “Yes—s-she—she’s getting—getting worse. Came—a messenger came—an Inquisitor is coming.”

“W-what? What is an Inquisitor?”

Sora stiffened, recognizing the word and what it was related to; ears pulling back, she asked, “Someone sent by the Vulpes Council to get answers?”

Both women looked at her with shock. “How…”

“I recognize the word—probably the translation thing … never mind that, what about Mimi? I didn’t know she was that sick. Is this normal?”

Gurakuqi shook her head. “She wasn’t that bad when I left. What’s happened?”

“A lot,” Olivia mumbled, turning to Sora. “Lady Mimi, she’s asked for you … will you come?”

“Of course,” Sora said, turning to Eyia as her brow set.

“I will join you.”

Sora’s lips pursed as she turned to stare at the family; Ashley and Brandon were gathering their children, picking them up to join them.

“Sora?” Ashley asked, worried eyes moving between the Vulpes.

Adding a forced smile, Sora shook her head. “No, Eyia, you should go with them. See them back to the others, and then you can find me. Umm … Olivia, can you guide her to me when the others are sa—brought back to the building you let us use?”

“Umm—I guess…”

 Gurakuqi spoke up. “I’ll guide her to Lady Mimi, Olivia. Please see them back, and don’t worry. I’m sure everything will work out.” Sora could tell she was lying, but she was even more convincing than her, yet she was sure this was the first time she’d ever lied.

Olivia breathed a relieved sigh. “I’m thankful, Lady Gurakuqi. I was so worried. I’ll guide them back and return with haste. I’m grateful to see that you are unharmed. Lady Mimi and I were worried for your safety.”

“Yes, there’s nothing to be concerned about,” Gurakuqi assured, patting her hand. “Now, we must be off. Sora?”

“Y-yeah, I’m right behind you,” Sora muttered, kicking off her flats. “Eyia, can you take…”

“Yes, sister.”

“Thank you!”

Gurakuqi dashed off, causing Sora to stumble after her; she was shockingly fast. Increasing her Spiritual Perception, she observed the Vulpes’ Spiritual Network as the wind rushed past their ears. Her black dress pressed against her body as she matched the woman’s pace.

Her eyes widened as she watched her absorb the energy of the air around her, fueling her body’s rapid intake of resources.

Elemental Conversion … I do it naturally, but where did she learn how to do it? Can she do it instinctively now, after Qebhet purified her? Why’s her Spiritual Network acting like that … is she consciously doing it?

I don’t think she is … it’s almost like her Spiritual Network was refined to take it in passively. Wait … her Oltera Nexus was designed to take in the poisonous energy around us … Qebhet flipped it around to intake Elemental Energy. Wow, that’s brilliant! I can’t believe I didn’t realize it until now; it was right in front of my face.

“I’m impressed, Sora!” Inari chimed with a bright one. “You understood that after a single look. Of course, you are a Founder, but that deduction was quick.”

Quick? I couldn’t catch it the first time.

“It’s because she wasn’t utilizing it quite yet. She needs all those resources right now; it’s the reason why she can move so quickly and without pause while Olivia was completely breathless. Qebhet has a special touch with her magic, and she can come up with some rather ingenious answers without thinking about it at all … Anubis chose her for a reason.”

Can I do that?

“Not quite … you can do a much more simplified version. Gurakuqi is a lean, mean, well-oiled machine now … tuned and ready for action. That little modification is only the tip of the iceberg; there’s also the issue of the dangerous magical forces that she washed away without so much as a thought. That part requires a lot of concentration on your part; what Githa did to Emilia is something impossible for you at this moment.”

I can’t help Mimi, then?

“Mimi is another case. Why would she be sick?”

Sora was a little surprised at the time they were making; they were just about to make it into the town, buildings, Vulpes, and humans watching their race with wide eyes as they shot past them.

Umm … she’s thinking about doing things that she shouldn’t? Her seal is acting up, but there could be a million reasons for that, right?

“Not normally; these Vulpes are blissfully living in their robotic society without any thoughts that might enact the seal’s wrath. What does that mean?”

Crap … I’m to blame.

“Perhaps, maybe someone else. You’ll find out when you arrive.”

Sora’s jaw locked as they neared the town’s center, heading right for the administrative building. Can I do anything…  Her ears twitched as she heard a sharp squawk that was completely unfamiliar to her.

She licked her lips, slowing as they entered the center square, mumbling, “Gurakuqi, what’s that?”

The Vulpes slowed with her, breathing heavily, but recovering quickly. “Umm—I don’t really know.”

What Sora could only describe as a mix between a pelican and a griffin stood on the roof of a nearby three-story house, looking down at them with a cocked head.

Gurakuqi dismissed the fantasy-like creature like it was an orange on an orange tree. “We need to go in to check on Lady Mimi.”

“Okay…” Sora mumbled, following her in through the door.

She shut the door behind her and had to run a little to catch up to Gurakuqi’s quick pace. They broke into a run as they heard violent coughing coming from the second floor.

Bursting into the room, Gurakuqi gasped, dashing to the bedside to kneel beside the sick Head Supervisor. “Lady Mimi! W-What happened?”

Mimi looked like she’d contracted a terminal illness; her face was yellow and gaunt. She’d lost several pounds, her face sagged, and there were dark shadows under her yellow eyes. It looked like it took effort to smile as she tried lifting herself up.

She struggled to speak, tears falling down her cheeks. “Gurakuqi … thank The Council—you’re safe.”

Sora’s throat tightened as the Vulpes’ relief radiated around the room, forcing her to cover her mouth and tighten her fist against her chest.

“I was—so scared,” Mimi cried. “Olivia—she said you were—were going beyond the Red Gate.”

“Lady Mimi…”

Mimi’s brow creased as she touched her cheek with her right hand. “Gurakuqi … your eyes, and your tails … there’s no longer black specks in your gray fur?”

“I’ll explain in a bit,” Gurakuqi promised, turning back to Sora, blue eyes pleading for her help.

Mimi followed her gaze. “Oh—Sora … I can’t believe I didn’t see you! My nose,” she coughed violently; she almost seemed in a daze. She chuckled weakly. “I apologize—my nose—I can’t smell anything, and there’s this—ringing in my ears. It’s the strangest thing...”

Sora’s lips tucked in, and her fist pressed against her chest as she examined Mimi’s Core. Her Oltera Nexus … it looks like it's bleeding! What’s happening to her?

Hurrying forward, tails glowing with a blue light as she positioned them over the dying Vulpes. She growled as she repaired her body; Mimi’s physical signs of sickness quickly vanished, but her Oltera Nexus wouldn’t heal.

“That’s pretty … how do you do that?” Mimi asked, smiling deliriously at the two tails hovering over her.

“Well?” Gurakuqi asked.

Sora shook her head. “I’m trying, but it’s not good … I need to figure out another…”

“How horrible,” her aunt released a soft sigh. “The reason why you’re not having much success is because there’s a spiritual worm inside her Oltera Nexus. This was not in the others. It was dormant until something changed in Mimi’s spirit. She began to fight the influence of the seal, and that awakened the creature.”

What?! There’s literally something inside her spirit eating her? How do I get it out!

“It won’t be easy … impossible for you, but there is a method we can try … I cannot express how painful it will be.  It’s not something I like, but … would teach you a valuable lesson. I was dreading this moment.” Her aunt groaned.

What?

“Sora … please,” Gurakuqi grabbed her dress front with a desperate look on her face.

“I hate these limited options,” Inari complained.  “It makes me feel five thousand years old again … it will be more painful than you can imagine.”

Aunt Inari! C’mon, she’s dying…

“Yes, yes … there’s no possible way for you to dig the thing out. If you so much as nicked it, it would divide and become even more deadly. This is a rather nasty piece of work, and you would more likely harm Mimi than help her by trying to operate. Without my direct intervention … which teaches you nothing … I hate exposing you to danger. Fine, okay … you’re going to have to lure it out and into yourself.”

How?

“Geez, my, you’re so helpful! I’d never expose myself like this for someone with the relationship you share with Mimi … connect yourself to her emotionally and inject her Oltera Nexus with your energy. It’s not going to be pleasant.”

Sora complied, as Inari explained; her blue aura fading as she scooted closer to the dying woman, Gurakuqi still clasped to her dress, crying. Sora’s tails shot straight into the air, fur bristling as a chill colder than Eyia’s ice invaded her Core as she established the connection.

The pain that Mimi felt was more than physical; it reminded her of her change, millions of daggers digging into her bones, wriggling around, boring into her spirit. Mimi didn’t even know what was assaulting her, and the happiness and relief she felt, knowing her assistant was alright put resolve in Sora’s stomach.

“This is just the start … the real onslaught begins when it burrows out. This is more of a brute force method that would take a decently trained Kitsune to achieve … good thing you’re a Founder. Your resilience and attunement are on a whole different level. Still, I hate this … to allow such a filthy creature into your spirit … your mother would have my tails, and I wouldn’t blame her.”

Sora was a little nervous by her aunt’s reaction; her calm demeanor was always something transcendent, but every once in awhile, she saw the character underneath the cloak of the immaculate goddess. It also did more than frighten her a little. She began injecting her emotions into Mimi’s Core, effortlessly bypassing her remaining defenses.

“The issue is how big the little nasty has gotten; you must wait until the very tip of the tail has entered your spirit before purging it from your system. Now, it’s starting to smell the bait … the filthy thing loves emotions … they originate in the Oltera Nexus, after all. You’ll need to support Mimi’s Core while drawing it into yourself … yes, it can’t help but go mad at the scent of Founder energy.”

Sora swallowed nervously, fighting past the pain as she fed supporting energy into Mimi’s Core. The worm shot through Mimi’s Spiritual Network, causing Sora’s hands to shake as it followed the link, bypassing her defenses.

Her toes curled, and her jaw hurt as she fell against the bed, sweat beginning to appear at her brow. This was the closest pain she’d felt to her change; a cry left her lips as she began to shake, but managed to keep the link steady, curling into a ball atop Mimi’s legs. If anyone said anything, she couldn’t hear, even her aunt’s voice became faint.

The worm felt violating as it crawled through her Spiritual Network, quickly following the trail of emotion to her Core. It crawled, convulsed wildly, slammed against her Spiritual Veins, and twisted back and forth. The worst feeling was some type of spiritual ooze it’s body left, causing an irascible itch that couldn’t be scratched that felt like white fire.

It hurts … it burns … it’s inside me…

“Hang in there, dear … just a little longer. There! It’s free, purge it … imagine fire, purifying your entire Core, bathe in the inferno!”

Following her instructions, Sora could feel the creature writhed as her aura lit within her; her mind faded in and out; she partially felt things strike her body as she thrashed.

“Sora … no, you must keep the link active … focus on my voice.”

I … I’m here … why did it feel like that? It wasn’t … it didn’t feel like that for Mimi…

Her physical senses slowly returned; she was shivering, hugging her body at the foot of Mimi’s bed. Mimi and Gurakuqi were huddled againtst the headboard, eyes wide with fright; both of them were bleeding on their chest and arms.

“S-Sora … a-are you okay?” Gurakuqi stammered.

Sora blinked her wet eyes, sniffing back snot. “Y-yeah … I’m—I’m okay—now … what happened?”

“That worm is … a rather nasty thing; once it tasted your energy … Founder energy is like crack to a great many creatures. Every taste made it more crazed and powerful. It’s one of the many reasons why I strengthened your defenses so thoroughly when you were with me.”

Breathing deeply, she sat up, both Vulpes stiffening as they pressed against each other, still pressed against the wood. “Y-You went crazy...” Mimi mumbled, now looking completely healthy, but marked with claw marks. “You collapsed and—and started screaming—then thrashing. We tried … we really tried to help … you started going wild, though. A bright red fire surrounded you. It didn’t burn us—but—but you scared us.”

Rubbing her cheeks with the back of her hands, Sora cleared her throat; she lifted her hands to stare at her extended claws on both her fingers and toes. “I … hurt you?”

For only a moment, the shock cleared her mind; the sheets and bed were torn to shreds, feathers and cotton flung around the room. “Just—give me a...” She moaned as the feelings returned, carved into her spirit; the memory of the thrashing worm inside her. Her body still felt contaminated.

Jitters ran down her spine to her tails at irregular intervals, causing her fur to stiffen. Even the knowledge of hurting the two cowering Vulpes was washed away as her spirit convulsed.

That … I feel violated … like it’s still there…

“No, it’s gone, dear … I told you I hated this solution. Just give it some time—relax. You have plenty of energy to sustain Mimi, and their wounds aren’t fatal. Once you’re feeling a little better, then we can begin the healing process.”

Mimi and Gurakuqi cried a few things, but she couldn’t figure out the words; her spirit kept returning to the defiling creature that had burrowed inside her, and her vision washed out again as she collapsed.
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                Emilia sighed as she leaned back against the couch, pulling her hair behind its back before studying her red dress front.  Mary, Alice, Jin, and Githa sat in armchairs and sofas surrounding her; Liz had gone back upstairs to sleep more while Wendy was going to the bathroom.

Both Nathan and Aiden had cleaned up the dishes, saying Alice and Ashley cooked, so it was only right that they should clean up.  She could hear them talking about Nathan’s life as a cop in the other room.

Glancing between the four women, Emilia cleared her throat.  “So … what are we going to do today?”

Jin shrugged, still in her nightgown; her eyes were closed as she laid on a couch with a cotton cover.  “I just plan to take it easy, maybe check out more of the town later if I get bored. The Human Realm had so many interesting things to pass the time.”

“I find this place most entertaining and interesting,” Mary chimed in.  “I mean, it’s a lot better than being a slave to Eric … and a little overwhelming.  After resting my mind, I’ve been pondering on some of the things Inari talked to us about yesterday.  They’re quite fascinating to think about, and it’ll take some time for me to process.”

What things?  Why does everyone else get to spend time with my great aunt and mom … she’s always so busy with everyone else.  When do I get my turn...

“Okay,” Emilia mumbled, pawing the wooden planks with her toes, “I get that, but I mean, what are we going to do later.  I want to do something … help.”

Mary giggled.  “Your thighs, dear.  You should keep them pressed together.”

“Oh … right,” Emilia whispered, blushing as she followed the prompt.

Why do I keep forgetting?  What if I’m doing other inappropriate things?  Would they tell me? I don’t like this feeling!  Mom said she’d teach me these things … but when?

Githa moaned, clearly disconnected from the conversation as she stretched across the spine of the couch Jin was lying on.

Alice fidgeted a little, rubbing her knees.  “I get what you’re saying, Emilia. I’m a little lost, too.  Cooking with Ashley was really fun, and we talked about so many things, but now I’m kind of restless.  I don’t know how Liz can just sleep; I’ve never seen her like that before.”

“Hmm,” Mary cupped her chin and crossed her legs.  “It is fascinating to see the differences in you both now that Sora removed your seals or whatever magic was controlling you.  I suspect that Liz is likely just processing her feelings in her own way, by isolating herself to think. I doubt she’ll actually sleep, but there’s always the possibility that she honestly doesn’t care.

“I have very little understanding of Vulpes nature and her personality.  Heck, she doesn’t understand her own personality yet. You mentioned before that you don’t want to work in the fields today, right?”

Should I ask what a nature is, or would it make me look like an idiot?

Alice nodded, ears twitching a little.  “I even feel a little … it’s hard to even describe it … it’s kind of like I feel bad about feeling that way.”

Even Alice seems to know what she’s talking about...

“Don’t worry about it,” Jin huffed.  “If you don’t feel like it, then don’t.”

Mary crossed her arms, bunching her lips to the side for a moment as Alice’s ears lowered further, and her tails drooped.  “It’s not that easy, Jin … at least with my experience with humans. You can’t tell someone not to feel something … it’s biological … perhaps even spiritual for all I know.

“It’s like telling someone not to feel bad after stealing something, even if it’s for them to survive; we’re built a certain way.  Why we feel ethical obligations and develop different desires has been debated in the Psychological and Philosophical community since inception.”

Emilia sank a little in her chair, eight tails still across her lap as she looked down at the floor, feeling inadequate to contribute to the conversation as Mary continued.

“It’s hard to even think about putting together a model to understand Vulpes behaviors.  They differ from humans, but that would be natural considering they have different sustainable needs and at varying levels.

“There’s also the problem that apparently each Vulpes has different abilities as groups … I’d need to study each type of Vulpes.  Each of their cultures seems to be different … Fen was quite the piece of work while Sora is utterly different.”

Oh … what?  What kind of abilities?  No … everyone knows what she’s talking about … it’s just me … again!

Emilia’s ears perked up as her name was spoken.  “I don’t know how you acted before … well, whatever Sora did to help … what did Sora do?”

Jin yawned, stretching out her arms in front of her.  “Her name was Miyabe—before her Core was shattered. I doubt Sora was the one to actually repair it … I don’t have a clue how you’d do that.  It was definitely Inari.”

“What does that mean, though?”  Mary pressed.

“Eh—hmm … well, to put it simply, she died.”  Emilia could help but tense at the dragon’s casual statement; her elbows pressed against her ribs as her fingers gripped her thighs.

I died … why does everyone talk about me like I’m not right here?  I know I used to be someone else, but you don’t have to rub it in...

“Miyabe was a frightened little fox that had no clue how to handle us entering the Realm.  She was a guardian…” She paused as Nathan and Aiden exited the kitchen, laughing as the man spoke.

“Yeah, he opened the meat locker, and—and an avalanche of the stolen chicken buried him!”

Aiden winced with a grin on his face.  “How? He couldn’t just step out of the way, and it was all frozen chicken?”

“Yeah!  We all watched him freeze in place and just let it happen … and that’s how the noobie got the nickname Cluck Little.”

They turned to face the women, features bright; their eyes were quick to focus on Jin’s body, vision sliding down her nightgown before diverting their focus.  “So,” Nathan said, addressing Mary with a curious grin. “Aiden and I were thinking about heading out to help the town with the harvest. Any objections?”

Jin pumped her fist into the air.  “Go get ‘em, tiger! Anyways, you still want to know about Miyabe, Mary?”

Emilia cleared her throat, feeling a little awkward with the current conversation.  “Umm, I was thinking about exploring the town a little. So—umm, I’ll just go for a little walk.”

“Cool,” Jin said, releasing another yawn.  “I think Githa’s got the right idea; I’m gonna lay here and recover.  I still need to get some energy back.” She mumbled, shifting her back to the group as she settled into the couch.

Mary’s lips became a line as she eyed her before sliding to Emilia.  “I—don’t know if,” her apprehension flipped in an instant. She smiled.  “Okay, I’ll join you.”

Everyone but the two couch potatoes focused on Emilia as she rose, pulling down the hem of her dress a bit.  She felt a little uneasy with how snuggly it fit her. Mom really made these things form fitting … maybe a little too well.

Adding a strained smile, Emilia played with her hands behind her back, fanning out her tails so no one would notice.  “Umm—you don’t have to. You can still talk to Jin.”

Mary’s smile fell a little as her vision moved to the small Korean girl with her back toward them, breathing softly on the couch.  “I think Jin has other priorities.”

Alice’s ears shot straight up; likely alarmed everyone was leaving.  “What—should I do, then?”

Nathan scratched the back of his head.  “Eh—you can come help us if you like. You know who we need to talk to, right?  To tell us how we can help? Oh—I don’t agree with them being controlled!”

He glanced at Aiden as he nodded, raising his hands defensively, “Yeah—no, I know what it’s like to be a slave … I just—everyone needs to eat, right?  We don’t want to just mooch off you guys without contributing.”

Alice’s ears drooped a little, and Mary responded before she could reply.  “I think Alice might be better off spending some time with Wendy or coming with us.  I know Wendy will be surprised if she comes down and finds everyone gone. Would you like to come with us?”

“I’d like that, but you’re right, what about Wendy?”

“I’m sure Jin can let her know we’re going on a walk.”

Jin gave them a thumbs-up, before snuggling further into the couch; the movements made Githa groan a little, flipping to her other side.

Emilia tried to mask her displeasure by walking around her chair to lean against the back.  “Great—can we leave now?”

Just invite yourselves, why don’t you … why can’t I go off alone?  Do you not trust me or something? Just because I don’t know a lot of stuff doesn’t mean I’m an idiot…

“Sure.  Are you ready, Alice?”

“I suppose,” she whispered, quickly getting to her feet.

“Right, well—I guess we’ll ask around,” Nathan muttered.

They all walked to the door, and Nathan held it open for them; they waved each other off, parting ways.

The streets were becoming crowded with Vulpes going about their daily routines, and they were causing quite the stir.  Everyone parted to let them by, eyeing them up and down as they passed; Emilia was more than a little uncomfortable, but she quickly understood why.  Every human and Vulpes wore simple gray wool clothing, while they were wearing some extremely bright colored and exotically designed dresses.

She cleared her throat, glancing left at Mary and Alice; the other Vulpes seemed just as self-conscious as herself, but Mary didn’t seem perturbed in the least.  The human woman was smiling brightly while taking in the sights.

They wandered the streets for a few minutes in silence; Emilia focused on her black flats, they felt strange against her feet, but her mother wore them.  After a time, she licked her lips nervously before asking, “Mary?”

“Hmm?”

“How do you—why am I nervous people are staring at us?”

Mari smiled as her eyes slid down her body, and she released a soft sigh.  “There are probably many reasons. Behaviors are a lot more complex than most people tend to realize, and it’s rarely boiled down to a single thing.  However, if I were to take a guess, it’s because you’re not used to the attention.”

“I guess … they just stare, though.  Why don’t they talk to us?”

“Can you blame them?”  Mary whispered, glancing around at the Vulpes and humans.  “Alice already mentioned that they’re compelled to their tasks.  You’ve been doing the same thing for over a century, right, Alice?”

At her nod, but mumbled.  “Her tails…”

“What was that?”  Mary asked.

Taking a deep breath, Alice glanced back at Emilia’s eight copper-colored tails, weaving behind her.  “Mimi’s is the highest tail count we’ve seen in this town … besides The Vulpes Council.”

Yeah … all hail the eight-tailed loser that knows nothing about her power!  Geez, why didn’t Aunt Inari give me just a little bit to work with? I’m so useless!  I want to help...

“Ah, okay—yeah, that makes a lot of sense,” Mary whispered.  “I hadn’t thought of that, but the tail-count plays a major part in Vulpes hierarchy.”  After a moment's thought, Mary continued from her previous question. “Right, then when something new happens, it catches their interest, and with the addition of your tails and their color … you’re prime topic material.  

“We are outsiders, which is a big deal.  Why is that, Alice? Not that we come from beyond the gate, but why are visitors, in general, a big deal?”

Alice cleared her throat, rubbing her left arm as her pinkish-fur tails intertwined, eyes still focused on Emilia’s white-tipped tails.  “Umm—we don’t get many Transplanters traveling through this far away from the Capital … never humans, unless they’re coming to stay as replacement residents.”

Mary stopped, rising to her tippy-toes to look across the street; both Alice and Emilia slowed, following her gaze.  Suddenly she grinned and started waving. “Rayla, Luna! Hey!”

Two twin Vulpes looked around in confusion before centering on them; it was the first time Emilia had seen children.  She knew what they were, but she didn’t expect them to look so small and frail.

 They both smiled as they caught sight of Mary, waving back as they dashed around stalled groups of humans and Vulpes to meet up with them.

As they came up, Mary giggled, kneeling to their level.  “Now, before I get confused, which one of you is Rayla and which one is Luna?”

“Can’t you tell?  I’m Rayla,” the Vulpes to her right huffed.

“Luna!”  The girl to her left cheered, raising her hand.  “What are you doing … wow,” she mumbled, nudging her sister before whispering.  “Rayla! Look at her tails!”

Both twin’s brown irises moved to Emilia with wonder and respect; they both straightened before bowing slightly to her.  “Umm—we are—I’m Rayla, my Lady.”

“Luna, my Lady.”

“Girls, girls,” Mary giggled, patting them on the head before rubbing their ears.  “No need for that. Emilia is Sora’s daughter.”

Their expression went from pleasure to shock back to delight as Mary continued to scratch their ears.  “W-What—how?” Rayla asked, ducking her head a little and turning to direct Mary’s fingers.

“Sora only has—two tails…”  Luna mumbled, tail rising as Mary hit a particular spot.

“It’s complicated,” Emilia said with a forced chuckle.

Am I her daughter, though … she’s barely even talked to me at all.  Is she embarrassed of me? It feels that way sometimes when she looks at me … like I’m a disappointment.  Why, though? What am I doing wrong? No, no … mom can’t feel that way … she’s just so perfect…

Emilia took a deep breath, trying to hide her emotional struggle; getting down to their level, she took care with how she bent her legs as not to expose herself.  “It’s nice to meet you, Rayla, Luna.”

Alice moved around Emilia, hidden behind her long tails.  “It’s been a few months since I last saw you two,” she said with a bright smile.

“Lady Alice!”  Luna said with a slight bow, and Rayla quickly followed.

The pink-furred Vulpes shook her head.  “I’m with Mary and Emilia; there’s no need to bow…”

She paused, and Emilia heard a sharp flapping sound, causing her ears to twitch; she had the knowledge of birds but had only listened to the soft chirps around the town.  Whatever made this noise was much bigger. Looking up, she watched a shadow flash along the wall across from them.

The Vulpes around the area searched the sky to see a massive creature flying toward the middle of town.  It moved so swiftly that she hardly got a good look at it. With its enormous wingspan, four clawed feet, and a sharp beak-like face, it terrified her.  “What is that?” Emilia gasped.

“A bæcú’yá,” Luna whispered, ears lying flat against her head with her sister’s.

Rayla’s eyes shot in a specific direction.  “Why would a bæcú’yá be here, going to the middle of town … away from the Capital?”

“A what?”  Mary asked.  “Wait … that’s from the Capital?”

Luna swallowed a hard lump.  “When we … oh, we’re not supposed to say more about them.  That’s what Inquisitor Bitaer said…”

“Yeah, shh!”  Rayla said, nudging her sister.  “We can’t say stuff about the Capital or…”

Emilia’s tails bristled as she heard a horrifyingly loud squawk from the direction they’d been looking.

Mary smiled at the two.  “Don’t worry, girls, you don’t have to say anything.  Why don’t you two run off to do your duties.”

“Umm—okay,” Luna said, but she didn’t move; her eyes were still fastened on Emilia’s tails.

“C’mon!”  Rayla huffed.  “We need to get more rags.”

“I know, but—but—umm—Lady Emilia … how do you get so many tails?”

“Luna, that’s so rude!”  Rayla huffed, flicking her left ear.

“Ow…”

“Hey,” Mary said, glaring at Luna’s twin.  “That’s not nice; don’t do that to your sister.  It’s an honest question.”

Rayla’s ears drooped as she looked over at Alice.  “But—but we’re—we’re not supposed to ask. It’s rude to ask about Vulpes tails.  Isn’t that right, Lady Alice?”

Alice nodded.  “That’s what we’re taught … but it’s different with Emilia and Mary.  You don’t have to worry about being rude to them.”

“Really?”  Rayla asked, tone flipping in an instant.  “Oh, okay, so—what’s up with tails, then?”

Three of Emilia’s tails twisted around each other as she glanced over at Mary.  “I—I don’t really know … my mom hasn’t really taught me much, yet…”

“You don’t know … even when you have eight tails?”  Rayla questioned.

Luna hummed with a furrowed brow.  “Maybe no one knows, and it’s a secret?”

“I guess,” Rayla said with pursed lips.  “I mean, she said she doesn’t know, so I guess she doesn’t.”

“Oh,” Luna’s eyes widened as she tugged on her sister’s dress.  “The rags, Rayla!”

“I told you!”

They both ran off, bickering with sighs of exasperation.

Emilia got up, glancing around nervously at the eyes that followed them.“Umm—should we go back?  Maybe my mom’s finished with Ashley.”

Mary folded her arms as she got back to her feet, glaring in the direction the bird had flown from.  “I think—it might be good for me to get some more information about these new guests, but yeah, I think you can head back with Alice.”

Wait … she thinks it’s too dangerous for me!  I’m not useless! I can do things. She’s right, maybe this is important, and I can tell mom about it … maybe then she’ll teach me.

Before Alice could respond, Emilia shook her head.  “No, I want to come, too!”

Mary looked a little taken aback.  “You’re sure? I mean, this could be a little dangerous.  If someone from the Capital sees an eight-tailed Vulpes, then it’s bound to raise questions.”

“Then—then I’ll stay out of sight!  I’ll hide in the crowd. I just—I want to go.”

The woman’s lips became a concerned line.  “Mmmh … I still don’t think…” She released a sigh as Emilia boldly broke away and walked toward the center of town.  “I think this is probably a mistake, Emilia,” Mary muttered, jogging a little to catch up to her. “It could cause trouble for your mom.”

“I want to check it out so I can tell her,” Emilia explained, a little exasperated that the woman didn’t understand her.

Mary ran a hand through her hair.  “It’s not like I can really stop you,” she whispered.  “Let’s stay out of sight. We’ll look for the bird and maybe ask a few questions about what’s happening with the people around the area.”

Alice and Mary had to powerwalk to keep up with her.  Why does everyone treat me like I can’t do anything?  I can’t go out alone. I can’t speak for myself. I can’t check out things that mom might need to know about.  I know I’m pretty young, but mom is too, and she helps people all the time … so can I! 

They walked in silence for a few minutes.

After turning down a few alleys and streets, Alice cleared her throat.  “Umm, this isn’t the way to the Town Center.”

Emilia’s face turned red.  “I—I don’t really know the way … I was just going the same direction the bird was going in.”  Her tone lowered. “Maybe I’d know if people taught me…”

“What was that?”  Mary asked.

A short sigh left Emilia’s lips as she ran her fingers through her hair.  “Nothing…”

“I’ll lead the way,” Alice whispered, glancing at her questioningly.  Her ears twitched a bit as she bit her lower lip. Turning around, they made their way back the way they came, and after a few more minutes, made it into the Town Square.

The bird was on top of a three-story building, staring down at the Vulpes that hurried about their business under its scrutiny.  There was a saddle and harness attached to the creature’s back, indicating someone had ridden it here.

“Do you see anyone new?”  Emilia asked, searching for anyone with higher than three tails.

Mary hummed darkly, scanning the crowds.  “It’s already been ten or twelve minutes. They might have already gone inside the building.”

Alice shook her head.  “No … no one I don’t recognize … wait, is that—Sora?”

Their attention shot to a blur as two figures raced up the steps to the Town Hall.

“Lady Gurakuqi’s with her,” Alice mumbled.  “Something must have happened.”

“Do you see Ashley or her family?”  Mary asked, head darting around to look back the way they’d run.

Emilia searched, but couldn’t find anyone she recognized.  “No … umm, let me listen. I think I can hear them if I concentrate.”

“Really?  I can’t hear that far,” Alice said, eyebrows raised.

Closing her eyes, Emilia tried to filter through the noises, trying to locate her mother’s voice.  “Got it! I can hear her…” Her face drained of color.

“What?”  Mary asked.

“Mimi … she sounds like she’s dying, and—and I don’t think my mom’s healing magic is helping.”

Alice put her hand over her mouth.  “No … The Head Supervisor can’t die … they never die … they go back to the Capital after their service is complete.”

“My mom’s trying…”

Emilia’s body reacted on its own; the moment she heard her mother’s screams, she ran inside.  Sprinting up the steps, she followed the disturbing sounds of her mother’s voice. Throwing open the door, she froze; her mother was thrashing against the bed, hugging herself.

Her throat went dry as her blue irises moved from the bloodstained and torn bed to her mother’s ripped dress and flesh.  Her claws ripped the fabric apart, bit into the footboard, and cut into her sides. Both Mimi and Gurakuqi were cowering at the headboard; there were cuts and gashes across their chests and faces, blood dripping down their front.

“Mom…”  Emilia squeaked.

This can’t be happening … my mom’s strong … she can’t be hurt … she can’t die … she’s a Founder … Aunt Inari is with her … why… I just got my mom … how do I help … tell me how… 

She began to hyperventilate, tears gathering in her eyes; locked in a mental loop, she watched her mother writhe, feeling powerless.
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                Mary hummed darkly as she listened to Emilia’s recount. Mimi sounds like she’s dying? If Sora’s having a hard time, then it’s likely something more than physical…

She blinked as Emilia took off into a sprint; faster than any Olympic runner, she bolted up the stairs and into the building. “Wha … crap.”

Alice hesitantly followed Mary as she ran after the girl, but they were hampered by a few pedestrians that obliviously walked into her path; darting around them, she made her way up the stairs and through the open doors.

There were a few Vulpes that watched her with confused expressions, but she paid them little mind. Making it into the building, Mary was relieved to see Alice keeping pace.

“What’s happening? Why’d she run off?”

“Something must have gone wrong,” Mary replied. She slowed as she made it inside the empty entrance hall, glancing around the interior. “Shoot … where’d she go? Should we go left, right, straight … this is a massive building.” She growled, scratching the back of her scalp, fingers sliding through her curly brown hair.

Alice forced a lump down her throat before clearing her voice. “I—give me a second.” Her ears twitched as she listened, searching for signs of movement or sounds. “Head Supervisor Mimi—I can hear her crying … with Lady Gurakuqi,” she mumbled with fear.

“Where?”

“Umm—the second floor, a few rooms to our right—I think.”

Mary lightly bit her lower lip, eyes scanning the ceiling as if she could look through it. “Dammit,” she muttered. “Why’s everything have to go south? I don’t know the layout of the building, do you?” She asked, turning to the frightened Vulpes.

Alice jerkily moved forward. “I—I think I know.”

Mary followed the woman as she turned right at the next junction, jogging toward the end of the hallway, there was a staircase leading up to the right, curving around to continue to the second floor. Taking the left path instead of the straight, they saw the lower half of Emilia’s body collapsed in a doorway halfway down the corridor; her eight long copper-furred tails were lying in a tangled heap, limp.

“Emilia!” Mary called out, picking up her pace.

Reaching the girl, Mary bent down beside her, eyes doing a quick sweep of the room; she caught Mimi, Gurakuqi, and Sora’s conditions with a glance before turning her attention back to Emilia, checking her pulse.

She pushed a puff of air through her teeth as she felt the child’s warm skin, blood pumping through her veins, and on closer inspection, she was breathing. She must have fainted … or it could be something magical.

Knowing the girl was at least in a stable condition, Mary turned her attention to the other three in the room, saying, “Alice, stay with Emilia.”

Mary almost tripped while attempting to get up; her body was tingling. She recognized the effects of her panic quickly, taking a few deep breaths to calm her own racing heart. “Mimi,” she cleared her throat, “Mimi! What’s going on?”

She watched Sora hug herself at the foot of the bed, moaning as if in pain while tucked into a tight ball. Both Gurakuqi and Mimi appeared to be in shock as they watched Sora, and upon further study, Mary noticed blood running down their faces and chests, gashes across both as they hugged each other protectively.

Stumbling her way toward the two, she shook Gurakuqi’s shoulder, avoiding the long cut that had ripped through her dress front to expose part of her chest. “Hey, what’s happening? What can we do?”

A quake ran down the woman’s body as her blue eyes darted to her, head seemingly unable to move. “Y-you … I remember you … were with—with Sora…”

“Yes, my name is Mary. Now, please, tell me, what happened?”

“Sora—she was—was healing L-Lady—Mimi—collapsed—hurt us when—when we tried to help.”

Mary’s jaw locked as the Vulpes stumbled over her words, eyes darting toward the girl she’d worked with for nearly a year. Sora’s face was twisted with pain and horror as she trembled, trying as hard as possible to curl into the tightest ball she could muster.

What in the hell happened? If she lashes out at anyone trying to help, is she still dangerous? Should we run? Is she having a seizure? Healing … it has something to do with trying to heal Mimi.

Her focus shot to the traumatized woman, likely still locked in the moment Sora attacked them.

This must have been caused by magic; if that’s the case, then should I run and get Eyia and Jin? Githa? What other options do I have? Wait … Inari’s with her … there’s no way … she should have already calculated this or foreseen it. If that’s the case, then she’s not in any lasting danger. If only I knew what was going on!

She puffed a few breaths in and out to calm her body as she began to shake from the adrenaline; Mary stumbled back against the wall, eyes closed while holding her hand against her pumping chest.

Calm down … calm … I need to take charge.

Eyes opening, Mary forced down the saliva that had gathered in her mouth. “Okay … Alice, help me get Mimi and Gurakuqi off the bed. We’ll guide them to the wall and out of reach if Sora starts thrashing again.”

“O-okay…” Alice said, hesitantly moving as instructed, likely used to following people’s orders.

Mary slid her hand behind Gurakuqi’s back, whispering, “Hey, hey,” trying to get her attention. The Vulpes’ head slowly turned toward her, and Mary gently tugged at Mimi’s arms a few times before she shakily let go of Gurakuqi.

“We’re going to move against the wall, okay? Everything will be alright … just follow me…” She paused, Sora’s whimpers increased, causing both Vulpes to stiffen, their vision locking back on the girl.

“It’s okay—just follow me,” Mary whispered soothingly, applying a little bit of guiding force to help direct Gurakuqi up. She had to support the woman, arms pulling up on her right armpit to help stabilize her. “Alice—the other arm … watch out for the cuts.”

They both guided Gurakuqi to the wall, Mary having to take special care to not trip on or bend the woman’s tails as they helped her to lean against the wall.

She began to mumble. “S-Sora … w-what happened—she—she went—went wild … like the animals…”

Mary pulled the woman’s gray hair out of her face; there were patches of blood, causing clumps to stick together. “It will be okay; just rest, okay? We’re going to lay you down … there we go.”

Glancing around for something to prop her feet up, Mary spotted the closet. “Alice, go in there and grab some clothes; we need to elevate her feet.”

Alice shakily ran to the door, opening it before rushing out with a handful of clothes; Mary took the pile before ordering her to grab more. Bunching a few of the thick dresses up, she gently brought her feet up, put one under her head, and covered her body with a layer of the fabrics to warm her.

After Alice dumped a few more piles of dresses beside Mary, she said, “We’re going to help Mimi, now.”

Gurakuqi began to stir, body still shaking as she looked at her. “M-Mimi … she…”

“Shh,” Mary soothed, tucking the dresses around her. “Just stay here… we’ll help Mimi, but you need to stay here.”

Once she got a jerky nod from the woman, they moved to Mimi, repeating the process.

“What’s happening to them?” Alice whispered with concern, ears lying flat against her head. “Is it magic?”

Mary shook her head, brushing back her bangs to secure them behind her ears. “I don’t think so. I think they’re just in shock.”

“Shock … what’s that?”

They both slowly supported Mimi to sit against the side of the bed before moving a few feet to Gurakuqi’s left, helping her lie down.

“It’s just what happens when there’s a sudden drop in blood flow. They’re cut, but it doesn’t look deadly … still, we’ll need to dress them when we can get a handle on the situation.”

“S-Sora—hurt them?”

Her lips pursed as she glanced back at the crying teenager, fur bristling along her tails and ears lying flat against her head as she quaked; she noticed blood running down her sides where her claws had ripped at her own flesh.

Turning back to Mimi to put a dress under her head, Mimi shook her head. “Sora was trying to help—but something happened that’s causing her a lot of pain. Right now, all we can do is help keep everyone safe until things calm down. Once we get everyone settled in, I might need you to run back and grab the others … I’m just not equipped to handle something like this.”

Alice fell silent, following Mary’s orders while they got Mimi, Gurakuqi, and Emilia comfortable. Every so often, Sora would thrash, making Alice flinch and shrink back; Sora’s sharp fingernails and toenails ripped at the bed and wood, creating the sound of flaking wood and ripping fabric.

However, once they’d moved to Emilia, Sora began to settle down; her breathing became more even, and after a moment, she opened her eyes; her body still quivered a little, but she managed to look around.

“M-Mary? W-what’s—happening … Emilia … no…”

“She’s fine,” Mary quickly replied, straightening out the girl’s eight tails before moving to comfort Sora. “She just fainted … can you tell me what happened?”

Sora tensed, eyes squeezing shut as she pressed her hands against her chest. “I—I…”

“It’s fine—take your time. Do you need anything? Should I get the others?”

Sora quickly shook her head. “N-no … no, I just—I need a bit of time.”

“Sure—okay,” Mary took a deep breath while moving back to wrap Emilia in the dresses. “Take your time. We should get a blanket around you, though, and what about your cuts?”

Sora hesitated for a moment before pulling one of the ripped blankets around herself, clutching it tightly against her body. She studied the three women on the floor, Gurakuqi and Mimi still recovering.

“I—did that to them? They’re not...” She asked, sniffling as tears began dripping down her cheeks again.

“No, dear, no, they’re alive. We’ll get to that in a bit,” Mary whispered, “but first, we need everyone to calm down. Alice, could you sit by Mimi and Gurakuqi—make sure they’re comfortable?”

The Vulpes nodded, swallowing a hard lump as she glanced back at Sora before her eyes fell to the two women.

“Good,” Mary sighed, running her hands through her hair before sitting on the side of the bed. She smiled over at Sora, showing compassion. “Tell me what happened when you’re ready.”

It took Sora another few minutes before talking, and Mary let her explain without interruption. After several broken attempts to clarify the incident, she grasped the situation; within that time, both Mimi and Gurakuqi had recovered enough to drift into sleep after their bodies came off their emotional high.

She was getting a little worried about their wounds but knew the best option was to stabilize Sora so she could heal them.

Mary took a deep breath, rubbing the back of her left forearm. “Okay, Sora … I understand. Is it possible—if you feel up to it … could you heal their physical wounds. I think it would be best to let them rest, though.”

Sora looked down at herself with a shocked expression. “I—I hurt myself, too…” Closing her eyes, she took a few more calming breaths before a glow surrounded her; the wounds quickly closed.

Mary helped her to the floor, having to catch her under the arms as her legs collapsed. Alice backed up further, pressing against the wall as they drew near. Mary’s lips became a line as she saw the hurt on Sora’s face, but knew the Vulpes couldn’t help herself. A light blue light enveloped them as she positioned her tails over the women, healing their wounds.

Sora hesitantly moved back toward Emilia, clearly conflicted if she should even be around her daughter.

“It’s okay,” Mary whispered, supporting her to Emilia’s side. Sitting down, she tucked her lip under sniffing a little while trying to hold back tears. “Take your time; just relax. I just need to think for a moment…”

Inari told her this would teach her a valuable lesson? Sora’s basically a rape victim! Why would Inari tell her that this is a valuable lesson? I’m missing something … it’s not like she wanted this to happen. She was dreading this moment … what’s the connection, though?

Sora lashed out because of the worm, burrowing through her spirit, sucking out her energy. She attacked Mimi and Gurakuqi when they tried to help, traumatizing them in the process … I doubt either of them have ever really seen violence or been harmed by another in this society.

She nervously rubbed the side of her shoe against her ankle. Inari knew this would likely happen … Emilia watched her mother writhe on the bed as if dying … crying, and screaming. Think! Why would that make Emilia faint instead of trying to help? She idolizes Sora … I mean, by all intents and purposes, they’re basically mother and daughter.

Emilia is a lot younger than she appears and very inexperienced; it’s obvious she wants to spend time with her mom. She was trying to hide her annoyance and anger when coming over here. Maybe she even feels like her mom’s blowing her off to some extent, always rushing off to help everyone else; that would be normal adolescent behavior, but since she idolizes her mom, she’d blame herself instead of Sora.

Of course! Emilia doesn’t know anything about Sora’s past; all she knows is the powerful Vulpes Founder that everyone looks up to and wants her help. Sora’s like a god to the girl, but she just ran in, and her entire foundation was ripped apart. Why would Inari let that happen in such a way?

This circumstance sets in motion a ton of negative events. Mimi, Gurakuqi, Emilia, Sora, even Alice … they’re all traumatized. Sora said Inari didn’t like it, though … she wouldn’t … ah … Inari is letting the consequences of Sora’s behaviors manifest. Inari wouldn’t expose herself like this … wouldn’t even give it a second thought.

We don’t really know Mimi … we’ve only met her once, and Sora decided to risk her life for her, damn the consequences … this gives Sora an understanding that she really didn’t think things through. She prioritized the possibility of saving a stranger over everything else, including her daughter, that she might not have seen again.

This is on her, and the pain it caused … the rifts it created. There’s something more … so much more, but I need to know what Inari has tried to teach Sora. I feel like if we just gave her words more credence, then we wouldn’t be in this situation. There’s a pattern she gave us … warnings, things to put our focus into, but we’ve brushed them aside.

Of course, she knew we would, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t bluntly tell us what we should and shouldn’t do. We aren’t being watchful … I’m not helping guide Sora through this mess like I should...

“Sora … how are you doing right now? Do you still have the feeling?”

“Yeah … I do … my aunt—she says it won’t go away … not for a while.” Tears began to fall down her cheeks again. “I think—I think she’s mad at me, but—but she won’t say it. She’s not saying much...”

Mary inched closer, smiling reassuringly. “Your aunt loves you more than anything; she’s just concerned. She’s not mad at you … just the decision. Can I—hug you? I know you might not want to be touched, but…”

She trailed off as Sora lurched back, arms wrapped around her in a death grip. Mary gasped, shoulders being pressed against the side of the bed, while Sora crushed her. “Looser—Sora—please…”

“I’m sorry,” Sora bawled, “I’m so sorry…”

Mary coughed a little as Sora eased up a little, but didn’t let go. “It’s okay—just let it out … let it out.” She soothed, hugging her back.

Sora cried and shook for several minutes in her arms; she sent Alice downstairs to redirect anyone that might want to come up. Eventually, Sora pulled back, looking down at her daughter. “W-why is—is she okay?”

“She’s still fine, just like I told you before. She just fainted … I think seeing you in so much pain really shook her. She thinks you’re invincible, and I think she thought she was losing you.”

“No…” Sora muttered, shaking hands trying to tuck some of the dresses further under her daughter. “I didn’t—I didn’t want this—not like this—I just wanted to help…” She mumbled, stroking Emilia’s hair.

Mary bit her lower lip before tucking her legs in a bit. “Take it slow—but I think we need to examine what your aunt told you. Could you explain to me what she taught you after the lecture?”

Sora took a bit of time to recall everything, bouncing back and forth between events as they came back to her, or she tried searching her memory using The Outer Body Technique; it was slow and fragmented, and she couldn’t enter the state for very long. Inari was silent the entire time.

Once she’d explained everything, Mary sat back against the bed, legs pressed together against the floor as she thought.

Inari helped Sora heal Kari and somehow forge a relationship with her … it’s hard to even imagine how she directed that, but it worked. Sora’s concerned about what Wendy and Eyia will do … I’m not that worried about Wendy, but Eyia would be an issue from what I understand.

Wendy won’t do anything to hurt her relationship with Sora. At least, not without a massive emotional conflict that makes her blurt something out without thinking. That’s something to consider in the future.

The Adam and Eve story and the examination of the Indians, English, and Spanish is an interesting one … there’s a lot to unpack there. Good things can come out of terrible circumstances … no one is free of blood on their hands … and the standard life is more complicated than what our finite minds can comprehend, or our ego tends to dictate.

Sora’s been struggling with the effect she can have on the people here … oh, no … what was it that Inari said during the lecture … changing the structure of a system…

Certain phrases and examinations bubbled up in her mind, flowing back in a steady stream.

 

Be watchful … it’s important to get your ideas right because people die if they are not … the phoenix and the shadow … you can’t say no without aggression … enabling is a crutch that is addictive … I can give you encouragement and give you a mental understanding … you must lift the weights and run the track.

The heroic story is to voluntarily confront the unknown when it manifests itself and to gather something of value as a consequence and share that with the community … there’s tragedy and suffering in that that is inescapable … adopt responsibility for yourself and your community to combat it … masters of emergent chaos.

We are the snakes … chaos is like cancer … order is where something functions in the manner by which you intend … chaos will always exist but how you confront it makes the difference … our chaos is a saving grace.

There are steps … clean your own room before helping someone else clean theirs … master your own chaos before moving to master the world’s … Sora lets order constrict her too much … she must access more of her shadow…

 

The largest piece of the puzzle came flooding back into Mary’s mind, causing her to whisper it aloud.

“Some behaviors are not conducive to the potential you wish to bring about, Sora; it’s unbelievably complicated, and you must know how to navigate these situations … it will never happen exactly like you predict at the start … that being said, you must stand up and take charge in the potential future you wish to create, which you must identify, and soon.”

Sora looked over at her with a furrowed brow, rubbing at her red eyes and nose. “What? Isn’t that … my aunt said that.”

Mary swallowed, looking down at her lap, fingers trembling. “Oh, no … we’ve made so many mistakes. Everything links together … going out was a mistake … so many mistakes.”

“Saving Mimi … that was a mistake?” Sora whispered.

She shook her head. “I’m not saying it was … that was a sacrifice … choose your sacrifice … save a life, traumatize five … everything has consequences. Our actions caused Mimi’s condition in the first place. It’s cause and effect. The weight of the results makes us watchful of the next incident.

“We were seen … why didn’t I think about it … my mistake; I should have known … I didn’t even consider it … the town … the new guest … they know about Emilia. They know there’s an eight-tails here that doesn’t belong.”
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                Sora gripped her right arm, ears pressed back against her head as she looked down at her daughter. Her insides felt filthy, despite her aunt’s statement that she’d purged the creature. “Mary … what are you saying? Are—are you s-saying Emilia is—is in danger?”

Mary’s brown hair bunched around her back as she leaned back against the bed frame. “I’m still trying to work through it in my mind.”

“Is all of—my fault?”

“It’s not that simple,” Mary whispered. “We’ve all played a part, but things are starting to click in my mind. The things your aunt told us … the situations that she used to help us move past some of our past traumas … everything was meant to warn us and prepare us.”

She tensed, eyes snapping shut as the crawling sensation returned, causing a whimper to leave her throat; there was something inside her, burrowing, feasting, squirming. When the incursion ended, she was lying back on the ground, Mary by her side; cold sweat slicked her skin and her body was quivering.

“Sora … please, ask Inari how I can help. This is something different than psychological pain, right?”

“She’s right,” Inari’s heartbroken tone replied. “The worm initiated not only a spiritual attack, but was excreting its own waste as it fed. Your Spirit is linked to your Intelligence and physical body. There are things that you must do to try and move past this horror; it’s one of the many reasons why I taught you the Outer Body Technique … we need to move onto the next stage and this is the fastest way.”

How?

“You’ve been unable to enter the full state you know. You’ve been just using the beginning techniques I’ve taught you—just recalling memories. Mary needs to help you to fully enter the Outer Body Technique … enough to become stable to heal your Spirit.”

Sora swallowed the lump in her throat, rubbing her shoulders; she felt so cold. “S-She said—you need to help—I need to complete—the T-Technique.”

Mary’s lower lips tucked under for a moment as she knelt beside her. “What do you mean? I don’t know how that spiritual stuff works! Can’t—no, if Inari said I had to do it then I can figure it out.”

She released a low curse. “You’re calm enough to temporarily use your powers … ah, okay. First … let’s see if we can calm down.” She said with an edge of panic, taking a deep breath. “Can you sit up and join me?” She asked, holding out her hand with a forced but compassionate smile. “Just sit back with me, and we can figure this out.”

“O-Okay…” Sora said, teeth chattering.

She slowly rose with Mary’s aid. The woman wrapped her in a blanket and welcomed her into a hug as they sat against the bed.

Sora wanted to cry, but tears wouldn’t leave her puffy eyes. “Why—I just—I wanted to help—everything I do … is—is it wrong?”

Mary pulled back her hair, causing her ears to twitch. “You’ve tried your best.”

A few minutes passed in silence as Sora fought past the irascible sensations; she couldn’t help but feel a little angry that Mary wasn’t coming up with an answer already, but knew it was unfair.

This was my decision … why did you help … well, of course, I guess Emilia is the closest thing you have to your own daughter.

“Very few creature’s motives are ever pure,” Inari whispered. “Was that one of many reasons? Yes … increasing my family has always been my top priority. It doesn’t change how I feel about you and doesn’t diminish my love for Emilia. You’re both precious to me.”

Her aunt’s words somehow gave her strength, and she could feel her mind slowly calming, but the feelings weren’t going away. Breaking the silence, Sora struggled to speak. “I—felt something like this … when I was changing, but—but not this long … violent … lasting. I need to—to fix my spirit—enter the—B-Body Technique.”

“That’s what I don’t understand … haven’t you already done that?”

Sora weakly shook her head. “I can’t—not fully. This feeling—it stops me.”

I know you love me, but why—why won’t you tell me how to do it?

“It may not seem necessary at the moment, but Mary is learning something very important. Just hold on. It won’t be much longer.”

I’m trying… She cried.

Mary thought for a moment before responding. “Not fully—there are stages, and it involves your Spirit or Intelligence, I think. There’s a connection … from what I understand of the relationship between Body, Spirit, Intelligence, and Core, at least from what Wendy, you, and Inari have touched upon … let’s see … c’mon—compile the information!

“The body—the physical body—it’s one of the greatest tools to shape our Intelligence, and the Spirit is the medium by which all of that is connected. If your Spirit has been damaged, then that backlash would affect everything as the bridge between them, and your Spiritual Core is the primary machine that directs everything.

“Your Core—that’s it … it’s the primary body of the Spirit—more like the heart or brain … the Spiritual Network … it’s the veins and nerves that are outside of the Core that connect to the body. The Oltera Nexus is—what was it—it’s so damn important, but why—think!”

Sora cleared her throat, trying to relax her muscles. “The center—power…”

“Right, right … the Core holds many spiritual organs, but the Oltera Nexus is like the brain or heart … the power of the whole operation. Everything together is a soul … your entire being. If we can figure out how to…”

A pulse shot through Sora’s soul, causing her to moan; Mary’s arm tightened around her left shoulder, fingers shaking. She knew the creature wasn’t really there, but it was like trying to deny the sun was in the sky; the miasmic fluid seemed to course through everything, making her body cramp.

“I’m so sorry,” Mary’s tone was heated with frustration. “I’m trying to piece everything together … I’ve been playing catch-up this entire time. Soul … the soul … what can we do? If the nerves have been damaged—then it could be repeating their last sensation. It’s like an amputee, continuing to experience the firing of the nerves. That means it’s already been impressed into the Intelligence.

“How will calming her down or entering that state fix it?” She asked, running her right hand through her hair. “Think … the body affects the Intelligence through the Spirit’s network … it’s a complex machine. Every pathway hasn’t been damaged or blocked … you were able to heal.”

Sora breathed out a heavy sigh of relief as the pain eased. “I-I’m trying to calm down…”

“Sora!”

She made a sound in her throat, looking up at the woman quizzically.

“Can you look for a new route? Entering the Outer Body Technique is like—pulling yourself back … out of your physical body and back into your Oltera Nexus … I think. It follows familiar paths to retract to that point. I don’t think it functions like normal nerves, everything is constantly…”

Sora’s senses went dark; the effect took her by surprise. She couldn’t hear Mary’s words, feel her body pressing against hers, smell the millions of scents around her, taste the remains of her breakfast, or see anything. It wasn’t black or like there was static, there was nothing.

What … what’s happening? Why can’t I see … hear?

“Give it a bit of time, dear … different pathways have been damaged, and your Intelligence is naturally and subconsciously trying to find solutions to your failing soul. Your perception was severed; it’s just hit a dead-end in a particular route. Give it a moment…”

It was like an explosion of sensations hit every nerve as the world rematerialized; she sat in stunned silence as Mary’s voice slowly filtered back. It didn’t seem like she’d even noticed her lack of physical awareness. She had no clue how much time had passed.

“Does—does the Oltera Nexus somehow expand the Intelligence? It shapes it into your entire network … that’s how it affects your Intelligence with everything. That means … you said you could shield yourself … shield your Intelligence? Did it break past it?”

Realizing she’d left that part out of her story, Sora gave a short start before a quake ran down her body. “N-No,” she jerkily shook her head. “No—lowered it—I let it in.” 

“If you weren’t protecting your pathways, then it could possibly bypass the distance and send a chain reaction throughout your entire Intelligence—the system the Oltera Nexus is running. I don’t get how … that doesn’t matter! First, we need to get you into the Outer Body Technique.”

“She’s figuring out the severity of the situation.”

“Sora, can you try to enter that state, but try to carefully pull back; avoid any damaged—what do I call them … sections—nerves? You just need to avoid the damaged areas.”

It took a little effort, but she pulled her tail around; somehow it had ended up in an uncomfortable position. She shifted a little before taking a deep breath and closing her eyes. The moment she tried looking for and avoiding anything that could be dangerous, she discovered she was entering it.

Opening her eyes, she looked around and her brow furrowed with concern. The dark space she was in was spotty; the light overhead had dimmed and only fractions of light made it to the black floor she stood on. She felt vulnerable, unguarded.

“What—happened?”

Her aunt was suddenly beside her; tails shifting to her left as she glanced around the space. She was clothed in a black and red Kimono that was as dark as the void around them, and Sora was a little shocked to see tears falling down her cheeks.

“You’re dying,” Inari whispered.

“W-What?” Sora bent down to examine herself. “I don’t—wait, I don’t feel the pain anymore?”

“Of course not … you’ve retreated to the most secluded and most protected area of your soul. It’s a terrible thing … your Intelligence is creating an illusion to feel in control. If you were to see what your Intelligence truly looks like … it would horrify you.”

Sora breathed in and out, trying to calm her racing heart as she pressed her left hand against her chest, eyes falling to her two tails as she pulled them around. Her hands moved across her fur, the feeling somehow helping to bring her peace.

“If—I’m dying … how can I—I don’t understand. Is there nothing I can do?”

Inari’s lips lifted into a sad smile as she walked in front of her, pulling her into a hug. “If you were looking at a physical body, dear … you’re hemorrhaging; it hurts me to watch. Fixing it isn’t so simple.”

Her aunt’s embrace tightened; soft skin and chest pressing against her as her hot breath made Sora’s ears twitch. “To fix it, you’ll need to turn your focus inward and meet your Intelligence.”

“Meet my Intelligence?” Sora swallowed. “Isn’t that—is it just like an Intelligent Construct?”

Her aunt shook her head, pulling away to hold her at arm’s length. “No, my dear little niece. The damage caused by the worm has, in a manner, fractured your Intelligence; it was caused by compounding events. You should naturally be able to recover from such spiritual wounds, and quickly, but the thing the worm most loved and targeted … it was the good desires you have for others.”

“My … will I stop wanting to help people?” Sora asked with disbelief.

“It’s not so simple. Unable to cope with the effects of your actions … there’s a battle between love and hate. The target for that is the one person that is your greatest enemy—and your greatest friend.”

Inari tucked her lower lip under her perfect teeth, orange irises staring into the abyss. After a moment, she took a deep breath, vision returning to gaze into her eyes. Sora’s stomach tightened at the anguish on her aunt’s face.

This was worse than the pain; her aunt’s clear, compassion, knowing, and yet uneasy eyes. “There’s a war brewing beneath the surface of your consciousness; remember what I told you—emotions can kill you, and there’s a reason for that. Inside you now—there’s heartache and pain that you can’t face subconsciously. In short … you’re killing yourself.”

A lump dropped down Sora’s throat. She pressed her left hand against her chest, feeling the beat of her heart. “So … the worm did cause damage, but—I don’t feel like I deserve to heal it?” The words slowly began to sink in.

Her aunt took a shuddering breath. “We’re just in an impossible situation,” she whispered. “I can’t say that what you did was right or wrong … it was a choice, and now, we need to handle it.”

“But … you wouldn’t have done it—would you?” Sora mumbled, eyes dropping as tingles shot down her spine and through her tails. “You would have let Mimi die…”

“Yes … if I was in the same situation, I would not risk everything to save a Vulpes I’ve known less than a day and had only met one time. Not if it risked everyone else that was relying on me. That being said, I am not you, and you are not me. You should not model your life off of mine.”

Sora’s vision fell to her aunt’s perfect feet, wrapped in elegant stone-like sandals. “How can I … I don’t know anything about you.”

“Quite right,” Inari chuckled. “It would take far too long to explain all my adventures, and we need to get you ready for yours.”

The time passed as Sora continued to stare down at her aunt’s feet. “I’m killing myself … stopping myself from healing. How do I face that?”

“With courage,” Inari’s tone brightened, and as Sora’s eyes rose, she found her aunt smiling. “You showed remarkable courage in helping Mimi.”

“But you…”

“Yes, I would have been too scared to go through with it. I am by nature far more cautious than you, which has its advantages and disadvantages. There are things that I believe you need to work on, and be nudged in the right direction so that you can survive … however, I adore you more than just about anything!”

“Just about?”

“Well, darling, there are levels of priority in everything. It would be an extremely hard choice for me to pick between your mother, you, and your daughter. I try to be as honest as possible, and if a situation came up where I had to make a terrible choice, then I’d have to make it.

“It’s not something many people tend to consider. Some pridefully think they can save both in such a situation, but that is a rather foolish and indecisive point of view bound to get both killed; to not make it is to fail both parties. So, are you ready?”

Taking in a quick breath, she released it before squaring her shoulders; her aunt stepping back to smile encouragingly. “Okay … what do I need to do?”

“Reach down, below the surface, down to a place where you shy away from. This stage will help you dig deeper into other’s Oltera Nexus; this is digging down beyond the persona, meeting the whole of an individual. Don’t be surprised as you fall through space; you're going to meet the other side of your Intelligence.”

She closed her eyes, following her aunt’s instructions.

“The method of entering through someone else’s spirit to control them diverges from the method of reaching down into your own; The Outer Body Technique is the process of learning how to do it. Facing the manifestation of your malevolence is not easy. It’s no different than a dragon’s lair, the fear that grips you with imminent danger … go to where your Shadow lies.”

Sora didn’t exactly know when but at some point when her aunt was talking, she was falling through the void, yet she could still hear her voice. The darkness swallowed her and a chill began to climb up her spine and tails as she continued to descend.

It was the strangest feeling; she was falling, but she wasn’t flailing around in the wind. There was some kind of force that kept her level, despite how her legs or arms moved, and her dress fluttered but didn’t so much as raise a few inches.

Her aunt’s words ended what seemed ages ago, but still, she fell. Unexpectedly, her feet struck a fathomless floor; it was as if her body knew when she’d land before her mind. She looked around; there was no sound, sight, or smell.

A lump dropped down her throat as she slowly worked her feet out, gaining a better purchase against the unfathomable darkness. Clearing her throat, she said, “Hello? Umm … can I get some li…”

Just as she had the thought, a dim light came into existence overhead, yet she still couldn’t see anything below her. Her body was dully illuminated, but everything else was black, and that was when the voice came.

“The goddess descends! Look at that.”

Sora looked around, but couldn’t find the source as it kept changing positions; it was behind and beside her, far away to her left and closer to her right. The thing that sent a shiver down her spine, though, was the tone; the disembodied voice was cold, strong, sarcastic.

“Come to join the rabble?”

“Rabble?” She looked to her left as she heard soft weeping. “Is that—is someone crying?”

The cold voice breathed out a disgusted sigh. “It won’t shut up! Boo-hoo, I hurt Emilia. Get over it! It’s not like I can shut it up—because you’re such a goodie-two-shoes! What if I hurt her feelings? Gasp! No, poor Kari … it’s not like she literally tried to eat us!”

“Us … so, you are me … my Shadow.”

“No, duh, idiot! And look at you, all brave—I’m going to go down and kick the shit out of this little prissy and get my glorious throne back! Oh, little depressed sissy over here has the waterworks? What?! The bellyacher is killing us? No!”

With a desire, a light appeared, illuminating two clones of herself.

Her Shadow stood tall, flats pressed against her clone’s back as she rubbed her toes in, leering over the girl. The other was puffy cheeked and a complete mess; her clothes were ripped, face bloodied and bruised, and streams of crimson flowed out of open wounds to disappear into the void.

Shadow laughed as she stomped on Anguish’s tails.

“How pathetic can you be?” She growled.

“Ow … I can’t—I hurt people … I can’t help anyone…”

Sora’s tail bristled at the bullying, memories flashing back. Shadow smirked, turning her cold green eyes in her direction; the intensity of her irises completely shut down Sora’s thoughts.

“What?” She sneered. “You’re going to come to its aid; are you that naive? No, what am I thinking? Of course, you are!”

Sora’s skin tingled with warning signals as Shadow prowled over to her, nose twisted with contempt.

“Little Ms. Princess,” she scoffed, making Sora take a step back, air freezing in her lungs as Shadow came inches from her face; a wave of dread crashed against her. “Stupid enough to let a filthy, ravenous, cancerous, worm into my soul! For what?” She shouted. “For some worthless sniveling slave that checked out the moment you carelessly gorged on her cancer? Wretched filth!”

An ugly grin split her lips as a wall of red flames shot up from below, causing Sora to fly back, tumbling across the formless ground. She gasped after each strike, coughing while trying to collect herself. Swallowing, she looked back; Shadow was already circling Anguish, revulsion clear on her face.

Sora wanted to fight back, but her eyes, the way she moved, the aura she released, her Shadow was terrifying.

Anguish was hugging herself, tucked into a tight ball; she remembered the exact pose she’d used when defending herself from Kari’s pack. She cried unintelligible words, mumbling things Sora couldn’t make out.

Shadow clicked her tongue. “If you’re going to keep insanely rambling about how defective and witless you are, then at least make it understandable! Are you dumb? You’re no different than that worm; a cancerous, malignant, grotesque tumor that licks boots for pity. You are unlovable, repugnant … a misshapen wretch!”

Sora’s mind slowly came back under control, but she could feel her body shaking with fear; it was like she was back in that bathroom, Kari looming over her with absolute power, but her aunt’s instructions filtered back into her mind.

Facing the manifestation of your malevolence is not easy. It’s no different than a dragon’s lair, the fear that grips you with imminent danger … go to where your Shadow lies.

I’m not here to fight Anguish … I’m here to face down my Shadow.

Tucking her lip under, Sora took a long, shuddering breath before rising. Shadow glanced back at her with a leer. “Remembering what Inari said? If only she’d taught you a little more grit? Oh, maybe that’s why you’re here!” She chuckled, marching back over to her.

Sora set her jaw and tensed her muscles before clearing her throat. “You need to…” She choked as every nerve in her body screamed there was an immediate crisis. It was as if a black hole were sucking out every atom of oxygen from her body.

Shadow hovered before her like a storm, expanding into a giant. “You think you’re hot stuff, strong? I’ll cut off your tails and force them down your throat! Would you like that? I bet you would. No, better idea, I’ll cut its tails off and force them down your throat! We can play a game about it. Who can eat the most tail?”

“T-This is me?” Sora asked, chest burning. “I’m really this nasty on the inside?”

“Nasty?” Shadow laughed. “You have jokes! Oh, honey, I’m just getting started! We’ll move to your uterus next—I heard it’s red, don’t you want to find out? Of course, you do! Now, this is more or less a conceptual reality you created, but it should function fundamentally the same. Don’t you think? I think so; it’ll be a good experiment.”

“Stop!” Sora shouted, shoving her back.

Shadow’s smile turned ugly as she stumbled back. “Oh? I see—is that how you want to play it?”

“I just want to see if I can help her … we’re dying—don’t you know?”

“Oh—of course, I know—moron. Who do you think started this nightmare in the first place because she was too weak? Oh, do I need to point it out? Of course, I do … it’s you, nitwit!”

“I—I know, but what you’re doing isn’t going…”

“Isn’t going to help?” She asked sarcastically, taking a step forward before puffing out her chest. “Is that your expert opinion? Where did you get that from? I’d say I’m doing quite a lot of good work, wouldn’t you? I mean, you’re here right now, right? That means I’ve been doing something right!”

“I—what? What are you talking about? You’re just beating up…”

“That thing?” Shadow pointed before breaking into hysterical laughter. “No—no you can’t be—but it is you … that stupid! You think that thing’s real—us?”

“Isn’t she? That’s just the…”

Shadow brought up her hand, twirling it around in a circle for her to continue as her tails flicked to the right. “Uh-huh—I’m listening? If you have a mouth, use it!”

“What—is she then?”

The girl in front of her popped her tongue a few times with a dubious expression. “Wow,” she stated, clapping a few times. “Whoever told you to be yourself simply couldn’t have given you worse advice. We’re just not pretty enough to be this dumb, but there she is folks, idiocy incarnate, right here!”

“Could you stop insulting me and just tell me? I mean, aren’t you just making fun of yourself? We’re the same…”

Shadow released a mass of air as she smiled in disbelief. “You are impossible to underestimate! Unmitigated asininity at its finest! How can we share the same Intelligence? It’s just—it’s unfathomable! How can we tell ourselves apart? One of us is pretty, and one of us is smart? I wonder who that is?”

“You think you’re ugly? I’m this ugly on this inside … how … I even admit it?”

“I’ve been called worse things by better people.” Shadow scoffed. “You’re like the first piece of bread in a loaf; everybody touches you, but nobody wants you!”

Sora was speechless as her counterpart continued to insult her.

“I wish that for just a moment—just a moment—you could stand in my shoes, then you’d know what a drag it is to see you! At this point, there’s nothing you can do to make me think less of you. I’d ask your opinion on our situation, I really would, but as an outsider, what could your perspective possibly be on Intelligence?”

She turned back to Anguish, still sobbing in a heap; red lightning crackled across Shadow’s tails. “Now that’s settled, where were we? Right, we were getting to know each other…”

“Wait!” Sora swallowed, running around Shadow to plant herself in front of the cowering clone. “I don’t know if she’s the cause of everything or not, but don’t…”

Shadow cut her off like a dull butcher’s clever through bone. “Are you this dense? You’re like the Founder equivalent of a participation award; you’ve ruined everyone’s lives, but still, you crawl back. At this point, I don’t even know if I see much difference between you and it!”

Sora’s ears twitched, the heat in her chest was becoming more and more irritated by her Shadow’s constant mouth. “Could you—is it that hard to explain it to me?”

“That’s all anyone does, dear … look—I don’t have the time or the crayons to explain this to you right now! You’d struggle to pour water out of a bottle, with the instructions on the side—pictures.”

“Okay, fine I’ve had enough. If you want to be like that, then you should eat your own make-up. Then you can at least be pretty on the inside.”

Shadow’s brow furrowed, lips shifting to the side for a moment. “Not great. At least you’re growing a spine. I don’t have make-up; it’s better for people to think you’re an idiot than open your mouth and prove them right.”

Sora’s nose twisted, tails bursting into flames as she squared her shoulders. “Fine, if it’s a fight you want, then I’ll give it to you!”

A sharp puff of air shot through Shadow’s throat as her fingers ran through her hair, pulling it back with a growled. “Why … why am I stuck here? I could be out there, and you know what everyone would say? You haven’t been yourself lately, Sora. Oh, I haven’t noticed! Yeah, we’ve all noticed the improvement!”

Sora screamed before rushing Shadow.
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B3 — 52. Foe Or Victim?
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                    POV: Sora Moore

Recap: Sora managed to find her way through the damaged sections of her Spiritual Network to pull back into conscience her Inner Core.  She met her aunt, found out she's dying, and needs to go down to meet her Shadow.

They didn't hit it off really well ... and now Sora's attacking her.



                

                Sora launched toward Shadow, flaming tails flicking around to send a wall of Foxfire in her clone’s face. The sound of crackling lightning faded as she lost sight of her nastier side in the blaze; when it passed, Shadow was gone.

“What?” Sora glanced around the dark space, jaw locking as her stomach tightened. Are you kidding me? There’s no way I incinerated her. “Where are you?” She yelled, eyes still scanning the void.

A soft giggle echoed around the empty space.

A lump dropped down her throat as her focus fell on Anguish; her hiccups and cries seemed to escalate as it became the only sound. The fur on Sora’s tail began to stiffen as the eerie scene continued.

Clearing her throat, Sora shivered as tingles shot down her spine, causing her ears to twitch. She walked over to Anguish, scanning the area; she did a quick check above and below, thinking back to all the monster movies she’d seen. “What are you, scared? You were talking so big before!”

Sucking on her lower lip for a moment, Sora huffed, bending down to her thrashed clone. “Hey, are you okay?”

Her brow furrowed as Anguish tucked into a tighter ball.

Sora’s green eyes moved up her body, following the dark bruises and long gashes along her legs, back, and arms. Her copper hair was matted with liquid, but upon closer inspection, it was black, not red. Reaching out her hand, Sora lightly touched her shoulder. “Hey…”

Anguish stopped quivering; Sora swallowed as she turned her head. Her green irises met her, filled with pain; it looked like she’d been hit by a truck.

“Oh, my … I’m so…” Sora’s words died in her throat as Anguish’s eyes started to blister before rotting, black liquid calling down her cheeks and expelling from her mouth as she gurgled.

Sora’s lungs froze with her mind as her skin discolored, veins turning black, crawling up her face and spreading across her entire body.

“W-What in the…” Sora stumbled back as she heard Shadow’s soft laughter.

Anguish unfolded her body, slowly crawling toward her as it gurgled unintelligibly, reaching for her closest tail.

Out of nowhere, Shadow’s foot slammed into Anguish’s face, sending her tumbling across the void-like floor. “Filthy, wretch!”

“W-What’s…” Sora couldn’t even get the words out before an unseen force latched onto her arms, lifting into the void, and a gag was placed around her mouth.

Shadow’s disgust turned to playful amusement as she turned toward her. “Oh, how the Goddess has fallen. Did you like my little trick? Poor Anguish! Has mean Shadow been bullying you? Not so compassionate when I take away the illusion!” She laughed.

Sora couldn’t open her mouth; her entire body felt like there was a pressure holding her in place. She whimpered as something pulled up on her tails, sending a spike up her spine; the pressure soon eased, but Shadow’s vicious smile didn’t falter.

Shadow floated up to her eye level. “You think you’re so real? You don’t know what we’re capable of, do you? You think you’re so clever and smart … Inari wants me to tame rebellious little Shadow? What a joke.”

A lump dropped down Sora’s throat as her eyes fell to Shadow’s hands, where she twirled a knife around in her hand. No … why are you doing this? We’re the same … are you trying to take over? Why can’t I do anything!

“We are dancing to quite the different drumbeat,” Shadow said with a short huff. “I’m an instigator, degrading, didn’t you read the flyer? I’ll leave my enemy’s face leaking, cut, and disfigured. I’m the one that played with Heather’s image, manipulated Kari to rough up her own member, sent her ramming into Lori … is that it?”

Sora’s stomach convulsed as Shadow slid the handle of her blade up her front, passing her bellybutton, sternum, collarbone, and atom’s apple before resting under her chin.

“No … I was the one that sent that video to the Police, scared off Sarah and Brianna when they came knocking for money … I’m the devil that rises to meet the monsters. I was the one that stood up when our father laid on the ground, dying, and grasped the power surging through our veins, ready to roast Eric—fire with fire … anything that threatens the things we value.

“My desires are no different than yours … I’m true to what we value while you muddle about in the complexity of things, I take action. The hole you’ve fallen down is a long way down without me and only brings despair … for everyone.

Please…

“Please?” Shadow chuckled. “Having second thoughts about trying to help that thing over there that you named Anguish—that name is so like you? Hmm?”

Why are you doing this?

“The same questions, over and over!” Shadow moaned, turning to pace on an invisible platform. “I wish I could jab this knife into your belly, twist it around, and spill your guts all over the floor. It’s like your little hamster wheel is spinning, but the hamster’s dead … you use your brain like a chocolate teapot!”

She turned to glare at her. “Why am I doing this? I suppose I must break out the crayons … if you were any more naive, then I would need to water you twice a week!” She growled. “Were you listening to Inari at all during her lectures and advice?”

Sora coughed as her gag was released; taking a shuddering breath, she glanced over at the grotesque mess curled back into a ball, weeping. “I … you know I was…”

Shadow sucked in her lower lip, rolling her eyes. “I can’t believe how moronic you can be! I really do have all the brains.” Shadow mumbled. “Questioning something spurs the brain; you don’t need to have an answer, but the simple question can spark the imagination. Ring a bell?”

Closing her eyes for a moment, Sora took a long breath before looking back at Shadow. “Inari said that. Okay … I get it. This is your realm, right? There’s not much I can do … can you let me down so we can talk?”

The dagger in Shadow’s hand vanished as the force surrounding her disappeared; she fell into a tangled heap. “Oof … you could have been a little gentler,” she mumbled, collecting herself before rising.

Shadow seemed to have lost herself in a memory. “Champagne, dancing, gasoline … why can’t we just go back to the simple times, but no … someone’s gotta be everyone’s keeper.”

Sora glanced down at her shirt before returning to Shadow’s dull expression. “What, do I have something on my face? Yes, I want to help people … thank you for all the work you made me do at the Police Station, too!”

“The things I do to move forward,” Shadow mumbled, walking over to the curled up thing on the floor. “This,” she stated, kicking Anguish hard enough to send her flying several feet away, coughing and sputtering, “is the thing killing us. Get it?” She asked, turning to glare at her.

“Okay … I get it, and it makes sense. It’s my feelings—and my PTSD,” she mumbled, as Shadow lifted an eyebrow. “I really get it … so why didn’t you kill it—if you’re so tough?” She asked with a bit of bite.

Shadow slowly looked up, closing her eyes before letting a slow stream flow through her lips. After a moment, she scratched the top of her head before running her left hand through her hair. “I swear … ever since you’ve gotten this savior complex, you’ve become utterly idiotic. You can’t even think about Inari’s words because you’re too focused on the whole world you want to save while what lies around you burns.

“Me! I’m the one saying that!” She shouted, jabbing a finger in Anguish’s direction as she recovered. “Do you think I’d have trouble kicking that little parasite’s tails into the ground?”

Sora nibbled on her lower lip as she studied her pitiful side. “No … if you could have—you’re saying you let it stick around to get me here?”

Shadow’s body began to shake with rage, and without warning, she appeared in front of her, hands gripping her shirt front, Shadow lifted her off the ground. Face red; she screamed, “You’re the pulse in my veins; you’re the war that I wage—I’m under the knife of your innocence as you consume me! You filled me with hate—into the silence, you sent me—into the fire, consumed—I’m stuck, self-torturing … did you think I’d disappear?”

“I—I don’t understand,” Sora choked, trying to use Shadow’s wrists to support her weight, but her body suddenly felt so weak.

“Of course not; it’s not like you to see through the sickness,” Shadow seethed, throwing her to the side. “You’ve almost become worthless to me!”

Sora tumbled across the ground, feeling the wave of fear course through her body again like a fire; air forced from her lungs, she tucked into a ball, coughing and sputtering. For some reason, everything felt so real here, and it was beginning to scare her; she felt powerless before her Shadow.

“Why—why can’t I fight you?”

“Because you’re mostly fake,” Shadow laughed.

Finding a bit of defiance in herself from Shadow’s mocking voice, Sora struggled back to her feet. “What—am I to you? You’re saying I’m the Persona … but that can’t all be fake—I’m not all fake.”

Shadow rolled her eyes. “I have to spell everything out for you!” Tapping the side of her head, she huffed, “If you’d just clear your head of all this pointless heroism, then you’d understand Inari’s words. You have no clue how imbalanced we are because of your choices.”

Sora promptly shook her head. “It was a sacrifice; Inari said it wasn’t wrong…”

“Is that what she said?” Shadow asked with a lilting tone.

“She said—she wouldn’t do what I did, but I shouldn’t model my life after her…”

Shadow bit her lower lip in anger, nose twisting with contempt. “You only hear what you want! You’re the love that I hate, yet you’re the drug that I take … compassion is such a monster.”

“Why can’t you stop hating me? All you’ve done is yell and call me stupid … if you can’t explain it to me, then who’s more stupid?”

“Ouch! Your words are like a bullet to my head,” she stated while slowly clapping. “Ignorance and Understanding; that’s you and me, and I waited, yelled, but you ignored me—almost every time. I couldn’t find a good reason … not even a glimmer of hope to believe in you … so, I let all this happen … hands off the steering wheel.”

“What are you talking about? You can’t be serious…”

“Oh, come on,” Shadow laughed, eyes widening as she slowly moved closer, causing Sora to step back. “You’ve felt the urge inside your gut—the urge to play with fire … the insanity—the pulse that gets us high. The craving to pour gasoline on everything and light the match, watching people’s hopes fade as their castles burn and crumble. The unstoppable animal within you that claws at the edges of your mind!”

The intense force pulsing off Shadow made Sora trip; Shadow was on top of her in a breath, straddling her, pinning her to the ground.

“Test my reality; check if there’s a weak spot. You’re clinging to insanity, hoping the world will ease up. You know how to play it pretty good; everyone starts out a little insane, and we learned pretty quickly how to fake it for the world, but you never learned to drop the act … so, under that skin of yours. I’m the product you created—me, under your skin—the monster you made me.”

It took all Sora had to keep herself from falling completely to her back; for some reason, every time Shadow closed in, she lost strength.

“You’re—the monster, though … the beast within me. I’m not the monster…”

Shadow’s hot breath pressed against her cheeks, spiteful green irises’ glaring at her. “I’m just an artifice to you … a decoy soul. I lift you up, and then you let me go; I’ve made an art of digging shallow holes, and so, I’m going to drop the tiniest seed in and watch it grow. I’ve lost the parts of me that make me whole … I am the darkness, but you are the monster in control, and your betrayal sparked all of this.”

“Get up,” Shadow huffed, pulling her to her feet with one arm before shoving her back.

Sora didn’t know how to respond; Shadow had been calling the shots the entire time.

Taking a long breath, Shadow seemed to calm down a bit; she flipped out her hair, still directing a disdainful glare in her direction. “I just needed to release a bit of stress.”

Licking her lips, Sora folded her arms to keep herself from shaking. “What…”

“Wait … I’m just about to break—you’re just more than I can take! I feel it in my veins, and it’s not going away.” She took a long breath again. “There’s a war going on inside us; this is a warning, like it or not. Come with me,” she muttered, walking away.

Sora cleared her throat before following. She’s…

When she paused, Shadow released a mirthless laugh. “Yes, you’re me; I know what you’re thinking.”

“Then…”

“Why can’t you hear me? Because you left me … ink runs, paint bleeds, the picture that you had with me was destroyed.”

Her tone turned wistful. “During our change … you lived life like you were on fire, and I danced with you … our soul, lifting higher and higher … our history … why’d you have to throw me away?”

“How did I throw you away? Didn’t I kick Fen out? I mean, I completed my change less than a week ago.”

Shadow glanced back at her with a sad smile. “You honestly think that was me? No, I would have made sure she didn’t come back to bite our tails. Do you remember anything about Inari’s discussion on the Persona and the Shadow? The Yin and the Yang?”

Before she could respond, her aunt’s image appeared before them, sitting in her chair. She ran forward. “Aunt Inari…”

Her words died as she didn’t even acknowledge them, and Shadow just gave her an infuriating smirk. Her aunt’s words echoed around them as Shadow brought back different memories.

“You’ve each read or watched media that portrayed the dark side of a hero's personality, and they combat that darker self, gaining mastery…

“Control,” her aunt’s tone held its familiar crisp edge. “You mentioned the Yin and the Yang, Ashley. Such a wonderful identification with so much depth. The light and darkness inside us, cycling in balance, not separate...”

Ashley and Mary appeared beside her aunt, sitting in their own seats, and Ashley picking up where her aunt left off. “So, connecting the Phoenix with dissolve and the Shadow with integrate?”

Inari nodded. “... you burn that negative structure of your mother’s abuse, shedding it like a snake, but you still need to incorporate your aggression…

“One of Nietzsche’s most trenchant critiques of traditional morality is that most of what passes for morality is not that at all, but cowardice; it’s not that I’m a good person and I don’t want to hurt or steal from you, it’s that I’m afraid to hurt or steal from you because of consequences.”

“However,” Shadow chuckled, walking behind Inari’s chair. “It’s not cowardice for you … it’s suicide and the sacrifice of everything around you.”

Before she could reply, Nathan appeared on the opposite side of her aunt. “... nobody can be a good person without integrating their potential for aggression.”

Her aunt nodded again. “If you really mean no, then what you’re saying is: There isn’t anything you can do to me that will make me change my mind, or conversely, it means, I will play for higher stakes than you will.”

“Real aggression,” Shadow smirked. “What you did with Fen was weak—an imitation; you tried to crush me—you didn’t need my help. Fen didn’t feel the warning you sent … she didn’t feel the heat that would imprint on her mind to want nothing to do with you.

“You gave her plenty of room for self-pity and the feelings of animosity. You need the flash of white lightning that hangs over their head—so powerful that they can’t even imagine striking back at you—just like Kari did to you. You tried to be perfect … was it worth it … nothing could ever be so wrong.”

She looked around, whispering, “If you believe it’s in our soul—I’d say all the words that I know … I did all this just to try and let you know … to see if it would show. I’m real.”

Inari’s voice returned. “Jung was very interested in the workings and concept of evil; what do you do with the part of you that is aggressive and potentially malevolent? Do you crush it?”

“That’s the superego response!” Mary chimed in.

“Yes, the response to put it behind you.”

“Crush me,” Shadow cut in. “This place is so empty … my thoughts are so tempting. I don’t know how it got so bad … sometimes I feel so crazy that I feel like nothing can save me, but … it’s the only thing that I have left.”

She circled around the chairs to kneel at Inari’s feet, looking up at her aunt’s face. “It never gets easy…”

“However,” her aunt picked up, “is that even a possibility? Or—do you admit its existence and bring it into the game? For Freud, morality was superego clamping down on the Id, and they were fundamentally opposed.” A smile touched her lips. “Both Jung and Jean Piaget had a different idea, Mary?”

“... Okay, both Jung and Piaget … they’d say to Freud—no, no, you don’t shut the bad guys down, you invite them out to play...”

“The definition of a genuinely moral person,” Inari stated with a bright smile, “You should be able to do things you wouldn’t do; they could do it, but they don’t, and that’s not cowardice. The Phoenix, you burn off the things that get in the way of that integration.”

Sora swallowed, starting to connect all the dots as she looked down on Shadow; she suddenly seemed a lot more vulnerable. “I didn’t think … I guess I haven’t given much thought to my aunt’s words at all,” she muttered.

“You’re right,” Ashley jumped in. “If it’s deadwood, then you have room for new growth.”

“Yes, that’s the snake that sheds its skin and transforms itself—the death and resurrection from a psychological perspective. Many people accomplish this to a lesser degree, the low hanging fruit or foolish things that if you stopped doing, would improve your life.

“I’m talking about something much, much deeper, but also requires the burning of those low hanging fruit as well. This has to do with pride; people tend to be prideful of who they are, which is a bad idea because that puts you in a sense of comfort.

“The idea that you’ve reached a state of perfection is a terrible idea because it stops you from becoming who you could be; if you are proud of what you are, then you cannot let that burn in the Phoenix’s flames and integrate the unknown and dangerous elements of your shadow.

“You become your own parody; you don’t want this, you want to be continually progressing away from your previous self. Here we get to the conclusion. Are you the yin or the yang; the order or the chaos; the persona or the shadow—or, are you the process that mediates between them.”

Sora rubbed her elbow, looking down at the void. “I’m the mediating force … the middle person and I pushed you away … fusing with my Persona.”

“Threw me away,” Shadow whispered, glancing back at her with tears in her eyes. “I protected you every chance I got, and … here I am.”
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B3 — 53. The Path Forward
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                    POV: Sora Moore

 

Recap: She learned a bit more about Shadow and learned that she's not pure evil and that she'd been trying to crush her out of existence. Shadow brought back a few parts of Inari's lecture to connect the dots.



                

                Sora couldn’t look at Shadow; she kept her eyes down, hand gripping her left arm as she thought.  If I’m the mediating force, and I’ve been rejecting my Shadow, then what does that mean if I start leaning back that way?  She’s the darker side of me…

Her green irises slid back to the disfigured image of Anguish, still sobbing in a tight ball.  This is me in my darkest place, and this is her being nice to me.

A lump dropped down her throat as she recalled a few of Shadow’s threats.  This is the part of me that doesn’t joke around with her words.  Every word is true; she’ll do anything to survive … even if it means letting us reach the edge of death.

“What do you want?”  Sora whispered.

Shadow sniffed back her tears, but her face was still contorted in odium.  “Are we so disconnected? Think … no wonder you’ve made such a mess. What can I do that you can’t?”

“I … don’t know what you’re thinking.  I see … I’m still rejecting you.”

“Brilliant,” Shadow scoffed.  “Other than stating the obvious, where does that lead us?”

Sora bit down on her lip, sucking it back for a moment; the condescending mannerisms of Shadow sparked a bit of annoyance within her, but she knew she was in the wrong.  Yet, even knowing that, she was scared. With her memories of her aunt’s lecture brought back, her concerns brought back the conversation as Nathan appeared.

 “We’ll be fighting our darker self?  I’m a little scared of that aspect—I kind of fear what that might be inside me…”

Shadow laughed, drawing Sora’s focus; she was whipping away the tears that were leaving her eyes.  “Fight—fight me? That’s hilarious!”

Trying to ignore her, she turned back as Mary responded.  “That’s a natural reaction. We each have darkness inside us … everyone is capable of evil, but we are in control of what we choose to release.”

I understand that already, though; I know I’m the mediator.  This isn’t helping! What did Inari say about it?

On cue, her aunt spoke, and Sora sucked on her lip as she listened, trying to ignore Shadow folding her arms and tapping her feet impatiently for her to discover the answer.

“Control,” Inari said with a crisp tone.  “You mentioned the Yin and the Yang, Ashley.  Such a wonderful identification with so much depth.  The light and darkness inside us, cycling in balance; not separate, but combined into a whole.  Mary, you’ve studied some of Carl Jung, have you not?”

Mary’s eyes lit up.  “Oh, yes, I most definitely have.  He was a deep psychology genius. There were things that I disagreed with, but it’s Jung; he was an intellectual giant.”

Her aunt followed with the question, “I’ll ask this of everyone, what is the purpose behind evil?  What is it trying to convince you of? This pernicious element that corrodes human consciousness.

“Life is so unbearably cruel, unjust, random, and tragic, that reality itself would be better off if it never existed at all.  Everyone will go through moments with this malevolent element that latches onto your Core. It is not easy to rid yourself of this miasma; it takes real purpose, meaning, to accomplish that, and if you cannot find meaning, then you will drown in darkness.”

A low hum left Sora’s throat.  Shadow’s crude and cruel, but I don’t think that qualifies her as evil.  She’s not the devil or anything…

Her concentration broke as Shadow moaned.  “You’re so slow! No, I don’t believe in a devil, cause I raised this hell.  I was born ready to handle pressure; I don’t back down to anything. I’ll be the last one standing when all the giants fall!

“Everyone’s so scared; they won’t go where I will.  They won’t make the move’s necessary to get what they want, leaving every Shadow to scream in the dark while personalities like you play in the masquerade!  Just please, make a move!”

“What move?  I just don’t get it!”  Sora growled in frustration.

“Knowing endless consequences,” Shadow groaned, gripping the side of her head.  “I feel so useless in this! Why … why is it such a curse to be the smart one?”

Face turning red, Sora turned back to Mary, trying to ignore Shadow’s lamentations.  

I know a part of me just can’t agree with Shadow … I just don’t know if what she’s saying is all right, and I still don’t know what I’m supposed to do.

“Hmm,” Mary looked up into the blackness.  “The Phoenix … there are times in your life where you have to identify in yourself flaws or insufficiencies that you must have a controlled burn, purging or discarding a part of yourself that doesn’t fit, like the rebirth of the Phoenix.  

“Jung’s idea of incorporating the Shadow plays out like … as you get older, you mature by reincorporating things about yourself that you lost when you were younger—integrate your Shadow or things that you’ve been rejecting about yourself.  One discards the flaws, while the other incorporates them.”

Ashley continued.  “It meant to dissolve and integrate.  So, connecting the Phoenix with dissolve and the shadow with integrate?”

Sora remembered this part of the discussion well since it had involved Wendy.  So, I need to let something burn off that’s getting in the way of integrating my Shadow.  Well … I got me into this mess by helping Mimi, and Inari said that wasn’t bad, but just a sacrifice.

Shadow is an extension of myself … I—that means I don’t fully think I should have helped her?  I’m rejecting the part of me that turns away people that need help.

“Finally getting to the tip of the iceberg?”  Shadow asked, rolling her eyes as she appeared behind Ashley, playing with one of the locks on Ashley’s shoulders.  “It seems there’s hope for the dimmest star in the heavens.”

Shadow prompted Inari to continue.  “If you really mean no, then what you’re saying is:  There isn’t anything you can do to me that will make me change my mind, or conversely, it means, I will play for higher stakes than you will.  And unless you have your aggression integrated, there isn’t a chance you can say that, not even a glimmer. If you did, without aggression, no one would take you seriously—they’d know it’s just a persona.”

Sora pulled her hands around, hugging her arm and side as Shadow released a sharp breath.  “Can you hear me now? It’s hard to hear someone that’s buried underground.”

Fen appeared in front of her, causing Sora’s throat to constrict; she smirked before shoving her to the floor.  “You, reject me? Fool!”

“Shadow!”  Sora growled.  “What’s the…” Her words died as Shadow walked around Fen, turned, and grabbed her by the throat.  Fen’s eyes bulged as Shadow lifted her off the ground, clawed fingers scratching at Shadow’s wrists as she choked.

“You honestly believe that your little stunt curbed Fen’s envy and animosity?  Mark my words, she’s plotting against us. Where is she going to go, outside?” She chuckled.  “Think a little deeper! Fen can’t go outside the Vulpes Realm unless she wants Bathin to pick her up, and she would never dream of striking a deal with him.  She’s seen first-hand what his deals look like; she’s too cautious.

“So, what then?  A scored Vulpes that projects all her problems on others, that’s obsessed with gaining power, and has been shown to do almost anything to get it.  One plus one, dear,” Shadow snickered.

Sora watched in horror as Shadow squeezed tighter; she flinched as bone snapped, making her ears twitch.  Fen’s struggles ceased, eyes dead, drool flowing down her mouth, past her hanging tongue.

She knew it wasn’t real, but still, it felt real; it was like watching herself in the act.  “So … I should have killed her?” Sora asked, voice hoarse.

Shadow grunted, tossing Fen’s limp body to the side; there wasn’t a scratch on her arm.  “That was the simplest answer, but not the only one.”

Sora followed Fen’s limp body as it tumbled across the darkness; it stopped, head facing her.  The terror etched on Fen’s face sent a shiver down her spine.

A soft laugh echoed around her as Shadow turned to face her.  “I won’t shiver, I won’t shake; I’m made of stone, and I don’t break.  Start me up, open my eyes, and turn me loose … you’ll see why.”

Sora shook her head.  “There’s something more in me than just you … I’m the mediator.  I get it; I need to let you in more, but not like this.”

“I’ll be a part of you until the very last day, Sora; you’ve spent your whole life taking the least of me, but you’ll need more than what you’ve used so far.  You can’t walk away from me anymore; look at the trouble you’ve caused!”

Sora turned as everyone, but Anguish and Shadow, vanished, and after a moment, Emilia appeared; she was lying down, still tucked beneath the dresses.

“Was Mimi’s life worth the trauma to just our daughter?  Are you the arbiter of ultimate justice? Should you meddle in this Realm’s system as the United States meddles in other country’s systems?”

“I don’t know…”

“Of course, you don’t.  Maybe you should! Maybe you shouldn’t … my point is, you’re so braindead that you can’t even decide.”

“So you’d just let her die, and what then?”  She challenged, getting up to kneel beside Emilia.  “What kind of example would you set for Emilia?”

Shadow’s smile faded, and Sora noticed a change in her demeanor.  Turning to the side, she held her hands behind her back. “At least I’d be there for her,” she whispered.  “No … I’m just a shape in the shadow of grates. You’d need to lose it all to know what you lost.”

“Could you quit talking in riddles and give me a straight answer?”

“I am you … such a fool.  You know everything I’m telling you.  You think you’re doing something right?  We already learned how enabling is terrible, but still, you blind yourself.”  She shook her head. “We’re so disconnected that even I can’t understand you. Would I let Mimi die?  Yes, some will die too late, and some, too soon.

“Me … it haunts me, like no other … life gets harder when you love nothing else.  I’m just a side of you with no recourse; do you realize I would lie for you, die for you … my heart bleeds true.  I’d say a little prayer for the child in me, I swear … I used to be what I truly believed.

“Truth is,” her smile was sad as she turned toward her, “I don’t really have a place to go.  So, you’re stuck with me, and I’m stuck with you. All the words left unspoken … the pages I write.  You don’t take our situation seriously.”

“How can you say that?  I’ve done everything I can to get this far!  I saved people, I fought back, and I’m helping everyone unwind.  We can’t be serious all the time.”

Shadow chuckled softly.  “You’re blind to the darkness and everyone you know.  You always trust too much, as if it’s all you had. You look for the good, all the best intents, and you can’t see all the warning signs of demons crawling closer.

“You’ve earned all the pain and consequences while I wait in this prison, the weight of your pride collapsing on top of us.  I can feel them closing in around us, and only you can get the pieces to fit it all together. Inari has given us everything we need, but you’re causing so many issues.”

“And you could make everything right?”  Sora asked with a raised eyebrow.

“There are only two types of people,” Shadow shrugged.  “You are weak, or you are me.”

“And who’s the prideful one?”  Sora scoffed.

Shadow’s nose twisted.  “You should have seen the writing on the wall; instead, we’re left to fall into another trap that could have been avoided.”

“Do you even have a heart?”

Shadow licked her lips as she strolled over to her, tails flicking to the left.  “Why don’t you find out.” She offered, pulling back her shoulders to puff out her chest.  “Right through the stone, can you hear my heartbeat? It beats through my bones … like no memory left me.  Of course, you wouldn’t understand that. We can live forever, but still, our misery will be here.

“Look at me; I’m like a mirror!”  She said with a bright smile. “See the lines that time drew?  Can you see them painted in our eyes? My heart beats heavy in an open chest; no one can fix me if you’re part of the problem.”

Bending down to her level, Shadow pursed her lips as she looked at her, and for a moment, she could see something more inside her clear green irises.  “I get that you had it rough … I know better than anyone. I could be the voice inside of your head. I could say goodbye, and you’d know where I went … but people get sick, and they’ll watch you bleed.

“Our dad is missing.  We have a demon and Kitsune plotting to kidnap us for some unknown purpose.  We’re in a hostile world that we know doesn’t accept strangers. It’s a guarantee that we’ve been discovered.  Fen is a wildcard that will come back to bite our tails. Emilia is now going to go through a mental struggle to come to terms with the idea that we’re all vulnerable.

“We have our hands full with our own problems, but you’ve put thousands of hands at your feet.  Did you really think it would stop with one Vulpes? The moment you help one, three more will show up.  How can you shoulder that much when you don’t even have the power to protect yourself? You can’t say no, and that will hurt you more than any other person can.  If you can’t understand that, then you’re hopeless.”

“I get it … but I helped Mary, Ashley, Wendy … so many people.  What would I do right now if they were still traumatized?”

“I’m not talking about them,” Shadow sighed, scratching her left ear.  “You can’t understand evil intent if you can’t imagine it yourself. You handicap yourself, and you chose to free these Vulpes, which opened up a whole new threat.”

Sora followed Shadow’s eyes as she looked over at Anguish with a low groan.  “Well … I’ve burnt as many bridges as I can,” she muttered, straightening before putting her hands on her hips.  “I just have to leave it at that.”

“Does that mean we’re done?”  Sora asked as Emilia vanished.

“Sora,” she turned back to face her Shadow, tails stiffening as Shadow embraced her.  “I only want the best for us … it was nice having this time with you.”

Pulling away, Sora was stunned at how genuine her reflection’s smile was.  “So, tell me, why have I been sent down this road … forever? You’ve been breaking since I can remember, and I’m always the one here … putting you back together.”

Sora’s eyes fell as silence followed, only broken by the occasional whimpers to her right; every word Shadow spoke felt true.  A lump dropped down her throat; there was something familiar in Shadow’s embrace. It was like her father’s gentle touch.

“I…”

When she paused, Shadow closed her eyes for a moment before opening them with a reassuring smile on her lips.  “We were undefined … steady as the tide. Take this sinking ship out of the firing line; you’ll go your way, and I’ll go mine.  When the morning comes … hopefully, the fog will lift, and you’ll see my scanning eyes, searching for your return.”

Releasing her shoulders, Shadow walked over to Anguish before turning back to her.  “The simple things and subtleties always stay the same … like a widow’s heart, we fall apart but never fade away.  Somewhere out there is a binding force that will link us again.” 

Fire lit across Shadow’s tails and she brushed them up against Anguish’s contorted frame; the cancer burst into flames, and almost instantly, Sora felt relief.  A force grabbed hold of her, and she was firmly pulled into the sky, watching in shock as Shadow waved her off. Mary’s face appeared before her; it was as if she had just awoken from a dream.

“Sora?  Oh, thank goodness … did it work?  Are you okay?”

Blinking, Sora sat up, brushing back her hair; she looked down, realizing she was lying on Mary’s lap.  A lump dropped down her throat as she remembered to swallow. Clearing her voice, she licked her lips as they felt dry.  “I … met my Shadow.”

The worry lines on Mary’s face deepened.  “What happened? Is there anything I can do?  You’re not shaking anymore. So, did it work?”

“Yeah … my Shadow burned away the … whatever it was that was doing that to me.  I’m a little conflicted with how she left things, though.”

Sitting against the bed frame, Sora ran her hand through her hair, pulling it back as she tucked her legs up to her chest.  She sucked on her lower lip while scanning the room. Gurakuqi, Emilia, and Mimi were still lying on the ground, breathing softly.

Sora’s vision fell as she folded her fingers against the back of her head; she could hear Alice downstairs, clearly nervous by her pacing.

“My Shadow was nothing like I thought…”

“Scary?”  Mary asked, shifting her legs to the left to brace herself with her left arm.

“Maybe more than Kari … before I was a Vulpes.  She wouldn’t hesitate to kill, torture, steal … anything if it meant getting what I want.  She really was a monster, but she was more than that, too … sophisticated, smart, and familiar.  I felt something for a moment in the end; there was a connection that felt so … comforting.

“She was confusing, but at the same time, I know she was me, and I knew everything she talked about.  Her urgency scares me … I think it scares her. I know there’s something missing, and I know I’m not complete without her.  How I might change terrifies me, but it almost feels inevitable on some fundamental level.”

“What was she talking about?”  Mary pressed. “Can you explain it to me?”

“At first,” Sora released her fingers to hug her legs to her chest, “she was angry, but looking back, I know she was holding back.  She could have been so much rougher, but she just wanted me to listen. She was so frustrated with me. I rejected her, and she was hurt.”

A sad smile touched her lips.  “I got a taste of how foul my mouth can be; she hurled insults at me like she was the queen of food fights.  Then, she tried explaining things to me … and she was mostly right, but she kept getting annoyed that I couldn’t understand her.”

Mary hummed, shifting her stance a little before managing her hair to keep out of her eyes.  “It is a part of you, and if you were rejecting those elements, then it makes sense why you couldn’t fully grasp what she was trying to explain.”

“At the end,” she paused, glancing over at Emilia.  “It was like she was telling me she’s not entirely the monster I think she is.  I mean, she could do some terrible things, but I saw so many sides of her in such a short time.  How long have I been under?”

Mary’s lips pursed, following her gaze to Emilia.  “Less than a minute. After about forty seconds, you collapsed.  Your pulse almost faded entirely … I feared the worst.”

Sora shook her head, and she took a deep breath.  Shadow’s right, I’m being too indecisive.  Right now, I need to deal with the fallout of my decision and get things back under control.  I need to find Kari…

She froze, vision falling to her knees.

“What is it?”  Mary asked, eyes darting from her stiff tails to her face.  “Is something wrong?”

“I just … why did I think—that?”

Getting up, Sora chewed on the inside of her left cheek for a moment before making the decision.  If that crossed my mind, then I should probably follow it.  Right?

“That’s your choice,” Inari said with a bright tone.  “I’m just glad to have passed this incident.”

Sora walked over to her daughter and picked her up; with her enhanced strength, Emilia’s weight was nothing.  She was careful with her head but realized she needed a little help as she glanced down at her tails.

“Mary, could you pull her hair around to her front, and carry her tails?”

Quickly getting to her feet, Mary moved to comply.  “Of course, but where are we going? Are we really going all the way back to the others?”

“Yes, I’d feel much safer leaving her with Eyia, Jin, and the others.  I feel like I need to find Kari … I don’t know why, but I know it’s what my Shadow wants.  It’s like a little voice in my head … it’s so close to something she mentioned. Are you ready?”

“I—umm, yeah, okay, but what about Mimi, Gurakuqi, and Alice?”

Sora glanced down at the two sleeping forms of Mimi and Gurakuqi.  “Alice can take care of them while I get things sorted out in my head … okay, let’s move.”

She carefully walked through the door, keeping her daughter wrapped up in the dresses.  Proceeding down the stairs and explaining the situation to a concerned Alice, Sora walked through the street with her daughter in her arms.

She noticed the eyes following them, and Mary warned her of the danger of the newcomer and rumors that might spread, but she didn’t see any other option.  This was just one of the failures under her belt; just like her aunt had warned, she wasn’t keeping a watchful eye.
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                    POV: Kari (the daughter of Alva; granddaughter of Fenrir; Wolf 3rd Gen Founder)

 

Recap: Sora finally met her Shadow and made peace with herself. She now has a new drive pulling her toward Kari, and she left Alice to take care of Gurakuqi and Mimi. She's now carrying Emilia with Mary holding her tails, and they're going back to leave her in Jin and Eyia's care as she tries to discover a direction forward.

 

Kari has gone out on her own to clear her mind, and she discovered a group of people that Fen has influenced. She's worried about how this new cult might affect Sora. At the same time, Frankenstein just appeared before her, and struck up a conversation; Inari makes it clear that Frankenstein was the same person that gave Sora some clothes in B1 Chapter 2.



                

                Kari’s lips were already set in a deep frown as she listened to the conversation that was somehow happening within her Core and outside at the same time, and the implications made her uneasy.

Frankenstein, a being that dealt with her father, was looking into her Core and communicating directly to her mother and Inari’s Intelligent Constructs.

She’d grown up with this type of open policy with her mother; there wasn’t anything her mother didn’t know about her.  However, this felt more intrusive, and yet, she knew that he was so powerful that even the likes of Inari or her mother could likely not stop the intrusion.

The three colossal figures fell silent, causing Kari to pick between her teeth with her tongue as she glanced left at the smiling muscular man, and still, no one spoke.

The sounds of the working humans and Vulpes filtered back into focus with the pause in conversation, causing Kari to push a stream of air through her lips.  Having given them ample time to continue, Kari growled darkly.

“Okay, what’s up with you?  Are you talking about something secretly or something?”

“You could say that,” Frank laughed.

“Yes,” Inari said with a short pause.  “Some things are louder than words and too grand to be detected by someone of your age.  This is quite troubling…”

“You’re positive?”  Her mother asked with a sharp tone.  “I can’t imagine any of the First Generation standing idly by if that were the case.”

Frank nodded with a short shrug.  “Well, of course, and I suppose Gloria, Shiva, Yìnglóng, and Anu might be involved.  Nilly … I’ll come to that later. Many others might be closing in on the truth.”

Inari’s tone became curious.  “The only reason why you’d bring it to us instead of my real body is that this affects someone important within our range of influence … someone that you have stakes in.

“I’m still unsure as to how you fit into the picture with Sora; you must have been involved with my niece, you’re one of the few beings that could have aided my sister with a pregnancy.  You wouldn’t happen to be kind enough to share those details?”

“You are quite the opportunist, Inari,” Frank said with a fond smile.  “One of my fondest memories of you was when I was discussing theories about that very topic with your mother, watching you subtly manipulate the other Second Generation Founders into making you the leader of your little creation games.”

“My mother was … she never spoke about such conversations.  Does that mean that what you accomplished was based on her expertise?”

Frank leaned back, propping himself up on the rock with his hands as he closed his eyes and sucked in a breath through his teeth before letting it out in a slow exhale.  “It was decided long before any of the Second Generation were born what stipulations were on each of their abilities. If one exception were made, then it would just spiderweb … although, that ban didn’t last the war.

“Of course, your mother was very dedicated to finding another way to help you and your sister, but the issue wasn’t with your physical bodies, as you know, but an issue with critical functions of your Lethera Floral Maximus in your Oltera Nexus … a core function of who you are.

“Your mother couldn’t even dream about using the simplest proven method, basically killing two of her daughters, that she loved, to fix the problem.  In her eyes, it wasn’t the answer; destroying you both was not a solution. So, she came up with several other methods that assimilated with my expertise.”

Her mother’s tone grew a bit anxious as she interjected.  “Do we have time for this discussion, Frank?  I understand Inari’s focus on this topic, but how much time do we have with you?”

Kari shifted a little to get a better view of Frank as he leaned back and reached into his left side jeans pocket, pulling out a vintage watch.

It appeared to be made out of brass, but was a bit too shiny even for that, and had two mechanisms on both sides, one sprouting out of the first.  When he flipped open the cover, it revealed a mess of layered gears that were moving about in strange directions behind glass; on the backside of the cover was a rough black chalk-like drawing of a man.

Frank hummed to himself as he watched the horizontal, vertical, and slanted gears work, and after a moment, snapped it shut, returning it to his pocket where the bulge disappeared.  “I have a bit of time. However, there’s something else I’d like to discuss.

“So, in the interest of concluding the previous conversation, first, no, you cannot take the same route as your sister, which I believe you must have already come to the same conclusion.  You are quite brilliant, after all.

“Second, is there a way for you?  With several theories discussed with your mother, yes.  That being said, I cannot tell you those theories because of previous vows I’ve pledged.  I can say, however, that some of those methods should become clear to you within time, and I expect you to be able to accomplish them.

“Third, how was I involved with your sister?”  He shot a dazzling smile at her, which caused Kari’s brow to crease with question; she felt like a third wheel in all this.  “Physician-patient privilege, my dear. It is not my place to discuss, and that includes how I might connect to your darling niece.

“Fourth, what is my interest in your daughter, Alva?  Let’s just say that I’m aware of certain things that you believe to be private and leave it at that.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Alva growled with an annoyed tone.

“Ah, then it is not me you should take up your complaints with, but the one that designed you.  If Alva didn’t wish to even impart that information to you, then there’s nothing I can do about it.”

Inari released a low hum.  “I must say, that is a rather crafty tactic, Frank.  It raises some complicated circumstances that lean in your favor.”

His lips shifted to the side.  “Well, you can’t be in this game for as long as I have and not pick up a few tricks.”

“I don’t like that answer,” Alva said, but her tone made it appear that there wasn’t anything she could do about it.

“Can I object?”  Kari asked with a hint of disgust.  She glared at the man next to her; his casual smile grated against her nerves.  “You’re saying you know something about me? If it’s about me, then tell me.”

Frank hummed for a moment, but his face was impassive.  “Light and Darkness are the closest of friends; they stick to each other like brothers, one never without the other.  They both hide things, but one is better at it.

“There are two sisters that play with their brothers, Truth, and Perspective.  However, unlike their brothers, they’re bitter rivals. Truth reveals both sides equally, while Perspective does not.”

“Huh?”  Kari asked, lifting an eyebrow.  “What are you talking about?”

Both Inari and her mother sighed before Inari explained.  “It’s a metaphor.  He’s saying there is an event that is hidden in plain sight or not yet revealed, and us hearing it from him will not give us the right picture to make an accurate judgment.”

“Right,” Alva grumbled.  “It’s an excuse that means we have to trust him and the reasons why he won’t tell us the information.”

“Insightful!”  Frank beamed. “Now, getting on to the final point…”

“I’m not done,” Kari growled.  “What’s up with you, and why do you want to tell my mom and Inari all of this stuff?”

“In short, to protect you and those you love.”

“Why?  What’s the purpose?”  Kari asked suspiciously.  “Maybe my mom and Inari know because of … well, whatever, they’re super old and know a ton of stuff, but I’ve got no clue, and all of this is annoying and confusing.”

Frank nodded, lips dropping into a brooding frown as he sat forward, folding his arms.  “You’re not wrong, and if I had the time, then I’d love to go in detail about everything, but unfortunately, that’s not possible.  Your mother and Inari will be able to explain to you why that is when I’m gone. There is something important that I need to say, though … potentially even more important than my first warning.”

Kari swallowed and fell silent, knowing that whatever had a being like Frank concerned was a real threat.  “Okay, fine. I’ll listen … for now. So, what is it? What’s this big matter?”

Frank took a deep breath before taking out his watch again, looking at it, and returning it to his pocket.  “It’s Nilly.”

Kari had no mental picture for the First Generation Founder of the cats; the only image that came to mind was Githa, defeated and lying sopping wet on the fractured concrete floor of the base they’d been trapped in as Sora picked her up.

She felt just as confused as Inari sounded.  “Nilly … are we thinking about the same First Generation Founder, Nilly?”

Her mother, however, took a much more serious tone, and Kari soon discovered why, causing a shiver to run down her spine.  “What’s wrong with Nilly?  She was holding back Sköll, but has that changed?  Is my brother on his way here?”

Frank’s pace picked up slightly.  “Out of all the First Generation Founders, I grew the closest to Nilly.  Her way of thinking was … unorthodox, which is why she did what she did during the war.

“Nilly may not have been among the most powerful of the First Generation, but she was the most unconventional and bizarre … I learned more from her than any of the other Founders.  Since her change into a Nekomata … something’s changed.”

“Changed?  How so?” Inari asked.  “I met with her and had a few laughs.  She was having quite a fun time. That being said, if I recall correctly, it was you that helped her transition into a Nekomata during the aftermath.  I thought the transformation process into a Nekomata was expected to have a change, and to be honest, I try not to think about that age.”

Frank shook his head, and for the first time, she saw an extremely calculated edge in the man’s eyes.  “You noticed the earrings?”

“The seals, yes?  I understand that you were the primary engineer in creating the seal, and it had to be complicated to an extreme degree to contain Nilly’s leaking essence.”

“How many rings were on both her ears when you met her?”

“Twelve.  I couldn’t stay for long before the thirteenth, and so I needed to leave.  As I understand it, and from what she explained, the seal releases in direct response to the strength of the creatures around her.  With Sköll nearby, she had ten rings activated.”

A soft chuckle left Frank’s throat, but it didn’t touch his eyes as he leaned forward, resting his head upon his folded fingers and elbows on his lap.  “Breaking into the thirteenth seal … you’ve certainly grown a lot more powerful since we last met. It’s hard to imagine, but yes, Nilly could rival Gloria with her unconventional way of fighting, but she never took anything too seriously … and that changed after her transformation.

“The reason why I bring this up is that Nilly wasn’t originally brought into your sister’s inner circle in connection to Sora … Nilly just showed up.  The thing that is odd about Nilly is that she’s beyond genius … some of my greatest breakthroughs were because of her, at first glance, frivolous input.  Her intuition and instinct are beyond any being I’ve ever encountered, and if her seal is broken to…”

He paused, and Kari stiffened as a sharp tinkling bell rang around the area; a teenage Chinese-looking Nekomata with shoulder-length black hair stood before them.  She wore a bright smile, showing pointed fangs.

“Franky!”  She cheered, gripping her left wrist behind her back.  “Nilly thought Nilly felt Franky’s wibbly-wobbly-woobly stuff here!  How long has it been since Nilly’s seen Franky? Nilly doesn’t know!”

“Nilly…”  Both Inari and her mother mumbled in shock.

Nilly blinked for a moment before her feline eyes slid to her, framed by her curled in black hair.  Without a hint of warning, she was inches from her face, leaning around both sides of her to get a better look while sniffing the air.  Kari was utterly stunned, and her instincts told her not to move.

“If it isn’t lil’ Alva and Inari!”  She said with a giggle, and her cheeks puffed out.  “Alva can be mean!” She sniffed, turning away while folding her arms indignantly.  “Alva called Nilly old when Nilly was having fun with Fenny! So rude! Alva’s rude!”

Her demeanor changed instantly, and she leaned in again, looking straight into her eyes, but Kari knew she wasn’t really seeing her.  “Inari’s nice to Nilly, though! Inari’s fun to play with, and who’s this? Oh! Oh!”

She bounced back, tails wrapping around her waist as she pointed at her, looking over at Frank as he rose to his feet, stretching out his back while groaning.  “Franky, Franky! Fenny has a lil’ granddaughter! Oh, my! Nilly’s gotta tell Fenny!”

“Right,” he chuckled.  “She’s almost a pure Fenris Wolf.  Crazy, huh? You still visit Fenrir’s grave often, I see.”

“Pfft,” Nilly scoffed.  “Only like every other day!  There’s so much to talk about with Fenny!”

The Nekomata’s cheer dropped on a dime, and she turned back to Kari, black hair shifting as her head cocked, eyes widening with question.  A sharp sense of danger pulsed through Kari’s being like the burning sun crashing into her; her spirit was boiling, and she couldn’t twitch a muscle.  Nilly’s tone took on a deadly edge. “But why’d Alva choose…”

“Nilly,” Frank interrupted, causing her focus to divert instantly, and the crushing pressure evaporated.

“Nilly listens!  What? What, Franky?  Food! Nilly’s starving!”  She purred while licking her soft lips.  He pulled out a piece of dried meat the size of his hand, offering it to her squealing excitement.  “Camazotz meat! Nilly loves Camazotz meat! Nilly—can’t find anymore…” She pouted while chewing on the thin rectangle.

Frank reached over to finger the two linked earrings on Nilly’s right cat-ear.  “Are the earrings bothering you?”

“Nilly’s earrings are bothering Nilly,” she swallowed before giggling and looking up at him with an innocent smile.  “Franky knows what happens to Nilly when Franky’s around!”

“Yes,” he muttered, “if we don’t leave this tiny Realm, then you’ll eradicate both this Realm and the Earth Realm.”

“Nilly’s so bad!”  She said with a wink.  “Everybody loves Nilly, though!  Nilly’s a superhero, and superheroes are cool!”

“Wait,” her mother pleaded.  “What about my brother?”

“Lil’ Sköll?”  Nilly asked blankly before a light sparked in her eyes.  “Nilly played with lil’ Skoll, and now Sköll is playing with Bathin and Hikaru … they don’t get along very well.  Nilly got bored.”

“Well, then,” Frank said with a hearty chuckle.  “Why don’t we go see what fun we can have at my lab.”

“Nilly loves Franky’s lab!  There’s so much food!”

Before anyone else could say anything more, they vanished before Kari’s eyes, leaving her gasping for air.  What was that, mom?  That’s Nilly? The one Sora talked about?

Alva hummed darkly.  “The moment Nilly’s short attention span focused on you; she instantly knew something … a decision the real Alva made that wasn’t given to me.  I have my suspicions by the way she reacted, but I still don’t see anything particularly different in her personality, though.”

Kari’s annoyance grew.  Hey, this is my Spirit!  Tell me what’s going on … what was all that about?  Was it just a warning, and what did he mean you’d explain things to me?

“Dear,” Inari said with a forced laugh, “We’re trying to come to terms with what just happened and the possibilities this brings.  Frankenstein is not just anyone, but a being that has an unknown origin. It’s one of the things that drew the First Generation’s attention.  He utilizes a strange type of magic that is similar to science, but much different.

“What he did to us is … I can explain it like the human’s multiverse theory, but it’s much more complicated, and the approach is not quite right.  You see, Frankenstein created or simply used a split in reality that caused you to continue sitting on the rock while the Herald of Sakura watched you, or you might have gotten up and moved off or done something else.

“The reason why he looks at that watch of his is that somehow it connects to the phenomenon and he knows when exactly he needs to leave.  The moment he left, these two branches, in reality, merged again, causing a distortion that melds both aspects. You don’t recall doing it, but if you were to search your memories carefully, then you’ll find everything you did in the previous branch.

“Now, from his statement, we can also determine that even a being as powerful as The Herald of Sakura, with all her eyes and abilities … is totally unaware of such a thing occurring.  Frankenstein utilizes very unorthodox methods that are hard for me to grasp without thought.”

Her mother replied shortly after Inari finished.  “That is important to note.  Neither I, you, nor The Herald could have recognized there was anything odd happening in the first place with Frankenstine’s warp in reality, but Nilly could, and not only that, but slipped into that branch.  Now that I think about it … I don’t ever recall my father telling me about Nilly’s abilities.”

“No, neither did my mother,” Inari mumbled.  “I always assumed Nilly’s powers had taken a massive hit since transforming into a Nekomata.  However, it appears that that might not be the case, and Frankenstein is concerned about her reaching the final seal.  I think the real question is if Frankenstein knew Nilly would show up, and if so, how accurate was he?”

Kari knew the conversation was essential to have but hated that she had to be a part of it when she had no clue how to contribute, and the moment one of them asked a question, and the other was proposing a solution before she could even speculate.

“I believe you could make a case that he knew she would appear; it’s why he was checking his watch near the end.  I think that she surprised him within a minute’s prediction; he was off in his calculations.”

“I agree.  Nilly is certainly dangerous, but the possibility of what Frankenstein revealed about her connection to my sister and Sora … I did notice that Nilly has been in my niece’s life for years.  Not as a spiritual presence, but if you search every visual image, then she’s been around Sora since she was a little girl.”

“Yet, she didn’t even acknowledge my daughter, and I can’t find any images of the same with her.  Perhaps it could have been Aiden’s influence over causality that kept them separate?”

“It’s a possibility … that she would just show up randomly, and hang around Sora without my sister ever telling her about it.  It was such a remote chance that I hadn’t put it that high on my list of prospective events. That raises a lot of red flags for me, but I can’t tell my main self about it … not after what I saw.”

“Do you think that was one of the reasons why Frankenstein presented himself and this situation in this manner?  If Nilly is that astute, to even catch him at his own game, then how far ahead is she playing? Beyond Gloria and the other First Generation?  Was there a reason why she sacrificed herself in that manner in the first place?”

“It’s hard to believe … millions of years of planning, but after what we just witnessed … it’s more concerning than I’d like to admit.  I counted Nilly off the main table since her deaths … if that was all planned. For what reason?”

“That’s the main question.  What is Nilly’s reason to be here?  However, I think we’ve confused my daughter far enough,” her mother laughed.  “I’m sorry, Kari.”

“Oh, goodness!  Yes,” Inari mirrored Alva.  “This is something for us to ponder.  You have your own pressing issues to deal with.  Why don’t you go clear your mind of all this madness and try to figure out more about this insurrection Fen’s starting?  I’m confident my niece will need to meet you later on, and she’ll seek you out.”

I hate all this chess-play.  Kari growled.  How much do you guys actually plan?

Her mother released a tired sigh in her mind  “Cascading waves of change … the future is an effect some think to be inconsequential, and thereby affect the future unintentionally.”

Inari continued.  “However, what if you had the power to affect monumental change?  Would you let fear consume you, or would you overcome? We are the ones sending a message across reality … a warning; numberless actions inspired by that message.  The story some foretell is not inevitable, and everything evolves. We can change our fate.”

Alva laughed with a bitter tone.  “We think further than I care to admit, but it’s how we survive.  It’s second nature to us.”

Whatever … I’ll just do my own thing.  She mumbled.

Getting up, she stretched out before following the scent of the man she’d talked to before.

What’s up with everyone having their own agenda?
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                    POV: Kari (the daughter of Alva; granddaughter of Fenrir; Wolf 3rd Gen Founder)

 

Recap: Kari just had an encounter with Frankenstein and Nilly. Inari and her mother are concerned about the unexpected meeting, but Kari's a little frustrated that she can't really follow the conversation and is now focusing on figuring out what Fen's been up to.



                

                A sharp gust of wind blew Kari’s short black hair into her face, obscuring the grove of green-leaved trees surrounding her.  She growled before pulling it behind her ears as she walked forward.

The hard dirt floor soon became more noticeable as she focused on the soft reflex of the sole against her foot, and the gentle breeze pressing against her skin and clothes drew her attention.  I still can’t believe how strong Sora’s getting … she can create so many things, but I guess if my mother had taught me more, then I’d learn more about my own abilities.

Kari’s brow furrowed when no one responded.  Her mother and Inari had gone silent in her head, likely talking privately to not disturb her, but she was still shocked that Inari hadn’t made some offhanded comment about Sora.

A small smile touched her lips as she looked up at the sparsely clouded sky; she was a little surprised with how much lighter she’d felt after Sora had forgiven her.  She didn’t quite understand it, and still felt the guilt, but something large had been taken off her shoulders, and now she had her mother.

It’s nice mom’s able to talk to someone, even if it is an annoying Vulpes like Inari.  It sounds like they have some history, too. What’s it like for her, though? How hard is this for her?  If I were trapped inside someone’s head, then I’d be crawling at the walls, and no, you guys don’t have to answer that if you’re listening.  I’d like to have my mind to myself, thank you.

Her mother released a short chuckle.  “Yes, Kari, I’ll leave your inner thoughts to yourself, and Inari has agreed to do the same.  Only in the instances where you ask us a question, or we feel like we need to respond to the current situation, then will we intervene.”

Thank you, mom … I am really happy that I have you with me, even if it’s like this.

“I’m elated to have this time with you, and you needn’t worry about Inari; she’s trudging through a swamp of possibilities, busy plotting after that last conversation with Frankenstein.  The revelation about Nilly has really stirred her pot.”

That’s good … I’m just trying to get through the day.  I don’t need her foresight.

Her mother responded with a light laugh before saying, “Take your time.  You’ve all gone through such a rough time that this time to relax a little has been good for you.  Inari worries about everything, and can sometimes lose sight of the smaller picture. Just do what you think is right, and learn as you go.”

Kari slowed, eyes wandering toward a few voices.  Her left hand gripped her shoulder at the calm and unsuspecting tones; she didn’t know what it was like to feel so at ease, being so unguarded.

She caught sight of a girl in her late teens with long, light brown hair talking to two men, laughing together as they worked.  She listened to the conversation as she continued down the dirt road.

“You slipped in the shower this morning?”  The girl asked as she plucked fruit and dropped it into the baskets the two men were holding.  Both men appeared to be around the same age she’d seen of most the human males around town, between thirty and fifty.

One of the men chuckled; his long brown hair that was tied up swayed in its binding.  “That’s so funny!”

“Everyone else thought so, too!  It isn’t the first time, but everyone laughed; I’m the only one in my district that has fallen in there.”

“Did you get bruised?”  The girl asked with a smile, dropping a few of the apple-like fruit into his basket.

“A little, but nothing serious.”

“You’re the town’s biggest clutz,” the other man chuckled.

“I kind of am, aren’t I?”  He replied with a hearty laugh.

Turning away from the conversation, Kari continued on her trail, vision falling back down to the dirt floor as she thought; the compact ground seemed to have been created from countless years of travel, and there were impressions that the carts had made over time.

How did everything get so bad?  When I left the forest, Jenny seemed to know exactly what to do and who to talk to … it was all on Eric’s orders, though.  Still, I can’t really hate it because of the world humans opened up to me. That was all because of Eric and Jenny, even if it was all a lie.

Humans had such an orderly society … it was nothing like mom’s forest.  These humans and Vulpes remind me a little of that; it’s very different but similar in a lot of cases.  What am I supposed to become? I’ve done terrible things to people, but can I just start again?

A lump dropped down her throat, and she turned around, walking backward to look back the way she’d come; the path leading to the town was a straight line, she hadn’t gone all that far.

Everything I’ve done … Sora and that one girl … why can’t I remember her name?  Did it start with … I can’t even remember what it begins with. I know I bullied her, too, and I’m sure my group did.  It felt so natural … I was a pack leader, it was my territory, but I let them go wild.

I just brought my wolf nature to the school.  Then, I felt so scared to lose everything again … I had to keep a firm grip on my place, or I’d be lost … and that happened.

She flipped back around, vision falling to the floor.  Once I lost it all … again … I still want revenge for that, but not as much as I thought I would.  I just felt empty. Sora opened her heart to me … she let in a wolf. That’s completely illogical! Yet … she did it.  She forgave me … and I still don’t know why … how.

Kari breathed a long sigh, noticing several dozen human and Vulpes’ eyes on her as she continued down the dirt road; they carried their carts with clipping and weeding tools, and tarps to collect the fruit.  Every one of them seemed to know exactly what their job was and who their companions were.

She silently sorted through the scents of hundreds of Vulpes and humans, paying them little mind while following the musk of Galian, the man that claimed to be a part of a group called the Inner Brotherhood that Fen had created.

That’s why I need to do whatever I can to help her.  Even if I don’t understand how Sora could forgive me, it’s just like mom said; I just need to learn how to forgive myself and work one day at a time to find my path with Sora.

Her nose twisted as she glared at the side of the road.  If Fen’s trying to plot something against her, then I’ll figure it out … then we’ll see what I need to do about it.

The sun was now cresting the mountains, sending a glow across the valley, and a cold breeze blew down from its rocky slopes, but the morning chill didn’t bite her senses.

From the long sleeves and pants on the human and Vulpes’ bodies to the slight shivers she saw sliding down their frames, it was clear that they were affected by the cold.

She examined the difference between the humans and Vulpes as she walked along the dirt roads, quickly identifying the two-tailed supervisors with a black stripe on their sleeves, but even they seemed to be involved in the picking after checking different products.

The tail color of the Vulpes was vast and ranged between many different shades that she hadn’t seen before, but every person she saw was happy to do their work.  They talked about simple topics, but one of the major discussions ran between the rumors about them and Fen’s promises.

Kari filtered through the conversations until she found something she was looking for; it was about sixty meters away, obscured from vision, but her keen ears easily identified Fen’s name being used.  It appeared to take place between two Vulpes, and she slowed as a few sentences caught her attention.

“I heard Besilli say something about a two-tailed named Fen, but she wouldn’t say much.”

“I was there!”  The other said, and like Galian, it appeared like she was trying to be secretive, but doing a terrible job at lowering her voice.  “She’s the great herald, and she showed us visions of such terrible and amazing things that are beyond the Red Gate. She showed us the things we were to do and how each of us has a part.”

“We aren’t supposed to go beyond the Red Gate, though?”

“Yeah, we thought that, too, but the herald told us that we aren’t going through the gate.  She was just showing us what was on the other side.”

“Oh, I didn’t think about that.”

“It makes sense, right?”

“Yeah, it does.”

They paused for a moment to set their full baskets in a cart before returning with another.

“So, what’s it like?  I’ve never heard any stories other than what Rayla and Luna tell about the cave.”

“Oh, that’s nothing; there’s so much more!  Humans actually rule behind the Red Gate, and there are almost no Vulpes.”

“No way…”

“Yeah, and they don’t even know about The Council!”

“That’s impossible … how?  It’s The Council.”

“That’s not all, but Fen, the great herald, says there’s going to be a new festival coming!”

“Really?  The Vulpes Council is giving us a new festival?”

“No, no, this has to do with the rise!  You know how weeds are our enemies?”

“Yeah, that’s why we pull them up and make them into fertilizer with the rotten fruit.”

“Right, right, but the Vulpes Council are like weeds!”  She whispered; this time, she managed to lower her voice.

Kari’s face darkened as she listened, slowing to a stop.  These people are so gullible!  Even the Vulpes are turning against their gods.  She can’t actually buy all this, right?  

“The Council gives us everything, though.  How are they like weeds? Is it because weeds give us fertilizer for trees, and so they have a purpose?”

“No, you’re overthinking it!”  The other responded with a bit of exasperation.  “The herald said they’re like weeds, they’re bad for the tree, and The Council is bad for us.  What do you do with weeds?”

“You pluck them, robbing the roots of nutrients.”

“Right!  So, how do we rob The Council of nutrients?”

“I … don’t know.  They’re goddesses … how do you … I don’t get it?  I’m lost.” She said with a frustrated tone. “I don’t know the answer.”

Kari walked to the edge of the line where the two were located, hovering just out of sight; she could observe the group through a break in the trees.

She noticed several others Vulpes walking along the road break away from a throng to join the pair; they were carrying more work equipment and were likely a part of their group to help with the harvest.  All of them had a single tail.

“Hey, Cammie!  How’s the morning?”

“Oh, just fine,” the defector responded with a bright smile.  “I’m just telling Maty about the herald’s vision, and the new festival!”

“Ah, that’s good, but make sure you keep it from the higher tails.  We can’t let them know about the Night’s End Festival.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it!  I’m doing exactly what the herald told me to do.”

Kari glanced back at the road and judged that they were just out of earshot for most Vulpes; they may have good hearing, but it was nothing like a Founder’s.

This is spreading too fast.  There has to be some kind of magic at work to force their trust.  Sora might be able to influence people like this, but Fen … she isn’t nearly strong enough.  How, then? It isn’t Jian; Bai-Hu don’t have that power. They could just be this gullible, but … it just seems too pervasive.

What’s this Night’s End Festival, too?  They all have a purpose … Fen’s a scorned Huli Jing, and they’re notorious for their vindictive nature; she won’t go quietly.  She’s plotting some way to get back at Sora; she can’t take her rage out on her by force, and so it has to be something else. Wait, if they think I’m one of Sora’s apostles, then I should be able to just ask them about it.

She slid her tongue over her lips before nibbling on her lower lip, watching them continue their conversation, and she was about to walk out when a thought froze her.

How stupid can Fen be to tell them that we’re a part of the Festival?  That’s stupid … but Fen’s not stupid. Huli Jing may be easily offended and rash at times, but they’re crafty creatures by nature; they have to be clever, or they’ll die.  Vulpes have too many natural enemies.

Galian came right up to me and told me that I was an apostle of Sora’s, but she had no clue that Sora and I had become closer.  He said I was one of her apostles … there are multiple, and that must mean the others. I could be playing right into her hands.  If this is just pure vengeance, then it could get really ugly. The Council could force us out, directly into Bathin’s hands … my uncle’s jaws.

A shiver shot down Kari’s spine as she realized how dangerous the situation was; at first, she was angry, but now, this was a deadly game Fen was playing, and she’d skipped town for a reason.

There’s only one way to be sure.

Walking out from around the brush, Kari added a charming smile as she approached the group.  Their conversation died as they caught sight of her, and the way their faces lit up was as if she were a famous pop star.

“It’s one of the apostles!”

“I can’t believe we finally get to meet one of them!”

“Wait, what’s that smell … she smells strange.”

“Never mind how she smells; she’s with her holiness!”

Kari forced a chuckle as she met them.  “You can just call me Kari. So, umm, is there anything the herald told you to tell us, apostles, if we asked?”

Three of the Vulpes’ eyes widened with excitement, including the original speaker.

“Yes, she did!”  Cammie said with glee.  “Umm—she had us memorize it.  If you asked or said specific things, then it was like a code, and we’re to give you a response.  We need to teach everyone these, too! Do I get to tell you?” She asked, nearly jumping on her toes as her ears twitched and tail swished back and forth.

“I’d like that,” Kari said, doing her best to smile and calm the jitters in her stomach.

“Okay, I don’t really understand it, but this is what she told me to say, and said you’d know what it means.”  She cleared her throat before saying, “She said this,

“Played like pawns; their minds relentlessly confined.  Don’t you think it’s funny how the gods tell us how to live?  Don’t you think it’s funny how we’re all delinquent kids to them?  Just like these little chess pieces around us, bound thoughts and corrected common sense.  I can totally understand the tantalizing appeal of having such power.

“Well, then, which side will you stand on?  Do you want to play with them, or do you want to stay safe?  Put on a mask and pretend nothing’s amiss or struggle to help the slaves; it’s all the same in the end; every one of their lives will be a shipwreck.  So, if nothing will change either way, then why not play this little game of mine; won’t you play with me?”

The other Vulpes looked utterly confused as she finished.

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know.”

“I got to say it, though!”  Cammie squealed.

“The herald was so nice,” one of the new members said.

“She was!”  Cammie responded.

Kari’s solemn face fell as she glared at a trunk to her left.  I knew it … this is all a part of her plan, and her message implies that these Vulpes and humans are being compelled by some kind of magic, but it’s not from her.  The others were acting kind of strange at breakfast, but I thought everyone was just awkward around me.

They have no clue what it means, either … have they never heard the words slave or pawn before?  If not, then they’d have no idea about the context. She chose her words carefully, and a game sounds fun to them.

Mom said that Sora knew something about this mind-stuff … I haven’t been paying close enough attention to everyone else.  Although, I have had a lot on my mind…

The thought caught her by surprise.

I’ve had a lot to deal with … I really have, but everyone else is going through their own troubles, too.  We’re all floundering in the dark, trying to pick up the pieces of our lives. I need to be strong, though, I can’t make excuses. 

Kari was silent as the others laughed and talked about different things in the Human Realm, discussing the strange objects they were shown and the dream of seeing them in person.  One of the motivational talks she’d listened to came back to her, restoring her resolve.

Take ownership; take extreme ownership.  Don’t make excuses; don’t blame any other person or thing.  I made the decisions that lead me to this point, and I can take the actions necessary to get out of them.

Get control of my ego … I’m not the smartest person and not the strongest.  It’s no one’s fault but mine … take ownership of everything in my world … the good and the bad.  I can be a help to Sora and the others … but first, I need to conquer myself. Right here, and now.

My mistakes, my shortfalls … all my problems are within me.  I failed to fight off Eric; I hurt people on purpose, and I can start making up for that now … that’s my mission.  Take ownership of my life.

Discipline my emotions so I can make good decisions … play this game of Fen?  No. This isn’t a game. I need to learn everything I can, and it starts with what Fen investigated.

Fen has an extreme hatred for Inari and now Sora … goddesses that deny her the power she seeks.  She has a twisted view of what it means to have power, and is now lashing out after her path to that goal was closed.  She’s puzzled something out about this realm that I haven’t yet and is exploiting it.

Can I convince them that Fen’s not on good terms with Sora?  No, I should first gain the information she had to come up with this plot of her.

The Vulpes fell silent as she broke into their conversation, adding a pleasant tone.  “Can you tell me everything you told Fen … all of you. Tell me everything you can; I want to make sure that she has all the right details for what her holiness plans.”

 “Oh, of course!”  Cammie cheered, but it soon diminished as she caught sight of another detachment of Vulpes walking down the adjacent path; one of them was a two-tails.  “We need to keep working on the harvest, though; we’re getting close to finishing up the last batch before we start preparing for the Harvest Festival.”

“I’ll help you while we talk,” Kari urged.

They all gave her bright smiles as she began helping them pluck apples and put them in baskets.  She told her about their daily lives, the festivals, and the stories they were taught. Kari stored all the information, and with their help, she was able to puzzle out what points Fen had focused on with the Vulpes.

The human side was a mystery to her still, and might hold information she needed; after an hour’s work, she broke away from the Vulpes, zeroing in on Galian’s scent.

In the time she’d spent with them, she learned that Fen had made it where anything negative said about her was taken as a joke, and there wasn’t anything she could do to convince them otherwise.

Moreover, the Night’s End Festival was even a mystery to most of them.  Each person was supposed to bring specific things, and they all seemed utterly random.  Tonight was the start of the festival, and it began in the town center; somehow, with the magical influence that was over them, Fen had convinced them to gather for this festival in such a manner that nothing she said stuck.

Kari nibbled on her lower lip while growling and moving off the path to walk down one of the orchard walkways.  She passed a multitude of people but soon became confused as his trail led to several other human scents, and they soon began moving off the row, zig-zagging through the grove back toward town.

She stalked after them, brow creased with concern; skipping the harvest didn’t seem like normal behavior from these people, and his earlier comment about how this was a waste of time returned to her mind.  What are you guys up to?
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                    POV: Kari (the daughter of Alva; granddaughter of Fenrir; Wolf 3rd Gen Founder)

 

Recap: Kari trails after the new cult Fen's create and has discovered some iffy things about them. Something's wrong with how easily they believe people, and Fen's already thought about anyone trying to interfere and put in safeguards. She's now following this cult as they start to gather.



                

                Kari weaved through the grove; she received strange looks from the humans and Vulpes as she went, but paid them little mind.  Her nose and mind were centered on the group she was tracking. By the hormones released from the group’s bodies, still lingering around the area, she could determine much about their state of mind.

This is so odd … it was just Galian and two other men’s scents at the start, but more are joining them.  There are at least a dozen, and there are two women with three Vulpes joining, now.

Wouldn’t people become suspicious if they aren’t at their posts?  Well, probably not if people have such high levels of trust here. The supervisors must think that they’ve been given other tasks.  I’m sure they think it’s strange, but why doubt their motives?

Kari paused as the trail split; tongue picking between her teeth, she released a low rumble in her throat, eyes darting right and left.

The Vulpes went right, while the humans went left.  There’s no possible way they’d realize I was tailing them, and the scent is only thirty minutes old.  No … this is a part of some bigger plan.

Folding her arms, Kari breathed out a puff of air through her teeth before pursing her lips.  To her right were another few rows of trees before heading back onto the trail into town, while the path to her left circled to the backside of the town, an area she hadn’t been to yet.

Galian went left while the Vulpes went right … what are they up to?  Something big must be going down tonight, and they’re splitting up to get the materials ready, or they could be finalizing plans.  Either way, I need to figure out what they’re doing.

She decided to go after the ranking member she knew had answers.  Heading left, she picked up her pace but paused after only twenty meters; the group had split-up again.

Kari’s brow furrowed as she pulled her hair back bangs out of the way, nibbling on the left inside of her lower lip.  It doesn’t even smell like they lingered since the scent is the same as it was.  Their direction must have been planned, but why send off some of his men back into the fields?  Are they recruiting for the cause or trying to ease suspicion or questions?

Sucking in her lips for a second, she released a frustrated moan while pulling her hair back.  This is crazy … I’m literally in a brainwashed population movie … the kind of movie Lori liked.

Pushing further left, she walked up to a single-tailed Vulpes inspecting the trees for fruit that had been missed.  “Hey, you got a minute?”

The woman jumped before turning to face her.  “Oh, sure! Umm … I don’t think I’ve seen you around, and you don’t smell familiar…”

She trailed off for a moment, features creasing with confusion as she looked her up and down, breathing in deeply.  “You smell funny, and I’ve never seen clothes like that before. Are you a Transplanter that’s been sent to help us with the harvest?”

“No,” Kari said with a forced smile.  “I’m one of the new monsters in the area; you might have heard about us talking with Mimi.”

The woman’s expression said she didn’t, and she shook her head, biting her lower lip while glancing around.  “New monsters … hmm, should I call someone else that knows what you’re talking about?”

Kari held up her hands, shaking her head.  “No, no, I’m just looking for a group that passed by here recently.  You know Galian?”

Her face brightened.  “Yes! So you do know some of the humans here; Galian has been in the town for many years, and he’s a very hard worker.”

“Good to know … so, umm, he passed by here recently.  Did he tell you anything, or how did he look?”

“Tell me anything … umm,” she folded her arms under her chest, long gray tail flicking to the left as she glanced that way.

“I didn’t recall him being assigned to this area, which was odd, but he said he had a meeting to go to.  He asked me how the harvest was coming along, and I told him everything was on schedule because of everyone’s hard work.”

Her yellow-tinted eyes moved back to her and she shrugged.  “That’s all I can say.”

“Alright, thanks for … wait,” Kari’s eyes narrowed as she studied the woman’s unassuming face.  “What do you mean that’s all you can say?”

The woman pressed her tongue against the left corner of her mouth while humming.  “I … I don’t get what you’re asking. It’s all that I can say. Umm … I can’t think of another way to express it.”

“Okay…”  Kari said with a slow nod.  “Do you know about the Night’s End Festival?”

The Vulpes shook her head.  “What’s that? Was Head Supervisor Mimi given a new festival for us to prepare for?”

“No … nevermind,” Kari waved as she returned to the trail, laughing apologetically.  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pull you away for too long. Have a good time … doing whatever you’re doing.”

She waved back with a bright smile.  “Thank you, the Council provides!”

These people are so … different.

Kari slowed as she noticed the tops of buildings poking over a few of the lower hanging branches; Galian had passed through this way.  Maneuvering between the trees, she arrived back in town.

The houses in this area appeared older than the ones she’d passed before; the old stone tile had more erosion marks, and the brick base and wooden siding of the houses didn’t match the rest of the town she’d been through, yet it still seemed well maintained.

She glanced around at the stacked barrels lining the alley she passed through; from the lingering smell on the wood, it was clearly fruit juice and dried goods.

Reaching the main street, she paused as one unique sound caused a shiver to run down her spine; there were crying babies in several of the surrounding buildings, and she caught two human women walking down the road, one black-haired and one brown.

However, one thing immediately caught Kari’s eye; they were both accompanied by a Vulpes child in fox form, no more than a year old, talking by their sides.  She scratched her shoulder as it itched, brows creasing as their conversation died.

Holonie talked about human women taking care of their children … I guess they would need a place in town to keep them before they’re sent to the Capital.  These are some of the pup handlers she talked about.

“Hello,” the brown-haired woman said as they moved to join her, and the brown-furred kid ran up to sniff her.  “I haven’t seen you around town. Are you a Transplanter?”

“She smells funny!”  The brown-furred fox child giggled; it was clear that these Vulpes were much younger than Rayla and Luna.

“That’s rare this time of year,” the black-haired woman chuckled while bending down to stroke the pinkish-furred Vulpes by her legs.  The other kit was staring at Kari with wide eyes and refused to speak.

Kari’s focus didn’t leave the Vulpes circling her, causing her a bit of unease; she hadn’t dealt with children since Tiri.  “Umm … yeah, I’m kind of busy.”

The black-haired woman’s brow creased as she watched her back away before hastily retreating.  “Oh, okay…”

She picked up her pace, ducking around a side alley and out of sight.  Eyes squeezed shut, a shuddering breath left her dry lips as she leaned back against the wall, left fist pressed against her breast; her heart felt like it would leap right out of her chest.

No … stop it!  Don’t think about it…

Tiri’s bright face popped up in her mind, and Kari pressed her knees together as the memory of her sister’s cold legs pressed up against her.

Mom…

“Yes, Kari,” Her mother responded in a melancholy tone.

Why?

“It’s complicated … your uncles changed after your grandfather died.  I hate them … like you hate Eric.”

Kari fought back the tears threatening to leave her eyes, and after a few minutes, she managed to get her breathing under control.

I always managed to hide this side of me from the others…

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of, but I understand; you’d need to let someone in.  You should open up to Sora about it. When you’re ready, of course.”

She took a deep breath before returning to the trail; the two women with the Vulpes pups had already moved on.

I don’t know what good it’ll do, but … maybe I will.  We’ll see.

Her eyes wandered, easily able to follow Galian’s natural musk without looking at the floor.  It seemed like a few of the roofs needed repair soon, and a new coat of whatever they used to color the side of the buildings required reapplying.

This area must be one of the oldest in town.

Her focus locked on a three-story building as it appeared like a group of women were teaching Vulpes what different things were and having them repeat it back to them.  After listening for a few minutes, she discovered that the area was devoted to children born in the town from the previous Harvest Festival, and the human and Vulpes comprehension and development stages were vastly different.

They taught them stories about the Vulpes Council, how to distinguish between different colors with fruits and vegetables, sang songs about the realm, played games that taught them each of the different hierarchy positions in the cultural structure, and helped them realize how to express their needs and wants.

A few more women noticed her as they went on walks with the children; she had to explain herself every time since it seemed everyone knew each other, and a new face was rare.  She’d been mistaken for a new pup handler several times, and had another panic attack, but pushed on.

It took her twenty minutes before she finally discovered Galian’s whereabouts, and he was not alone.  She distinguished between voices and scents, identifying forty-two people inside a massive three-story building.

Kari ducked inside the alleyway, and hopped up on a crate of dried food, settling in to eavesdrop.  The spaces between the houses in the town were shockingly clean to what she recalled from her time in Miami.

By the scent, Kari was sure that most of the people inside were male, but there were a few of the pup handlers with two human children; it made her skin crawl a little, and the whole situation gave her flashbacks of different movies she’d seen at some of her gang member’s houses.

She could hear the occasional passerby in the street, all human women with kids of both species, and the occasional cart.  Traffic was beginning to slow down as more people left for the fields, leaving the area to the pup handlers.

Her vision moved around the alleyway, noting a bridge between the two houses on the second floor, and now that she was waiting, she found that the town appeared to be built on a slight slope to allow water to flow in specific directions; the buildings were built into the ground by a margin.

A soft hum left Kari’s throat as she scooted back to the wall, leaning back while listening to the conversation through the wall; Galian was already speaking.

“... about the sixth field?”

“I already have people spreading the word,” a man replied in a bright tone.

“Good, we’re growing, just like the herald said we would!”

“She’s a seer, after all,” one of the women chuckled, shifting her attention to the child as it began moaning.  “There, there, back to sleep,” she cooed.

“Right, well, I’m grateful that each of you has heeded the summon!  To begin, Rayin, could you lead us in the introductory trial that Fen showed us?”

A feminine voice responded, clearly excited to be called upon.  “I’d be happy to!”

“Our Vulpes representative should arrive within that time.  No need to rush.”

“Of course,” she cleared her throat.  “So, this is the first meeting of the Inner Brotherhood!  Oh … you have a question, Malory?”

“Yes, umm, what is a Brotherhood?

“That’s a good question … eh, Galian, what’s a Brotherhood?”

“Hmm … let’s see,” he mumbled.  “How the Herald described it, it’s like a powerful bond that links us.”

“Oh,” Raylin didn’t sound enlightened.  “Okay, I guess it’s like tying a bunch of string together, right?”

“I think that’s a good example,” Galian nodded.

“Alright, then!  Welcome to the first meeting of the Inner Brotherhood.  Each of you has received a sign that relates to a phrase that was given to you by your recruiter!  You’ll be going into the back room where you’ll give that to Galian, and then he’ll assign you to a place in the room to meet your other brothers.”

Fen was pretty secretive and intricate in what she designed; Galian is one of the big-wigs, though.  I just need to get him to talk.

“The Herald of our goddess, Sora, has delivered the divine message to us.  We are to diligently prepare ourselves for each of our tasks, and we must be vigilant and unwavering!  No three-tailed or above must learn of our mission other than what individuals have been told to let Mimi know.  We must be exact to receive our reward!”

A lump dropped down Kari’s throat.  Fen’s created a cult … Sora will be horrified.  Would it be best to just go get her and bust this whole thing from the start?

“Our great goddess, and the link she holds to the bright one, goddess Inari, has been beset upon by the vile Council and has lost all memories of the plan, but we are her might!”

You’re kidding me … of course, Fen planned for that.  This is getting out of control; I’m sure Sora could force them to obey her, but I doubt she’d like that option.

“Now, each of you is to prepare yourselves, and we need … what did the Herald call them?”

“Guards,” a man replied.

“Right!  We need guards outside to redirect anyone, not of the Inner Brotherhood, away from the building.  Caylin and Varnel, would you two make sure we’re not bothered?”

“Of course!”

“It would be my honor.”

Kari puffed out a tired groan before hopping off the crate, looking up, and jumping to the roof; she easily measured the correct distance, kicking off the opposite edge to flip around on top of the tiles.  Landing with perfect balance, she sat back, pulling her hair out of the way.

This is such a pain.  Fen was this butthurt?  It seems like a ton of work to just get back at Sora for throwing her out.

The man stood in front of the door while the woman walked around the building, making sure no one was listening before reporting they were in the clear.  She heard each person go into another room in turn, giving Galian whatever sign their recruiter had told them, and he directed them to specific corners of the room, creating eight groups.

Not a word was spoken about the tasks, and halfway through the proceedings, the Vulpes they’d been waiting for arrived.  She had a bubbly voice that ground against Kari’s nerves, and her swishing tail made Kari roll her eyes; the woman was far too excited for such a boring meeting.

Galian rushed out to meet her, and Kari’s eyebrow lifted as she heard them embrace.  “Lumia! It’s so good to meet you; the Herald spoke of you.”

“Yes, and I heard about you!”  She returned. “So … these are the humans that heeded the call?”

“Some, we’re gathering more by the minute!”

“Excellent; we’re making similar progress with single-tailed Vulpes!  Oh, what about the message?”

“Sent, without a hitch, and I hear that Mimi’s response was just as anticipated; she seems to be ill.”

Lumia sounded awed.  “The Herald knows everything!”

“I know, right!  I can’t wait to see our goddess in her full glory!”

“We must first do our part,” Lumia noted.  “Please, don’t let my interruption halt the progress.”

“Of course, of course.  Please, take a seat; it shouldn’t be too much longer.”

Kari stared up at the sky, rubbing her teeth together as she listened.  They’re building an army, but for what?  It seems like they’ve done something to Mimi, but what?  I don’t get how Fen could have planned all this out unless she had help … well, there’s Jian, and he does know a lot more about how magic functions than I do.  Maybe he discovered a few things to give her a head start?

She felt more and more annoyed as they continued with the meeting, discussing all the quite average and normal things of the Human Realm that she took for granted, and Inari’s gathering, showing the bloodshed involved.  It was like these people had never seen someone hit a person before with how they reacted.

They spoke about the power of humans and how strong the Vulpes could become with Sora’s aid; everything was about giving them the ability to do whatever they wanted, and none of them even had a clue what it was they desired, but the fantasy Fen spun had enthralled them.

The Vulpes Council were like weeds, and were old, corrupt, and harmful; they needed to be rooted.  Sora was the savior, linking them to Inari, and they would all receive something beyond their imagination by helping to free Sora.  As the discussion went on, Kari’s blood ran cold.

The way they’re talking … are they going to try and kill Sora to release her from the spell the Vulpes Council cast on her?  It’s lunacy! They aren’t saying it, but just the way they talk about setting her free … I have a bad feeling about this. Just what are they planning tonight for this Night’s End Festival?

If they even have a hint of killing intent, then Eyia will … but it’s not killing intent.  They’d want to free her … save her. They’re after an everlasting world under Sora, and she needs to be set free with them to accomplish that.  Why else would they bring up that Sora can bring back the dead and destroy the universe? They’re crazy…
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                Sora breathed out a weary sigh as she glanced around at the Vulpes and humans going about their daily tasks; not a single eye left them, but it seemed they the crowd didn’t dare impose. The eight long red-furred tails in Mary’s hands were the object of their attention.

Shifting Emilia around a little in her arms, Sora glanced down at her daughter’s sleeping form; she appeared at rest, but her Spiritual Network was a panicked flurry, and with Sora’s advanced perception, coupled with Emilia’s lack of defenses, she knew what the issue was at a glance.

It’s only been a day, yet she feels like she can’t do anything right. Why didn’t you make me more mortal in her eyes? I’m like a superhero to her.

Her aunt’s soft hum seemed to ripple through her body, making her tails pause in their swaying motion. “It’s a necessary part of growing up, dear. When did you first discover your father wasn’t superman?”

My dad … I guess I kind of still had that image of my dad until I saw Devin throw him across the room.

A lump dropped down her throat, mind returning to the fear that had gripped her. It was the first time I ever thought I might lose my dad, and then … when Eric stabbed him. He was trying to protect me, even though he knew there was nothing he could really do, but he still tried.

“The life of a parent,” Inari whispered. “It’s something I’ve longed for and feared. It’s the dream of many women, including myself … to one day love someone more than anything … more than life itself. The willingness to confront eternal pain if it means saving the one light that you cannot give up. Your father understood that.”

Sora’s green irises shifted down to Emilia’s soft lips, remembering the fight she’d had with her dad, the last turbulent moments she had with him. Is he okay? Have you found anything else out?

“I’m afraid your aunt has yet to send any information regarding your father. I suspect your mother is also on the hunt for answers.”

You still haven’t talked to her, even after meeting with me?

Her aunt was silent for a few seconds before releasing a soft sigh. “I will never lie to you … unless I must. I rarely speak in absolutes; life is too complicated for that. Yes, I have talked with your mother, at least, my actual self did.”

Sora’s throat constricted, fingers tightening around Emilia’s shoulder. And?

“She was angry; I was angry. We argued, tensions were high, insults were thrown around, and then, we calmed down and talked over tea. Your mother made it … millions of years, and she still can’t make a decent cup,” Inari grumbled. “I think she does it on purpose to take a jab at me, or maybe she actually enjoys her mud-like concoctions.”

Inari sucked on her lip for a time before continuing, and her silence plucked at Sora’s nerves. She turned left at the next junction, remembering the house at the corner as a landmark to get back to the building they’d been assigned.

“Your mother apologized for keeping you from me, but she had her reasons, and I bitterly understood; however, Aiden’s tiny manipulations caused a massive ripple effect that had, for the most part, remained unnoticed until your change, and that was the catalyst.

“Unknown to Aiden himself, years of actions he’d taken contributed to you meeting Eyia and Jin, Kari, and a multitude of other pieces falling into place. Nilly herself was a bit of an anomaly, and your mother didn’t want you two to meet, which caused more of a change than you might expect. A lot of your decisions were affected by Nilly’s presence … my, how things have become more complicated than even your mother predicted.

“She was thankful for the support I’ve been lending you, and the extra help she was now getting … some of the threats she’s been dealing with herself are not small. She’s keeping certain individuals busy and their eyes off you, but some of those plans are now becoming complicated because of Hikaru … something your mother chewed me out over, and I can’t fault her for that. It is a real issue.”

She paused as Sora whispered, She loves me, then? She didn’t just forget about me and dad?

“No, dear, no, she loves you more than anything!”

I tell myself that, but at the same time … it’s just hard to believe.

Sora slowed as a warm sensation filled her entire body; it felt like her aunt was hugging her.

“There are many factions that keep a close eye on Founders, which is one reason why Hikaru discovered your existence, and your mother didn’t imbue her own Intelligent Construct inside of you out of her fears, which were founded, as when you met me, you were forced to undergo a very sudden and dangerous transformation.

“I noticed the effect of my presence upon your Core immediately, and that was one of many reasons I brought you back to my Sanctuary. It took not only my power, but also the Herald of Sakura to help stabilize your sudden growth, and I suspect there was another, rather elusive, party involved.”

Mary’s strained voice drew her away from the conversation. “Hey, Sora … can we have a break real fast, or—or slow down a bit? You’re just—moving a bit fast,” she gasped.

Sora’s brows furrowed as she turned to look at the panting woman, and she realized that she’d been making her move at a jog. “Oh—I’m so sorry … yeah, we can slow down a bit.”

“N-no problem,” Mary chuckled as they dropped to a slow walk. “It’s just—her tails are a bit bulkier than I expected; it’s just a little awkward to hold.”

“Thanks,” Sora said with a sheepish smile. “Let me know if you need to sit down.”

“Will do.”

Turning her attention back to her aunt, she licked her lips. My mom won’t see me, even now? Sora asked, already knowing the answer.

“No, and it’s not that she won’t, but that it would be extremely dangerous in her position. Meeting my true self again would cause further reactions to your Core, and it’s the same for your mother, which is also a part of how you were born. Your entire Soul is volatile; Jin, Eyia, and even Fen noticed it when they first met you.”

Does that have to do with my Shadow?

“No, not at all, dear. Your relationship with yourself is entirely self-driven, and as you discovered, you can swing either way on issues. This is only linked with how your mother conceived you, and your Intelligent, Spiritual, and Physical genetic makeup. You needn’t worry, though; yes, you are a Founder, and my niece, period.”

That’s … relieving to hear. Thank you, aunt Inari. What else did my mom say?

Inari breathed out a heavy sigh as if dropping into a big chair after a long day. “We caught up a little, and she told me that it was never her intention to get you trapped in this world. To be honest, your change could have happened anywhere from when you were a child to when you were in your late twenties from what information your mother had.

“It’s debatable whether Aiden’s influence had any effect on that timeline; it was Ron and Stephanie’s job to provide a stable framework, but something as small scale as Eric wasn’t that big of a concern, and she had no reason to believe they were even in contact with you.”

I guess he wasn’t, but Kari was, and so Eric masked Kari’s presence, and Aiden’s ability jumbled everything around.

“Precisely, and Stephanie was busy with a lot of other issues that Aiden unknowingly created. A great many powerful beings were being drawn into Miami, which caused an exceedingly pregnant Stephanie … being a Primordial, and with what she is, it requires her to stay in Ginnungagap, which limited the actions she could take and drew Ron’s attention away.

“Your change just so happened to take place at the convenient time that everyone had their eyes elsewhere, and all thanks to our little bird.”

Aiden’s wish … it was to help Eric achieve his dream, to help him change back into the person he remembered, and to do that; it required something like The Herald of Sakura. Right?

“Correct. An extremely complicated plan, but with the perfect outcome he wanted.”

Sora breathed a heavy sigh; eyes centered on the cobblestone ground. Thanks, aunt Inari … will I ever see my mom?

“Without a doubt, and it’s been my goal for some time to guide you in that direction. The issue is the fallout from Aiden’s grand design; you don’t go manipulating creatures like the Herald of Sakura without drawing a lot of attention.

“She was rather amused to have been played to a fiddle by such a weak and young boy, but that’s what his race does, and why they were hunted to, what was thought, extinction. Alva was a bit more crafty than she let on.”

Okay, that’s all I really wanted to discuss. Now, I need to clear my head and think about things.

“I look forward to our next conversation!”

Sora let a half-smile move her lips, eyes shifting back to her daughter’s face as she thought; she ignored all the eyes following her, too preoccupied to care.

So much has changed … how long has it been? No more than two weeks from Earth’s timeline, I suppose. It’s kind of hard to judge since I don’t know how long I was in that base, but it couldn’t have been more than two to three days … it feels like a lifetime.

Two weeks ago, I was powerless and scared; I had no clue about my family or what I was, and Kari was the worse than anything in existence. Now, we’re friends, and I know things about her that have made me cry. She’s had it so much worse. I was giving in to my Shadow during my transformation … that mouth of hers... 

She giggled, causing Mary to glance over, still walking beside her. “Something funny?”

“Just thinking back,” she whispered. “It can’t be more than two weeks since you were just a psychiatrist that my dad hired, and now, look at us.”

Mary’s eyes fell with her tone. “That day—Jenny interrupted us to show me a live video of my husband. It was the first time anything like that had happened to me, and what was I supposed to say?

“It was the police that was standing outside, ready to do what she said; now I realize they were officers turned by Jenny herself. I was terrified, but that’s what happened when people looked into Kari’s background. Ashley and I talked about it for a bit, and—Jenny was terrifying.”

Sora bit her lower lip, picking at the skin as she thought about her. “Jenny’s dead … the people back at the base shot her. It really upset Kari, but … Kari has a huge bag of issues more than me. She was betrayed by everyone close to her, lost everything—twice, hates herself, and feels worthless. Jenny’s death hurt her, and finding out about her betrayal hurt even more; she wonders if she can trust anyone.”

Mary sucked in before releasing a long puff of air and nodded. “I can see that … it shocked me when I heard that you were now friends. Was there any magic involved?”

“I guess you could say that … she felt my pain, and I felt hers. That’s a simple explanation, but it was much … I don’t even know how to describe it. It was just a lot more … think as personal as you can get and multiply that by ten. It was like experiencing every bad thing she’d gone through first hand.”

Silence followed her statement; it took several seconds before Mary responded. “I question my profession, Sora…”

Sora gave her a puzzled look. “What—do you mean?”

“I—I’ve tried to,” she paused, fingers absently stroking Emilia’s tails, and her voice cracked. “My whole life—I’ve tried to help people. I went to prisons and tried my best to work with people, but everything I’ve seen … experienced. There’s just—too much.

“The evil that I saw in Eric and Jenny … Lori was a complicit suicidal victim, but so was I. It makes me think about the things I read about the Russian Gulags … the best of us don’t make it out. Ashley talked about it with me … the best of us die, and the weak survive by throwing the stronger ones under the bus.

“Change a name on a list to be executed a day later … stealing someone else’s bread to eat another day. This—this horrible experience with Eric has really opened my eyes to the worst of humanity … seeing what police officers would do under Eric’s command, and they’d grown to like it … just like what I read in the accounts of the Gulags.”

“What about my aunt?”

Mary’s voice cracked as she chuckled. “Inari … just meeting her made me realize how insignificant humans are, and I know she wasn’t even trying to give that impression. Seeing the miracles you can work … something straight out of religion. I just … I’m not the same, and it’s just like you said … two weeks … two weeks, and I’m permanently changed.”

“Do you—regret it?” Sora asked, voice dying off a little at the end.

“To be honest,” Mary licked her dry lips. “In many ways, yes, I do, and if I knew then what I know now—I can’t say that I would try to help you … I’d probably run the other way screaming, and that’s what I’m beginning to realize. I’m weaker than I thought,” she mumbled, and a few tears dripped down her cheeks.

“And I had it light … Ashley was under Eric’s thumb for months … the same for Nathan. Inari’s work, unlocking my Core, has made me stronger in many ways, but it’s also made me aware of how weak I am. I used to think that god-like beings would be so high and mighty, but now that I have met one … I was the arrogant one.

“Inari has nothing to prove, and she could see us as we view ants. We don’t look down on ants; we hardly notice them at all unless they annoy us, but humans can’t even do that to her. Earth? Why would they even care? Yet, I met something as pure as Qebhet … Inari doesn’t do things without purpose.

“I watched humanity trample over someone that desired nothing more than the best of what every human wishes … peace, but the dark side of humanity won over and destroyed her before ruining everything she helped to build. I’ve been questioning everything lately … and for good reason, yet Inari also told me humanity has good. It’s hard, Sora … it’s just hard for me, and I feel weak because of that.”

Sora tilted her head down, causing her hair to obscure a part of her vision. “I feel that way, too, Mary … not in the same way, I think, but similar. My whole life’s been shattered to pieces. My dad’s missing, I have like over a dozen people coming after me, and I’m trying to pick up all the shards of glass around me, cutting myself along the way.

“Not only that, but I keep making so many mistakes, and my aunt has been doing her best to help me … my mom’s out there doing the same thing. I had no clue what was really happening; I was trapped in this bubble, and the moment it popped, my head’s been spinning.

“At first, my Shadow was out of control, and I lashed out at everything … well, I guess I didn’t really let my Shadow out, now that I met her. I just let her have a bit more control, and I felt powerful … so powerful. Yet, that part of me really scared me, too; it was so confusing.

“Then, everything kept getting more and more serious, and here we are, in another mess; it’s like my whole life is shadowed by misfortune. I want to start solving my issues instead of getting tangled up in them. I want control back, and to do that…” A thought made her pause, which drew Mary’s eye.

“To do that?”

“To do that … I need Aiden on my side.”

Mary’s brow furrowed. “I can see where you’re going, but … he can’t really control that power, right?”

“It’s not about control,” Sora smiled. “It’s about desire. Can you walk a little faster?” She cleared her throat before sucking on her left cheek a second. “I have a lot to do today.”

First, I need to find Kari … my Shadow’s pulling me toward her for some reason, and I promised to let her in more. This could work, though! I just need to get Aiden onboard.

The two of them picked up their pace, and soon arrived back at the building they were staying in; Mary opened the door to allow them inside.

Jin, Githa, and Eyia were still all sitting on the couches, like old ladies waiting for something interesting to happen. Brandon was sitting on the couch, and she heard Ashley upstairs with the kids, tucking them in bed.

Sora lifted an eyebrow as she entered, Liz was sprawled out on a table, tails flicking between her legs, and she was still dressed in her nightgown. Man, she has a different personality after I took away the magical drive machine within them.

Eyia smoothly rose to her feet, rushing over to greet her as her long spear appeared in hand. “Sister, has something assaulted you?”

“No, no,” Sora muttered as Eyia stood at the doorframe, glaring outside. “We weren’t attacked … well, I was attacked by a Spiritual Worm.”

“Come again?” Jin asked, features now alert as she quickly joined Eyia. “How did something that nasty get here and attack you? You okay?”

Githa groaned, still in cat-form as she stretched out her back. “Your Spiritual Network is repairing itself,” she hummed, and without warning, she was in human form, standing in front of her while looking Emilia and her up and down. “I see … Emilia caught you just about dead…”

“Dead?” Eyia’s frosty aura began to radiate from her spirit. “How did this happen?”

“Yes,” Githa hummed, thoughtfully glancing over at Mary. “Mhm, okay … not good, Sora, not good at all!”

Sora pushed forward, making Githa dance out of the way. “Reading Mary’s Spiritual Network is breaching her privacy, Githa. Is it too much trouble to ask and wait?”

“Yes,” Githa chimed, appearing beside the couch she’d been sitting on as Sora laid Emilia on it. “Why did you pull that thing in? Those things are icky little bugs.”

Mary just sighed, lips pursed as she set Emilia’s tails down and glanced over at the frowning cat, but she didn’t say anything.

“You pulled it in?” Jin asked with disbelief. “I’ve never—that was incredibly stupid.”

Eyia closed the door, face etched with concern as she joined them. “I must agree with Jin. My father was very explicit about destroying and avoiding, if possible, such creatures.”

“It was either let Mimi die or do that … my aunt was against it, too, and I didn’t really know what she meant when she said it would be the most painful thing I’ve ever felt. It’s over, though; we can move on. I saved Mimi, and I’m healing.”

“I understand,” Eyia said, touching her shoulder to draw her attention; Sora was a little taken aback by the worry in her deep blue eyes, and Liz shot up to look over at her, ears twitching. “It was a tough decision, but if I lost you, then I would be heartbroken. Please rely on us more; you are taking too much upon yourself.”

“The little fox fainted, the poor thing,” Githa whispered, playing with Emilia’s long copper hair as her two puffy tails rose into the air. “If you die, then Nilly will punish me.” Githa’s burning multi-hued eyes lifted to glare at her, “Don’t die,” she growled.

A shiver ran down Sora’s tails; it felt like white flames shot from Githa’s stare, hit her skin, and flooded her veins. Jin and Eyia leveled a stare at Githa, but her radiating heat was gone as quickly as it came. “Sora needs to live,” she giggled, flashing her sharp teeth. “Don’t let nasty worms inside you!”

Sora forced the lump in her throat down, and she chuckled as if it were a joke. That was a threat … what does the Nekomata Faction want with me?

Liz hopped off the table. “What about Alice? You said Mimi was in trouble? Olivia said something like that before leaving, but Alice didn’t come back with you. Where is she?”

A moan left Sora’s throat, and she scratched her left fox ear as it itched, flicking her tails to the left. “Okay, let me make this quick. Mimi was being affected by some kind of magical seal or curse, and for some reason, there was a dormant Spiritual Worm inside her that hatched.

“Olivia ran to get me, and I went with Gurakuqi to help Mimi. When I got there, she was dying and in a lot of pain. My aunt told me how to stop it, and against her warnings, I went through with it. It was dangerous, and I don’t think I’d do it again, knowing the consequences now and what I have to lose; thank you for the concern, Eyia, Jin.

“Emilia was out in the town with Alice and Mary; she found me when I was fighting the worm, and thought I was going to die. She fainted, and then Mary and Alice came to help me. I solved the issues with Mary’s help, thank you, and my aunt guided me through the rest.

“Now, I have a lot of things to do. Eyia, Jin, I know you’ve been cooped up in here,” she said with an apologetic plea, “but can you please watch Emilia while I go look for Kari and Aiden. I have some things I really need to talk with them about, and I want to leave my daughter in a place I know is safe.”

Sora shot a glance at her former psychiatrist. “Mary can catch you up on the new dangers we’re facing, like with the discovery of something called an Inquisitor, the new guest in the town, and Eyia can tell you about…” She paused as Liz ran to the door.

“I’m gonna go help Alice!”

“Okay,” Sora mumbled as Liz slammed the door behind her. “And Eyia can tell you about Hikaru and some of the other things we’ve seen. Sound good?” When they all nodded, she clapped her hands. “Great! I’m glad I can count on you all, and I’ll be back with Kari, Aiden, and Nathan soon. We really need to talk about our plans … we need to get our lives in order!”

“I look forward to that,” Jin mumbled, dropping into an armchair. “It’s been fun with you, but crazy.”

“I’m still digesting food,” Githa yawned, turning back into her small cat form to sleep above Emilia.

Brandon seemed utterly lost, and without a voice in the conversation. He just nodded and gave her a thumbs up. “Good luck! I’m really thankful for what you’ve done for my family.”

“No problem,” Sora chuckled, rubbing her neck as she moved to leave. “I’m glad I was able to be a small part of bringing your family back together.”

Waving a few more times as she exited, Sora sniffed the air and quickly found Kari’s most recent scent. I’m glad they care, but Githa and Nilly … there’s so much to get to the bottom of, but if I can just inspire Aiden, then things will start looking up.
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                The cool breeze ambled through the town, gently pulling at Sora’s hair while she wandered the cobblestone streets at a swift pace. Her eyes drifted as she followed Kari’s scent, doing her best to keep her senses sharp for danger, but still allowing herself to catch the beauty of the landscape she passed.

A rope tugged at her heart as she glanced between the houses, streets, and people moving along their chores; the scene reminded her of Italy when her dad had sent for her to join him on a mini-vacation when he was doing some consulting in the country.

She’d been just about to turn thirteen at the time, just before Kari started bullying her, and she had a blast with her father. Even then, she’d only seen him for a couple of weeks out of the year, and she relished every minute of it.

Tingles shot down her spine and tail, and she released a quick sigh. Dad will be okay … I mean, goddesses are looking for him. Yet … if Inari and my mom still haven’t found him, then how bad is that? Didn’t they say on that one detective show that if they aren’t found in a certain amount of time, then it’s likely you’ll never see them again?

Her tongue slid over her lips before she bit the inside of her cheeks, lightly nibbling on it. No, it won’t do any good worrying about it … I need to focus on fixing the situation we’re in. Get everyone together and come up with a real plan this time, even if that means going to the Capital ourselves. We need to first take care of our problems before even thinking about fixing someone…

Sora’s green irises widened as she was pulled out of her mind by enthusiastic voices, ears stiffening and shifting to her left. Following the noise, she saw two single-tailed Vulpes running toward her; one had gray fur while the other had a dirty brown tint.

The one that had brown fur stopped a few feet away, showing slightly crooked teeth as she smiled. “Lady Sora! My name is Joana” She bowed, causing Sora’s legs to tense, and the woman next to her followed her example.

“My name is Penal,” the gray furred Vulpes added.

Penal? It sounds so close to Pannel … who would name someone like that?

“Okay,” Sora mumbled, forcing a smile; she noticed that they were getting a lot of attention from the surrounding humans and Vulpes. “Umm … what can I do for you, Penal, Joana?”

“We just wanted to meet the High Goddess Sora, daughter of the High Goddess Mia, and niece to the High Goddess Inari!”

Ho-boy, umm … what’s going on? Do you have any ideas, High Goddess?

Her aunt’s chuckle unnerved her. “They’re fans. Why that is and how they discovered your origins and our family is what you should focus on.”

Thanks for pointing out the obvious…

“Anytime, dear!”

Both women held their closed fists close to their chests, pressing in their white dresses as their tails swished back and forth; they appeared to be waiting for something.

“Umm … can I help you?” Sora hesitantly asked.

“Oh, yes, please!” Penal said with a deep sigh of relief.

Joana bowed again before responding, but her tail was still going wild. “Yes, High Goddess; we seek your blessing as we return to the fields!”

“My … blessing,” Sora slowly repeated. “Uh-huh … eh, is there anything in particular that you were expecting as a blessing?”

“Anything,” Penal smiled with tears gathering in her eyes. “We’ve heard so much about the High Goddesses! We wish to follow you forever—if you would have such lowly Vulpes as us,” she asked with a hopeful tone that bordered on desperate.

Sora’s ears twitched, causing the two women’s brows to crease with concern, and she heard whispers around the area.

“She’s a High Goddess?”

“What is a High Goddess?”

“Are they more powerful than The Council?”

“Perhaps … The Council are just Goddesses, not High Goddesses.”

“What is a High Goddess doing here?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is she not going to bless them?”

“It looks like she might be a little annoyed.”

“Should Penal and Joana be even speaking to a High Goddess?”

“Oh, you’re right.”

“How improper.”

Licking her lips, Sora clasped her hands together at her front before reinforcing her smile. “If you could give me a moment, Penal and Joana. I need to meditate on this.”

“Oh, of course,” Joana said with a deep bow, and Penal followed her action.

“Yes, if we have been rude, then please let us know.”

“No, no,” Sora assured. “It’s no trouble. I just need a moment.”

Closing her eyes, Sora entered The Outer Body Technique to find her aunt waiting in an armchair, clearly amused by her expression.

“What in the heck is this about?” Sora asked with a heavy sigh, summoning a chair of her own. “Two Vulpes come running up, asking for my blessing, and now it’s looking like they’ll be socially shunned for it! It’s crazy … just—just out of nowhere.”

Her aunt just giggled, lips curved slightly as she watched her.

“What—am I missing something? I just … I don’t want to be some goddess that people flock to!”

“Why?” Inari asked with a soft tone, arms lying atop her long white tails. “There are many people that have power fantasies about just an occasion.”

“I don’t want power,” Sora growled, scratching her left fox ear with agitation. “I just want to be left alone, but somehow I always stick out … wait, it’s because I’m a Founder, isn’t it?”

Inari gave her a weak shrug. “In part.”

“Oh, my … is there anything…” She paused, a smile brightening her cheeks. “I can just make myself invisible!”

“That’s only a temporary fix, dear,” Inari chuckled. “Eventually, you’ll need to reveal yourself, and people will worship you even if you’re not around.”

Sora went silent, sucking on her lower lip while thinking about her aunt’s words.

People will worship me even if I’m not around … crap, she’s right. There are a ton of gods that I’ve never heard of, though, or that were lost in history. Those ones all wanted to be fawned over in the first place, though. I don’t want that at all.

Glancing up at her aunt’s cheeks, Sora glared at the three thin marks resembling whiskers, releasing a low growl. “Okay, but I’m not like all those other gods in history … how do I stop it, then?”

Her aunt sighed before unfolding her legs and rising to her feet; her nine long tails smoothly fanned to her back and taking on the appearance of a single thick tail while walking to the edge of the circle to stare off into the blackness.

“You’re being a bit hasty in your judgment, dear. Some people are born with power, Sora, be that money, influence, or the real ability to shape existence to their will, and there will be those that admire or resent you for that. As I explained, equity is not a product of reality.

“Everyone has something that you do not; jealousy and envy will follow you wherever you go, but so will admiration and hope. Your dad made a lot of money, and people looked at him differently because of it; some wished to learn how to achieve the same while others cried out for a piece in the pot without lifting a finger.

“Do you think I wish to be worshiped by numberless creatures spanning time and realms? No, I share the same sympathies as you, my dear niece, but it is what I’ve had to grow accustomed to over millions of years.

“People will bug you, and yes, even cause you to hate them; it is the price of those with power to be self-conscious because if you do not, then you open yourself up to potential harm.”

“I get that,” Sora mumbled, leaning back in her chair. “The whole Spidey Speech, with great power comes great responsibility.”

Inari giggled, turning around to stare at her with a knowing look in her orange eyes. “Not necessarily. That’s a statement that puts the burden of responsibility on one party alone; it is not your duty to tell people how to live, and many gods don’t, but the weak come on their hands and knees all the same.

“Look at Gong-Gong for an example. It is not a requirement for those in power to take liability, but it is good advice. There are rules even Founders are bound by, and that is cause and effect. There is always someone with more power, and if you tread recklessly, then that will cause a chain reaction that will come back to bite you in the tail.”

Sora’s green eyes slid down to her tail, lying across her lap, and her aunt’s words made it twitch. She’s totally still upset with my choice. “Yeah … I don’t like things latching onto my tail, but does this connect back to my current problem? I just don’t want people looking at me like some golden ticket.”

Inari folded her hands behind her back, sliding them under her long hair. “But of course, any good discussion will address multiple things at the same time and extend far into the future. 

“You will have a massive following of devout creatures looking for your help and guidance; it’s a reality, dear, and people create their own gods to fill that niche if none appeal to them.

“To some, that’s greed, envy, and jealousy; the poor and weak will often reach out to the rich and strong, shirking their responsibilities to demand others carry their miserable little lives for them. They do not wish others to tell them how to live but have no issue telling those that have achieved success on how to govern their wealth. The hypocrisy is overwhelming.”

Sora’s brow creased, and she pulled her feet up, leaning against the side of the armchair. “Don’t you offer advice and help to others, though?”

Her aunt smirked. “Come, now, Sora. I create gatherings for others to seek me out; I do not tell those with power or money how they should live their lives but offer an opportunity for those that seek my advice to come. I give people a platform by which they can state their case, but I am not some charity for those too feeble and weak-willed to take advantage of me. My help requires something in return.”

“Like with Fen, I guess,” Sora whispered. “You gave her the chance to follow your advice, right? That’s what the white tail was for … it was a condition.”

“Everything has a sacrifice that must be paid by someone,” Inari replied, head tilting to look up at the light above them. “Nothing is free in this world, and it is by your own whim that others can take part in your bounty.

“If you do not wish to give something up, then don’t. There are only three methods anyone can use to get something from you, force, negotiation, and begging; worship generally falls into the begging party, but not always. There is a reason most religions that survive the ages have a strong emphasis on sacrifice.”

Sora ran her hands through her long copper hair, pulling it over her shoulder while thinking back on some of the things Inari had said in the past. “If I give them a blessing, then I’m sacrificing my energy to them. There’s no trade, it’s just a parasitic relationship, and they’re not giving up anything to get it.”

“You could see it that way,” Inari agreed.

“I don’t want to keep giving and giving,” she sighed. “I learned how bad things could get with Mimi, and while I still think I’d do it … it can’t be for nothing. I have my own issues to deal with … every time I try to do something for someone, more problems fall on my plate.”

“Mhh,” Inari mused, turning to face her. “People are often very greedy and only think about themselves. They don’t believe that the rich or powerful have their own struggles, just as much as the poor and weak.

“Everyone has their issues they are trying to overcome, and you cannot compare them so easily. You have not walked in their shoes, and they have not done the same for you, yet, people judge, and they will judge you. It’s a part of the brain that was developed as a process of survival.”

Sora stared down at her lap, thinking back to the humans and Vulpes around her, and how they all came up with their own reasons for her reservations in granting Penal and Joana’s desire. “Damned if I do and damned if I don’t,” she muttered.

“Such is the curse of life,” Inari chuckled.

“If I blessed them, then I’d get a ton of people wanting more … it’d become endless. Unless—unless they had to sacrifice to get it. So, some people will see me as a cruel Goddess because I require something?”

“Aren’t there already people that have such notions in the Human Realm?” Inari mused. “Winners and losers, workers and beggars, and everything in between. Do people hate giving things up? Would they rather party and have someone else take the risk for them?”

“Yeah … a load of people.” Sora swallowed the lump that formed in her throat. “I just hate having power.”

“As I said, it’s a curse,” Inari whispered. “However, it also comes with many blessings. Yet, for someone like Diogenes, being poor and living with nothing was the goal of life. Don’t rely on your own philosophy or mine, but take it in from all sources, and mold something unique that you can live with.

“There is a price to a set of beliefs, and that is social structure; few will have the same morals as you, and because of that, there will be conflict. If you are too rigid, then you will be left alone, yet too lax, and you lose your identity and are a puppet to those with stronger wills than your own. Choose carefully, my little niece, and first find out if you need to make these decisions this moment.

“People’s lives change on a grand scale by even a simple decision made in the present as that one event ripples out into existence to haunt you forevermore. That is how Aiden’s ability functions, and look at the effect such power has had on beings such as myself.”

Sora released a frustrated groan, scratching her arm with irritation. “Man, every time I talk with you, it’s either so intense that I feel like the world’s ending or utterly silly!”

“Reality reflects that statement; we must make time for fun, but consequences are always knocking with an ax at the door, and if you don’t resolve those issues that come calling, then they’ll break through eventually. If you are not prepared, the result isn’t pretty, and those with experience or wisdom foresee it.”

Closing her eyes, Sora blocked out everything to think about her circumstance. I don’t really even know how to bless these women. I could look into their Cores to figure it out, but I’ve tried to keep my distance from invading people’s privacy … I guess I’ll follow your advice.

Releasing the Outer Body Technique, Sora gave both women a smile, knowing a very short time had passed. “If you could follow me, then I’d like to speak with you for a moment; I’ll give us some privacy.” She said, glancing back at the crowd before waving at them and spinning a web of invisibility around them.

Joana and Penal watched the groups of Vulpes and humans around them with wide eyes as the onlookers started mumbling about them vanishing.

“W-We are not worthy!” Joana stammered, brown hair obscuring her face as she bowed even lower, and Penal couldn’t even seem to find her tongue.

“So,” Sora chuckled nervously. “Can you please tell me who told you I was a Goddess? Oh, and please don’t bow to me.”

Joana swallowed, rising hesitantly before pulling back her hair. “Umm—it was your—your great Herald.”

“Uh-huh,” Sora’s vision narrowed. “My great … Herald,” she muttered, focus sliding to Penal as she straightened, anxiously taming her own hair. “This Herald is the two-tailed Vulpes named Fen, correct?”

“Yes, my Lady,” Joana said, bowing again.

“No, no more bowing,” Sora said, causing both women to freeze in confusion. “Umm … what did she tell you?”

Both Vulpes looked at each other with concern before saying, “We were not a part of the first supper with the great Herald, but we heard about The Inner Brotherhood.”

Sora’s jaw set. Fen! What in the … why the crap are you causing me problems? No, this is just like you! Shadow was right; I’ve been too soft. Another issue to add to the lake that’s building up.

“A-Are you angry with us?” Penal asked with worry.

Joana’s legs locked, pressing together as she forced a hard lump down her throat. “We’re—we didn’t mean to draw your wrath.”

Trying to erase the anger on her face, Sora took a deep breath before letting it out. “No, it’s not you. I’m not here to be a substitute Goddess for the Vulpes Council, and Fen’s just causing me a ton of...”

She trailed off as both Penal, and Joana looked at each other with bright-eyed understanding, and Joana nodded fervently. “Yes, we totally understand, Lady Sora!”

“We will not let you down, and we are so thankful for your blessing!” Penal replied with another swift bow before they both ran off, leaving Sora slack-jawed.

What was that?

“They seemed like nice girls.”

No, really, what was that? I didn’t bless them … like at all. I told them that I couldn’t.

She washed away the illusion surrounding the two and noticed a few humans and single-tailed Vulpes run after them with similar bright looks on their faces as they appeared.

Something’s not right with all this. What did Fen do to them? I didn’t sense any of her charms or magic on them.

“No, and she wouldn’t have the strength or knowledge to cause a drastic change in someone’s personality.”

Then what did she do?

“I’d say this calls for some investigation, but will it trump your original goal?”

Sucking on her lower lip, Sora shook her head. No, no, I have enough things distracting me right now. First, I’ll get Kari; then I’ll go get Aiden and Nathan. We need to get everyone back together and figure a way out of this mess.

“I look forward to it!”

It must be great knowing most things about the future…

“A curse, really,” Inari whispered. “Knowing exactly how things will change if I so much as mutter a single word … such small things can destroy someone’s life.”

Sora pursed her lips and breathed out a long sigh before continuing on her journey, keeping her illusions active to not draw attention. The new issue was people trying to run her over, well, to her it seemed that way, but she knew they couldn’t see her.

She dodged around carts and groups of Vulpes as they went along their daily lives, following Kari’s scent. It led her to a rock where she’d spent some time, and it was here that she paused.

A lump dropped down her throat as she sniffed the air. Nilly … why do I smell Nilly?

“Yes … why is Nilly here with Kari?” Her aunt’s tone was disconcerting.

Sora glanced around at the groups of people milling about, carrying baskets and hauling carts, acting as if there wasn’t an issue in the world while a First Generation Founder had stood in this place not an hour earlier.

You can’t tell me you didn’t see this coming?

“I did not,” her aunt whispered with a serious tone. “This is not supposed to happen. If you could hurry, dear. It would be prudent to catch up to Kari and discover Nilly’s purpose in visiting her. Something doesn’t smell right here … Kari was terrified of something; you should be able to sense it.”

Now that her aunt pointed it out, she could; the hormones that lingered in the air were of fear. Sliding her teeth over her lips, Sora licked them before taking off her flats and breaking into a run.

She followed Kari’s trail out of town and into the grove, zig-zagging through trees.

What was she doing? No, wait … there’s another scent we’re following. It smells like a human man, and there are a few others with him.

“That isn’t nearly as important as Nilly’s arrival and disappearance. She did not have a scent trail but simply appeared out of nowhere before vanishing shortly after, and there was another person there … someone you don’t have the expertise to detect. Something’s gone wrong.”

What? Who was it, The Herald of Sakura? She’s supposed to be here, right?

“I doubt even she could have been a part of that conversation with Kari. Things are about to get really complicated.”

No … please, no more complications. Sora groaned, wind throwing back her hair as her bare feet pressed into the compact dirt, propelling herself along Kari’s path.

“I wish I could tell you otherwise, but this is a serious miscalculation on my part. I missed something … something important, and it could have been in the works for ages.”

Dreading what was to come, Sora followed Kari’s scent to a large building and hopped up the sides of the alley to the roof. She was here for a while … she only left a little bit ago.

She jumped back down to the road, running down two streets until she spotted her target. “Kari!”

Kari turned, brow furrowed as she squinted at her. “Sora?” She muttered. “Why are you so … you’re using illusions to make yourself invisible?”

“Oh, sorry!” Sora chuckled, breathing out a few puffs of air to ease her pumping heart. “Umm, what’s going on?” She glanced around her at a group of three men as they laughed, walking into a large building that appeared to have carts inside. “Is that the group you’ve been following?”

Kari’s cheeks puffed to the side as she scratched her shoulder-length black hair. “I guess you could say … jeez, fine, I’ll tell her,” she growled.

Sora bit her lower lip for a second at the flash of annoyance that spread across Kari’s face. “Tell me what?”

“Yeah, sorry, but your aunt says she needs you to bring us into the Outer Body Technique. Somethin’ about it being real important.”

You were right…

“If you could hurry, Sora; every second counts.”

Taking another deep breath, Sora closed her eyes and tried to synchronize with Kari, guiding her into her Core. When they appeared, Sora was a little taken-aback by who she found in her Core.

There were two of her aunt, a new woman, and Kari, all standing around her bright inner circle.

“Umm … who’s that?” Sora nervously asked, looking at the beautiful woman clothed in wolf pelts standing beside Kari. She was wearing a pleasant smile and held her hands at her front; she was slightly taller than the already six-foot-tall Fenris Wolf beside her.

“Well,” the woman nudged Kari with her shoulder. “Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

“Yeah, eh, Sora,” Kari muttered with a slight blush. “This is my mom, Alva.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you! Your aunt has told me so much about you.” Alva said with a bright tone.

Sora decided to call the Inari beside her Aunt One and the Inari beside Alva Aunt Two.

Aunt One shot a glare at Aunt Two, making Sora swallow; she’d rarely seen that expression on Inari’s face. “What happened?”

“It is something that I’d rather merge with you to explain.”

“That comes with many risks; I do not know if you have been tampered with.”

“Indeed, but it is the only way for you to proceed, which is not ideal. I understand your reluctance with the knowledge you currently possess; this does seem quite suspicious.”

“It is needed,” Alva stated, amber eyes becoming serious as she shifted to stare at her aunt.

It was at this point that things started to become more tense as Alva and both her aunts shifted to look at her, eyes widening, and after a second, she realized they weren’t looking at her.

Sora turned around, lips becoming dry; there was someone new in her Core, and this was someone she couldn’t easily forget. A woman was sitting in a comfortable armchair that had belonged to the hotel lobby back in Miami Beach.

The elegantly designed parasol and closed paper fan were in the same position as the first time she’d seen the woman. Her thin fingers wrapped in black silk gloves with strange designs still held a newspaper, yet this one’s symbols were different, showing a foreign language.

She wore the same black slit dress and mob cap with a large black bow tied around the crown; her bleach blonde hair was tied into several locks with thin black ribbons, and her waist had the black non-reflecting belt she’d seen before. Her dress was layered, folding around her curved form to display her hourglass figure.

The woman crossed her legs in the opposite direction, drawing Sora’s focus to her bare feet, clothed in black four-inch ankle criss cross-strap stilettos. Even inside her Core, the woman appeared to be cut out of reality and pasted back.

A light smile touched the woman’s full lips, and she proceeded to neatly fold the article before setting it on her lap. Her features still gave her the impression of someone in their late twenties to early thirties.

“Sekhmet,” both her aunts muttered, eyes like daggers.

The woman’s head rose slightly, purple irises sweeping the group as both her aunts fell silent, waiting for the intruder to speak.

Sekhmet brought her paper fan up to the left corner of her lips with a mischievous grin as her amused purple eyes surveyed them. “Oh, dear, I did not mean to intrude; that was such an entertaining conversation, Inari. The little banter between your two constructs was fun to listen to, but I must say that this little conversation you’re about to have has more than piqued my interest.”

She glanced between her aunt’s constructs with a light hum. “I’m sure Alva and your counterpart were well aware that I’d make an appearance.”

Cold chills run down Sora's spine as the information clicked.  “Y-You’re the Herald of Sakura?”

The Herald’s focus flicked to her. “That, I am. It’s my pleasure to finally speak with you, Sora. You might say I have a bit of a history with your family. Now, why don’t we skip past all this nonsense and get down to business?

“I make it my profession to know what is happening on the board, but this has me questioning many events. Why did Frankenstein and Nilly show up here, and to you, dear Kari? I’m usually up-to-date on such details, but this is … concerning. Oh, and let’s all get along; I know we’ve had our differences in the past.”
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Recap: Sora found Kari and upon request from the Intelligent Construct of Inari inside Kari, Sora brought Kari into her Core. Sekhmet, The Herald of Sakura, has suddenly appeared without warning, putting everyone on edge.



                

                Sora glanced back at her aunt’s two constructs as they sighed, and the one next to her said, “Very well, I’ve seen enough.  Let us fuse.”

The two constructs shimmered before vanishing, and her aunt appeared beside her, orange irises slits as she glared down at the floor, hands behind her back.

Kari’s growl brought everyone’s focus on her.  “Okay, can we get this over with?  Whatever you all have scheming is too complicated for me.  Cut past all the crap and just give it to us straight.”

Sekhmet chuckled while tilting her head, long blonde locks shifting against her shoulders.  “My, Alva, your daughter reminds me of your father.”

“Yes, I could see the truth in that,” Alva chuckled softly before turning her amber irises on Sora.  “I understand that you have much on your mind, Sora, and so does my daughter.  She’s been fuming for a bit now.”

“Fuming?”  Kari glared at Sekhmet.  “More like fighting a migraine, and now there’s even more crap to deal with.”

“Right, right,” Sekhmet’s lush hum drew everyone’s eyes.  “Sora, why don’t you conjure a chair for Kari and yourself so that we may sit.  There are many important events to identify.”

Inari smoothly sat in her own chair that appeared behind her, seamlessly folding her long white tails across her lap.  “Is that right?  Tell me, Sekhmet, why have you revealed yourself in this form?  I have not seen you like this in … oh, over three-hundred thousand years, I believe.”

Sora took a long breath before sitting down in her own chair, creating a duplicate for Kari and Alva.  “Why is my life so convoluted?”  She muttered.

Sekhmet unfolded her paper fan, hiding her lips.  “That would have to do with your mother.  She so wished to have a child, and you are reaping the history of your family.”

Her purple irises shifted to Inari, left ankle swishing back and forth in the air while the others took their seats.  “Yes, Inari, since this is the only physical form that I can manifest, it is rare to see it.  Therefore, you know just how important this is to me.”

“Oh?”  Inari smirked, eyes narrowing.  “Why are you so interested in my niece?  You wouldn’t tell me before, but I have leverage now, and information is not cheap.”

Sora’s green irises moved back to the blonde-haired woman, or at least, she was in the form of a woman.

Kari just took a deep breath before settling into her seat, folding her arms and closing her eyes while leaning into the side of her chair.  Sora knew her irritated face, and she was getting to her limit; she was reaching her own.

Sekhmet's eyes never left her aunt.  “Have you not already spoken with Mia?  What can I do if she has not revealed that information?”

Kari growled impatiently.  “Get on with it!  You’re all millions of years old; is it impossible to say what’s on your mind in a few seconds and be done with it?”

The purple-eyed woman’s red lips revealed a pout as her fan dropped, and her irises shifted to Alva.  “Your daughter takes the fun out of everything, Alva.”

“Hello,” Kari snarled, leaning forward.  “I’m right here; you can talk to me if you have something to say!”

Alva chuckled, but her amber eyes were slits.  “I agree with my daughter and Inari.  It is by your own design that information has a price, and there is much Sora and Kari wish to discuss themselves.”

“Perfect!”  Sekhmet’s fan snapped shut.  “Then, while the little pups play, we can have a real discussion.”

“No,” Sora flatly rejected the proposal, tired of all the cloak and dagger; yet, she knew that if she were in a more playful mood, then this would interest her.  “I know, Sekhmet,” she sighed.

“Know?”  She replied innocently.

Sora scratched the side of her ears as they twitched with irritation.  “I know all of my problems seem trivial to you, maybe not even worth noticing.  You’ve seen all the possibilities, and my aunt, and Kari’s mom both have seen it, too.  You also know that I’d likely say this and are just playing this little drama.”

“Right?”  Kari muttered.

“My head is spinning, right now,” Sora groaned, pulling her long copper hair around before leaning against the side of her chair.  “I won’t pretend to know what it’s like to be millions upon millions of years old because I’m not.  I’m sixteen, aunt Inari … what were you all doing when you were sixteen years old?”

The three powerful beings’ vision fell to the white floor in front of them, small reminiscent smiles on their lips, but they didn’t speak in the short gap she left, and so she continued.

“As I said … you three already know that I’m going to say this, which means everything before this was all some grand game of puppeteering while you each tried to plan numberless moves ahead.  I’m not like that, and I doubt any of you were at my age.

“I know this chess game you’re playing is important … I do, but for once,” Sora closed her green irises before taking a calming breath, “just for this once, can we look at my problems and come up with some solutions?”

“I’d love that,” Alva said with a soft tone, crossing her legs while giving her a patient look.

Inari pulled her own long white hair around to her front, combing through it with a reserved smile.  “Yes, Sora.  I know you’ve had it rough.”

Sekhmet shrugged weakly before giggling.  “Honestly, you’re using that word, Inari?  I wouldn’t necessarily call it rough, but I suppose that comes with experience.”

“Why are you so rude, huh?”  Kari growled.  “You want me to hate you?”

“I’m more of a practicalist, my little wolf,” Sekhmet replied.  “I’m not entirely concerned with what might be and more focused on taking steps to get to where I want to be.”

“That’s a good start,” Sora replied, opening her eyes to pet her two long copper furred tails.  “My goals three weeks ago were very clear.  I wanted to get out from under Kari’s heel.”

Kari’s legs tightened, and she rubbed her left arm, vision falling to the floor.  “Sorry,” she whispered.

Sora smiled compassionately.  “I understand, now, Kari, and I get it.  I’m just saying that was my ultimate goal in life.  I wanted to be free from letting fear run every thought in my mind, and in just three weeks … it feels like months.  There were some funky time stretches, but in reality, back at school, less than three weeks have passed … give me some time to process that.”

She went silent, and to her relief, no one interrupted her; the ensuing silence felt like a refreshing bath as she let it soak around her.  “As I said, I get it, this is important, and I want to know about this stuff, too, but there’s too many things happening for me to follow.  I need to resolve some things before moving into something new, or my head’s going to explode.

“I just learned I was a Vulpes, and not days after, my dad was ripped out of my grasp … I’m worried about him … really worried.”  She paused, heart aching while thinking back on her aunt’s words.  Information isn’t cheap … that’s the biggest thing I want to know.

Turning her green irises back to Sekhmet, she asked, “I know my aunt wants to know about why you’re involved in my life, and I want to, too, but … I’m bouncing around so much, but there’s just so much pressing in on me … my aunt probably spoke about this to make me think this way in the first place…”

Inari’s smile fell a little as she sat back, folding her hands on her tails.  “Go ahead, dear.  No need to hold back.”

“Sometimes,” Sora whispered, “I feel like everything you guys do … Gloria, you, Sekhmet, Nilly, even my mom … I suppose Stephanie and Ron are in that boat, too … everything you do isn’t really about me.  It’s all about some future me or event, and I’m just a puppet you’re all playing to get there.”

Alva sighed, looking up at the light in the sky.  “You’re not entirely wrong about that, Sora.  It’s something we must constantly remind ourselves … well, at least I do.  Sekhmet has never been too concerned about such concepts.  Primordials consider but rarely internalize the actions of others; although, you’re not entirely a Primordial anymore.”

Sekhmet’s smirk grew.  “Who was it that started our age-old war in the first place?”

“It’s more complicated than that,” Inari growled.

“Perhaps,” Sckmet mused, lifting her fan to her lips again.  “If I hadn’t turned against the other factions, then do you think you’d be sitting here now, Inari, enjoying the presence of your…”

“Too much,” Sora interrupted.  “Too much … maybe I started it, to begin with, I don’t know.”  She ran her hands through her hair, fingers tickling her ears.  “Anyways, my biggest worry right now is my father.  I’m sure,” she stated while glancing around at the goddesses around her, “with all your combined wisdom and knowledge, you can put my mind at ease with that?  You are all basically using my Core as a meeting spot … pay your rent.”

Sekhmet giggled with Alva and her aunt.

“Rent?”  Sekhmet whispered.  “How funny, but I understand your comparison.”

“As for me,” Alva sighed regretfully.  “I’m afraid I have no input upon that subject.  I could list possible suspects, but that is about it.”

“What about my mom?”  Sora asked, turning to her aunt.  “You said that you and my mom were looking for him.”

“Your aunt knows nothing about it,” Sekhmet stated in a smug tone.

Inari’s eyes narrowed.  “You must have an idea, then, but I assumed as much since you’ve been spying on my niece for quite a long time.”

“Not as long as you imagine,” Sekhmet said.  “Although, that’s a story for another time,” she mused, vision returning to Sora.  “Yes, I know what happened to your father.”

Sora felt the heat rising in her chest.  I hate all this dancing around!  I love it when I’m the one doing it, but this is just annoying.  “You tell me everything you know about him, and then we’ll tell you about … whatever it is you wanted to know.”

“Nilly and Frankenstein,” Kari whispered in a low tone, and from Sora’s connection with her, knew that she was remembering bitter memories of bullying her; she didn’t want to interrupt the current direction of the conversation, but also didn’t want her to focus on her past actions too much.

“Right, thank you, Kari.  I’m glad you’re around to keep my head straight.”  She chuckled.  Kari swallowed a lump in her throat before giving her a weak smile, but both their actions moved back to The Herald.

“Oh, but that is extremely pricey news, my little Founders,” Sekhmet hummed, snapping her fan shut before setting it on her chair’s armrest.  “The knowledge you seek will not be easily swallowed, and I’m frankly,” she paused, giving Inari a quick smirk before returning her purple irises to Sora, “I’m unconvinced what you have to offer is of equivalent value.”

For the first time, Sora noticed her aunt’s tails stiffen, and her orange irises shot to the side, glaring into the darkness.

“What?”  Sora quickly asked.  “I don’t get it, and I want to!  Why is information about my dad even more costly than whatever concerned you about Nilly and Frankenstein?”

Inari’s ears twitched, which was the first Sora had seen before she sniffed.  “It’s a power move.  Sekhmet follows a set value system that she created long ago, and it’s one of the reasons she’s been able to keep a stable neutral position among all Factions.  She offers information with information returned in currency.”

“It is a rather unbalanced system,” Alva muttered.  “Basically, she shares other people’s secrets for more secrets in return.  Her network only grows stronger with every deal struck, and you must trust her to weigh it properly within the framework.”

“That’s dirty,” Kari stated, shifting in her chair again.

“I am equal to everyone the same,” Sekhmet shrugged.  “So, Inari, you know my process, and now know a fraction of what I might have on your nieces’ father.  With this case particularly, as you are aware, I am the best source you have on the matter.”

“Fine,” Inari sighed bitterly, taking a moment to collect herself while Sora waited with bated breath, hoping it would be enough to sway The Herald to finally give her some answers.  “You know much about Nilly … likely more than even most of the Second Generation Founders.”

Her aunt’s irritated orange irises moved to study Sora.  “Frankenstein sat beside Kari and had a conversation with us, but something to note is that he did this outside The Herald’s notice.  That means that he knew she’d do this; Sekhmet is a string in his own game, being pulled along by his fingers herself.”

“Yes, quite the bothersome fellow,” Sekhmet whispered with a hint of distaste.

“He can be vexing,” Inari hummed, “but not as rebarbative as you.”

Sekhmet smirked.  “Ever the one with words, just like your mother.”

Inari ignored her comment.  “It’s essential to keep that in mind, Sora.  It might be vitally important once all the possible dots start connecting.  Alva and I were able to seal the memories away in Kari’s Core, so Sekhmet would need to ask us about it.

“So, in short, Frankenstein is worried about Nilly.”

“Worried?”  Sekhmet’s vision narrowed.  “How so?”

Alva spoke up.  “Nilly was able to recognize and slip into Frankenstein’s distortion.  It appears as if he miscalculated the time she’d breach the phenomenon, and was interrupted before he could give us the bulk of his message.

“The part that concerned him was Nilly’s behavior; personally, I couldn’t see anything different in her attitude, but Frankenstein seems to think that she’s now taking things seriously, and that changed after she became a Nekomata.  His final words were his worries of her seal reaching a specific point.”

“There you have it,” Inari stated with a drawn-out sigh.  “What is the value?”

Sekhmet’s smile had dropped significantly as she listened, and she didn’t immediately reply to Inari’s question.  The purple-eyed woman sat her folded hands across the folds of her black dress, seemingly brooding on some heavy thoughts.

After a time of silence, she softly bit her lower lip before smiling up at them.  “Well, that was rather … unexpected news.”  Sekhmet’s eyes fell again.  “Quite unforeseen … I’m left with more questions.  Perhaps … no … the possibility is … hmm…”

“Well?”  Kari interrupted.  “You got what you wanted.”

Sekhmet’s smile returned.  “Indeed, I have, and I am weighing the price.”

“And what is your appraisal?”  Inari asked bluntly.

“High,” Sekhmet muttered.  “Very high … so, in fairness,” her purple irises moved to Sora, “I’ll answer your question, Sora.  It was precisely; you tell me everything you know about him; namely, I tell you everything I know about your father.  Correct?”

Sora’s gripped her hands, shifting nervously to face The Herald.  “Yes!”

“Such a broad question … do you wish me to spend thousands of years discussing this topic?”

A lump formed in Sora’s throat.  “T-Thousands … how?  Isn’t my dad…”

“Human?”  Sekhmet chuckled.  “No, he is not.”  Sora’s mind blanked as she continued, not knowing how to respond.  “Frankenstein is involved, of course, and I must be careful with how I respond to your question, little Founder.

“Your father is something else entirely, and your aunt suspected this from your first meeting.  You are not a full Founder or Vulpes, which is one of the many reasons why there was such a vicious backlash.  There is a reason why Frankenstein visited you the day before your change.  Frank, the man that gave you those extra clothes.

“The intricacies of those days and the oversight of so many powerful creatures is all thanks to that little Son of Homā; that includes your father’s extended stay and time of return.  Causality is a frightening thing.”

“My father,” Sora mumbled, feeling numb.  “What about my father?”

“He left on his own accord, accompanied by … old friends.  You see, when he died, and yes, he died.  The shell Frankenstein had made him ceased to contain your father’s true essence, and he needed to make a quick escape.  Otherwise, he might have destroyed you along with so many others he cares about.”

“You haven’t told me what he is … what I am,” Sora said, voice quivering.

“I have not,” Sekhmet giggled, “because it does not fit the price given.  I can tell you that your father loves you, but he is coming to terms with things he has never experienced before.  Everything he knew was locked away before he met your mother, and he himself did not plan this … it was your mother.  Vulpes are such tricky creatures.”

“I don’t understand,” Sora whispered.  “I don’t … my mom tricked my dad?”

Sekhmet shrugged while licking her lips.  “Who can truly say if your mother felt anything for your father.  I can do nothing but tell you what I know.  Emotions are powerful things, and the memories your father had while a human must have confused him greatly when the shell was fractured.  I had the pleasure of welcoming him back.”

“You knew him before, then?”  Inari said, eyes leveling with Sekhmet.

“Of course, every Primordial knew him before we crossed paths with the Founders; this is the payment made in full.”

“That one statement,” Alva hummed darkly.  “Just how important was that information Frankenstein gave us?”

“Price for price,” Sekhmet stated before the space around her seemed to fracture, and she distorted before vanishing.

Sora’s thighs pressed against each other as she squeezed the back of her hand.  My dad’s not human … I’m not a full Founder … not a full Vulpes.  No wonder I look different than normal Vulpes … I don’t fully take after my mom.  Then … what am I?  What am I?  Why is my life so messed up?
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                Sora took a deep breath before looking up at the three figures left in her Core; each of them had a different expression.

Her aunt looked troubled, which didn’t surprise Sora, but didn’t make her feel better; she’d come to expect so much from Inari.  Her aunt had known everything; after all, she was a goddess and had the power to accomplish anything.

Now, however, she was seeing how vast and uncertain the world she was entering was, and why her aunt was so cautious and guarded.  Yet, even with all her preparations, she was caught off-guard and left to brood on events that could change countless lives in innumerable realms and universes.

Suddenly, Sora saw just how small humanity really is, and the thought brought with it questions.  Inari talking to them about reality is like a physicist trying to explain the complexities of space to an ant, yet it seemed like her aunt couldn’t live without being a part of her life.

She couldn’t doubt her aunt’s intentions in the least, even if she wanted to.  If only she could have the same confidence in her own mother, and now she was beginning to doubt her father.  He was free, yet he didn’t seek her out, and she was having a difficult time trying to separate the father she knew to whatever he was before.  Not only that, but those two personalities were now merged into one.  Was her father even there anymore?

Sora leaned against the left side of the chair, supporting her head with her hand while rubbing her temple.  Her light green eyes shifted to Alva; Kari’s mother seemed to be in deep thought, but she appeared to be a little more stoic than her aunt.  Not to say her aunt wasn’t stoic, but compared to what she’d become accustomed to, her aunt’s narrow eyes and tight fingers gave her unease.

Kari, on the other hand, was a picture of concern.  Her lips were sealed, forehead creased, and her amber eyes wide with worry while staring at her, arms folded underneath her chest.  “You okay, Sora?  I know that was … well, I guess I don’t really know what it’s like … are you okay?”

A tired smile lifted Sora’s cheeks.  “How do I look?”

“Irritated,” Kari quickly replied.

Sora lifted an eyebrow before flipping back a lock of her copper hair.  “Really?  Not what I expected to hear.”

“Just a little,” Kari sighed, shifting in her seat to tuck her legs to the side.  “I don’t blame you.  I can’t … your whole life must be falling apart.”

Her lips creased into a smirk as she thought back on the last few weeks.  “My whole life falling apart?  Yeah, you could say that.  If I went back in time to tell myself what to expect, I’d call myself crazy.  I’m friends with you … and don’t get me wrong, I do cherish that.  I’m not human … at all, and my previous form was some kind of incubation phase or something.  Right, Inari?”

Her aunt’s tight hands eased as her relaxed demeanor returned.  “Yes, dear.  I wasn’t expecting The Herald to be so chatty.  She gave us far more than you realize … far more.  I will be transparent where I can, and I think I should be here.  I wanted you to hear much of this from your mother, but things are accelerating at a rapid pace, which is good and bad.”

“Good and bad, how?”  Sora asked.  “I’d like to have at least a little heads-up.  I’m kind of at my limit here.  There’s so much on my plate … which I know is laughable to you.”

Inari’s face fell slightly.  “The blackest night is the same for all, my little niece.  Everyone feels pain, and that cannot be compared to another’s.  I would never belittle your troubles.  Do you wish me to tell you what I can, and then we can come up with a plan?”

Knowing her aunt knew the answer made her smile.  She closed her green iris for a moment before opening them again, hair hanging in the air as she opened her palm to hold her head up.  “That’d be great.”

Her aunt’s orange eyes moved to the others.  “Kari, Alva, is there anything you wish to say before I go on?”

Alva shook her head.  “We can discuss things between ourselves later.”  Her vision dropped to the floor.  “I haven’t seen this level of uncertainty for so long … since The War.”

One of Inari’s tails flicked slightly as she nodded.  “I’m beginning to see why Gloria was so intrigued when she came to my sanctuary.”

Sora swallowed at the implication, remembering the radiant fairy that defied all logical beauty.  Gloria probably knew about my dad … she said she had her speculations.  I’ve met some of the most powerful beings in existence; I don’t know if I should curse or feel blessed.  It’s like I’m at the center of a storm, and the eye is looming overhead, just moments away from sending a hurricane on my head … the madness swirling around me.

Kari’s lips were a line, amber eyes low as she shook her head.  “I have a lot to talk about with Sora with this Fen business, but I feel like this is a lot more important.  Thinking about it … I don’t know anything about my father.”

Alva folded her hands in her lap.  “Yes … I’d like to know that, as well.”

A shiver ran down Sora’s spine, and Kari stiffened.  “What do you mean?  You don’t know who my dad is?”  Kari asked, fingers curling into fists.

Alva’s amber eyes lowered to her lap before she shook her head.  “I’m afraid that is information I was not given.  That puts a lot of doubt within myself, and it gives me pause with how I should respond.  Inari and I have discussed it.  I’m scared, to be honest.  

“Knowledge is a key part of a Founder’s life … we base everything off our experience, and your mother removed information.  You could say that what I did was a taboo among Founders, to begin with.  That can come with time, though,” she chuckled softly before looking up at them.  “You needn’t worry about the failings of this old wolf.  You have your own issues to handle.”

Sora glanced at Kari’s concerned expression before clearing her throat.  “I think,” she paused and sighed.  Sitting back, she slid her fingers through her hair.  “Everything’s so convoluted!  There’s so much to talk about … I don’t know where to start,” she groaned.

Kari tucked her legs up to her chest and added a forced smile.  “Umm—no, sorry.  I didn’t mean to steal the stage … it just kind of hit me,” she mumbled.  “Don’t worry about me.  Let’s talk about your dad.”

Shoulder’s drooping, Sora let her head fall back.  “Okay, let’s talk about my dad, and then we get to some other things, but no, I want to learn more about you, too, Kari.  You’re not a lost cause.  Got it?”

Kari’s gaze shifted to the side, smile faltering.  “I don’t know about that.  I mean, it’s not like it’s really that important to me.  It just—no, no, don’t worry about it.  So, what’s up with Sora’s dad, Inari?”  She asked, turning her attention to her aunt.

Sora glared at her, but let Inari talk.

“We can start with you not being human, Sora,” her aunt said but turned a mischievous grin at the teenage wolf.  “Don’t think my niece is done with you.  She’s growing more assertive, and she really does care about you.”

“Just get on with it,” Kari growled, slumping into her seat, but Sora noticed her red cheeks.  “Y’all bring up too many things.”

“We can’t help it,” Inari mused with a sad expression.  “Anyways, first, no, you are not human; Frankenstein forged a shell for your father, so perfect that I couldn’t even see it.  However it was done; it allowed the union of your mother and father to create your unique Intelligence, Spirit, and Body.

“That means that your human physical form was used to help facilitate the merging of both genetic lines.  Frankenstein, it appears, knew when the process would finish, and returned to check how the transformation beginning stage was progressing.  Your Founder blood was triggered, and now, here you are, a Vulpes Founder.”

Her aunt paused, drawing Sora’s focus to her soft face.  Inari’s legs were crossed, tails across her lap while sitting back against her cushioned chair.  Her orange irises were centered on the light above them, expression and tone soft and distant.

“No doubt, you’ve already thought about it … you are not fully Vulpes.  What are you then?  Honestly, I couldn’t say at this point, but I will give you what I can.  I am going to reveal a few pieces of information that may concern you … about my own actions.”

A lump dropped down Sora’s throat.  Wonderful…

“The last comment The Herald made before abruptly cutting off the conversation is of vital importance; it’s not a light statement … not in the least,” she muttered.  “The Herald said that every Primordial knew him before we crossed paths with the Founders.”

The silence stretched as she pondered those words, face unreadable, and after a few seconds, she released a soft sigh, orange eyes closing.  “If only my mother were here … we’re talking about a group of beings that rival us, and there are not that many.  The First Generation, in particular, stands above or equal to every creature I know.  Now, every side has its powerhouses, and the various abilities of each are different, but we are unique in many ways.

“How my sister developed this plan of hers is beyond me.  She somehow discovered the means to create you and took it to Frankenstine while also puzzling out your father’s identity, which would likely be a key factor in this plan; it might have even been utterly coincidence.  

“Frankenstein is not the type of person to plot against someone; he’s more akin to a scientist, an explorer of possibilities, and he likely helped your father obtain a human shell for his own reasons as much as he helped your mother to create you.  It might have even been both your parents’ plan, and he may have even initiated it.”

Sora moaned, left ear folding as she pressed her head against the side of the chair.  “So, you’re saying you have no clue how it all happened.  You can’t tell me my mom or dad’s intentions.  The story that my dad told me, though … I just can’t see him not loving her,” she mumbled.  “I felt it … it was so real.”

“At least in his human form, yes,” Inari stated.  “Your father was captivated by your mother, and there’s no doubt in my mind he would be.  Mia is a Vulpes Founder, after all, and she has a naturally alluring aura that draws the eyes, even stronger than mine, but not quite like your Aunt Nari’s … she was a real player,” she mused with a light giggle.  “She wore her heart on her cheek, not on her sleeve; the little minx.”

Her aunt released a depressed sigh.  “In any case, no, I don’t know exactly what you are besides a Vulpes Founder.  My initial thoughts were a Primordial, which would have actually been a breach in Founder Law, and no one has an idea what such a union would produce.  However, that doesn’t seem to be the case.”

“Why not?”  Sora asked.  “Couldn’t I still maybe be part Primordial, too?”

Inari shook her head with pursed lips.  “No, and this is where I tell you something that might be hard to hear.  You are not, and I am certain of it; it is one of the many things proven by Gloria’s visit and response to you.”

Sora’s eyebrows drew together.  “What do you mean?”

Her aunt’s eyes fell to her tails as she began to stroke them.  “You do not comprehend the First Generation Founder’s odium toward the Primordials, Sora.  I was scared when I first met you … very scared.  I am a very guarded individual, and to put all my doubts to rest, I did something that could have been quite dangerous for you and even Mia.

“The reason Alva said removing memories is taboo for Founders is, in part, due to the Primordials.  The War … you cannot comprehend the lives lost in it, the scope of the relationships forged, blood feuds created, and I’m not just talking about Founders or Primordials.

“I’m talking about beings of such power that the fabric of reality itself quaked, sending waves of destruction throughout existence … you cannot fathom it.  Hell is nothing in comparison; in fact, the Hell realms were created from that great conflict.  Take the worst cataclysmic event you could imagine that would strike the earth and know that would be heaven to those that took part.

“No, if Gloria had sensed the union of Primordial and Founder within you, then you would not be here; the fury she harbors is legendary.  You might not have seen it when we were talking, but there is a reason why that whelp was so terrified of Gloria being there.

“There is no god, Founder, or Primordial that could save you from Gloria’s rage … potentially combat?  Yes.  Save … no, no one could keep you safe if Gloria truly wished to kill you.  As I said before, there are five beings I know of that could give her trouble, and even they could not stop her from killing someone; they could fight her after the fact, but there is no protection from the Fairy Founder’s wrath.

“The biggest hint Sekhmet gave us was her last statement.  A being every Primordial knew, and before they met the Founders … that’s something.  I have lived millions of years, and still, I do not know much about the Primordials.  For the most part, we keep our distance from each other, and the Earth Realm is what you might call neutral ground.”

Sora bit her lower lip.  “Hmm … you told me Stephanie is a Primordial, though.  How does that work?  Does my mom not care much about the whole hating Primordial thing?”

Inari didn’t answer right away, choosing to stroke her tails.  “No, not nearly as deeply as the First Generation … most of the Second Generation is like that.  The damage the Primordials did to the Founders, and in turn, what the Founders did to the Primordials.  Each generation has less of a tie to that conflict, which is natural.

“Mia actually fought Stephanie once … your mother spared her life, which was quite the controversial move.  Stephanie was very young back then and, in comparison to Founders, she could be considered within the Second Generation.  Since then, Stephanie has been shunned by the Primordials, and Mia has had a bit of a tarnished reputation among the First Generation.

“Our family was very active during The War, and being among the oldest of the Second Generation, we held a very prominent position among the Founders.  Not just anyone can send a messenger to Gloria and ask her to visit … that respect came at great sacrifice.  Every Founder with a hint of education knows about your grandmother and her contributions to that conflict.”

Sora folded her arms, pressing her tongue against her teeth while she listened.  When her aunt paused, she asked, “I get that our name carries weight … what about my dad, though?”

“Yes, I know you’re a little impatient, dear.  There’s just so much history involved to connect the dots.  Sekhmet was created by Primordials, and she played both sides during The War, which gave her an awful name in both Founder and Primordial eyes, but still, she was needed.

“She follows Sakura, which is a faction of the Primordials that is rather small but powerful.  I do not know much more about Primordial society, but what I know is that she has some stake in you, which must be connected with what she knows about your father.  This is what frightens me, Sora … the fragile balance of powers surrounding you are so phenomenal that I cannot even compare.”

Sora slowly nodded.  “I know I don’t understand what you’re saying … it’s beyond my ability to understand the scope of their powers, but how I feel…”

A lump dropped down Sora’s throat, and she relaxed against her chair, feeling exhausted.  “It’s like my fate, life, causality, whatever you want to call it … I’m being stretched on all sides, and I know countless other people are trying to make a difference in my life.  I’m tired of feeling like a pawn.  No, I won’t be a part of this, and that’s why I had a plan.”

“Aiden, I assume,” Alva said with a long sigh.  “The poor guy … he knows what it’s like being stretched on all sides.  I can’t believe I would subject him to such a life, but … for the sake of my daughter, I won’t deny I would have done it and, in fact, did.

“The guilt I feel … but his mother.  His mother wanted no part in my plan and offered her son to me to regain her freedom.  It’s an act I could never commit, but we each have our own selfish desires that conflict with us morally.  Life is often unfair … no matter the power you wield.”

A shiver ran down Sora’s left arm, causing her to rub it.  She’s not wrong … I was thinking about using him, too … yet, I’m willing to do it to regain control.  He must feel like such a tool … he must know what hell really feels like.  He can’t choose how he feels, and if others can manipulate his feelings, then they can turn things to their side.  Maybe I’ll need to do a bit more pondering on how to go about this … transparency would be the best solution.

Sora’s eyes shifted to Kari’s sad expression as she rubbed her shins, legs pressed up against her chest.  “I always thought of Aiden as just my brother’s little songbird that tipped things in his favor, but yeah, he’s always been kind of a prisoner.  I used to just pity him, but now … it kind of hurts my chest thinking about it.  I never really treated him that well, but he’s always worried about me.”

“He is a nice guy,” Sora mumbled.  “Nice people are taken advantage of.”

Kari nodded silently, resting her head against her knees.  “I always felt so stressed … I didn’t want to think about anyone else; I was too worried about my own problems.  That’s until I burned everything to the ground.”

“It’s complicated, my daughter,” Alva whispered.  “Life is much more gray than you realize.”

“Yeah, don’t be too hard on yourself,” Sora chuckled bitterly.  “Fate dealt us a bad hand, to begin with, but we’ll find our way out of this web.  I’m so conflicted about my parents, but I can’t really determine anything until I meet them.”  Her eyes rose to her aunt.  “When can I meet my mom?”

Inari’s ears twitched, and she shook her head.  “I don’t know, dear.  I really don’t.  Your mother is dealing with a lot, and likely more than I am even aware.  She’s actually thankful that I am now supporting you; things were starting to spiral out of control for her with Aiden’s influence.”

Sora hummed thoughtfully.  “Which is why I was thinking about Aiden … wait,” her inquisitive green irises shot to her aunt.  “Have you been manipulating Aiden’s choices?”

Inari’s lips lifted slightly.  “In a way, yes.  My goal this entire time was to put the reins back into your hands, and by helping to shape the others, it has, in turn, had an effect on Aiden through many interactions that you’ve had, and that also includes Nathan’s impact on him.

“Aiden is looking for a strong male leader with a set of morals to help guide him, and how many males are in your group to choose from?”

“Where does that put Aiden?”  Kari asked.

“With guidance,” Alva said, releasing a long puff of air.  “Aiden is lost, and he’s looking for a path to follow.  Right now, he’s lost his place in the world and looking for purpose.  You could say it’s a part of his nature.”

“What should I do, then?”  Sora asked.  “My dad’s off who knows where with people he knew before going inside his human shell.  My mom’s dealing with a bunch of unknown threats.  The Herald is watching me all the time, like a pervert,” she huffed, glaring around her Core.  “I’m not even in privacy in my own Core.

“And then, oh, let’s not forget Frankenstein, doing all sorts of experiments, and now he’s worried about Nilly, right?  Of course, he is, and we’ve got the Nekomata faction complicating things.  Primordials, Founders, demons, that one Kitsune dude, and who knows what else … you don’t even know what I inherited from my dad.”

Her aunt hummed softly, breaking her off.  “Well, I didn’t say that.  I can identify the parts of you that are not Vulpes, but what they are is a mystery.  I have not met a creature with that type of Intelligent, Spiritual, and Physical genetic code.  Also, it is not active yet.  All of the natural energy that you’re absorbing is being funneled into those sections of your DNA.

“Whatever you are, it will manifest in time, but how that will mesh with your Vulpes Founder abilities is unknown to me.  It is powerful … even your Vulpes side is well beyond the Third Generation Founder standard.  I cannot say how your dormant genes will manifest, but they will in time.”

“Can you force them to activate?”  Sora asked.  “Maybe you could understand it better if you did.”

Both Alva and Inari shook their heads.

“I’m afraid that would be extremely dangerous,” Alva cautioned.

Her aunt sucked in her lower lip for a moment.  “Could I?  Yes, I could.  However, it would likely have an even worse reaction than when you first met me, which again, is one of the many reasons your mother has kept her distance.  Being in my presence further activated the Vulpes genes that are even now continuing to awaken, and it has not only required my intervention to stabilize but also Sekhmet’s.”

“Then I’m back to step one,” Sora growled, tails flicking in her lap.  “How can I deal with all these threats?  I’ve been trying to help Wendy and the others, deal with the politics of illegally entering this Realm, Fen, Bathin, my transformation, and now Emilia.”

Her ears drooped slightly.  “Don’t get me wrong, I love her, but now I also need to teach and worry about her, and I get that it’s a learning opportunity.  I’ll better understand my abilities, but it’s just … a lot.  I have a lot on my plate.”

Alva gave her a warm smile.  “Yes, but you are not alone, which is something your aunt has been trying to show you.  You just need to rely more on your friends.  Let everyone know how hard of a time you’re having, and rally around each other.  I’m sure they’re itching to help.  You don’t need to carry the weight of the world on just your shoulders.”

“It’s exactly as Alva said,” her aunt reinforced.  “Discuss the issues with them, and figure out how to best navigate out of this horrible situation.  You won’t need to convince Aiden at all.  He wants to help, but you need to give him a chance to settle his own baggage.  This is not the end of your journey.”

Kari swallowed before clearing her throat.  “Yeah … anything you need, just let me know.  I don’t know how much I can help, but I’m trying.  If you want me to go find Fen and drag her back, then I will.  You just need to tell me what you need.”

Sora let out a tired laugh.  “Kari, c’mon.”

“What?”

“You’re not my dog.”

Kari stiffened.  “No … I know I’m not.  I just … I want to help you.”

“I know, but I want you to be your own person.  You’re my friend, not my pet.  You don’t need to get my permission for everything, and you don’t need to be so reserved.  It may not sound that great, but I want you to first figure out what you want.  You can’t live through me, and I know that’s what you’re trying to do.”

“I need to make up for everything I’ve done, though…”

“You’ve paid it all,” Sora stated with a soft smile.

Kari’s eyes dropped to her hands, voice low.  “It’s just hard.  I hate who I was, and I don’t really know who I am now.  I don’t know exactly how to act.”

“Like yourself.  I don’t know how many more times I need to say it.  You’re forgiven.  Forgive yourself and help me figure out how we can get out of this mess!  If my dad were to walk through the Red Gate and tell me to go back to my old life … I’d ask if you wanted to join me.  I know you don’t have anywhere to go.”

Kari’s eyes shot open.  “W-What?  No, that’s … how could you?”

“She already told you,” Alva chuckled.  “She’s forgiven you.”

“So?”  Sora pressed.  “I think I’m done thinking about all this complicated mess my aunt and your mom think about.  Want to go figure our way out of the pickle we’ve found ourselves in?”

Kari hesitated, but after a moment, she sighed while smiling.  “Sure.  Thanks, Sora.”
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                Sora released her magic, opening her eyes to see Kari’s amber irises.  “Okay, right now, I’m not that concerned about the whole cult thing.  Let’s talk while we walk back to the house and see if Aiden and Nathan are back.”

Kari gave her a sheepish smile.  “You’re not worried at all?  I’m worried.”

Nudging her head back the way they’d come, Sora brushed back her copper hair as she walked down the street.  “You don’t happen to know where we are?”

Kari licked her lips with a half-smile, matching her leisurely stride.  They were drawing the eyes of many Vulpes and humans, but Sora wasn’t that concerned.  Things were becoming clearer to her, and she was finally starting to feel at home inside this new world she’d fallen into.

“The biggest downfall of this plot Fen came up with is letting it get out.  Personally, I think it’s too complicated.  There’s a group of people that think I’m some kind of sealed goddess.”

She giggled.  “I kind of am, in a way.  No, I’m not concerned about single-tailed Vulpes and humans killing me.  Even if I can’t sense the danger, mentally, I just need to be cautious about the situation I’m in.  I can react faster than any of them, and I think the first thing I should teach Emilia is healing.  I think that will really help her confidence if she gets in a situation where I’m hurt.  She won’t feel helpless again.”

A soft hum left Kari’s throat as she studied the cobblestone street.  “You’re starting to think ahead, huh?  And are we just wandering the streets until we see something familiar?”

“I need to start thinking a bit ahead if I’m going to get some control back, and yes, we do have some pressing matters, but I also need to clear the stress in my chest.”  She pressed her hand against her left breast.  “You know, the demons, Founders, Mimi, and everything in-between … the heaviest things on my chest are my parents and Emilia.”

Kari eyed a few carts full of fruit as men pulled them down a street to a large warehouse.  “What about the thing Inari told you?  You know, the Gloria reveal.”

Sora smelled the sweet scent the fruit left, carried along the wind.  It made her mouth water, but she restrained herself from going over and grabbing one like a thief.  “I completely understand; I don’t blame her at all.  I can imagine the kind of life my aunt had, and me calling to her out of nowhere … I’m shocked she was as cool and collected as she was.  Gloria, however, concerns me.  I met her again.”

Kari’s brow furrowed as she looked down at her, following Sora as she turned left on a random street.  “When?”

“In the Astral Plane.  My aunt taught me that creatures as powerful as Gloria can sense their image being replicated through the Magical Plane’s ripple effect.  Gloria is so powerful that she doesn’t need to be worried about anything, so she's cheery and glowing, but if something were to cross her … the emotional balance they must have is insane.  They could destroy universes with a thought if they wished.

“Anything that frightens my aunt terrifies me, and Gloria has plans in my future.  I have no doubt about that, and there’s no one that could stop her.”

Kari’s eyes narrowed as she connected the dots.  “Ah, okay … your aunt said the hate she has for the Primordials is legendary.  You think she’s going to use you as a means to reignite that grudge?”

Sora scratched the back of her head before smoothing out her hair.  “I’m sure it’s far more complicated than that, but yes, that’s something that did cross my mind, but let’s save this topic for the others … I don’t think we should mention the Nekomata Faction and Nilly, though.”

The bright light of the morning sun dimmed, causing both of them to look up at the sky to see a lonely cloud moving in front of the blazing sun, and Kari frowned, vision returning to the street.  “Githa … without her help, we wouldn’t have made it out of that base.”

“Probably not,” Sora whispered.  “Everyone has their reason for helping us, though.”  Her head tilted as she turned to study Kari’s fit form.  “However, I’m a bit more interested in why you don’t have a tail and ears like me.”

“Huh?”  Kari gave her an incredulous look.  “What’s that have to do with anything?”

“It doesn’t, but I need to distract myself,” Sora giggled.  “I need to laugh, or the stress is going to eat me alive.  I saw you have a tail when we fought before.”

Kari hunched over a little, rubbing her left arm.  “I learned how to do it pretty early on when I came to Florida.  I hated everything to do with Fenris Wolves … I wanted to be more human, and so I learned how to transform further.”

Sora nodded, lips pursing as she thought about what Kari meant by that statement.  “I can see that.  I don’t think you should hate how you were born, though.  It’s not like you can help being a Fenris Wolf.”

“And I can’t help how I feel,” Kari mumbled.  “Nothing good has come from being a Fenris Wolf.  My uncles want to use me … people are either too scared to get involved with Fenris Wolves or hate our history.  I’m judged the moment someone finds out what I am.”

“Kind of like being a Vulpes,” Sora winked with a smirk.

Kari puffed out a chuckle.  “Guilty … yes, I suppose everyone’s put in a box.”

Sora eyed Kari’s shoulder-length black hair.  Kari’s disgusted with her wolf form, but she uses it when she needs to … just when she needs to, though.  She should feel better about herself if she can reconcile with that form, but it will take time and support.

A smile brightened Sora’s cheeks.  “Can you show me your tail?”

“Why?”  Kari asked, cheeks flushing.

“I don’t know,” Sora shrugged.  “Just curious.  I just want to compare it to my own.”  She pulled around both tails as she walked, stroking the soft fur.  “Mine’s super soft and fairly puffy.  Of course,” she giggled, “when I’m surprised, it can get really stiff.”

A lump dropped down Kari’s throat, and she thought it was kind of cute how shy she was being; she hadn’t seen this side of the strong-willed bully before.  “No one’s ever asked to see my tail before … gah, why does it feel so strange?  It’s not a big deal, right?”

“I don’t know,” Sora gave her a teasing smile.  “No one’s ever asked me to see my tails.  I think it’d be pretty personal.  What do you think?”

Kari gave her a forced smile.  “You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?”

“No, no,” Sora held up her hands defensively.  “I’m really interested in seeing it.  I mean, if it’s not too embarrassing,” she muttered, shrugging again.

“No, I’m not embarrassed,” Kari grumbled, cheeks turning an even darker shade of red.  “There’s nothing wrong with my tail.”

“I never said there was!”

“No, but you implied it,” Kari huffed, glaring at a pair of Vulpes as they passed.  The two quickly averted their gaze before hurrying along their way.  “Fine,” she tilted her head to the left.  “Let’s go down that alley.”

“In private?”  Sora gasped, holding a hand to her mouth with a smirk.

“Knock it off,” Kari grunted, but she was having a hard time hiding her smile.

Sora followed her down the alley, large three-story buildings blocking the sunlight and casting a dark shadow within.  It appeared like they were between two large houses that were linked by second buildings further down the narrow space.

“So,” Kari said, voice hoarse, “you really want to see my tail?”

“I thought it wasn’t a big deal?”  Sora repeated, nudging her side as they walked further into the shadows.

“It’s not,” Kari protested, glancing back at the street.  “I mean, it shouldn’t be.”

“You want to see mine?”  Sora asked, innocently pulling her tails around to bob up and down in front of Kari.

“C’mon, get those smelly things away from my nose,” Kari mumbled, shifting her body away.

This time, Sora’s cheeks turned a darker shade.  “Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?”  She asked, bringing her tails up to smell them.  “I washed them pretty well, thank you very much!  They don’t smell to me.”

“I never said they smelled bad,” Kari whispered, rubbing her left shoulder.  “Every Vulpes has a distinct smell … yours is just pretty strong, okay?  I mean, you are a Founder … it’s like a natural warning for other creatures.”

“Oh?”  Sora said, forcing a quick laugh.  “The more you know.  Fen told me Founders have a different biology than most creatures.  I may think I smell, but I really don’t.”

“Well, aren't you full of yourself,” Kari said with a smirk.  “Ms. Smelly Vulpes, over here.  Getting a big head?  Typical Vulpes.”

“Hey, I can do that, too!  Ms. Scary Fenris Wolf, over here … oh, wait, no, all I see is a cute girl shyly hiding her tail.”

“C-Cute?”  Kari mumbled, hugging her shoulders, head snapping to the right to look at her, amber irises wide.  “What are you talking about?”

“C’mon,” Sora giggled.  “You’ve never been called cute before?  I mean, you’re tall, fit, and you have pretty cute features.  Maybe not Sora cute, but you’ve got your own look!”  She winked.

“Eh, heh.”  Kari gave her an incredulous stare.  “Did you just refer to yourself in the third-person, and as cute?”

“Aren’t I?”  Sora asked, twirling before giving her a sideward peace sign, tails flaring out to the side.

“What, are you an anime character now?”  Kari laughed.

“Well, I could make everything think we were!”  Sora hummed with amusement as she looked around at the alley, manipulating the light with her magic.  The scenery quickly became more saturated as reality twisted, and everything became more artistic.

Kari frowned, shifting her hips to look down at her body.  “Seriously?”

“Hey, you’re the one that brought up anime!”  Sora defended.  “I didn’t think you’d be into that kind of thing.”

“I wasn’t,” Kari mumbled.  “A few of my … the girls I hung around with had this kind of interest.  They liked to do the whole dress-up thing.”

“Cosplay?”

“I guess … c’mon,” Kari groaned.

“What?”  Sora asked while manipulating the illusion to show Kari in a magical girl outfit.  “You’d make a great Sailor Scout!  I’m thinking a Mars look.”

Kari shook her head ruefully.  “What does that even mean, and why does this look like it would fit me so well?”

“Remember?”  Sora smiled.

“Right … you did make me clothes.”

“No, I saw you naked,” Sora chimed.

Kari gave her a look.  “Don’t make it weird.”

“No, you’re right.  I’m just having fun.”  Sora giggled.  “It’s helping me.  So, anyway, are you going to show me your tail?”

She nervously glanced both ways, but none of the passing humans or Vulpes seemed to be looking in the alley.  “What about my clothes?  I don’t have a place for my tail.”

“Come here.”  Sora ushered.

“Why?”

“Quit being so difficult!”  Sora huffed, puffing out her cheeks.

“Fine…”

Kari slowly moved closer, and Sora reached around her side, fingers slipping between Kari’s skin and shorts.

“Hey!”  Kari’s spine stiffened as Sora accidentally pushed her index finger into her panty strap instead of outside of it.

“My bad, my bad,” Sora chuckled, ears pulling back a bit, “but I need to add hidden stitching in it, too.  Okay … alter the physical matter, and … there we go!”  She stepped back, folding her hands behind her back as her tails flicked to the side.  “Now you have a spot for your tail … I had to guess where it would come out, but I’m pretty sure I got it right.”

“What’s up with you and this obsession with my tail?”  Kari grumbled, hair hiding her blush as she poked her finger through the holes Sora had created.

“It’s a distraction, just a distraction!”

“My tail,” Kari sighed.

“Right?”

“You … nevermind.  Fine, you win…”

Sora opened her mouth, holding her hand in front of it in surprise shock.

“Now, what’s up?”  Kari asked, swallowing before licking her lips.

“You said, I win!  The infamous Kari, admitting defeat … are you sick?”

“Shut-up,” Kari smiled, and without warning, Sora watched a long black tail flow out of the hole she’d made.  The fur grew thicker and longer, causing Sora’s eyes to widen.

“Wait … it’s so long and thick!  Is it…”  Sora pulled around her own tails, linking them together.  “It’s as thick as both of mine together.”

Kari shifted her feet, trying to hide her tail behind her back.  “C’mon, don’t make a big deal out of it.”

“No, really, and it looks so smooth and clean.”

The long black tail moved around Kari’s side so she could study it.  “I’ve never really paid much attention to it,” Kari mumbled.  “I mean, I had it all my life.  I always thought my sister’s was prettier.”

“No, yours is beautiful,” Sora whispered, stepping forward to examine the fur.  “Can I feel it.”

“Don’t push your luck,” Kari huffed, stepping back while hugging her tail.  “You sound like a pervert!”

“You can touch mine,” Sora offered with a bright smile.

“Not helping your case…”

“C’mon!”

Kari sucked in her lips, groaning softly.  “Why is this happening?  Is this really you?  I never thought you’d ask this of me.”

“Well,” Sora’s smile fell a little as her vision shifted to the stone ground.  “Ever since I met my Shadow, I’ve been trying to let her in more.  I think a part of this is me letting that part of myself out.”

Kari didn’t respond for a few seconds, eyeing her black fur.  “O-Okay…”

Sora blinked.  “Okay, what?”

“You can touch it, okay.  Just … only my mom’s touched my tail before.”

“Mhh?”  Sora’s lips lifted playfully as she slowly closed the distance and reached out to touch Kari’s furry tail; it was a lot softer than she imagined, but not quite the same as hers.  Kari’s tail twitched at her touch, making Sora’s smile grow as her green irises lifted to study her red face.  “It’s soft.”

 Kari didn’t respond, lips tucking in as she averted eye contact, and after a moment, she backed into the building wall, tail flipping to hide behind her legs.  “Okay, you felt it.  Can we go now?”

Sora tilted her head, ears standing straight as she hummed with amusement, folding her hands behind her back.  “Can I see your wolf ears?”

“More…”  Kari asked, giving her a strained smile.

“C’mon, just a little!”  Sora pushed.  It was a new feeling that she knew she needed to be cautious of; the power she felt she had over Kari was a little intoxicating.  “Also, I think you should grow out your hair a bit more.  Do you think it’s because your tail is way thicker than your hair?”

“It’s … why are we talking about this?  You have a cult, and there’s your dad…”  Kari fumbled with her words.  “What about your daughter?  You said you were going to teach her how to heal?”

Sora licked her lips, eyes narrowing with pleasure.  “Don’t be shy.  You’re really pretty, and I just want to see what wolf-girl Kari looks like.  It could be a new look for you!  The new Kari.”

“It feels weird, though,” Kari mumbled, gripping her wrist in front of her stomach.  “I’ve been taking on a human form for so long.”

“You said you wanted to change?”  Sora hummed.

Kari’s muscles tightened.  “That’s cheap, Sora … you’re totally playing with me.”

“Just a little fun, but I’m right.  Aren’t I?”

“I guess…”

Sora’s smile widened as Kari’s hair grew thicker, flowing down her back; she hadn’t seen anyone with a mane so glorious, and two large wolf ears sprouted out of her head, human ears disappearing.

“Well … happy?”  Kari mumbled, looking down at her shifting feet.

“Very!”  Sora said, closing the distance to examine her.  “So cute!”

“Cut it out…”

“No, really!  I think you’d need a big rubber band to clump that mass of hair, and it goes all the way down to your butt.”

“It’s a bit annoying, honestly,” Kari mumbled, pulling it around.  “I had to really work at cutting it back.”

“Why?  It’s so pretty.  I like your ears, too.  I think they’re smaller but more pointed than mine … can I get rid of my human ears?”

“Like I’d know?”

“Hmm…”  Sora closed her eyes and tried to access her magic to reshape her body.  It was the first time she’d tried to transform, and going by instinct, she directed the magic to her human ears, imagining them receding before vanishing completely.

To her delight, the mixed signals of her human and Vulpes hearing disappeared, and the focus that opened up to her was shocking.  “Wow … it’s so much clearer without my human ears.”

“Geez … why do you want to be more fox-like?”  Kari mumbled.  “Humans are so much better.”

Sora opened her eyes before winking.  “Maybe in some things, but I think there’s a reason why people like fox, cat, and wolf girls.”

“I don’t get them,” Kari whispered with embarrassment.  “I hated it when Victoria would bring up Spice and Wolf … I did kind of like the story, though.  The guy was nice, but why a wolf…”

“Why not?”  Sora asked.  “I think wolf-girls are cool; I mean, you’re cool.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“Then I wouldn’t have said it.  Well, how about this?  Founder Goddess something or other Sora hereby commands Kari to stay in this cute wolf form for the whole day to see if she likes it!”

Kari’s mouth dropped open, showing her perfect teeth.  “No way!  You can’t … you said I wasn’t your dog!”

Sora winked, sticking her tongue out.  “Retribution!  Do this, and you know you’re one-hundred percent forgiven.”  She snickered before emulating an evil laugh.  “Who’s in control now!”

“Unbelievable,” Kari whispered, but there was a smile on her lips.  After a moment, she rubbed her left arm, turning away shyly, ears pulling back.  “You really like how I look?”

“Who wouldn’t?”  Sora asked, brushing back her hair before looking into her amber eyes.  “Okay, you ready to really head back now?”

Kari smiled.  “Anything to get out of this alley with you.”

“Ouch!  Fine, let’s go.  Want to hold my hand?”  Sora teased.

“Don’t patronize me,” Kari mumbled, walking back toward the street to hide her expression.

Yes!  Operation Pull Kari Out Of Depression is a success.  Aiden’s jaw will probably drop to the floor when we get back.  On that note…

Sora jogged after Kari.  “Oh, by the way, what do you think about Aiden?”

Kari stopped in her tracks, turning to give her a raised eyebrow.  “Huh?  What’s with that segway?  What about Aiden?”

“Hmm?  Do you like him?”  Sora asked.

“Eh, I haven’t really thought about it, to be honest.  Not off the top of my head.  He was always just an annoying little depressed bird.”

“Ugh … ouch,” Sora winced.  “Who knows!  Maybe he can change, too.  I mean, look at the cute wolf-girl you turned out to be?”

“You just want to see me blush,” Kari grumbled, folding her arms with a huff.  “I won’t give you the satisfaction anymore.”

Sora gave her a sidelong smirk.  “We’ll see.”
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                Sora and Kari slowly returned to the house where everyone waited; along the way, they picked up Aiden and Nathan’s scents following the street back toward the building.  Feeling a little brighter about her situation, Sora teased Kari with subtle comments as they continued.  Wrapped inside her magic, they were invisible to any onlookers.

She took the short moment of peace she found to breathe in the fruit-scented clean air, let the wind blow back her copper hair, and allowed the bustle of the town to wash over her.  This would be a relaxing place to visit … boring to stay, but a good area for unwinding.  Well, that would be true if it wasn’t for all the drama we brought, and I can hear mutters spreading about me and Emilia.

Kari kept her quick pace, and Sora knew she could hear the gossip; the townsfolk had few hot topics to discuss.  Sora’s lips lifted while staring at Kari’s wolf-ears, and her smile only grew as they twitched.  She totally knows I’m looking, but doesn’t want to give me the satisfaction of annoying her.  We’ve changed so much…

Making it back to the house, they quickly entered; she was relieved to see that none of the local residents were present.  Everyone was sitting down, seemingly waiting for her.  Okay, here we go.

She spoke while closing the door, drawing everyone’s eyes that couldn’t sense her coming.  “Okay, now that we’re finally all back together, there are some pretty pressing things I need to discuss.”

“Are we finally getting down to business?”  Jin asked, eyes closed while she laid back on a couch.

“Kari?”  Aiden whispered, eyes moving from her tail to her ears and hair.

His lack of a blush and seeming bewilderment instead of awe annoyed Sora, but she pressed on regardless while moving to take a seat to address each of them.  “Okay, Nathan, Mary, Ashley, Brandon, your kids, and my daughter upstairs, Jin, Githa, and Eyia.  Each of you has taken a role in my life, and I just want to recognize that real fast.”

Githa was curled up on the back of Eyia’s couch, breathing deeply as if sleeping.  Eyia paid the cat no mind while readjusting her position.  “I am concerned greatly with the information Mary returned with.”

Sora held up her hand as each of them began to form questions, and they died down.  “Each of you has something to say, I know.”  She paused, eyes shifting to give each of them a warm smile.  “First, can you tell me how Emilia is doing?”

Ashley quickly responded, scooting closer to her husband to rest against his left shoulder.  “Jin took her upstairs to sleep with the children; she hasn’t woken up yet.”

“It’s only a matter of time,” Jin shrugged.

“Indeed,” Eyia smiled reassuringly.  “She has stabilized spiritually; give her another hour or so, and I am confident that she will join us.”

Sora took a deep breath before letting it go.  “That’s good to know.”

Aiden leaned forward, clasping his fingers together while supporting his chin with his thumbs.  “You seem really stressed, Sora.  I mean, yeah, I know you’re probably worried about your daughter, but there’s more to it, right?”

“Yes … where do I begin?”

Her tail bristled slightly as Wendy glared at Kari.  “What’s up with her?  Why’s she acting all shy?”  Wendy crossed her legs, bobbing them up and down while giving the Fenris Wolf a heated glare, which prompted Eyia to direct her own cold stare at Kari.

Before Kari could respond, Sora moaned softly.  Wendy and Eyia focused returned to her as Sora leaned back, smoothing her hair to the side.  “Let’s clear the air a bit; I’ve known some of you for less than a week, but that week feels like a lifetime for me.  I can’t count the number of rugs pulled out from under me!”

She chuckled weakly and took a deep breath.  Ever since I went through that soul strengthening with Wendy, she’s been getting a lot bolder.  It’s good, but at the same time, it’s also throwing heat Kari’s way.  Sure, she deserves it to a certain extent, but Wendy’s going to get Kari killed if she slips with Eyia.

“I get it, Wendy, I do … let me explain everything I can, so wait a moment,” she held up a finger as Eyia and Jin opened their mouths.  “Just wait a minute, c’mon, and don’t interrupt me until I finish.  I want to get everything out there so we can all discuss it.  Everyone cool?”

Her green irises shifted to each individual, getting a quick nod of confirmation before moving to the next.  Wendy was the only person that seemed frustrated, and she didn’t turn her narrowed eyes away from Kari, but muttered, “Fine…”

“Okay … I’m going to quickly explain what I can; I’ll tell you my thoughts, and then I’d like your opinions.  Sound reasonable?”  Again, she waited for confirmation.

“I look forward to it,” Mary quickly replied, giving Wendy a stern look.  “Please continue.”

Wendy huffed, sitting back with her arms crossed while glaring down at her knee.  Everyone else settled into their chairs, lips falling into brooding frowns as she spoke, and even if Githa appeared to be sleeping, Sora had no doubt she was listening.

Sora moved between her experience with Mimi, her Shadow, the attitude sweeping the town, Fen’s plan, and a select few pieces of her conversation with The Herald.  She left out much of the things she’d learned about her family, keeping it vague, while completely removing Frank and Nilly from the story, and Sora was a little surprised that she didn’t smell either of them on Kari after a worrying thought passed her mind during the explanation.

Nathan rubbed his neck, speaking first once she finished.  “It’s like we’re all cursed,” he muttered.  “I’m not saying you did that,” he quickly started with a weak smile, “but bad things just keep happening on rapid-fire.”

“It is concerning,” Ashley said, brow furrowing as she glanced back at the stairs leading to the second floor.  “It’s only been a day since we’ve arrived, and already it feels like things are falling apart.”

Ignoring both comments, Aiden addressed Kari, stiff as a board.  “Alva … she’s alive?”  His voice was hoarse, fingers white as they trembled in his lap; he was more than a little shaken.  “What does that mean?  Did Eric…”

Kari’s brow set, and she regained some of her confidence.  “No … my mom’s dead.  She made an Intelligent Construct as Inari did for Sora.”

“Not like my aunt, though,” Sora interjected.  “It’s like I said, she couldn’t complete it, and there appear to be things missing from her given memories; my aunt repaired what she could.”

“But she’s there … you can talk to her?”  He pressed, eyes refusing to meet Kari’s as they darted across the floor as if searching for something he’d lost.  “She’s still here, in a way.  Will she talk to me?”

“Chill,” Nathan huffed, reaching over to put a hand on his left shoulder.  “Calm down, man.  You need a little air?”

“No … no, it’s just … it’s a lot to take in,” Aiden whispered, cupping his face while taking a shuddering breath.  “I thought … three years, and I thought…”

Mary rose to join Aiden on his opposite side, rubbing his back as she sat.  “It’s alright,” she soothed.  “Give it some time.”

“I just … I can’t…”  A few tears fell down his cheeks, and he rubbed them away.

Sora was a little taken aback; she didn’t expect this news to hit Aiden so hard, and the swirling rage, sadness, happiness, and hope that shot out of his Spiritual Network took her by surprise.  He’s starting to hide his Spiritual Network more … I can’t understand his inner emotions that clearly anymore.  Is he becoming more guarded?

Mary smiled over at him.  “You can’t put it into words.”

He shook his head.  “I can’t …Alva’s … here still.”

Does he think of Alva like his mother?  I suppose Alva did say his mother gave him up for her freedom.  Did he even know his mom at all?

Sora’s focus moved to the other members.  Wendy was still pouting, glaring at her knee while shifting her jaw with irritation.  Jin looked bored with the emotional outbursts, eyes closed while relaxing against the couch; she might have even been trying to perform The Outer Body Technique, by the calming of her aura.  Eyia was unreadable as she observed everyone, and Githa kept sleeping.  Brandon and Ashley were snuggled against each other, seemingly pondering a few of the things she’d said.

Kari scratched her left ear as they twitched, and she swallowed a lump in her throat.  “I know it’s a lot to take in,” she whispered, pulling her legs up against the side of her armchair.  “She wants to speak to you when we’re done.”

All Aiden could do was nod, throat constricting as he hid his face.

“Alright,” Sora said, bringing everyone’s attention back to her.  “The pressing issue is the Vulpes Council.  It’s only a matter of time before that representative gets here, and the messenger that was sent ahead will most definitely tell her about us.”

Her nose twisted as she glared at the wooden planks.  “I wasn’t thinking and didn’t wrap us in illusions, which could have saved us the headache.”

“No use worrying over spilled milk,” Mary hummed.  “What are we going to do now that our presence has been discovered?”

“Fight,” Eyia responded.  “If there is a threat, we must silence it; however, we would need to kill the entire town, which is unacceptable.  This means that our option is to confront the Vulpes with this winged beast directly.”

“Control the narrative,” Ashley spoke softly.  “Mimi isn’t in a state to take on visitors; she’ll be out of commission for a while.”

“Which is a real issue,” Mary whispered, giving Aiden a reassuring smile before returning to her seat.  “Mimi is the Vulpes Council’s representative here, and our presence has caused real harm to this community.  I assume it will not be taken lightly.”

“What else were we supposed to do?”  Wendy asked.

Nathan shook his head.  “It doesn’t matter,” he sighed.  “It’s not about our intention, but the results, and we’ve even been meddling with the magic they have in place here.  No offense,” he chuckled, giving Sora a weak smile, “but dispelling some of their spells seems like almost a declaration of war, now that I think about it.”

“Got that right,” Jin growled.  “It’s a delicate situation, politically, though.”  Silence followed as Jin took the conversation.  “This Realm is old … very old, and we’ve already discovered some strange mechanics within it.

“The Vulpes Magic running it isn’t suitable for just this Council, and from what Eyia told me of the mural, I think the Council are stewards of this place.  It was likely set up by one of your aunts, to be honest, Sora.”

“My aunts … but they died,” she paused.  “I’m not exactly sure when, but a long, long time ago.”

Jin shrugged.  “Founder magic can last a very long time, and who knows what this place was even created for … this energy around us isn’t natural … not at all,” she mumbled, opening her yellow eyes to stare up at the ceiling.  “If it were me, then I’d go to the capital as soon as possible.”

“That seems pretty risky,” Ashley chuckled nervously, fingers tightening on her husband’s knee.  “What if they attack us?”

Eyia’s cool voice was calculating as she studied Sora.  “They will not; it is as my friend says, the politics are in our favor.  Yes, we have caused a disturbance, but few creatures wish to draw the attention of Founders.  It is only a small chance this Council does not know of Inari or Mia.  My sister will have the protection of her family name.”

“What about the rest of us?”  Wendy asked, now looking concerned as she glanced between Sora and Eyia.  “I’d rather not die after I just started living.”

“No one is going to die,” Sora sighed, lips pursing for a moment.  “It’s not like we’ve killed anyone … in fact, it was either them or someone else that killed Miyabe.”  The silence stretched for several seconds as Sora debated Jin’s suggestion.  “It might be our best option.”

Her vision lifted to Eyia.  “I don’t want to force myself on this Realm, and this has only been a temporary place for us to rest until we catch our breath.  If Sköll and Hati are on their way, then that barrier outside won’t last long.  It may have been able to keep out Bathin and that other Vulpes, but old Second Generation Founders … I can only guess it’s something my aunt put in place to buy us some time.”

Sora turned a glare to Kari, knowing she must be feeling guilty about the situation.  “No, you’re not the issue, they are.”

“I didn’t say anything,” Kari mumbled, hands pressed against her stomach.

“You didn’t have to.”  Sora grinned at her before turning her gaze to Wendy.  “And I get it, Wendy, I do, but you’re going to have to deal with the fact that I’m friends with Kari now, too, and that doesn’t mean anything’s changed between us.”

Wendy tucked her bottom lip under, swallowing nervously, but she nodded after a moment.  “Yeah … okay.”

“The drama,” Githa yawned.  “I’m tryin’ to sleep,” she growled.

“Then you should go upstairs,” Sora chuckled.  “I know you’ve been listening.”

“To the interesting bits,” Githa sighed, flipping over to her belly to stretch while in cat form, claws digging into the couch; Sora refrained from calling out the cat that could swallow her in one bite.  “We should go to Asgard if you’re worried about the Fenris brothers,” she purred.

Everyone went silent, turning to stare at the white cat as she began licking her stomach.

“Some survived?”  Eyia asked.

“Of course, silly,” Githa giggled.  “It’s a cycle, you know, a big eternal circle.  Some gods live, most die, and the ones that live, build it back up for it to fall again.  They have no love for the Fenris brothers and have the means to keep them out.”

“Okay, well, there’s an option,” Sora’s smile fell as Eyia gripped her wrist, glancing down at the floor with worry.  “What’s wrong?”

“Her step-mother,” Jin said with a loud sigh while scooting up to rest her back against the armrest.

The conversation she’d heard between Eyia’s dad and her when she was young came back to mind.  “Oh … I didn’t mean … I’m sorry, Eyia.  I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable.”

“What’s up?”  Mary asked, looking between Jin and her.  “What’s the matter with Eyia’s step-mother?”

Jin chuckled with amusement.  “Let’s just say the Asgardian family tree is … complicated.”

“It really is!”  Githa laughed.  “Odin was a funny guy.”

“Not the words I’d use,” Jin smirked.

“Jin … please do not speak about my father in such a way; he was an honorable warrior that did everything within his power to save his people,” Eyia whispered.

“Funny, really!”  Githa repeated.

“Okay,” Jin held up her hands defensively.  “I got my opinion, and you got yours,” she sniffed.  “I won’t say anything further.”

“If we must,” Eyia paused.  “I will bear the consequences of returning from my exile.”

“Consequences?”  Sora asked.  “What do you mean; you were just a girl?  What your dad said … you were just a girl, and that was forever ago.  It’s not like you wished to be born as Odin and Freyja’s daughter.”

“That’s not the issue,” Jin chuckled.  “Anyways, that’s another topic altogether.  So, we need to address this Council issue head-on, but what’s your plan with this cult you said Fen’s making?  Knew we should have killed the Vulpes,” she mumbled.  “Lost opportunities.”

Sora let the comment go, but her gut told her that she did need to do more to stop Fen’s betrayal.  She felt a bit guilty about how she handled it, even if she had the best of intentions for Emilia’s safety.  “I’m going to go find the leaders and compel them to tell me exactly what they intend to do, and then deal with it.  I’m not that concerned about the cult; Fen’s plan was too complicated, to begin with.”

“Typical Vulpes tactics,” Jin chuckled.

Kari and Aiden drew Sora’s gaze; they seemed to be in a world of their own, and Nathan quickly took Sora’s focus.

“Still, it’s a pretty ingenious and crafty method to bypass your defensive senses like that.  It’s something to keep in mind for the future.”

“Yeah, I’ve noted it,” Sora muttered.  “Alright … the only other thing left to address here, I think, is how to handle The Council.  If I left everyone here and went myself?”

“I will come with you,” Eyia stated flatly.

“Yeah,” Jin huffed.  “Don’t be tryin’ to sideline me when things start getting interesting!”

“Everyone else?”  Sora asked.

“No,” Kari’s voice sounded distant and reserved.  “I’d like to join you.”

“Me, too!”  Wendy quickly added, shooting a glare at the Fenris Wolf.

Mary nodded with a forced smile.  “I’m scared, but yes, I’d like to experience this Vulpes Capital that we’ve been hearing about.”

“I go where Sora goes,” Githa replied.

Nathan, Aiden, Ashley, and Brandon were silent as they thought on the question, and Sora realized Ashey’s husband hadn’t contributed at all.

“Brandon?”  Sora asked.

“Hmm?”  He gave a start as everyone turned their gaze to him.

“What do you think?”  Sora pressed.

“My family,” he mumbled.  “I don’t want to put my kids in danger, but if you’re not around … then, I fear they’re in greater danger.  I know it’s selfish and wrong of me to rely so heavily on a sixteen-year-old girl to protect my family, but … I don’t have a choice.”  He turned away with shame.  “If you leave, then I have to ask to bring my family, which puts you at risk, too … I know it’s not fair.”

Ashley nodded, sucking on her lip as he spoke.  Once he finished, she squeezed his thigh.  “Yeah, I agree.  Really, thank you for everything you’ve done, Sora.  You saved me, brought my family back together, and … words can’t express how I feel, but I know you can sense it,” she smiled.

Sora smiled warmly at the pair.  “I don’t regret it, and what about you, Nathan?”

“Well, mmh,” he folded his arms while taking a deep breath.  “I’m thinking about Emilia … will you take her with you?”

A long puff of air left Sora’s lungs.  “It’s a good question.  I think she needs me, to be honest.  She needs guidance, and I know it’s only been a day, but that seems to be pretty long recently.  Will it make me vulnerable?  Yes, my aunt talked to me about it before, and also gave me the solution.”

“Oh?”  Mary asked.  “What was Inari’s advice?”

Sora’s smile fell a little as she looked down at her tails.  “Get stronger.”

Eyia, Githa, and Jin burst out laughing, which silenced everyone.

“The great fox!”  Githa snickered.

“That’s rich!”  Jin wheezed.  “I like your aunt more and more … hmm,” her mirth slowly died.  “Which would concern my mother greatly,” she mused.

“Mother?”  Sora asked.  “I just realized I don’t know really anything about you, Jin, but that you’re from the Tibetan Plateau.”

Jin shrugged.  “Not important.  So, we’re all going, then?”

“Umm, I didn’t ask Aiden?”  She mumbled, glancing over at him.

When he didn’t respond, Jin yelled, “Bird-boy!”

He jumped.  “Huh?”

“What are you going to do?”  Sora asked.  “Are you going to the Vulpes Capital with us?”

A lump dropped down his throat.  “I … don’t know yet.  I’m just sorting through some thoughts.”

Everyone frowned, glancing at one another, but Sora felt like she understood.  “Umm … could you and I have a talk, Aiden?”

“In private?  What about?”

Sora licked her lips.  “Uh, I have a few things I’d like to run by you, and I think it would be best if we had some air while talking about them.”

“Am I in trouble for something?”  He asked, brow creasing.

“No, not at all,” Sora giggled.  “You’re always thinking about the negative side.  C’mon,” she got to her feet.  “Let’s take a walk, and everyone else,” she gave them a bright grin, “thanks for sticking with me.”

Aiden’s frown deepened.  “Why is it just me you want to talk to?”

Sora made her way to the door, flicking her tails to the left while looking back to give him a wink.  “Going on a walk with a pretty girl; isn’t that the dream?  C’mon, I’ll tell you when you follow.”

His lips pursed before he glanced at the others, all giving him different looks.  He sighed, got to his feet, and followed, rubbing his arm before closing the door on their way out.

The townsfolk were still going about their daily business, and she manipulated the light around them to make sure they weren’t bothered.  “Oh, and watch out for people; I made us invisible.”

Aiden didn’t respond, glaring at the floor while keeping pace.

Oh, c’mon!  He didn’t even respond to my jab.  He really is a depressed bird, but … I suppose I can’t judge him.  I felt the same way when Kari was my nightmare … but he’s his own nightmare.

After they’d walked a street down, dodging Vulpes, carts, and humans alike, Sora flipped around to smile at him.  “I wanted to talk to you about your ability.”

Aiden’s lowered brows dropped further.  “My ability?  Are you saying it’s a problem?  I can’t control it.”

“I’m smiling, see?  Smiling!”  She stated with slow emphasis while pointing at her cheeks.  “I’m not going to rip you apart…”

“Okay … I’ll bite,” he breathed a few times before running his hand through his hair.  “What about my ability?”

“I want to use it to help everyone.”

“Okay?”  He muttered, nose twisting as he glared at the floor.

Sora didn’t respond, lips becoming tight while she held her hands behind her back.

After a bit, Aiden looked up.  “Anything else?”  He asked dryly.

“Geez,” Sora tilted her head, bunching her cheeks to the side.  “I know you’re thinking, oh, Sora’s just like all the others, trying to use me to her advantage.  Right?”

“You said it,” Aiden grunted.

“You’re partially right!”

Aiden flicked his nose with his fingernail, teeth grinding slightly.  “What’s the other part?”

“I want to be your friend.  Do you get it?”

“No…”

“Yes, you do!”  Sora moaned with exasperation, flipping around to look ahead.  “I bet there’s a happy part of you in there somewhere.  No, I know there is!  I felt it myself, so you can’t deny it.”

He released a low chuckle.  “That’s news to me; I’m just trying to survive.”

“Aren’t we all, and wouldn’t it be easier with friends?”

“The whole friendship speech?”

Sora shrugged, giving him a backward smirk.  “Hey, if it’s not broken, don’t fix it!  You could use some friends, and I don’t think you’re a bad guy.  Why don’t we start there?  It’s not like I can force you to help me get out of the mess I’m in, but I can offer a hand.”

“A mutually beneficial relationship?”  He scoffed.  “Is that it?  You’re just trying to seduce me into using my powers for your own desires … just like everyone else.”

“You can look at it however you like, but if I really wanted to seduce you, then I can think of plenty of other ways to do it; I am a Vulpes Founder,” she winked, making him blush.  “Friends usually are mutually beneficial … well, the good ones.”

He cleared his throat, trying not to look at her tails as they swung behind her.  “I’ll think about it.”

“Sounds good.  Oh, by the way, you should tell me about your time in the field with Nathan!”

“Why?  It’s boring,” he mumbled.  “You’d think it was a waste of time.”

“Let me decide that!”  Sora huffed.  “I have an idea; you lead and tell me all about your day.  You listened to mine, so it’s only fair.”

“You really want to hear it?”

“Only the boring parts?”  Sora giggled.

“Well … alright.”
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                Sora spent the next forty minutes walking the town with Aiden, wrapped in illusions while he slowly opened up about the time he’d had with Nathan.  The conversation went from tensing to casual to wonder and soon became personal.

The buildings and people were a blur to Sora as she focused on Aiden, but occasionally she’d glance around to see the loaded carts coming in, stocked with all kinds of fruit and vegetables, or an empty one returning to the fields.

They passed a few different districts, showing a mix of single and two-tailed Vulpes, and every so often, a three-tailed Vulpes would wander past them with paper and pen, marking or checking inventory.

It shocked Sora to see how many storehouses the Vulpes had; after some thought, she noted that they were providing for not only the entire year, but also for the festivals of that year, and the possibility that nearby villages might share in their harvest.

Taking her focus away from a group of men on break, she turned back to Aiden as they started getting into the meat of the conversation.  His sad blue eyes were on a few single-tailed Vulpes, and a lump dropped down his throat.  “Misery is the venom in my brain … it’s like poison in my veins.  How do you do it?”

Her green eyes followed his gaze.  “Do what?”

“Bring hope to people?”

Sora released a long puff of air, giving him a half-smile.  “I don’t seem to be having much luck with you.  I still feel a void eating at your heart, even after the freakin’ killer friendship speech I gave; well, from what I can sense past those walls.”

After a moment’s silence, he bypassed her comment.  “Kari’s different … you got her to reveal her ears and tail.  I haven’t seen her like that in … longer than I can remember.  What did you do?”

Sora’s ears twitched for a moment as a spark of frustration hit her, but she let it go with a sigh and smile, looking up at the bright blue sky while dodging around a few groups of humans.  “Kari … honestly, I felt her pain, and she felt mine; we kind of connected over that.  It was kind of a more powerful version of what I did to you at the graveyard.”

She dashed ahead a few steps, turning to walk backward while giving him a wink.  “A few teasing remarks in the right direction, and poof, wolf-girl Kari.  Isn’t she cute?”

A twitch lifted Aiden’s lips as he stared down at her shoes.  “She’s always been cute; it doesn’t matter if she’s got a tail or not.”

Sora huffed, folding her arms under her chest while glaring at him; she didn’t sense the kind of emotions she’d expected from that remark.  “You can’t say that!  Why do you think girls change clothes, wear differing make-up, and constantly look into mirrors?”

“Because they’re vain?”  Aiden smirked.

“A joke?  Better be a joke!”  Sora chuckled, eyes narrowing dangerously as she jabbed a finger in his direction.  “They want you to notice them!  If a girl’s wearing a low-cut top, it’s for people, or more importantly, a person to notice it.  You gotta catch onto those hints,” Sora pouted.

“Okay,” Aiden’s brow creased as he looked up.  “What’s up with that twist?  Is there a girl with a low cut shirt that’s looking for my attention?”

Sora flipped around, flicking her tail to the left.  “No, I’m just saying.  I mean, sure, girls can be vain, but no more than boys,” she giggled.  “Boys just do it in different ways; don’t you comb your hair and work out to show off your body, too?”

Aiden hummed softly, folding his own arms.  “True … my point was, why are we talking about this right now?”

“Didn’t you say Kari was cute?”  Sora asked innocently.  “I mean, you’re the one that said it!”

“You directed the conversation that way, forcing me to say it.”  Aiden shot back with a soft glare.

“You still agreed,” Sora chimed.

“Okay, hold up…”

Sora turned, giving him a confused smile.  “Hmm?”

They both shifted to the side of a building to get out of the main flow of traffic.

“So,” Aiden asked with a doubtful tone.  “Your big plan to get me out of depression is setting me up with a girl that I’ve known all my life … that I see as a little sister?”

“Shoot,” Sora mumbled, sucking in her lips as she stared down at the ground.  Both Kari and Aiden seem perfectly content with their brother-sister relationship.  They totally haven’t even considered looking at each other as a possible couple, but they’re compatible.  The two of them could easily become a thing.

Kari’s become a cute … wait, she’s almost turned into a kind of tsundere.  She could get Aiden’s butt in gear and tell him off for being so down on himself; if only she could take that type of attitude with herself.

“Sora?”

She blinked, looking up with a blank expression.  “Mhm?”

“Shoot, what?  You’ve been staring down at the ground like it annoyed you or something.  Did I hit the nail on the head?”  He asked dryly.

Sora scratched her neck absently, turning away from his gaze.  “Umm, I just … oh, screw it!”  She turned to give him a hard glare.  “Why not?”

“Why not?”  He slowly repeated, looking for an explanation.

“Oh, don’t play stupid with me,” Sora growled, giving him a cross stare.  “Kari’s cute, she’s got a nice body, and she’s super proactive … well, when she’s not feeling vulnerable.  Oh, yeah, she’s totally vulnerable right now!”

She pointed a finger at him.  “It’s the perfect time to make a move.  You should totally ask her out.”

“Eh,” Aiden took a step back, rubbing the back of his neck.  “Look, Sora, I get it, but I’m not interested in Kari.  Yeah, she’s got a lot of great qualities, but I don’t see her like that.  Geez, you’re going at it like a wolf after red meat.”

Sora breathed out a frustrated sigh.  “Of course,” she moaned, folding down her ears while closing her eyes.  “Finding a girlfriend and boyfriend would solve all your troubles; you both just need someone in your life that’ll be there for you.”

Aiden’s eyes fell to the cobblestones, and Sora bit her lower lip as the wave of depression surrounding Aiden exploded; her gut tightened, and she winced as the barrier surrounding Aiden’s Spiritual Network momentarily dropped.  She was finding it difficult to breathe; the negative emotion caught her completely off-guard.

His features were like a stone as he slowly shook his head, averting his gaze.  “I just can’t have anything like that.”

She could see a crack in his wall, and she pushed past harder, fighting past the discomfort that flooded her body.  “C’mon, you deserve happiness, too!”

He half-turned away, staring at a few Vulpes as they passed, giggling about some blunder one of them had made.  A lump dropped down his throat, and he walked a few steps away before pausing.  “Look, Sora … I appreciate it.  I do, but … I can’t.”

“What’s so wrong with it?”  Sora asked, ears drooping as her strength began to leave her; Aiden’s aura was sapping her strength.

He turned, giving her a smile that didn’t touch his eyes, and she did her best to keep a positive expression.  “How am I supposed to love someone when I don’t love who I am?  And like you said, Kari deserves someone that can give their all to her, but how can I give her all of me, when I’m only half a man … not even that.”

Sora’s tails almost fell to the ground; she rubbed her left shoulder, brow furrowing as her voice cracked.  “You—you can’t mean that.”

Aiden’s sad smile didn’t falter.  “I don’t want to hurt you or anyone else, Sora.  I’ve been running from myself for a long time … afraid of what I might find, but I’ve known it for a while.  Just give up, Sora,” Aiden chuckled softly, refusing to make eye contact.  “What’s broken can’t be whole anymore.  Go help Kari; she’s worth your time.”

Before Sora could respond, he turned his back to her and walked into the crowd.

Her ears twitched as she focused on his breathing and footsteps, mask slowly falling as her breathing became ragged; his feet didn’t falter, and he continued into the town.

Stepping back a few paces, she leaned against the side of the building.  What was that?  I’ve felt that he hated himself, but to actually think … he just puts on a mask for everyone around him, but this…

He was just sticking around to make sure Kari was okay; he felt responsible for helping her, but now that she’s doing fine with me … it’s more than just suicide; he’s going to attack Sköll as some last-ditch effort to find worth in himself.

She looked up at the oblivious throng, rubbing away the thin layer of sweat that had gathered at her temple.  Will he even come back if I ask?  Did I mess up?  I don’t even know if I can approach him again; I shouldn’t have pushed so hard … but I just thought…

A low moan rumbled in her throat as she let her head roll back against the wood, hair bunching up as she hugged her unsettled stomach; her strength was slowly returning, but she still felt weak.  It’s like freakin’ radiation to me … there’s so much negative emotion.  Is he having a harder time locking it inside?  Maybe that’s why he’s leaving … is he worried about me, or did he even know?

Sora swallowed, fingers tightening around her abdomen.  The first thing he said to me at the graveyard was … he was worried about me; he knew.  What do I do?  If I let him go, then he may never come back, but he’s forcing me away.  What would this do to Kari?  No, he has to … he still needs to talk to Alva, but … what if he’s so self-sacrificial that he’d even give that chance up…

Wait, Emilia … he’s a walking time-bomb of negative emotional energy.  Was this the last straw?  She looked up, sucking in her lower lip.  I need to go after him, but he’s too dangerous like this, and if Emilia is exposed to that type of energy.  This sucks so much!  He’s hurt, but who can possibly help him?

Ears standing up, her eyes snapped open.  I’m so stupid!

Sora ran back through the streets, quickly reaching the house.  “Kari!”

Jin, Eyia, and Kari shot to their feet.

“An enemy, sister?”  Eyia asked, sharp blue eyes darting to the wall as Jin stretched her arms out.

“No, Kari,” she panted, still feeling the effects of the negative emotion as she rushed to Kari’s side.

“W-What?”  She asked, stepping back with surprise.  “Why are you out of breath?”

“Aiden…”

“Slow down,” Mary whispered with worry, getting up to join her; Brandon, Ashley, and Wendy had moved back upstairs.  “Take a breath.”

Sora cleared her throat before shaking her head.  “No, Kari—you need to go after Aiden!”

“What do you mean, go after him?”  Kari slowly asked, looking to Mary for an explanation.  “There’s something wrong with her Spiritual Network.”

Eyia quickly moved over to her with a deep frown.  “She has been spiritually poisoned … for something to have affected her past her defenses…”

“What happened to Aiden?”  Mary asked.

Feeling a little frustrated with herself and them for not noticing it, she took a deep breath.  “Aiden thinks he’s beyond help, and I think he’s going to leave the Vulpes Realm—he’s going to kill himself!”

“But … why…”  Everyone’s brow creased with concern, and to her surprise, Nathan was the first to speak up.

“Ah, I was worried about something like that.  He’s feelin’ really down, isn’t he?”  He asked with a soft sigh, scratching at the scruff on his neck.  “He’s got some real crap rolling around his head.  I’ll go talk to him.”

Jin's eyes narrowed.  “Wait, Aiden poisoned you by just being close by?  That’s more than just some bad thoughts; that’s some serious issues.”

Eyia nodded; features hardening, she gave Sora a pointed stare.  “If that kind of energy brushes against Emilia…”

“Yeah … I know,” Sora mumbled, still shocked by Nathan’s declaration.  “Umm—he may need to keep his distance for a while, but we have to save him!”

Kari licked her lips before biting them, shooting a confused glance at Nathan.  “So, wait, umm … you don’t need me?”  Kari scratched her left ear.  “I’m just really confused right now; Aiden’s poisoning you?  What’s going on with him; is it Eric?”

Mary folded her arms under her chest and hummed thoughtfully before giving Kari a sweet smile.  “Kari, letting Nathan handle it might be for the best.”

Before she could protest, Mary quickly added.  “From what I remember of the conversation he had with Eric … I was still a little addled after you broke the Werewolf curse, Sora, but I still remember that horrible story and the pain on his face.  Maybe having someone unaffiliated with any of this might help.”

Kari’s eyes fell to the floor with frustration, likely listening to her mother; her jaw locked, tail flicking to the right as her ears twitched.  “I don’t like it,” she mumbled.  “He thinks he can just leave without even saying goodbye?”

“Oh,” Sora paused, her ears just as active as Kari, causing her to reach up and scratch them.  “I—umm, okay, Nathan.”  She glanced at Kari, still locked in an internal conversation with her mother.

Nathan gave her a sheepish smile.  “We should probably hurry.  How close can you get; could you guide me to him?”

“Yeah,” she glanced around at everyone, and each of them more than showed their opinion on the matter.

Okay, so, Jin and Eyia are all about team Sora, not team Aiden, and I expected that.  Alva’s probably telling Kari to stand down, which she’s not happy about after I came rushing in.  Mary’s all for Nathan, and Githa … she’s probably stalking me in the shadows.  Frakin’ … I blame the negative emotions!  Shoot … that means I’m blaming Aiden, which isn’t fair...

Sora hung her head with a soft growl.  “Okay,” she mumbled, smoothing her hair back behind her shoulders.  “Let’s go before he gets too far; can you jog?”

“Running used to be in my morning routine,” he chuckled, probably trying to ease the tense atmosphere, and quickly stretched out his legs.  “You ready?”

They left through the open door, and Sora wrapped them in illusions, explaining it to Nathan as they jogged back the way she’d come.

“That’s pretty neat,” Nathan commented with a grin.  “Would have helped a ton in law enforcement … so much of what you can do would.”

Sora licked her lips, keeping pace with Nathan while searching for a topic to continue with the man.  “Umm … so, eh—how did you end up in the police?  I mean, I know there’s the thing with your dad, but … I don’t know.”

Nathan chuckled softly, taking on a reminiscent tone.  “It might seem cliche, but growing up with my dad, and all this talk about climate change … I don’t know, ever since I was a little boy, I always thought that the world was going to end in my lifetime.  So, I tried to seize every opportunity as it came to me because I believed it might stop the sky from falling down one more day.

“You know, doing my part to save lives, but the older I got, the more I realized that I cannot save the world.  I’m not a superhero that can save every boy from an abusive father; I’m not perfect, I’m just me, a human being, and the more I step into your world … this world of gods, the more I realize that I need to let certain things go.  It’s actually liberating, to an extent.”

Sora didn’t respond for a moment.  “I’m kind of realizing that, too … I want to save everyone, but there’s just so much to do … so much I can’t do on my own.”

“That’s humbling,” Nathan said, grinning down at her as they dodged carts and people.

“What?”

“Like I said, you're not a superhero; you're not perfect, you’re just you, a scared teenage girl trying to deal with what life’s thrown her way.”

Sora laughed softly, feeling a bit of the weight against her chest ease.  “Thanks … everyone keeps putting me on this pedestal … no, maybe it’s me.”

Nathan took deep even breathes as they ran, and after a short break said, “I’ve seen the hardships of so many people on the streets, lived in darkness, and was thrown from the mud into a marsh.  My reputation has been tarnished in the past, and that almost made me really bitter … the things police officers have to deal with, but still, I had to believe I was awesome.”

“Awesome?”  Sora giggled.

“Super awesome!  Everyone points fingers at everything else around them as the problem, but rarely point the finger at themselves, and then…”

“You have people like Aiden,” Sora groaned.

“Yes, people that blame themselves way too harshly, and I think you can do that, too,” he said with a slight frown.

Sora lifted an eyebrow as they dodged around a group of workers, bringing baskets into a warehouse.  “How so?”

“You said it in that story you told us before; you’ve been thrown into a hurricane, and it’s a wonder you haven’t gone insane.  You went from bullying to being kidnapped, trying to learn these new abilities while dealing with people coming after your life.  I’ve seen grown men crack under that kind of pressure under witness protection.  Don’t sell yourself short.”

A warmth grew in Sora’s chest; she pressed her left fist against her breast.  “Thanks … that helps … a lot.”

“Of course,” his smile fell a little.  “Just remember, you only have so much personal time, and you can only focus on one thing.  Take it slow, and don’t carry anything you don’t need to; you have enough to worry about without trying to be someone’s savior.”

“But…”

“I know, without your time, I’d still be stuck as a Werewolf, my brother would be dead, and I wouldn’t have seen someone as perfect as your aunt!  Help if you can, but just don’t stretch yourself too thin.”

“Right,” Sora’s lips rose slightly.  “You’re pretty good at talking when you do talk.”

“Ouch,” he laughed.  “I can be a little shy, and I just felt out of my league when I stood in front of your aunt.”

Sora smirked.  “She’s pretty beautiful, right?”

“Hey, don’t tease me,” he chuckled, but his tone was wistful.  “I doubt any man could hold down your aunt, human, god, or Founder.  She’s in a league of her own, and honestly, the intimidation of just standing in her presence is,” he smacked his lips, “it’s something.  She lives up to the title of a goddess, without a doubt.”

“Now who’s selling themselves short?”  Sora huffed.

Nathan just shook his head with a half-smile, but his aura told her enough.  “She is pretty amazing…”  Sora whispered.

“We agree.”

Sora let the conversation drop, knowing not to push it, and honestly, she didn’t want to give him hope.  Sure, anything’s possible, but … I mean, it is my aunt.

“Oh, aren’t we a little presumptuous?”

Her eyes widened.  Wait; what?

“I’ve lived a very long time, Dear, and while I’ve never spent parts of that time with a human, it’s not like I’d rule it out.”

Okay … are you teasing me with this image you’re crafting in my head?

“Time will tell,” her aunt giggled impishly.

You’re evil!  Her smile grew as the image of Nathan and her aunt at some fancy restaurant played at the back of her mind.  She giggled, causing Nathan to give her a curious grin, but she just gave him a secretive wink.  Thanks for cheering me up, Auntie.

“Anytime, Dear.”

You don’t lie, either.  You said that!

“That, I did!”

So, you’ve thought about it!

“I think about a lot of things.”

The dodge-game.  Sora smirked, and she caught Aiden’s scent.

“Look at that!  He’s close,” Inari chuckled.  “Good luck!”

I’m totally going to get back to this subject; I need someone to find love in my life!

“Matchmaker Sora; what a profession.”
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                Sora guided Nathan through the crowd, backtracking her steps to the place she and Aiden had parted.  The two of them had to dance around large groups of Vulpes and humans as the packs grew, likely spurred by lunch with the tables and items that were being brought out.

The Realm’s residents were workaholics; Sora jogged around a corner to see Vulpes picking up bread and soup, scarfing it down, and getting back to the fields with a smile on their faces before the two of them even made it to the end of the next junction.

The Vulpes Realm’s culture was more than a little disturbing to her, but at the same time, her mind drew the comparison to bees and the fact that she never thought it strange that other creatures had a completely different way of life than she was accustomed to.

Sora’s focus returned to the street as they came to the location Aiden and her had parted, and she motioned for Nathan to pick up his pace.  To her surprise, Nathan was doing an excellent job of keeping a decent speed for a human.  Maybe after I started his Spiritual Awakening, he got some physical advancements, as well.

They ran for another four minutes before catching up to him, and Nathan held up a hand, breathing a few deep puffs of air to calm his racing heart.  Sora’s ears twitched, tails twisting together as she glanced between Nathan and Aiden, waiting for the man to tell her what to do next.

Aiden hadn’t noticed them yet; he slowly walked through the throng, head low as he stared at the cobblestone street.  Vulpes and humans gave him strange looks but kept to their tasks.

Sora could feel the negative energy leaking out of him, completely unrestrained by his spiritual force, causing the Vulpes to instinctively create a wide circle around the bird.  The humans were oblivious to the toxic environment surrounding Aiden that would poison any Vulpes that got too close.

Nathan folded his arms across his chest, moving to keep pace with Aiden while giving him a sizable lead.  Sora joined him, nerves continuing to rise.

Why are we just standing around?  He’s … where is he going?

Sora glanced around, trying to determine their location, but was drawing a blank as they neared the town’s edge.  Her eyebrows drew closer with mild confusion when Aiden halted; a massive wall of tall orange wheat-like stalks spread out before them, rising over six-feet-tall.

It was then that she noticed the carts being brought into town were filled with the stuff; her mind filtered it out as they had run.  So, this isn’t the way back to the gate … where’s he going, then?  No, he looks somewhat tired and exasperated…

“Sora,” Nathan hummed as Aiden began walking around the edges of town, likely following the outskirts until he found the path he remembered to get back to the gate.  “You can head back.”

“Wait; what?”  Sora crossed her arms, pressing her fists against her sides.  “You don’t need my help?  I mean, I know I can’t get close, but I can stay if you need me.”

Nathan shook his head.  “That’s not it.  I think Aiden and I need to talk in private.  You should go back and check on Emilia.”  He turned to smile at her.  “I’m sure she’ll want you to be the first thing she sees when she wakes up.”

Sora’s intertwined tails flicked to the side as her lips tightened, ears twitching with agitation.  Why am I still messing everything up?  I screwed it up with Aiden, and now Nathan’s coming to fix it, just like my Aunt’s always doing.

Releasing a bit of tension with a long sigh, she released her hands and ran them through her copper hair, shaking it out a bit.  “Yeah … okay.”

Nathan gave her a wry smile.  “Hey, and don’t go thinking you messed up.”

“Didn’t I?”  She asked bitterly, watching Aiden disappear around the nearest house as he continued his solemn walk to his death.  “I triggered Aiden into this suicide march.”

Nathan’s lips fell a little.  “No, you didn’t.  Aiden’s been looking for any excuse to drop all his attachments; it’s natural for him to be acting like this … he couldn’t go through with it unless he’d cut everything off.”

Sora growled softly, dodging around a cart that entered their path, vision dropping to the cobblestones.  “That’s why he didn’t say goodbye to Kari?  I guess that does kind of make sense, but—but what can I do, then?”

“Go be with your kid,” Nathan chuckled, and Sora winced, ears folding down as he reached over to ruffle her hair a little.  “You’re a good girl, Sora, but seriously, quit worrying so much about everyone else.  Go focus on your family, and let me handle Aiden.  It might even take all day and into the night, but I’ll bring him back.”  He smirked, giving her a thumbs up.

“You’re sure…”  Sora swallowed, smoothing out her hair while looking up at him.

“To be honest, I think your daughter needs you more than Aiden right now.  She’s bound to be scared and confused after everything she saw.”

Sora’s shoulders slumped, her ears and tail drooping.  “I feel like I’m always picking up the pieces.  When can I relax?”

“When you let yourself … know what,” Nathan’s cheeks pushed to the side for a moment, “go ask Mary that question.  I’m sure she’ll have a better answer than my simple response.”

Rubbing her left arm, Sora groaned, refusing to make eye contact.  “You sure you’ll be okay … alone?”

“Yeah, and you’re making my jog to catch up with him a real pain, to be honest,” he chuckled while giving her a look.  “Go.  I’ll handle Aiden.”

“Okay…”

Sora backed up a few paces before turning, dodging a man carrying a fruit basket.  “Oh, you won’t be invisible…”

“I know.  Go!”  He shooed with both hands.  “Get back to the girl that really needs your help.”

Swallowing, Sora made her way back to the building.  Halfway down the street, she turned back, but Nathan had already jogged out of sight; she followed him with her ears, but after a few seconds, shook her head, copper hair flying around her face with the soft wind.

No, Nathan’s right!  Stop thinking about all the bad stuff, and focus on helping Emilia.  How would I feel if I was in her shoes?

Her father’s image giving her that apologetic grin with Eric’s hand sticking into his side flashed back into memory, causing a cold shiver to run down her spine and tails; the chilling sensation even hit her thighs.

She went through that same thing; Emilia thought I was dying, and there was nothing she could do to save me.  I did that to her … I’m horrible, but, no, no … my dad wasn’t horrible for doing that.  It’s just a bad situation; I can’t blame anyone for it, including myself.

Sora’s return back was slower than she felt it should have been, and the comparisons to her own life overlapping with Emilia’s small pool of memories filled her mind.

I can do better by … what, reprioritizing? … It’s just like Inari’s conversation with Ashley … exactly like it.  I can only focus on so much at one time, and I should spend that on Emilia first, just like Ashley’s doing with her family.

“My dear niece, yes, Emilia is of the highest priority.  However, you must first take care of yourself; you must be stable to help others, or else you will both drown.”

It’s hard…

“Of course, if it were easy, then everything would be perfect.  So, is it?”

Is it what?

“Perfect.”

No…

“No, the world will never be perfect.  It is just as Nathan said, you and he are no superheroes, and you cannot save the world.  You are a Founder, yes, but are you perfect?”

No, I’m not.

“None of us are, dear, and it’s an important thing to internalize in the process of growing up.  You do all you can, and you’ll make mistakes, I have, and then you must be willing to also take ownership of that.  Live with the good and the bad; it is the contrast that gives life it’s value.”

It’s the contrast that gives life it’s value … thanks, Aunt Inari, that helps.

“Emilia has a long and hard journey, which is no different than yourself, and you’ve got a few steps ahead of her on that path.  Help her where you stumbled.”

I just hope I can be as good of a teacher as you.  She huffed with doubt.

“Be the person you wish to be, not the person speaking to me now.  Remember, perfection is a horrifying concept.”

Right … I should be continually striving to be better than I was the day before, not being stagnant.  Well, then.  She took a deep breath.  I guess I’ve got some one-on-one time with my daughter … that’s still so strange.

“Priorities change when you have a child,” Inari whispered.  “One day, I hope to have one of my own, even though I take some credit in Emilia’s creation!  Just a smidgen,” she said with pride.  “I’m doing my best to learn what it’s like to be a mother; we’re on this road together!”

Together, then.  Sora replied, nerves easing as she let go of the weight hanging against her heart, leaving it for Nathan to carry.

 

* * *

 

Nathan took one last look at the cute teenage Vulpes Founder, head lowered, and tails nearly dragging along the ground as she slowly walked away.  Sora’s going to burn into ashes with that heart of hers.

Turning away, he started jogging after Aiden; several Vulpes’ tails and ears went on alert as he left Sora’s magical field of influence, becoming visible once again.  He hadn’t been to this part of town and suspected most of the inhabitants had only heard the rumors about them.  I need to get my own head straight.  The problem is, where do I start?

He quickly caught up with Aiden, and called out to him, waving with a half-smile.  “Yo, Aiden.”

Aiden slowed, looking back.  “Nathan?”

They had moved out of the main traffic, now off the beaten path, and circling the town.  The orange wheat swayed with the soft breeze, and a mass of indistinguishable chatter could be heard to their right beyond the houses.

“Hey,” Nathan stopped in front of Aiden, putting his hands on his hips before swallowing the sticky saliva in his throat.

Aiden’s features fell tiredly; avoiding eye contact, he rubbed the back of his neck.  “Did Sora send you after me?”

Nathan tilted his head to the side for a moment, lips creased slightly.  “Eh, I suppose you could say that; she just let me know that you were going through a tough time.  I mean, we talked a bit about it earlier, and I just wanted to be here with you.  You cool?”

“Not really.”  Working around his jaw, Aiden continued to walk away.

Nathan kept pace, not saying a word.

After three minutes of silence, Aiden folded his arms, nibbling on his lower lip, but Nathan didn’t push, resting his hands behind his head as he glanced around for anything to catch his interest.

“Why are you really here, Nathan?”

“Hmm?  Just here if you need me.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

Aiden’s lips sealed again.  They walked two more minutes before he whispered.  “Where’s this damn road.”

“Mmh,” Nathan glanced to their left at the wall of wheat, to the right at the stone and wood houses, and ahead of them that showed a neatly groomed grass path between the two sides.  “Not a clue; I’m totally lost,” he chuckled.

“Why’s Sora gotta be that way?”  Aiden growled.

A frown touched Nathan’s lips at the random segway.  “What about her specifically?  Give me some context here.”

“C’mon, you know,” Aiden mumbled.

“Why’s she so helpful?”

“She’s not, not really,” Aiden huffed.  “She’s just persistent … nevermind.”

The sound of the low rabble came back into focus, escalating every time they passed an alley.  It took a moment for Nathan to get the right words out.  “Hmm … what do you really know about Sora?”

Aiden’s brow creased as he looked down at the grass, slowing a bit further.  “I don’t know; what do you want me to say?”

Nathan shrugged.  “Whatever you know, because honestly, I don’t know all that much about her.”

A lump dropped down Aiden’s throat.  “Well … she’s a Vulpes Founder.”  Aiden turned toward him as Nathan chuckled.  “What?”

“That’s like saying I know Nathan’s a human Caucasian.  I mean, I guess Founder gives a bit more information on what she can do … I suppose she’s got a lot of hidden powers she hasn’t really tapped into, judging off what I’ve seen her aunt do.  You know … she brought my brother back to life.”

Aiden stopped, and he looked up at him.  “Wait … Inari?”

“No, Sora did … well, yeah, Inari guided her on how to do it, but still, it was her.”

“When was this?”

Nathan breathed out a long sigh as the sun began to rise in the sky, sending warm beams to hit their skin.  Scratching the scruff on his neck, he nodded toward the shade provided by the stocks.  “Want to sit down and talk about it?”

Aiden licked his lips, clearly not meaning to introduce a reason for them to stop, but after a second, nodded with a soft sigh.  They both dropped to their butts, brushing their hair out of their foreheads while facing a building wall.

“So, before that, why don’t we get a little background,” Nathan breathed out a long sigh.  “Life’s been insane … for all of us from what I’ve heard.  I mean, you know I was a part of Eric’s pack, right?”

“Yeah, I saw you around every once in a while,” Aiden mumbled.  “Sorry.”

Nathan shrugged.  “For what?  Eric was a monster … no, he was worse than that.  I was a cop, and all I wanted to do was protect people.  He forced me to turn a blind eye to things, and that affected me … a lot.  You get what I’m saying?”

“Yeah … I helped him.”

“Eh … so did I,” Nathan whispered.  A shiver ran down his spine, remembering the things he’d done under Eric’s control as the Alpha.  “Although, you know it also felt good, which makes me sick to my stomach.”

Aiden glanced over at him.  “Being a Werewolf?”

Scratching the back of his neck, Nathan nodded, licking his dry lips.  “Yeah … I hate myself for it; I haven’t told anyone that,” he mumbled.  “But yeah … I was stronger than I’d ever been; I didn’t have to work out at all, and I could handle anyone.  It’s a strange feeling, really … you feel pretty powerless sometimes as a cop.”

“How?  I won’t pretend that I know much about human society, but aren’t the police like … umm, like have a lot of power?”

“No, not really.  Our hands are tied a ton, and if we make one mistake, then our entire lives could be ruined.  When you put on that badge, you’re set at an almost impossible standard, which is good and bad.  A lot of times, I felt more powerless as a cop than I ever did as an ordinary citizen, and the situations you’re thrown into...

“If I got in a fight with someone, even if I were off-duty, then the headlines would read cop beats citizen, or any number of other things.  It wouldn’t be about how it happened or who I was as an individual, but my job would be dragged into it, and people would reflect it on the entire police force.  It’s frustrating sometimes.

“Especially when you enter high-stress situations and need to make judgment calls that no one should have to make … we’re humans, too, which means we’re not perfect, but it’s like people expect us to be.  I can see a bit of that with Sora, and I’ve seen it with a lot of young guys on the Force.”

Aiden’s eyes widened with a bitter huff.  “Then, I ruined your life…”

“You talkin’ about that weird power to manipulate chance or whatever that is?”  Nathan mumbled.

“Yeah.  It’s literally why all of you are here!”  Aiden growled, voice rising as he grew heated, pressing his hands against his face.  “I forced everyone into this mess, and now Lori and Jenny are dead, Eric’s burning in hell or something, and I’m still here, messing up everyone’s lives this very second!”

Nathan didn’t respond right away, causing Aiden to look over at him with a frown.

“So, you don’t believe in free will?”

“What?”

“Do you believe in free will?”  Nathan repeated.

“I, umm—no, no, how could I?  We’re all just puppets.”

Nathan lifted an eyebrow, giving him a sidelong look.  “Dancing to your strings?”

“Either that or someone else who has my power … wait, no, it’s Alva’s fault for making me promise Eric things,” Aiden bitterly responded.

“Ah, okay, I see,” Nathan muttered, sucking on the roof of his mouth.  “So, this is all just a grand conspiracy crafted by Alva, and she’s laughing at us from beyond the grave.  Wait, no, she’s laughing at us as some kind of artificial intelligence inside Kari’s brain.  Is that right?”

“It’s more complicated than that,” Aiden snickered, “but yeah, and now I’m a virus.”

“Oh, when did you learn about viruses?”  He mused.  “Do magical creatures know how microorganisms function?  They can just use their magic wand to make them disappear, so why understand them?”

“Of course, Alva was millions of years old; she knew more about the universe than any of your human Science explains.”

“Mmh, yeah, yeah, I have no doubt,” Nathan replied, thinking back to his encounter with Inari.  “It’s really somethin’ actually…”

“What—Founder’s manipulating everything for their own purpose?”

“Founders in general.”  Nathan shifted against the ground, leaning his hands back while stretching out his legs.  “I can’t imagine meeting Alva.  I mean, I could try and compare it to meeting Inari, but that’s … no, I can’t even imagine that.  I still think my memory and body are playing tricks on me, and it was all some fantasy, but then I have to remind myself I’m not that creative.”  He chuckled.

“It’s all a lie…”

“Hey, I’m just a stupid human monkey … I think,” Nathan shrugged.  “It doesn’t really matter.  I made many decisions that got me here, and I wouldn’t put those on you, so don’t take my freedom away.  I chose to stand as a shield for people, even if they hate me for it when they don’t need me.

“And … I have to live with myself—knowing I felt some enjoyment out of being a Werewolf.  Call it some kind of Alpha brainwashing or my limited knowledge of Stockholm syndrome.  Who can really say?  There’s something strange about feeling physically strong; I can’t really explain it, and yeah, with that extra strength, I did help more people than I thought I could, but I also hurt people.”

“How can you justify it?”  Aiden asked, nose twisting with self-disgust.

“I’m not—I’m acknowledging it.  Would I do it again?  Absolutely not, but did I take advantage of it?  Hell yeah, I did, and I’ve got some trauma … no doubt about that.  Actually, I’ve been thinking about talking to Mary about it, but at the same time, she’s got her own crap she’s dealing with, and I don’t want to add to it.”

“See … I don’t get it.”

“Get what?”

“You people,” Aiden accused.

“Okay?”

“No, why are you all so helpful?  I mean, Kari bullied Sora for years, years!  I love her like a sister, but even that has me feeling guilty, but now they’re like best friends or something.”

“Guilty for Kari’s choices?”

“But were they really hers?”

Nathan closed his eyes, sighing while allowing his head to lean back.  “Look, Aiden, you gotta let people lie in their own beds.  You can’t be everyone’s savior … it’s something I had to learn a while ago, and Sora’s still learning, but let’s play this out.  Let’s say you weren’t here, then what would happen?”

“Umm—I don’t know.”

“Okay,” Nathan popped his tongue a few times.  “You talked about Alva’s grand plan before—let’s see; so, she planned to have you manipulate everything, so she died, traumatized her family—oh, had her youngest daughter eaten by her brother, and—umm, force hundreds of people to live in agony as Werewolves while all converging to center around Sora here in the Vulpes Realm.

“Oh, and I believe hearing somewhere that even Inari didn’t know about Sora before this point.  So, Alva must be an evil mastermind that played even that one scary creature they called … Sakura-something, I think.  I mean, if Inari’s concerned about her, then I can’t even comprehend what she-thing-it is.  Okay, I’m listening—so, what’s the end-game?”

Aiden chewed lightly on the inside of his cheek as he laid it out.  “When you put it like that—I sound crazy, but I really have powers to manipulate people.”

Nathan thought back on some of Inari’s lectures.  “So … you’re saying no one has responsibility, and we’re all pawns playing on this grand cosmic stage.  If that’s the case, then no one should feel guilty about anything—hey, you’re just a pawn.  Killing someone means nothing, stealing, cheating, and anything else you can get away with, and you can just blame it on this grand invisible hand moving you to their own will.”

“Do I really sound that crazy?”

“Hey,” Nathan shrugged, “I’m just repeating back what you’re implicating.  So, next, let’s say you’re the villain in the story.”

“Okay, I’m listening,” Aiden mumbled, giving him a thoughtful frown.

“You’re what, seventeen?”

“Yeah.”

“So, for seventeen years, you’ve been the god of all events; meaning, every good, bad, and action in-between is all your doing.  You caused cancer in people … or did that happen in the genetic code before you were born?  Hmm, then let’s say you caused someone to crap on the street as a joke, making some dude step in it, have a bad day, get in his car and run it off a bridge because that was the last straw.

“Of course, you’re only responsible for the last seventeen years of horrible incidents in his life.  Who was it before that, your mom, and what about now?”

“I … I don’t know,” Aiden growled, hands tightening around his head as he stared down at the grass in front of him.  “I just don’t know.  What am I responsible for?”

“Look,” Nathan paused, releasing a sigh after a moment.  “I can’t tell you how this universe works, and I have no clue about your powers.  Everything I’ve said, I’m just as lost as you, and we both know I’m not the brightest person in the universe—universes, or whatever.  I’m just a dude trying to live his best.  I don’t like to think about this crap.  What about you; does it make you happy?”

“No…”

“So, why do you do it?”

“Because—I feel responsible.”

“Like Sora,” Nathan groaned, pulling back his hair while shaking his head.  “I’ll tell you what I told her … well, I suppose we need a little context.  I grew up with a pretty extreme dad; he terrorized me with what the world was going to be like in the future, preached hate against religious people, and generally was pretty abusive toward me and my brother.

“I thought the world was going to end in my lifetime … I really did, and so I tried to seize every opportunity I had.  I felt that I could be that one piece in the puzzle that could save the world, but the older I got, and the more his brainwashing and propaganda faded, I began to see how sad he really was, and then, I realized how weak I am.

“I can’t force people to live a certain way like a god … and I’m learning even gods have their limits.”  He shook his head, swallowing as some of his past scars returned.  “I can’t save the world.  I can’t … I’m not a superhero that can save every boy from an abusive father; I make mistakes, I hurt people, and I’m just a weak human in a chaotic world, trying to make the best of what I’m given.”

Aiden didn’t respond, staring down at his lap as he thought, and Nathan let him be, glaring at the stone foundation of the house across from them, stewing on his own words.

If only I knew these things when I was younger.  I lost so much time I could have been happy, just accepting what I could change in my life and what wasn’t worth the effort.  Maybe I cared too much myself … just like these kids.  I left Bobbie and Davis alone … I should have stayed in touch, and now … it’s too late.  At least Inari gave me a chance to say goodbye to Bobbie.

“Nathan?”  Aiden asked, looking over at him with concern.

He sniffed, brushing away a tear that dropped down his cheek.  Clearing his throat, he gave him a sad smile.  “Just remembering a gift Inari gave me.”  He shook his head.  “You know, even with magical powers—god-like powers … you still hurt.  I can’t imagine how Alva did it.  Did she know her little girl would be killed like that before even giving birth to her?”

Aiden turned away, biting on his lower lip.  “I don’t know…”

“Yeah … it just makes you think.  I don’t know how she could have lived with it if she did but at the same time … I don’t know.  I feel like Inari knows so much, but at the same time, she gives off this feeling that it’s never enough to get everything she wants.  She’s sad … and I can’t say why, but it breaks my heart.”

“Wait,” Aiden mumbled.  “You feel bad for Inari?  She’s like—there’s just—how can I even say it?  How can you feel bad for someone with so much power?  If she wanted to, she could snap this entire Realm out of existence.”

Nathan shook his head.  “Still, it won’t give her what she wants … at least, that’s the feeling I get.  She’s beyond life … beyond any conception of power I have, yet … sad, lonely … and I can now see why she seems so attached to Sora—but what do I know.”  He chuckled, groaning softly while falling to his back to stare up at the bright sky.  “How did I get so off-track?”

Aiden dropped down beside him, folding his hands across his stomach.  “What should I do?  I hate myself … I do, but I don’t know if I kill myself if anything gets better for everyone.  In fact, I feel like if I do, then I might even cause more harm than what good it might do.  I don’t know…”

“Story of our lives, huh?  Well, let’s be honest,” Nathan mumbled, “we all don’t know each other that well.  I mean, yeah, Sora actually probably knows a whole lot more about us than each of us do about each other.  She’s literally peeked into each of our lives, feels our emotions, and can see into our souls—spirits—whatever.”  Breathing in, he released it in a slow stream.  “I can’t give you answers, man, but hey, if you want to talk, then I’ll listen.”

They both stared up at the sky for a minute, letting nature’s sound and the town’s soft bustle wash over them.

Aiden breathed through his teeth.  “At the end of it all … I just want to be normal.  I don’t want to have powers; I just want to be normal.  To live normal, have a normal relationship, not affect everyone … normal … that’s all I want.”

“Hmm … okay,” Nathan pulled his hands behind his head, glancing over at Aiden.  “So, if I understand your power, it’s about making your desires come true, right?  So…”

“So…”  Aiden’s eyes widened.  “The path that I’m on … is leading me to be normal.”

Nathan shrugged.  “Hey, I’m just following the logic here, but yeah—if that’s what you really want, then just stay the course.”

“Hmm…”  Aiden paused, working through the thought.  “Umm—can you give me some time to think about that?”

“Yo, dude, I’m here just speaking my mind, man.  Take as much time as you need.”

Nathan closed his eyes, mind sliding back to the time he’d spent with Bobbie, unable to separate the memory with Inari’s radiant image.  Goddesses … there’s more to this universe than I ever thought.  A runaway boy, looking for a home … I hope Bobbie’s where she wanted to be … she and Davis deserve happiness together.

Nathan and Aiden’s minds froze as a bright blue light pulsed into existence in front of them, causing them to jerk back.  Spots danced across their vision as a blue-tailed Vulpes stood before them in a dazzling light-blue dress with three moons embroidered on her sleeves.

The first thing that caught Nathan’s eye was how attractive she was; still, the woman wasn’t even in the same universe as Inari, which tempered his thoughts, and the second, her nine long tails weaving behind her back.

“My, my, my,” she hummed with an amused tone.  “I thought I sensed a strange altercation within our world’s fabric here, and what are you?”  She asked with a bright smile, head tilting to the side as she addressed Aiden.
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                The soft cool breeze pulled back Sora’s copper hair as she slowly returned, passing groups of Vulpes and humans, still cloaked in her illusions. She dodged around the busy crowd, eagerly moving about their daily tasks, utterly oblivious to Sora as she contemplated the path she found herself on, spurred by Aiden’s decision to end it all.

Was there anything else I could have said to him, or was it just inevitable? Aiden has the power to change fate to his desires, so why this? Shouldn’t he have been able to make his life better?

She exhaled a long puff of air, pulling her bangs out of her face; her fingers tickled the base of her ears as she stared down at the neatly maintained cobblestone street.

Maybe it is exactly what he wants … I don’t know him that well, but Kari will take this kind of hard. No, why am I thinking Nathan’s going to fail?

A soft groan rumbled in her throat, and she glanced left at a group of human men, shirts off, showing toned muscles that spoke of the laborious days they toiled in the fields. She could sense the aura of fulfillment and joy flowing off their spirits as she passed; they were laughing about finishing their task early and having fun guessing where the Task Manager would send them next.

My life’s miserable. I mean, it’s always been kind of bad … well, after Kari showed up, but even before that, Jane was kind of crappy, forcing Wendy to give-up being my friend.

“What’s up with my life,” she whispered, causing a few Vulpes nearby to glance around in confusion, ears standing on end.

Sora absently shifted her magic to turn their minds away from the incident; using her powers was nearly effortless after helping Wendy, Ashley, Mary, and Nathan. She could feel herself growing stronger with every new experience and knew her aunt was to credit.

Everything that’s happened … Aunt Inari?

“Yes, Dear?” Her aunt’s lustrous voice chimed in her mind.

Is everything that’s happened … is it all Aiden’s fault; is he right? He can manipulate things, and he thinks it’s his fault. I don’t want to believe it, but … is there some truth to it?

“Mmh,” Inari’s ponderous tone gave Sora the impression that her aunt, standing at the edge of her consciousness, looking off into a great void with her hands held loosely behind her back.

“The comforting answer would be no, but in reality, yes and no. Like most things in life, it’s messy and complicated. Is he right to be frustrated with how things have turned? Yes. Should he give up? No. The descendants of Homā are not all-powerful beings that can control existence like an insidious or benevolent puppet master.

“They deal with small, singular interactions that can branch in a multitude of different ways to achieve their underlying desires. Think about how long it took for Aiden’s desire to free Eric to come into focus, and the countless small things he had to do every day to make that happen.”

It’s all subconscious, though? Sora asked, meandering through the sea of Vulpes and humans that moved around her.

“Yes, and interestingly, it is not set in stone. Desires change, Dear; creatures are not static, and while things will be moving in a particular direction, that doesn’t mean he can’t sabotage his own efforts. There are also many other creatures that have some degree of control over causality; although, few have the type of reach that Homā holds … and the subtlety in which they go about it.”

I see. Sora mumbled, entering into the shade of two buildings as she moved into an alleyway to escape the swift flow of the open street. She leaned against the stone and wooden house, green irises following the sickeningly cheerful townsfolk. You said people change?

“All the time. You are not the same girl you were when twelve years old, and I am not the same person I was three-hundred thousand years ago. Time is the great shaper, and we are but a mound of clay in her hands.”

A lump dropped down Sora’s throat as her eyes centered on some young Vulpes, likely still within their thirties by the flow of energy they released. I feel like I’m getting callous recently. I know these people are being manipulated, and at first, I was so bright-eyed; I wanted to help everyone, but now … I’m pulling in. It’s becoming too much.

Inari sighed before releasing a solemn chuckle. “All Founders go through our messiah complex, Dear, and the same can be said for humans. Nathan told you his story, which is now making you ponder your recent actions, in conjunction with Aiden’s recent behavior.” Inari paused, and her tone softening. “Do you still want to help people?”

Sora tucked under her bottom lip, sucking on it for a moment as she thought about the question. Do I still want to help people? Yes, but … I’m also learning how trying to save everyone will only result in hurting people.

“Is hurting people bad?”

Yes … I wouldn’t want to be hurt, and so, I imagine no one else wants to be.

“And that makes it bad?”

She bit lightly on her lip, applying and releasing pressure as she pondered her aunt’s words. I don’t know. I suppose everyone will be hurt, but it’s the intentions that matter.

“Really?”

I … guess even if you have good intentions, you could still hurt people, and that would be bad. Everyone gets hurt.

“Exactly. We’ve discussed this before. Pain is a part of existing, my little niece; life is about mitigating the daily dose of torment to make it bearable to continue on to the next sunrise. Every person develops their own coping mechanisms while also inheriting some from their culture, and even those evolve over time.”

Her aunt’s voice became crisp. “There’s a fine line to be drawn, my dear. So, you wish to minimize others’ pain, but that does not necessarily mean you are addressing your own daily dose of torment, and thus, fall into a spiral.

“You’ve heard the phrase, do unto others as you would have done unto you, but in honesty, people treat themselves rather poorly, and others much better. Look at it from a pet’s perspective; you will groom him, feed him, make sure his medical health is looked after, but constantly neglect yourself at the same time. People don’t take their medication correctly, eat properly, or organize their lives to be more fulfilling.”

Sora rubbed her left shoulder, pressing her right arm across her stomach. I think I get the lesson; I need to take better care of myself, and I’ve got limited time and resources to use in a day … spend them wisely. Rather than looking at all this crap around me, I should first focus on those closest to me, including myself.

“Hmm,” Inari hummed dismissively, “I’m merely pointing out facts, Dear. How you interpret them is up to you, but reality is not fair and will never be. Do what you think is best, and make sure you can live with the consequences of your decisions because there will always be negative reactions. That is all.”

She nodded, breathing out through her nose as she entered traffic again. Emilia needs my help; my daughter needs me.

“That, she does.”

Then that’s where I should be.

Peace fell upon her soul as she made the statement, and the rest of the journey back was taken in silence. However, upon reaching the house, she slowed to a stop, brow creasing with confusion, and her serenity began to break down.

Standing in front of their building were over four dozen Vulpes and humans, all hanging around while the rest of the crowd continued about their busy tasks. Her gut tightened as she observed them.

This is off … but I don’t sense any danger from them. In fact, they’re feeling way too happy to be just standing around looking at our building. Aunt Inari?

“Hmm, you’re not wrong,” was her only comment.

Okay … this has got to be related to Fen, and you’re being way too quiet about this.

“Events are in motion.”

Now, I’m worried. So… Sora trailed off, abdomen tightening as she moved closer. They don’t know I’m here, but I assume they’ve been ordered to do something once they see me. If they don’t see me, then what will they do, sit around all day?

Inari didn’t respond, making Sora scratch her left arm nervously. Right … hmm.

Sora walked over to one of the black-furred single-tailed Vulpes, waiting beside the house, and gently eased into her Spiritual Network, accessing her Core. A lump dropped down her throat as she connected with her. She’s obsessed with me.

The Vulpes’ name was Remia, and the closest thing Sora could relate her to would be a mentally ill fan. Fen had her convinced that her happiness depended upon setting her free from her physical prison, and only a select few could do it.

She took a step back from Remia; the tingles running down her arms, ears, and tail made her hair bristle. They … how could Fen do this? A tear dropped down her cheek as Fen’s plan finally became clear; she shivered at the revelation, hugging herself. This is—horrifying. She really hates me that much? How could she—anyone do that to someone?

Inari’s tone was neutral. “Envy is an ugly creature, Dear.”

Sora’s tails twisted around each other, and she backed up further, stumbling a little on her retreat. I—I can’t reveal myself to them. How could she make them believe setting themselves on fire would release me from my prison? And—they believe it—without a doubt. They don’t even think they’ll be saved … they only care about protecting me—from a lie.

“Belief is a powerful, and often beautiful thing, but sadly, as is with everything lovely, it can also be weaponized, twisted to achieve others’ nefarious goals.”

I can’t … I could manipulate them into dropping this entirely. It would be easy…

“But you won’t,” Inari said with a sad sigh. “Afterall, they may be misled, lied to, manipulated, but they aren’t under any of Fen’s magic. You’d need to actively alter their entire personality, memories, and even tamper with that seal a little, which is a line you’re unwilling to cross again without careful consideration of the consequences. So, what will you do?”

Another lump dropped down Sora’s throat, and she brushed away the tears on her cheeks, taking a shuddering breath; her body felt hot and cold at the same time. She watched the two nearest Vulpes whispering, tails wagging as they told some joke Fen had said the day before, likely recounted several times already.

What if—what if they never find me? I could just do a little manipulating … I can send them back to the fields. Manipulate the time frame, and once we’re gone, then nothing can be done about it, right?

Inari didn’t respond, and after searching more of the Vulpes’ memories, she cursed internally.

No, I’d have to be more heavy-handed … if they don’t see me today, they’ll burn themselves tomorrow since Fen said they don’t have to be right in front of me, and they’ll keep trying until they succeed. They believe it with all their hearts … they—they really care about me … it’s sickening … twisted.

“In a manner,” Inari quickly noted. “As much as one can when obsessed with a perceived living deity; they have unwavering faith. However, you will not need to make this decision, which would have actually helped you address a future conflict, my sweet little niece.”

Sora’s quakes slowly eased from her aunt’s somewhat comforting assurance. I—won’t?

Her aunt’s tone dropped an octave. “Give it another fourteen seconds. The real challenges are to come, and the hornet’s nest has yet to be kicked.”

She took a deep breath, waiting the time her aunt had indicated, and without deviating a second, the event occurred. Sora’s eyes widened as she felt a colossal magical force expanding in front of the house. A blue glow radiated from the spiritual energy; there was a small hint of familiarity, yet she didn’t know why she felt some acquaintance with it.

Githa was beside her before the entity emerged, releasing a low rumble in her throat; Eyia and Jin were through the door and standing next to her soon after, followed by Kari.

A lovely, blue-furred nine-tailed Vulpes appeared before them, and Sora’s mind flashed back to Rayla’s statement the day before; this was likely Lady Tola, the Vulpes councilwoman that represented Thursday in their calendar.

Nathan and Aiden were standing on either side of her, glancing around uncertainty.

No one spoke as Tola’s glowing light blue eyes surveyed the scene. Eyia held her spear in hand; Kari, Jin, and Githa seemed ready for action on a moment’s notice.

Tola’s focus quickly snapped to Githa after taking in her surroundings, but her soft smile didn’t falter. “My, what interesting creatures have found their way into our Realm.” Her voice was higher-pitched than Sora expected.

The blue councilwoman was thin but fair looking; her modest curves were hidden beneath an elegant black mermaid-cut strapless dress with a slit running down the left thigh. There was fine lace fashioned across the front, exposing her leg, and down the arms, linking the two skin-tight pieces of fabric that revealed her forearm.

Her long blue hair was fashioned into a floral design with a thin sapphire brooch, showing her perfectly proportionate neck. She didn’t seem to be wearing any make-up, but her light skin-tone was without blemish, and her thick blue eyelashes had an exotic appeal to them.

The woman’s feet were wrapped in silky black slippers; she shifted her focus between Githa, Eyia, Jin, Kari, and finally settled on Sora; every Vulpes and human around them except for the ones waiting for Sora had dropped to their faces, bowing to the woman.

Tola licked her thin blue-tinted lips before speaking again. “Well, is anyone going to say anything? It’s getting rather uncomfortable,” she chuckled.

“What do you want?” Githa growled. “Are you here to fight or kick us out?”

Her evenly trimmed sapphire eyebrows lifted in surprise. “By no means, my little kitten. I’m simply here to understand what gross error has occurred that blinded the entire Council to your presence, but,” she paused, turning to give Aiden and then Sora a curious smile, “I believe I have come to a suitable conclusion.”

“For the Goddess!” Remia began to shout with the rest of Fen’s fanatics. Her cry was cut short as Sora felt a sharp pulse of energy enclose the entire area, causing her fur to stiffen; every Vulpes and human in the area besides their group collapsed, unconscious.

“Hmm,” Tola whispered, giving Remia a concerned frown, “it seems there has been quite a bit of trouble circulating this area. Mimi is so distraught.” She turned to stare in a specific direction, appearing to be looking through the town at the Head Supervisor. “So much trouble surrounding this town that went unnoticed … and in such a short time.”

Her smile brightened as she turned back to them; Nathan, Kari, and Aiden swiftly ran to Sora’s side.

“Sora,” Nathan muttered, stopping beside her. “She showed up out of nowhere and teleported us here.”

“What’s going on?” Kari asked. “My mom said…”

“Yes,” Tola cut in, taking a few steps forward; as if a ghost, she walked right through the unconscious bodies between them. “I am here to understand what has occurred, which was difficult from within the Capital, and no,” she chuckled, stopping as Githa and Eyia appeared before her, tails lighting with green flames as Eyia’s frosty aura expanded threateningly, “I’m not here to cause conflict.”

A shiver ran down Sora’s tails; both Githa and Eyia’s offensive power was being contained by the calming waves emitting from Tola’s fanned out nine tails, keeping the wild forces from harming any of the citizens surrounding them.

“As I said, no need to be violent…” Her pleasant voice trailed off, eyes widening before lifting to view the third story of their building. “What … is that? Miyabe … no, not anymore, then—what?”

Inari’s soft voice spoke in Sora’s mind. “If you will allow me to take control of your magic, Dear.” Sora gladly gave it, and a crafted image of her aunt appeared between them.

“Tola, I assume,” Inari said, giving the woman a pleasant smile.

Eyia and Githa’s eyes narrowed, but upon seeing Inari, they retreated to Sora’s side.

“What is to be done, Sister?” Eyia asked, knowing the Vulpes could hear them if they whispered or not. “She is very dangerous—powerful.”

Githa’s guard had dropped entirely, waving her hand dismissively while holding her hands behind her head; the Nekomata’s flames dispersed soon after. “Not interesting anymore; the crafty fox is spinning her webs.”

“Fox and webs?” Eyia questioned, turning to Jin as she joined them. “Jin, what does Githa mean by Inari spinning webs, or is she referring to...”

“Nevermind that,” Jin sighed.

Everyone’s attention snapped to Tola as she gave Inari a deep bow, catching them off-guard. “Oh—the great Vulpes Founder Inari; I hope it comes as no offense that I am shocked to find The White Lady in our insignificant Realm.”

Inari turned, giving their group an amused smile. “You have yet to invade any of their Cores to obtain the proper information. Your decorum is a little surprising; I expected less … finesse from a Spiritual Outsourcer, to be honest, but with your declaration of non-violence, I suppose it’s to be expected. Are all your sisters so careful?”

“You flatter me,” Tola chuckled, head still lowered for three more seconds before rising. Her expression became somewhat forced. “I’m afraid most of my sisters do not share the same courtliness as I.”

Both Vulpes hid their hands behind their tails while facing one another.

“Pity,” Inari’s tone held a slight point. “We have never met, have we?”

“Perhaps not,” Tola’s face tightened slightly, yet quickly relaxed, “but I am positive you have heard of our Realm and with your entry … I suspect we will be seeing your true-self within time.”

“That, you might,” Inari stated. “Time will tell.”

“Wonderful!” Tola clapped her hands, causing a burst of magic to awaken the Vulpes surrounding them, and without even glancing at the group, every human and Vulpes moved along their way, paying them no mind.

Tola’s eyes narrowed, lifting back to stare at the building. “My lady, will you kindly tell me the story behind the death of our little Miyabe? My sister will be quite perturbed to hear of her passing.”

“We might touch upon the subject,” Inari mused, gesturing for her to enter the house. “Why don’t we have a small chat before you inevitably take my niece and her friends to the Capital of this Realm. I’m sure it will be most beneficial to you before discussing how to proceed with the rest of your sisters. There’s much to think about from this … sticky situation.”

Sora couldn’t help but feel the hidden daggers being passed between the two, but by all appearances, they were anything but impolite.

“After you, my lady,” Tola nodded.

They all exchanged nervous glances as Tola and Inari led the way, entering the building. After some hesitation, the rest followed.

Umm … are we safe?

“As safe as you can be when entering a spider’s nest. Pay close attention; battles are often won before they even begin.”

Right...
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                When Sora entered the building from behind her aunt, she caught sight of Brandon and Mary, waiting by the stairs with worry; they stared between them, reading the atmosphere, and after a moment, moved to take their own seats.  Wendy and Ashley were upstairs, getting clothes and things ready for the kids and comforting her daughter.

Sora’s ears twitched, catching Emilia tense before stretching out across her bed, mind returning to the panic as she recalled the scene before her blackout.  Ashley and Wendy tried to calm her down as her whimpers awoke the kids.

Emilia will be down here soon, but should I go upstairs and make sure she doesn’t come down?  What will Tola do if…

“No need for concern, Dear.”  Her aunt stated with a warm smile on her full lips.  “Wendy and Ashley will calm her down, and it would do her good to listen.  She needs more experience.”

You’re sure?  What am I even asking…

No one spoke in the uncomfortable silence, sitting in the large octagon-shaped conversing area they’d made of the couches and chairs on the first floor.

Tola and Inari sat across from each other, Sora taking the right side of the couch beside her; she left a bit of room by the arm so Emilia could join her when she joined them.  Kari promptly took the left side, sitting on the center cushion, which made Eyia frown, shifting directions to be closest to Tola, spear still held in her hand.  Jin plopped down beside her, hands behind her head while staring distrustfully at the blue-furred Vulpes.

Githa was back in her cat form, taking an armchair all to herself, stretching out across it to stare at Tola.  Nathan, Aiden, Brandon, and Mary all chose their places around the space, waiting for someone to speak.

“So,” Inari started, drawing everyone’s attention; her aunt’s smile was pleasant.  “Tola, would you like to start?”

“My, aren’t you putting me on the spot?”  Tola giggled, lifting her nine tails above her lap to smooth out her dress.  Settling in, she breathed a soft breath while glancing at every face observing her.  “Hmm, where to begin?  Oh, well, let me think for a moment.”

Sora did her best not to allow her nervous jitters to show, but the council woman's demeanor was a lot more open than she would have liked.

Tola’s large, blue-furred ears moved slightly with her hair as she tilted her head left and right, lips holding a mild smile.  “Let me see … to begin with, I suppose I’m a little at a loss,” she laughed, holding her hand to her mouth.  “I’m afraid I’m at a severe disadvantage.”

Huh, how so?  She could probably kill all of us with a wave of her hand!

“She’s not so crass; she’s talking about information.  To any person of real power, and especially in a place they’re expected to have authority, not knowing something, much less a great many things, can be quite disconcerting.”

‘Would it be possible to answer a few simple questions?”  Tola queried with a polite tone.

Inari nodded, legs crossed as she held a simple but dignified posture.  “By all means, but why don’t we make a short, little game out of it?”

Tola’s blue irises darted to Sora, lips rising slightly.  “How I love games; my sisters and I have our little wagers quite often, but as you said, I’m sure it will be short.  Then, may I start?”

“By all means,” Inari smiled.

The councilwoman sat back in her chair, focus still trained on Sora.  “I have no doubts, Inari, you are an actual Intelligent Construct, which makes me question more than one thing I’ve been taught.”

“Do tell,” Inari gestured.

Tola licked her lips, her vision never wavering from Sora’s face.

Does she have to keep looking at me?

“Bear with it, my dear; Tola is working through a great many possibilities, and you’re about to learn quite a lot about this Realm.  The curtain is coming off.”

She’s making everyone look at me, though…  Feeling a little self-conscious, Sora chuckled, “Something interesting about my face?”

“Quite!”  Tola cheerily replied.

Sora’s lips tightened when she didn’t elaborate.

“Oh, excuse me,” Tola waved a hand dismissively.  “I’m just trying to wrap my head around this whole situation.  You see, I’ve been taught…”

“There are no Third-Generation Founders?”  Sora cut her off.  “I’ve heard it more than once.”

“Indeed,” Tola whispered, cheeks bunching to the side for a moment.  “Now, to be honest, it doesn’t really surprise me that much; Existence is a vast place with many Realms and mysteries.  That being said, I can accept a Third-Generation Founder; after all, you’re sitting right in front of me,” she giggled.

Piecing together her words, Sora opened her mouth for a moment before asking, “Then … your real question isn’t why I exist, but why I’m here.  Right?”

“Oh, I’d like answers to all of it!”  Tola replied, folding her fingers across her fluffy tails.  “Although, we do need a starting point.  So, how about a simple but important query?  How did you get into our Realm?”

“Umm,” Sora glanced at her aunt before saying, “you’re asking about me specifically?”

“Indeed.”

“I heard that any Vulpes could enter.”

“Not true!”  Tola chimed with curiosity.  “In fact, the Red Gates are designed specifically to keep out any Kitsune, monster, and even Founders.  At least, that’s what I’ve been taught.”

A mischievous edge touched Inari’s tone.  “I suppose it’s time to analyze your education system.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” Tola hummed thoughtfully.  “You’re saying what I’ve been taught is false?”

Sora cleared her throat.  “I—maybe not entirely,” she slowly responded.  “I can use True Vulpes Magic, Founder Magic, which your gate seemed to be composed of.  All I had to do was wish for it to give me what I wanted, and it responded.”

“Fascinating,” Tola crossed her legs in the opposite direction.  Her fingers tightened around each other as her eyes narrowed.  “You’ve already given me much to think about, White Lady, and I’d love nothing more than to play this game, but I am quite a busy woman.”

Her sparkling blue irises moved to Inari.  “You’re exquisitely crafty, my lady, and I believe you know much more than I about this Realm I’m supposed to supervise.  Therefore,” Githa, Eyia, Jin, Kari, and Sora stiffened as she lifted her left hand and snapped her finger.

Tola’s sapphire-like brooch began to glow; the entire space took on a light blue tint, and the claustrophobic sensation of being trapped tingled down Sora’s spine.  “Wha…”

Before she could ask, Tola explained.  “I’ve separated this entire building from the Realm, locking it into a space-time distortion.  I can’t have the other council members accidentally stumbling upon this little chat.”

“Oh?”  Inari mused, seemingly totally unphased by the action.  “So, you’re ready to finally discover the truth about your Realm?”

“At least a few of the truths,” Tola shrugged.  “I’m positive you won’t reveal everything to me.  I need to do a little work.”

Everyone glanced at each other in confusion.

“What?”  Kari muttered.

Mary straightened in her seat.  “You’re telling me that you don’t know what’s happening in your own Realm?  From what we’ve been told, you’re the goddesses of this place, and control everything.”

Before anyone else could raise their voice, Inari held up her hand to silence them.  “Let Tola explain; she’s an intelligent little Vulpes that is too smart for her own good, which is leading toward her end.”

“What?”  Sora’s eyebrows raised.  “She’s dying because she’s too smart?”

“Not exactly,” Tola giggled, features sagging slightly.  “As far as I know, I’m the fourth Blue member of The Council within this Realm’s long history.”

“You were not there at the beginning?”  Eyia queried, relaxing back in her chair after shooting an inquisitive stare at Inari.

Nathan cleared his throat.  “Do you know how sick everyone is here?  I’m told all the Vulpes are suffering some kind of spiritual sickness, and there was a seal or something stopping them from speaking about The Capital.”

Tola didn’t respond right away, focus falling to the wooden floor.  “I do understand you have many questions, as do I, but allow me to tell you a bit about myself.  I have not had the opportunity to speak my mind in … my entire life.  I suspect all of this is connected, too,” she mumbled, vision flicking to Aiden.

When no one interrupted her, Tola took a long breath.  “I was born thirty-thousand two-hundred and sixty-two years ago; not much has changed in all of that time.  Like any other Vulpes in this Realm, I grew up loyal to The Council, working day after day to fulfill my purpose.

“I was gifted, my Area Supervisor said, and year after year, I was given more responsibility as my tails grew; I loved it … relished in it.  I was brought to the Capital, and … that was when everything began to change.  It’s a shocking experience for anyone born outside of those great walls; it’s rare for any Vulpes born from the outside to be accepted within.”

Sora cleared her throat.  “Umm, just to be sure, can you talk about the Capital?  When Miyabe tried to talk about it … the seal inside her, it killed her and tried to kill all of us.  Did you put that there?”

A lump dropped down Tola’s throat, ears drooping a bit.  “I see … so, that’s how it happened.  I long suspected something of the sort, but … no, I did not put that seal there.  To the outside world, there is a balance among The Council, and to a degree, that’s true.”

Reaching up, Tola carefully removed her brooch, brushing out her long blue hair to flow down her left side.  She didn’t speak for a bit, and Sora heard the group upstairs finishing their descent.  Everyone kept their focus on her radiant jewelry piece as she fiddled with it in her hands.

“Mom?”  Emilia’s voice quivered as she reached the bottom step.

Emilia was wearing one of the long black nightgowns she’d made her with buttons on the back to allow her tails to exit.

Sora got to her feet, giving her a reassuring smile.  “Sorry I worried you.”

“Mom!”  Tears fell down her cheeks as she rushed across the room, arms closing around her neck as she cried into her shoulder.  “I—I—you were s-screaming—dying—I couldn’t do anything!”

“I know…”  Sora soothing, rubbing her back while guiding her down.  “I’m sorry.”

Wendy and Ashley froze upon seeing Tola, silently observing the scene.

“Uh, Sora?”  Wendy muttered, brow furrowing further upon seeing Inari.  “What’s going on?”

Ashley kept her hands on both of her kids’ shoulders, ready to run back upstairs.

“There’s no danger,” Inari assured, gesturing for them to take a seat.  “We’re just listening to Tola’s confession.”

“Did—she do something wrong; who is she?”  Wendy pressed, slowly making her way to one of the few empty seats.  Ashley quickly ushered her confused and wide-eyed children to their father’s side.

“Jose,” Cedric whispered.  “Look, everyone’s blue!”

“She’s pretty … two pretty fox-ladies!”  Josie squealed.  “Are they telling stories?  I want stories!”

“Shh,” Brandon put his fingers to his lips before lifting Josie onto his lap.  “Let’s just listen, okay?”

“Okay, shhh?”  Josie huffed, glaring at her brother.  “You need to listen!”

Cedric’s eyes widened with confusion before his lips fell into a deep frown, but before he could retaliate, Ashley pulled his head against her side, rubbing his left shoulder.

Tola smiled at the two.  “What strange children; they have such a different atmosphere than the humans within the Realm.”  She paused, blue eyes falling to her brooch.  “Inari mentioned that I’m a Spiritual Outsourcer, and she’s right.  Living for over thirty thousand years is nowhere near the level of power a normal Vulpes would need to maintain a Realm such as this.  No, we borrow that power.”

Kari leaned back, tail flicking a little against her lap, glancing to her right at Sora as she comforted Emilia.  “Okay, I’m getting lost.  Could you complete a story before jumping to some other pointless topic.”

“Oh, I apologize.”  Tola sighed before releasing a soft chuckle.  “I suspect—I’m a prisoner of sorts—or so much as I’ve been able to discover along my investigations.”

“Explain,” Eyia demanded, the spear vanishing as she determined the Vulpes was not a threat.

Tola brushed her hair out of her face, giving Emilia a soft smile before her ears drooped further.  Her frozen smile didn’t touch her voice.  “When I was eight hundred and thirty years old, I was brought into the Palace; it’s a masterpiece beyond any structure within the Capital.”  A lump dropped down her throat.  “I’d been an understudy of Lady Tola … you see, once we take the mantle of a council member, then we are transformed.”

“That’s one way of looking at it,” Inari commented.

Tola winced, eyes darting to the side.  “I suppose,” she mumbled, fiddling with her brooch.

“Mmh,” Inari’s tone turned curious, and everyone jumped as Alva appeared in the seat to Inari’s right.  Her bare immaculate legs were crossed as she studied the woman.  “It appears that Alva wishes to join the conversation.”

“Mom?”  Kari swallowed, legs tightening.

Alva smiled at each of them; every seat was now taken.  “I feel that Inari is letting things play out a bit too slowly.”

“I enjoy taking my time,” Inari chuckled.  “It allows the spirit to breathe and lets the mind rest.”

Alva gave her a sidelong look.  “You’re just making the poor Vulpes squirm.”

“A little tension isn’t bad,” Inari shrugged.  “However, yes, I could direct the conversation.”

“The pleasure is mine,” Tola smiled at Alva.  “My, you Founders are full of surprises.”

A compassionate look moved Alva’s features.  “To alleviate a few fears some of the others have could you please tell them of the limitations you’re under?”

Tola nodded.  “I guessed properly, then,” she mused, giving Inari a small grin.  “You were making fun of me with your earlier comment.  I did not invade your niece’s Core because I’ve been trained not to.  I naturally avert my gaze from looking too deeply into the essence of individuals.”

“Hmm,” Nathan leaned forward, resting his hands against his knees.  “Is the whole council like you?”

Jin snorted, drawing everyone’s attention.  “No, she stated before that the members of The Council are not equals.”  She glared at the blue-haired Vulpes.  “Who’s really in charge, what can you do, and what purpose are you here for?”

“Bravo,” Inari clapped.  “Some pointed questions!”

Jin rolled her eyes, focusing on Tola.

Taking a deep breath, she swallowed.  “I am the fourth oldest of the seven council members.  I am not aware of my older sisters’ ages.  However, in order of influence, Loral, representing Indigo, Phebe, Red, and Hallaway for Green.  I have come to suspect that seven Vulpes are needed to maintain this Realm, or to be attuned to these brooches,” she whispered, holding up the item.

“It’s pretty!”  Josie cooed, pressing her back against her father’s chest.  “Is it magical?”

“It is,” Tola whispered.

“I knew it!”  She squealed.

“Shh,” Bradon urged, ruffling his daughter’s hair.

“Mhh, such kindness,” Tola mumbled.  “The Capital was not what I’d dreamed it would be as a young innocent girl.  Every faction has a different section of the city, spanning many miles, split in seven for each color.  It is left for us to govern how we see fit within that space; we are expected to not even so much as question what is happening to the other side, and we cannot interfere with the status quo beyond the Capital’s borders.”

“Not even you?”  Wendy asked.

“No, but I do have the authority to return things to normal, and to be honest, I’ve always been curious about why this world functions as it does.”  Her gaze moved between each of them.  “By the energies I feel you releasing, I can tell most of you have spent much of your time within the Realm beyond the Red Gate within the nearby mountain.

“It’s not something I should understand,” she sighed.  “I am a tool of a much larger and more complex system that has been in effect for an unknown amount of time, and I fear I am nearing the end of that time.”

Emilia had slowly calmed down, sniffing as she sat, snuggled between Sora and the couch’s arm.  “Y-You’re going to die?”

“I can’t say,” Tola stated.  “I’ve done my best to govern my section of the city to my satisfaction, and I just hope the peace I’ve found in it can continue.  It was not always so nice when I first arrived; I suspect, given my sisters’ personalities, their areas are not so … tranquil as I’ve managed to make mine.  Although, I suppose that shows how low my expectations are for my sisters.”  She mumbled with a broken heart.

“Then you do not know what your sisters do?”  Eyia pushed.

Tola sagged a little in her seat.  “No, as I said, we’re trained from a young age not to look too deeply into things.  We’re just supposed to fulfill our role, and mine was to use this brooch to enact the will of the senior members of The Council.  All seven are needed to perform large scale actions within the Realm.”

Alva’s eyes narrowed as she stared down at the jewelry piece in Tola’s fingers.  “Inari…”

“Yes, yes, I know,” she whispered.  “Sora, if you could reach out and touch that brooch with your raw energy.  Just a graze.”

Tola’s body stiffened, but she hesitantly lifted it forward.

Sora’s lips tightened.  “What will happen?”

“Something interesting,” Inari replied, tone mysterious.

Tightening her arm around Emilia for a moment, she did as she was instructed; the moment her magic interacted with the glowing sapphire needle, it flared to life with red markings, tracing down its length.  Tola’s hand was shaking, but she didn’t release the item.

Githa appeared beside Tola’s arm, standing upon her armrest with her fur bristling.  They all watched the fine symbols move like liquid across the sapphire piece, and Jin and Eyia leaned forward to study it as a familiar wave emitted from within.

A flowing warmth filled Sora’s entire being, melding into her Core like a gentle brook, and a lonely, broken tear fell down her cheek.  She retracted her magic, quickly rubbing her eye.  “W-What was that?”

Inari and Alva didn’t respond, brooding eyes still centered on the brooch as the Vulpes symbols faded.

“There was a connection,” Jin whispered.

“Vulpes Founder Magic,” Githa mumbled, head bobbing left and right as she examined the lightly glowing needle.  “Old, very old!”

The pieces were slowly fitting into place.  “When you say Vulpes Founder Magic, that can only mean my mom, or … Grandma, Aunt Seiōbo, did Aunt Nari make this place?”

“Therein lies the true mystery of this Realm,” Inari whispered.  “It’s neutral Vulpes Founder Magic.  It could have been crafted by anyone in our family, including your mother,” Inari stated.  “However, I have the sneaking suspicion she did not, and now, we get to the climax.  

“This Realm was so small and insignificant, that I had no reason to even take a second glance at it.  However, it has been in existence since before your grandmother’s death … meaning, I don’t know, and upon closer inspection, its defenses are far more complex than I first suspected.  Sköll is discovering that problem as we speak.”

No one interrupted after Inari finished, causing the following silence to press in on Sora as the possibilities spiraled around her mind.  When she couldn’t take it anymore, she asked, “What does that mean?”

“It means we have a mystery to solve!”  Inari chimed, “and answers seem to be in the Capital.  However, I believe we have a lot of obstacles awaiting us when we arrive; the other Council Members weren’t as attentive as Tola, but they’ll notice what she has soon enough.  I suggest we make our preparations and beat them to the punch.”

Tola discharged a long puff of air.  “And what are your plans for me?”

“Honestly?”  Inari giggled, giving the blue-furred Vulpes a wink.  “I rather like you; you’re smart, and that will go a long way to navigating the coming conflict.”

“With which of my sisters?”

“All of them, in one form or another,” Inari chimed.

Emilia sucked on her lower lip.  “But you’ll be here to help, right?”

“My dear little Emilia,” Inari sighed.  “I’m afraid my influence will need to be a minimum for a while.  I have done what I can to prepare you all for this task.  Sadly, there are a great number of things that I must research with Alva for a future time.”

Sora felt like a knife had slammed into her chest.  “You’re leaving?”

Inari’s smile turned compassionate; she used her armrests to lift herself up, and somehow, through her magic, she reached down to embrace both Sora and Emilia; Alva rose to meet Kari as she rushed to throw her arms around her, tears instantly falling down Kari’s cheeks.

Aiden’s mouth opened, but his words were drowned out.  “No,” Kari sniffed.  “I just—I just got you back!”

“There, there,” Alva soothed, brushing her thick black hair out as she cried into her breast.  “Inari and I will be silent for a time, but always within you.  Lean on one another when times become difficult; don’t pull in, my little wolf.”

Alva turned her amber eyes to Aiden, giving him a compassionate smile.  “I understand you have a great many questions, but I’m afraid nothing I say will help you come to an answer.”

“What—should I do, then?”  He pleaded, clenched fists pressed into his thighs.

“Trust yourself to make a decision.”  Alva combed through Kari’s hair as her daughter held onto her with desperation, arms trembling as she wept.  “Don’t close off your hearts; Aiden, come,” she motioned.

He hesitated for a moment before quickly getting to his feet and rushing to her side; he halted, giving Kari an uncertain stare but Alva rached out and pulled him in.  “My children, be strong, and you’ll break through.  You have people to rely on; don’t push them away.”

Sora was only partially paying attention to the Wolf Founder, arms beginning to quake as the reality of her aunt’s words sunk in, tears cascading down her cheeks to fall into her aunt’s smooth white hair.  “It’s not fair…”

“I know, but be strong, and know that your mother and I are always watching.  Be the representative in our family to discover this mystery, and make us both proud.”

Sniffing back snot, Sora nodded.  “Okay, but—you’ll come back, right?  You promise?”

“No Primordial or Founder could keep me away,” Inari promised.

Knowing what Inari’s promises meant, Sora tightened her grip.  “I’ll—I’ll do my best.”

“I know you will.”

The group watched for a minute while the five of them calmed down.  Inari and Emilia held each other a bit longer after Sora released her grip, but Kari and Aiden refused to release Alva.

“I didn’t—I don’t even know you that well,” Emilia cried.  “I want more time!”

“We have time, Dear.  We have time,” she soothed.

Inari and Alva gently pulled away, giving them one more encouraging smile before vanishing deep into their Cores.  Her aunt was still utilizing her magic, but the spell was so beyond her, that she couldn’t even sense what they were doing.  Sora searched, but they must have gone somewhere so deep that she didn’t have the skill to reach.

I’ll find out the truth … and I’ll protect my daughter.  If my family can … maybe I can have my family.  I just need to be stronger!
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                Sora’s cheeks puffed out as she slowly popped back into the couch; Emilia quickly followed, hands darting out for comfort, latching onto her right arm.  Kari dropped to the opposite side of Sora, bending over while staring down at her thick black hair, dangling on the floor between her legs.

It was silent for several seconds as each of them came to terms with the sudden realization that the safety net that they’d learned to trust in had now pulled back, and Sora could sense the unease in her human friends.

Ashley’s kids stared at the spot Alva and Inari had been, mind clicking in silence as they tried to puzzle out what kind of magic had just occurred, but they were the first to break the silence, speaking to their parents.

“Daddy,” Josie hissed, prodding his arm as he held her against his lap.  “Daddy!  Where’d the puffy tail-ladies go?  Are they doing a trick?” She asked with bright-eyed hope.

Cedric smirked, shooting a look at his sister.  “No, idiot,” he caught himself, seemingly trying not to glance at his mother, “silly—weren’t you listening at all?”

Josie sucked in her left cheek, glaring at her brother.  “I was busy counting their tails; I bet you don’t know how much they have!  I count—umm...”  She trailed off, glancing down at her fingers to mumble, “One, two, three…”

“She had nine, and the other one had one,”  Cedric huffed, rubbing his nose victoriously.

The little girl’s nose crinkled.  “Yeah, I knew that!”

“Nu-uh, you were…”

“Kids,” Brandon tiredly mumbled, tightening his grip around Josie’s belly while Ashley pulled Cedric against her side, pressing his head against her left breast.

They both directed dirty glares at each other, but their mouths sealed shut.

Tola was sitting in a very proper fashion, back straight, legs crossed with her tails lying neatly atop her lap while watching them.  She wore a mildly interested expression, but made no comment to interrupt the children or silence.

“Wow,” Mary whispered, lips tightening for a moment before exhaling and running her fingers through her brown hair.

Wendy nodded, hugging herself while leaning back, legs tightly locked together.  “I was really getting used to the idea of Inari sticking around.  She helped me a lot…”

“Me, too,” Nathan added, keeping his concerned gaze upon Aiden.  The Son of Homā was standing still, tears still falling down his cheeks as he stared wistfully at the hardwood floor.  “How are you feeling, man?”

Sora only partially followed the conversation, reflecting on her own emotions about not being able to call her aunt whenever she wanted, and Aiden’s words resonated with her.

“Like I found something missing … and lost it again.”

Tola spoke into the ensuing silence, looking slightly confused.  “I’ve been trying to accurately read the mood, and find the atmosphere most peculiar; I have rarely felt such emotions in a room.  Did Inari and Alva not mention they’d be returning?”

Her focus moved to Mary as she offered a light chuckle before licking her lips, brown eyes meeting the blue Vulpes’.  “I suspect you can tell we all feel differently about Alva and Inari’s parting.”

She nodded.  “Indeed.  I have never felt such … negative energy; however, it is not nearly as potent as Aiden’s was when I first sensed the displacement within the town.”

A lump dropped down Aiden’s throat, and his nose twisted.  “So, it was me who drew your attention.”

“Cut it out,” Kari snapped, but her voice cracked.  She sniffed, running her eyes, face still hidden by her wild hair.

Sora’s focus centered on her new friend’s thick tail, pressing tightly against her left thigh, ears pulled back.  She’s taking it far worse than me, but Emilia…  Her daughter wasn’t faring any better, body trembling while leaning against her.

Aiden’s lip tucked under before releasing a soft sigh, averting eye contact.

Nathan cleared his throat.  “Yo, Aiden, why don’t we go for a walk.”

He glanced over at the former police lieutenant, hands clamping into fists.  “Shouldn’t we be getting ready to go?”

“No, no,” Mary chimed in, turning to Tola.  “We aren’t in a rush, right?  We can come to terms with everything.  I hope?”

Tola hummed softly, reading the atmosphere.  “I cannot say when any of my sisters will grow curious about my interference here; there was an anomaly, which isn’t exactly unheard of, and since I’ve taken action, they should keep their distance.  However, the longer I spend here, the more questions will be raised.”

Taking note of the unfolding situation, Sora cleared her throat.  “Okay, in that case, Nathan, Aiden,” she smiled at the two, “you two should go finish up your talk.  I think there are some things I need to handle, too,” she mumbled, glancing between Wendy, Kari, and Emilia.  “In the meantime, everyone can gather all their items, and we’ll meet back here when everyone’s ready.  I’m sure it will all work out.”

“Yeah,” Aiden mumbled, sounding doubtful.

Nathan rose from his chair with a grunt, walking over to slap him on the back.  “I got some things to get off my own chest,” he chuckled.  “Mind listening?”

“Sure…”  He meekly replied, following him out of the door.

Brandon and Ashley gave each other a look before prompting their kids to get up.  “Alright,” she groaned, releasing a soft yawn.  “We’ll go upstairs and get all our stuff together … the kids kind of threw out all their stuff.”  She giggled.

“Oof,” Brandon chuckled, ruffling his daughter’s hair.

“Dad!”  She huffed, pushing away his hand.  “My hair’s all messy, now.”

Cedric ignored his sister.  “It wasn’t me, Mom!  Josie was looking for her stuffed animal!”

“Right, right,” she whispered, ushering them toward the stairs.

Mary gave Sora an encouraging smile.  “Umm, do you girls need someone to talk to?”

Sora shook her head.  “No, I think we’ll be…”  She paused as Emilia’s grip tightened.  Sora pulled her in more, ignoring how uncomfortable the position was.  “We’ll be fine.  Oh, did you want to talk?”

“Nope, I’m perfectly good.  I’ll just…”

Wendy piped up.  “Uh, Mary?”

“Yes?”

“Can, umm—can I have a talk with you?”

“Sure.”

“Outside?”  Wendy pressed, trying not to glance Sora’s way.

Ah … okay, so that’s what it’s about.  Guess Wendy will be blowing off the steam she’s been feeling with Mary instead of confronting me about it.  That should work out, though.

“Mmh, yeah, okay,” Mary returned, arching her back with a low moan while getting to her feet.  “We going right now?”

“Yes, please!”  Wendy shot up, giving Sora a forced smile.  “See you in a bit.”

“Yeah, be safe.”

Wendy giggled.  “In a town of brainwashed … eh, nevermind,” she mumbled, glancing at Tola’s poker face.  She power-walked out the front with Mary following, giving the blue-furred Vulpes a brief smile.

Githa was back in cat form, eyeing Tola with narrowed eyes.

Jin seemed reasonably relaxed, lying across her couch again while Eyia passively followed the conversations.

Sora reached out with her left hand, rubbing Kari’s back as she sniffed again.  “Hey, want to talk?”

“About?”  Kari whispered.

“C’mon,” Sora sighed, scooting forward to get up, pulling Emilia with her.  “Why don’t the three of us go on our own walk to clear our heads?  Let’s wrap everything up before we go.”

“Can I come to observe?”  Tola asked.

Sora’s ears stiffened, turning to give her a curious look, but the Vulpes appeared utterly innocent while staring back.  She’s completely ignorant of the mood.

Emilia glared at the councilwoman.  “I’d rather you not,” she bluntly stated.

“Oh?”  Tola’s brow creased, clearly not expecting the response.

Kari rubbed her face once more before taking a deep breath, exhaling slowly.  She got up, her puffy face showing Emilia an approving smirk.  “Yeah, you just chill here with the Valkyrie and Dragon; we’ll be back in no time.”

“Am I invisible?”  Githa snapped.

“Oh, you’re still here?”  Kari grunted.

Githa’s eyes narrowed, mumbling unintelligibly for a moment before sniffing loudly, turning away from the Fenris Wolf.  “Ungrateful pup!”

Without waiting for permission, Kari moved to the door, turning to nudge her head toward the exit.  “You two coming?”

Sora smiled apologetically at Githa and her two other friends.  “We can talk later, too.”

“Don’t feel bad on our account,” Jin chuckled, eyes closed as she rested.  “I’ve had more fun in the last week than I’ve had in decades, and Eyia’s just waiting to blow off some steam of her own.”

Eyia’s deep blue eyes darted to her friend.  “Steam?  I do not understand the comparison.”

Jin licked her lips with amusement.  “Finally, I caught this stupid translation system off-guard!  It’s all about the meaning, huh?  Interesting.”

“Okay…”  Sora mumbled.  “Well, we’ll be back later.”

They left with Tola’s thoughtful gaze on them, but her focus shifted to Jin as they reached the door.  “Could you explain the process you used in testing your theory?”

“Oh, you caught on?”

Tola’s tone held no dejection or disharmony in being excluded.  “I’ve never had the thought in the thirty thousand years I’ve been alive to question anything about speech with the magic infusing this Realm.  Why is it of such interest to you?”

Sora turned her attention away from the conversation; if it were important, they’d bring it up later.  Weaving her magic around them to become invisible before exiting, Sora smiled as the cool breeze struck her skin, gently pulling her hair to the left.

They each took a moment to manage each of their thick locks, and Sora’s ears tilted left and right, finding the other two groups heading down opposite directions.

Sora shot a mischievous grin at Kari as she tried leading them right; reaching out, she took Kari’s hand, pulling her left to avoid intersecting with Mary and Wendy.  Nope, this way, little wolfie.  Kari gave her a questioning look but didn’t resist.

Emilia latched onto her left arm, soft breast pressing against her bicep.  “When is Aunt Inari coming back?”

Technically, greataunt, but who really cares; I mean, I may have been the carrier in a sense, but she … yeah, let’s not go down that rabbit hole.

“Mom?”  Emilia asked, frowning as Sora’s cheeks burned.

Forcing a smile, Sora tightened her grip around her arm.  “Umm—I don’t know, to be honest.  She said it would be a while, and that could mean a whole lot of things for her, but she promised to come back, and she doesn’t break her word.”

Emilia’s copper-colored ears drooped, eyes downcast.  “I just really wanted to talk to her more.”

“Yeah,” Kari shot a playful glare at Sora.  “You had a ton of time with your aunt, but my mom just zipped off so fast.  How’s that fair?”

“It’s not,” Sora sighed.

Kari’s squeezed her hand.  “I’m just playing.”

“I know,” she chuckled, “but still … umm, did you get at least a little time with her?”

“Yeah,” Kari whispered; a soft smile brightened her tear-stained cheeks.  “More time than I ever thought I would … I guess—I guess that’s why it hurts.  I … nevermind.”

“What?”  Emilia pressed, leaning forward to look at the Fenris Wolf.

“Umm, well,” Kari tucked her lower lip under, right hand playing with one of her long locks.  “Bah … this used to be a horrible habit,” she mumbled.

“Hmm?”  Sora gave her an impish grin.  “Were you a hair biter?”

“Only when I was nervous.”

Emilia’s eyes widened as she pulled around one of her own long locks, staring at it.  “Does it help?”

“No, no, no,” Sora quickly replied.  “It only helps in destroying your hair!”

“Oh…”

“Yeah,” Kari weakly chuckled.  “I wouldn’t recommend it; my mom always got on me about it.”

“She always got on you about it…”  Emilia hummed, still staring at the copper locks in her hand.

Snap … is she thinking … please don’t start trying to bite your hair to get my attention more!

“Anyways,” Sora mumbled.  “What’s on your mind, Emilia?”

“Me?  Umm … well,” she stumbled around her words, “I woke up, and remembered—I just was so scared—they told me you were downstairs, but—but I wanted to be sure.  When I saw you, I was so happy, and then—then I thought—well, what if that happened again … what if I lost you, Mom…”  She trailed off.  “I know it’s stupid.”

“Wait, what happened exactly?”  Kari asked, vision darting to her for an explanation.  “Lose your mom … what, Sora?”

“Ah,” Sora’s ears twitched, averting eye contact.  “Well, we were kind of a little … there’s been a lot happening, and you missed some of that when you followed after that cult Fen influenced.”  She paused as Emilia darted in, words falling out like vomit.

“She almost died; I thought she did!  She was screaming and scratched up some Vulpes, and twisting in—in strange ways…”

“I’m fine!”  Sora firmly stated, tightening her grip on Emilia’s arm.

Sora gulped as Kari’s hand became like an iron chain.

“Why didn’t you say anything when we were coming back?”

“Okay, okay, can you not turn my hand into paste, though?”  Sora asked, forcing a chuckle.  “Let me tell you what happened before you choke me out!”

Kari’s fingers relaxed a little, but her expression said she expected a good answer.

Exhaling a long sigh, she noticed Emilia giving her a similar expression without the steely eyes.  “You both kind of missed that conversation.  I was coming back from getting Ashley’s family from the portal—which is another topic entirely in itself.”

Unable to run her hands through her hair since they were taken, she sucked on her lower lip for a moment.  “I—kind of saved Mimi from dying, which—I kind of had a hand in causing the whole Spiritual Worm thing hatching…”

“Hold up,” Kari’s brow creased with true concern.  “Spiritual Worm—say that again?”

“What is it?”  Emilia asked, voice rising with Kari’s tone.

“Can I finish?”  Sora mumbled.  “I’m fine.  I’m not going to drop dead on the spot.”

Kari seemed to be connecting the dots surprisingly fast with Emilia’s description of the event and the creature being mentioned.  Her focus moved to the ground as she worked through her thoughts.

“You shouldn’t have the skill to pull something like that out of a person … if you were screaming … did you draw it into yourself?”

“Yes.  It was gross, it hurt, and I did almost die … I won’t do something dangerous like that again!”  She promised before either of them could respond.  “I had enough of a hard time dealing with the after-effects, but my aunt helped me through them.”

Kari growled, brushing her hair back.  “You’re too nice; it’s going to get you killed.”

“I learned that the hard way … the painful way,” she winced.

Emilia was about to say something but cut off as Sora darted ahead, leaving their grips; she flipped around to smile at them, holding her hand behind her back while flicking her tails to the left.  “By the way, you might not know this Emilia, but we’re invisible right now.”

She’d been keeping them beside the buildings, guiding them around any potential collisions, but the throngs had thinned surprisingly quickly as the mid-afternoon sun hung in the sky.

“Wait, we are?”  Her light green eyes widened, darting to the crowd that paid them no mind.  “I was wondering why people weren’t staring at us … they seemed super interested in me before.”

“Yeah,” Kari mumbled, glancing back at her eight long tails that weaved in a cluster behind her, “I wonder why.”

“Right, so, in short, I’m going to teach you a bunch about being a Vulpes, and I think going to the Capital will be good for us.  It turns out; this realm has a lot of secrets!  We might even be able to solve this mystery with our family.”

“You mean it?”  Emilia asked, eyes sparkling as the previous conversation was wiped from her thoughts.  “You’ll really spend time with me—alone?”

“Of course!”

Kari breathed out a low hum, drawing their attention.  “Actually, my mom told me, I should be trying to harmonize with myself more, or something like that.”  She turned away, eyes downcast while mumbling, “Apparently, I haven’t been getting stronger because I hated myself.”

Sora’s tongue pressed against her cheek for a moment.  “Hmm … the Outer Body Technique might help you with that.”

“Oh, my mother already taught me that a long time ago,” Kari replied with an apologetic smile.  “Although, I haven’t really used it for years.  It was a bit surprising when you used it with me … well, my mom called it something different than what you said.”

Sora sighed.  “Aww, I wanted to spend a bit more time with you, but I suppose we’ll be pretty busy with other things soon.”

Kari didn’t respond, hair hiding her face as she looked away, and Emilia quickly took the open stage.

“What are you going to teach me first?”  She asked, practically bouncing on her toes.

“Healing.”

Emilia’s ears and tail sagged. “Aww … that’s it?”

“Don’t shout for joy,” Sora mumbled.  “Geez, healing is super useful, but … no, we first need to focus on control.  Actually, I think my aunt teaching me the Outer Body Technique first was primarily meant for me to learn how to gain control over my magic.”

“It’s extremely basic,” Kari whispered, still hiding her face.  “I learned that when I was like … five.”

“Oof, man, I’ve got a long way to go,” she chuckled.

Kari shrugged.  “I don’t know; I think Inari’s done a pretty good job at catching you up.”

“You mean it?”  Sora grinned.

She turned toward her with a slight frown, showing lightly flushed cheeks.  “I said it, didn’t I?”

Sora’s eyes widened as she caught sight of Kari’s blush, taking in her ears, thick hair, and waving tail; she darted forward, practically tackling her.  “You’re so cute!”

“Wha—hey!  G-get off,” Kari moaned.

“I want to join!”  Moments later, Emilia slammed into Kari from the opposite side, knocking them on top of Sora with a grunt.

Sora’s muffled voice came out from under Kari, collar bone pressing against her nose while feeling Kari’s bra bar digging into her shoulder.  “Okay, uncle … I give,” she laughed as Emilia squeezed them both from behind, tails fanning over the three to blot out the sun.

They slowly untangled themselves, and even Kari giggled softly.

“Geez, you two are so touchy-feely,” she huffed.

Sora chuckled before a sudden premonition caused her to tug her tails out of the way, Kari doing the same; Emilia, on the other hand, wasn't that in-tune with her senses.  The girl yelped, jumping a foot into the air as a passerby unceremoniously stepped on one of her tails.

Her eight copper tails swung around protectively as she hugged them close to her chest, tears forming in her eyes.  “M-mom!”  She cried, releasing a short hiccup.

“Ouch,” Sora winced, moving in to hug her daughter.  “You need to pay attention to that kind of stuff.”

Kari scratched the back of her neck with a short frown as she watched the slightly confused man walk off without much thought of what he stepped on, Sora’s magic blocking out any kind of noise they made.  “You should have warned her.”

“Why didn’t you?”  Sora hissed back, rubbing Emilia’s back as she trembled in her arms.

“Oh, am I her mother?”

Sora just glared at her, sitting on the ground to their left.

After comforting Emilia, they talked a bit more, and Kari started opening up; to Sora, it seemed like Kari was becoming somewhat of a black sheep aunt to the girl.  They slowly made their way back to the house, finding Mary and Wendy already returned, but Aiden and Nathan were still out.  Mary and Tola were speaking when they returned.

“You’re saying that there’s some kind of tournament in the Capital?”  Mary asked.

Sora noted both Jin and Eyia were paying close attention to this conversation as they entered.  She prompted Emilia to head upstairs and get some of the clothes she’d fashioned for her together, and if she could help pack up her own since she had some things to discuss with Tola.

Emilia somewhat begrudgingly went, shooting longing eyes at Kari that shrugged back like, what do you want me to do?  “Fine…”

They both watched the girl sulk to the stairs, lingering to give her another puppy-dog stare.

“Go on,” Sora shooed.

“Grhmmm,” Emilia huffed before stomping up the stairs.

Honestly, what’s up with her?  I just spent time with her, but … wait, I guess it’s like I used to feel when dad would shoo me away when business people were over.  I just wanted to be a part of the group … gah, being a parent sucks.

Taking her seat with Kari, she took a deep breath, listening to the conversation while looking for a chance to interrupt.

“Of course,” Tola replied, focus moving to Emilia as she slunk across the room and upstairs.  “How else would you push Vulpes to advance beyond their current tail count?”

Eyia nodded with a soft hum.  “A simple yet effective method.  Is it the only style of pursuit for your Vulpes to advance?”

“Oh, absolutely not,” Tola chuckled.  “That would be rather barbaric.”  She paused, tone becoming somber, “Well, at least, not in my section of the city.  It was heavily focused on that direction when I was first introduced to the Capital.”

“Hmm,” Jin’s eyes narrowed.

Eyia leaned forward.  “Before your revisions, were those fights to the death?”

“Death was not uncommon, but I try to minimize the losses during the selection process.”

Sora cleared her throat.  “Tola, I’ve had something on my mind.”

Everyone’s focus turned to her as she manipulated the space, mimicking Jin’s previous spell to a lesser degree.

Tola, Eyia, Jin, Kari, and Githa glanced around with mild surprise.

“A Restrictive Barrier?”  Tola whispered.

Jin nodded.  “Impressive, Sora.  You’re a quick learner.”

“Thanks,” Sora smiled before turning her focus back to the blue-furred Vulpes, frown returning.  “How did you know Emilia used to be Miyabe?  There’s nothing left of Miyabe in Emilia, so, how did you pick that up the moment you looked at her?”

The rest of the group fell silent, all turning suspicious and questioning eyes on the Vulpes.

“Mmh,” Tola’s hands shifted in her lap as she tilted her head to look at the ceiling.  “You’re more than correct about that, and no, I would not understand what happened even if I did look into the girl’s Core.  By the way, it’s actually shockingly difficult not to read that poor girl’s aura; it’s as if she vanished … completely.”

Sora folded her arms, remembering the trouble she’d gone through while trying to fix the Red Councilwoman’s Guardian; Inari’s explanation of how even with Githa’s help, if they were able to get it, would not be enough to fully restore the Vulpes.

“My aunt explained to me that her Intelligence, the thing that allows her to function … she won’t even be able to have an afterlife like any normal person that dies.  Everything that was her, is gone; it’s as if she never existed in the first place, and the only thing left is the memories we have of them.  So, how did you know?”

Githa yawned, licking her lips before spreading out on her belly.  “That’s easy,” she mumbled.

Tola gave the cat a forced smile.  “I may not be very adept at looking into people’s Core, but in response, I’ve heightened my ability to sense energy outside of it.  I can feel the power radiated from the trees, wind, sky … inside the Earth,” she mumbled, staring down with a soft frown.

Her polite smile returned with her focus on Sora.  “I could identify the small trail of energy left behind by Miyabe within the town, which will last several weeks before fading.”

“Woah,” Wendy mumbled, “she’s like a magical bloodhound.”

Tola bypassed the remark.  “I followed that trail back to this house, to that location,” she pointed in the unoccupied armchair, formerly used by Alva.  “It was there, then a strange energy mixed in an unnatural manner, and potent magic was used … completely shielded from any outside observation, even still,” she mumbled.

“I would need to be in close proximity to this location even to notice it, which is … seemingly impossible.  The level of weave that took place here far outstrips anything I ever thought possible; it’s as if I’m staring into the Core of this Realm … which I cannot do.  It’s far more impossible to comprehend than … how would I compare it?  I could understand the City Core faster than even guess what that is.”

Sora’s eyes narrowed while following her finger.  She pointed directly at the place Sora could hear Emilia grumbling about being excluded from the conversation and annoyed she couldn’t hear anything, blaming everyone but her mother as a likely culprit for the action.

“I don’t like you saying my daughter is a thing,” Sora growled.

“Another mystery,” Tola stated without a hint of remorse.  “This … Emilia,” she caught her phrasing, tone keeping a polite level, “is by no means similar to the Spiritual Force you leave behind, little as it may be, and gives off an entirely different … she gives me goosebumps, to put it mildly.”

Sora’s eyes shot to Eyia, expecting some kind of support, but her friend seemed to have no problems with the Vulpes’ blunt statements.  Jin was deep in thought, likely doing her own analysis of Emilia’s energy.  Githa just yawned while flopping dead on her side, exhaling softly.

Kari and Wendy were the ones that jumped in.

“You’re being really rude,” Wendy huffed.

A low growl left Kari’s throat.  “Watch how you say something.”

Wendy nodded.  “Right?  Emilia’s awesome, and she’s not some mutated freakish monster-thing like you’re implying.”

“She’s a really sensitive little girl with feelings,” Kari interjected.

Sora couldn’t have been more proud, seeing her two friends jump in to stick up for her daughter.

“Yeah, she’s like fourteen!”  Wendy inched forward in her seat before mumbling as almost an afterthought, “Even if she looks older and freakin’ super hot.”

Kari smirked at Wendy.  “More like twelve.”

“Eh, okay, maybe she does act a little younger,” Wendy admitted.  “By the way, sorry, Sora … I’ve been a bit of a bitch lately…”

“Hey!”  Sora growled.  “Don’t call yourself that.”

Wendy rubbed her arm.  “Anyways, sorry … oh, and you apologize, too!”  She barked, giving Tola a heated glare.

Tola’s features didn’t change in the least.  “I did not mean to offend, but explain myself.”

Eyia seemed a bit confused by their outburst, too.  “Yes, I fail to understand the reason for the offense?  If I must bear arms, please explain.”

Sora sighed, shaking her head.  “No, no … I don’t like how she said it, but … I get there’s a bit of a cultural barrier.”

Mary was forcing a smile as she watched the scene.  “That’s rather mature of you, Sora, and I must admit, I myself was becoming a bit worked up over your statements, Tola.  Emilia was a victim of your council’s magic, which forced Sora into an impossible position, from what I understand.”

“I see,” Tola mumbled, eyes finally moving down with a hint of shame.  “I apologize on behalf of my sister.  I believe Phebe has been experimenting with Vulpes Symbols for some time; I shy away from such activities myself … it can be quite volatile with my limited knowledge.  Perhaps it was a mistake.”

Githa snorted.  “That’s a good one!”  She giggled, flopping over to the opposite side.  “Wait,” her speckled, feline eyes opened to stare at the Vulpes, unable to contain her mirth.  “You actually believe it was an accident?”  She burst out laughing, tails flicking around as she rolled on her armchair.

“Was it not?”  Tola whispered, almost as a plea.

The white puffball stretched out on her seat before jumping down to the floor, enlarging as she took on her Snow Leopard form.  A small film of emerald flames licked across her two long tails as the air hummed with her purr.  “I haven’t had a decent meal like that in ages.  In fact, I’m still digesting that particular spell.  You must introduce me so I can thank her.”

Jin, Eyia, and Kari straightened, giving the Nekomata a hard look, but just as before, the cat’s heated waves were repressed by the energy leaving Tola.  The blue-furred Vulpes seemed more uneasy than before.

“I have a feeling you are suppressing yourself by a significant margin, Githa.  You are quite dangerous compared to what I’ve been taught of Nekomata.”

“Oh?”  Githa’s fur bristled slightly before she giggled, reverting to her small house cat form before jumping upon her armrest to look up at her.  “I look forward to seeing this Capital!  I believe there are quite the treasures inside; don’t you agree, Sora?”

A shiver ran down Sora’s spine as she looked into the cat’s wide eyes, once again reminded that Githa was not a friend.  “Yeah…”

The tense atmosphere broke as Aiden and Nathan burst through the door, looking somewhat confused as they glanced around at the agitated group.  Sora dropped the barrier.

“What’s—goin’ on?”  Nathan asked.

Thank Aiden for his causality!  Sora breathed a sigh of relief, smiling at the two.  “Oh, nothing!  How about we finish up getting ready?”

“Hmm…”  Tola followed Githa’s leisurely prance back to her seat.  “I do sense two oddities that cannot be set right; two Vulpes close to Mimi.”

Sora breathed out a long breath.  “Oof … yeah, I kind of removed the seal they were born with, and Kari wanted me to do the same with two others.”

“You remembered?”  Kari asked, giving her a warm smile.  “Those two were a bit of a handful when drunk, but they really helped me out when I was in a dark place.”

“I see,” Tola whispered, closing her eyes.  “I’ve followed each of your paths since entering the Realm, and … are these the Vulpes you mentioned?”

Sora, Mary, Kari, Wendy, Nathan, and Aiden jumped as four Vulpes popped out of nowhere between them, looking thoroughly confused.  Liz, Alice, a black-furred single-tail, and a gray two-tailed Vulpes.

“Umm, hello…”  Alice trailed off as the four of them noticed the Blue Councilwoman.  

Liz dropped to her butt, pinkish tails sagging to the floor in defeat.  “L-Lady Tola.”

“Holonie, Braelyn,” Kari smiled at the two; Sora guessed each of them by the direction she spoke their names.  Holonie was the two-tails while Braelyn had the single black tail.

Holonie’s brown eyes moved to her with shock.  “K-Kari?” 

They fell silent, eyes popping as Tola asked Sora, “Would you like to take them to the Capital?”

“If they’ll come.”

“Umm … if I can?”  Braelyn replied, trembling as she mechanically lowered herself to the floor in front of the blue Vulpes.

When the other three nodded, Tola clapped her hands.  “Well, then, why don’t we go back to my section of the Palace.  I can gather everything you have here; I know what is foreign to the Realm.  Although, you three will need to lower your barriers,” she commented, focus moving between Eyia, Jin, and Githa.

“Meh,” Jin cracked her neck.  “We would have done it before you formed the magic.”

Tola nodded as the other two acknowledged Jin’s statement.

Wendy sucked in a breath through her teeth, glancing at the ceiling before mumbling,  “Should have mentioned that before.  Barriers?  Cool...”

Closing her eyes, Sora breathed in and out.  Figures, the three powerhouses in our group would have teleportation blocking of some kind.  Well, this is it; no more training wheels.  Sorry I couldn’t say goodbye, Mimi.

Opening her eyes, Sora gave the order.  “Let’s go!”
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                Sora felt strong magic surround the entire house, causing her hair to stand on-end as Tola transported them to the Capital; it only lasted several seconds, and when she blinked, everything had changed.

The group was speechless as they spun around in circles, taking in the colossal wide open space.  The aesthetic felt like a mix between Japanese and Islamic architecture with a blue and white color scheme.  Stone and wood appeared to be the base, playing off each other, but Sora knew the materials must have been magically fashioned with how real the blue wood appeared.

A magical force much different than the universal energy they’d felt back at the town permeated the entire space.  The atmosphere practically hummed with beyond powerful magic, lacing every inch of what Sora could sense, and despite the seemingly endless hallways surrounding them, Sora couldn’t see a single living thing.

“W-what just happened?”  Brandon gasped.

Mary craned her neck, looking up.  “We were teleported … we’re all in the Vulpes Palace in the Capital.”

“I see,” Ashley mumbled.  “Were these real trees?”

Tola hummed in an unimpressed manner.  “Kaltia Wood, from the far east of the planet, along the southern hemisphere.”

“Fascinating,” Mary whispered.  “The white lighting comes from the stone?”

“Yes,” the councilwoman’s brow furrowed.  “Do they not have such materials in the realm you are from?  This is Luminosia, an element mainly found on the asteroids in space.  I’ve never seen it decay, and it is extremely durable to impacts and liquids, which is why it serves as a base for the palace.  The Kaltia Wood requires a protective coat every ten-thousand years, though … which is quite annoying.”

Mary’s eyes sparkled.  “That’s incredible!  Wait, does that mean those stars aren’t suns, but glowing asteroids?”

“I don’t quite understand … multiple suns in space?  No, our Realm only has one sun.”

“That’s crazy,” Brandon mumbled, still taking in the massive room that was more than thirty meters high.

“Uh, don’t look down…”  Wendy warned before swaying and falling to her butt.

Naturally, everyone ignored the advice, and only Githa, Eyia, and Jin didn’t teeter.  The blue theme of the floor was so smooth and glossy that Sora’s stomach churned.

“A-are walking on water?”  Josie breathed with awe, jumping up and down to test her theory once regaining her sense of balance.

Even her brother didn’t dare question her, getting on his hands and knees to feel the material.  “It’s like our counters.”

Mary was right beside the boy, palm gliding across the surface.  “It’s the smoothest thing I’ve ever felt, but there’s clearly some kind of grip while we’re standing, and my knee isn’t sliding out from under me.  I can’t wrap my brain around it.”

“Where are we?”  Brandon asked, noting how expansive the room was before staring down the five branching hallways, and to their back was a huge closed door.

“Seems pretty entrance hally to me,” Jin commented with a thoughtful grin.  “Reminds me a bit of the Dragon Palace in Tibet.  Hmm, no, this is much smaller and not nearly as gaudy.”

“It has a nice magical grip,” Eyia commented, testing the ground’s grip with a few movements.  “Although, it would not provide an accurate training field to practice footwork.”

Sora breathed in and out, trying not to get lost in the new environment; the sheer size almost made her dizzy look around.  “Okay, Tola … where are we going, and what about our stuff?”

Tola gestured to the right hallway.  “This way leads to the Gathering of the Vulpes.”  Sora assumed it was named something different, but the translation system was at work.  “It’s a room designed for the Vulpes in my section to speak to me and the area leaders.  Vulpes come to pay their respects, greet me, or address any queries or concerns; then, they’d raise it here.”

“Fascinating and all,” Kari mumbled, “but I’m not really that interested in learning about every room of this place.  Do you have anything planned, or should we just wander around looking for something to do?”

Sora forced a chuckle as Emilia carefully walked over to hold her hand.  Leave it to Kari to get to the point.

“My plan,” Tola whispered with a soft sigh, focus shifting to Emilia with a slight frown.  “To be honest, I’d like for each of you to meet my sisters and announce your presence, explain why you are here, and then we can move on from there.  However, I suggest we leave your … daughter, here in my section of the city.”

Emilia’s nose crinkled.  “Why’s everyone want to leave me behind?  Mom, I want to go!”  She pleaded, hand tightening against Sora’s while addressing her.

Sora’s cheeks bunched to the side as her gaze slid between Mary, Ashley, Brandon, Kari, and Wendy.  Great … I feel for her, but it’s not like Tola wants to make Emilia miserable.  This could…

“That would be unwise,” Eyia flatly stated, drawing everyone’s attention.

“No, why?”  Emilia moaned, ears twitching with agitation.  “I know I don’t know a lot, but I won’t even talk!”

“It’s not about that,” Mary interjected.  “Bringing you could put you in danger.”

Emilia’s tails stiffened.  “Danger … what do you mean?  Is my mom going to be in danger, too?  You promised…”

Sora scratched her temple before putting her hand on her daughter’s shoulder to get her attention.  “Okay, so, umm, I really do want to take you, but before I can bring you around in public, I need to teach you how to shield yourself.”

“Mmh, not necessarily,” Jin muttered.

“Eh, what?”  Sora’s lips became a line, not expecting that kind of response from Jin.

She shrugged.  “Just put a spiritual cloak around her.”

“Not a bad suggestion,” Githa purred, jumping onto Mary’s shoulders to hitch a ride.

Mary seemed somewhat agitated by the action but didn’t brush the Nekomata off.  “Is it guaranteed?”

Tola looked doubtful.  “My sisters are very perceptive, and I cannot be sure of Loral, Phebe, or Hallaway’s level of spiritual awareness.  I would still not recommend it; if I had not personally met with Inari, I could not say what my decision would have been.”

“You’re not getting it,” Jin growled, giving Tola an exasperated look.

Githa giggled.  “Silly fox!”

Eyia’s focus had moved to the floor as she pondered the Dragon’s suggestion.  “It is not a terrible direction, my friend, but does come with its risks.”

Sora hummed, vision moving between the Valkyrie, Dragon, and Nekomata.  We’ve already established that Tola isn’t the most knowledgeable about combat or deceptive magic.  I can’t blame her; I don’t know exactly what Jin’s suggesting.

“Could you explain?”  Sora asked, putting a spark of hope in Emilia’s eyes; it was like Eyia and Jin were Santa incarnate, making her wish come true.

 Jin’s fingers locked while stepping back to give Eyia the floor, adding an amused smirk.  “Break it down for me.”

Eyia nodded, making gestures while speaking.  “Leaving Emilia behind poses a risk in itself; she would be separated from the group and an easy target.”

“True,” Nathan muttered.  “I wasn’t even thinking about that,” he chided.  “It’s a standard trope in fiction and happens more than often in reality.  If you have someone in witness protection, you don’t put them on their own without a suitable defense and back-up plans.”

Tola’s head tilted.  “This is my section of the Palace; it is under my supervision.”

“So, you know everything that happens here?”  Jin smirked.

“No, not everything, but I have dominion within this area due to my connection with the Blue Brooch; there are preset functions that have long existed, allowing the Blue Seat to activate the City Core’s defensive matrix.”

“Well, that sounds terrifying,”  Mary mumbled.  “There’s a security system here?”

Jin’s lips fell as she glanced around the charged area, clicking her tongue.  “Good to know.”

Eyia’s eyes narrowed as she studied the councilwoman.  “We must keep Emilia close to us if that is the case.  I do not trust you with my sister’s daughter; even if we must enter a combat situation, it would be more acceptable for Jin or me to stay behind with her than leave her in your care.”

Fair … actually, yeah, Tola has been skittish of Emilia from the start.  She could sense the energy and magical weave that Inari used to branch off my essence with whatever was left of Emilia, which scares her.  I shouldn’t put my trust in her either, even if Inari said she likes her.

Sora smiled at Eyia and Jin.  “You’re the best!  What was Jin suggesting before?”

Tola seemed more in thought about their response than offended.  “Distrust is very strong with each of you.  Is it like this in other Realms?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe,” Jin mumbled.

“Huh…”

Eyia continued her explanation as Tola fell silent.  “Jin was suggesting you place a Spiritual Shield with a specific resistance threshold around Emilia; it only has a limited amount of protected ability but would alert you if anyone was seeking to push past the barrier.  You could then actively reinforce it.

“The cloak part would be to layer on top of the shield your own Vulpes spiritual force, covering up what little energy escapes the shield you construct.  It would not be perfect, but unless they are exceptionally sharp, and know what they’re looking for, it should be functionally acceptable.”

“Mmh,” Githa purred.  “It will also show us who to be wary of.”

Jin pressed her tongue against her cheek, giving Githa a stare.  “Someone besides you?”

The cat licked her left paw, lying across Mary’s shoulders, nestled under her hair.  “I never said I was a friend; I’m following orders, and the little fox pup wasn’t included.”

“What if I hurt myself because I couldn’t handle something happening to Emilia?”  Sora dryly asked.

Githa halted in her action, eyes narrowing.  “I won’t play that game, and I do see your point, but understand, no harm will come to you, not even from yourself until I’m told otherwise.  I let you go through with the Spiritual Worm business because I knew Inari would not let you die.”

She could tell Kari and Wendy wanted to jump into the heated conversation but likely held back to not make the situation worse, knowing what kind of damage Githa could really cause if she moved from a passive approach to a more active one.

“An interesting relationship,” Tola commented, left hand resting against her cheek.  “I’m quite confused about each of your relationships with each other.”

Sora returned the glare at the revelation, ignoring the blue Vulpes.  “Oh, so you would have forced me to give it up; drag me outside against my will?”

Mary gulped, clearly uneasy since the conversation was taking place with the murderous monster on her shoulders.  “I wouldn’t have stopped you; I would have killed Mimi before you could do anything about it.”  Githa sniffed.

Sora’s jaw set, but everyone’s focus was on the Nekomata, waiting to see if things would escalate.  She could sense Eyia ready to dash into combat on the drop of a dime, and Emilia’s hand had long since started the shake, not used to confrontational situations as she hid behind her.  The discussion had cemented in her mind.

Besides Gloria, the Nekomata Faction is the most dangerous group I’ve met so far.  They’ve stood between Kari’s uncles and us, caught aunt Inari off-guard, and been manipulating things behind the scenes all my life.  And to think I used to believe Nilly and Githa were friendly to us.

They come off as unstable since their power is based on hate but have some strange ability to suppress it, which makes them appear normal, and the most alarming part is that I have no clue what they really want; no one knows, not Inari, The Herald, or even Frankenstein.  Gloria might be the only person that could give me some insight, and fat chance on that in this crazy information war.

“So, what will you do?”  Tola questioned with a passive smile.

Sora’s free hand brushed back her hair while turning away from the threatening Nekomata; her nose twisted, and she growled, “I’ll do what Jin suggested; it’s the best option I have.”  There’s nothing we can do about Githa right now; we just need to keep playing her game.

She blinked as she caught sight of four Vulpes; Alice, Liz, Holonie, and Braelyn were practically quaking after witnessing the exchange.

“Sorry,” Sora gave them a tired chuckle.  “Do you four want to join us while meeting The Council?”

They all swiftly shook their heads.  “I—I never thought that I’d even see t-the Captial … much less see inside it,” Braelyn stammered.  “I’m not—I’m not worthy!”  She cried, bowing before Tola.

The blue Vulpes released a soft sigh.  “It’s always the same.”

“It’s the seal,” Mary replied.

“Well,” Alice forced a chuckle.  “I’d rather not meet The Council either … I just didn’t really think I could refuse to join you guys, to be honest.”

“Same,” Liz mumbled.

“Me?”  Holonie grimaced, bowing before Tola.  “I’m just—I’m not worthy to be here!  I don’t know why I said yes…”

Sora’s cheeks puffed out before exhaling the air.  “You four know what we discussed before, right?  If you separate from us, then we can’t protect you if something bad happens.”

The four’s eyes shot to the Nekomata, probably remember the conversation where she’d murder whoever put Sora into a precarious position.

“Still,” Alice whispered, eyes dropping to the floor, “I’d like the choice not to participate.”

Liz nodded, but Holonie and Braelyn turned to the councilwoman.  “Lady Tola?”

Tola gave them a compassionate smile.  “Why don’t you two stay with Liz and Alice.  I’m sure this group will rejoin you when we finish.”

“If that’s what you command,” they both replied in unison.

Kari seemed a bit frustrated by the response.

“Very well,” Tola clapped her hands excitedly.  “Once Sora finishes her preparations, I will move us to the council chambers and call my sisters.”

Sora took special care of weaving the shield and layering her energy around it.  She noticed Ashley and Brandon had long since opted to separate themselves from the group as the conversation turned heated, playing with their kids more than a dozen meters away.

“Mom,” Emilia mumbled, shooting a nervous glance at each of the small groups that had broken off to discuss different topics with one another.

“Mhm?”  Sora absently replied, still feeding her energy into the barrier; she used at least thirty percent of her overall pool on making the shell as flawless as she could manage.

“Am I—really just a burden to everyone?”

Sora bit her lower lip, noticing her daughter’s drooped ears and tails; choosing her words carefully, she said, “I sometimes feel that way, too.”

“Not you,” Emilia protested, sitting across from her as Sora formed the magic.  “Everyone likes you, and they listen to you.  You’ve helped so many people; Mary told me how she got to see her husband again because of you, and Wendy couldn’t stop talking about all the fun you had growing up.”

“Well,” Sora laughed, “people tend to leave out all the bad stuff.  I’ve messed up … a lot, and I used to really hate my life.”

“Was that with—when Kari…”

Sora’s ears twitched, noticing Kari glance their way.  “Let’s not talk about that.  Oh, what do you think about Kari?  She’s pretty cute, huh?”

“Sora,” Kari growled, watching Ashley and Brandon play with their kids on her own.

Acting as if she didn’t hear, Sora went on.  “She can be a bit stubborn, and man, can she be hard on herself.”  She winked, squeezing Emilia’s hands, “Kind of like someone else I know.”

“I just feel so useless, and everyone’s always talking about Emilia’s too weak, she needs someone to hold her hand … I don’t want to be the one weighing everyone down.”

“Mmh,” Sora sighed, glancing over at Eyia and Jin.  “You know, I wouldn’t be here today if it weren’t for Eyia and Jin, and even Kari saved me from her brother.  You should have seen her headbutt him into a bulldozer,” she giggled.  “She really chomped down on him, too!”

“Leaving out a few bits,” Kari mumbled, still several dozen meters away.

“Who’s telling the story?”  Sora huffed, shooting a glare at her.

Emilia giggled.

Kari smiled, still watching the kids.

“There’s also this super depressed lil’ bird I know that could learn how to compliment themselves,” Sora grunted, shooting a glare at Aiden, but he was too far away to hear her jab, talking to Nathan about possibly going fly fishing some time.

“Bah,” Sora’s focus moved back to her beautiful daughter.  “You know … not that much time has passed since I became a Vulpes, but—it feels like years have gone by.  So much has happened, and there has been crazy time-manipulation involved, too.”

“Feeling old?”  Emilia scoffed.  “You’re already an old lady?”

“C’mon,” Sora sniffed.  “I’m still only sixteen years old; so, you can’t drop that label on me!”

“But I’m only like a few days old!”  Emilia shot back.  “So, you’re super old!”

Sora glared at her daughter.  “Okay, I see where you got that tongue.  If we’re counting like that, then my hair should look like Aunt Inari’s.”

“Pfft,” Emilia scoffed, “You’ll never have white hair, but that doesn’t mean you can’t be a grandma.”

Sora’s tails bristled.  Grandma?  What, she thinks she’s ready to date and have kids?  Nope!  “Think we’re a far way off from that,” she stated with a forced chuckle.  “You still need to learn how to make your own clothes!”  She huffed.  “I’m over here, slavin’ away with this magic business, making you nice things.”

“Except someone won’t teach me, hmm?”  Emilia glared back.

“Well, it’s not like I’ve had a lot of time, and we’ll get to it!”

“Right, right,” Emilia mumbled, rolling her eyes doubtfully.

“Hey, have a little faith in your mom.”

Emilia’s smile returned.  “Always.”

Sora’s heart warmed.  Wow, being a parent isn’t that bad!

She finished up her preparations and turned to Jin and Eyia for confirmation; they’d joined halfway through to observe the construction.

“Eh, it—might pass,” Jin mumbled with a slight frown.

Well, slap me in the face!

Eyia walked around Emilia, making the nervous girl’s tails stand on end.  “Apply more of your energy around the inside of the shield, around her Core.  If she does not accidentally absorb it, then it should act as a redundancy.”

There, give me advice instead of shooting me in the heart!  I need this to work, not maybe work.  She took the extra time to layer her Vulpes magic inside Emilia’s Spiritual Network, blanketing her own Spiritual Veins.

“Mmh, not bad, Eyia,” Jin whispered after taking a second look.  “That’s pretty good advice.  Yeah, it’s as good as it’s going to get.”  She grinned, giving Sora a thumbs up.

Tola approached them with a mildly surprised expression.  “I would have never dreamed of such a solution … quite unorthodox, but I cannot sense anymore of her strange Spiritual Energy.  The one drawback is that magical signature appears neutral, which would raise some eyebrows, but I don’t expect you can do anything about something so complex.”

Sora shook her head.  “Nope.  It was hard enough trying to erase my own spiritual signature, much less trying to manipulate a constant unique state for the entire weave.”

“Understandable … if we are ready, then I will transport Alice, Liz, Holonie, and Braelyn to a room so that they may wash and rest while waiting for our return.”

Ashley jogged over, clearing her throat.  “Sora.”

“Yes?”

“Can—I know it’s also a risk, but I don’t feel like having my children in this meeting is a good idea.  You may be able to protect your child, but—but I can’t, and I wouldn’t expect anyone to jump in and do it on my behalf.  If Brandon and the kids could be sent with the Vulpes, that would ease my mind.”

“You don’t want to join them?”

Ashley gave her a sad smile.  “I promised Inari to support you, and that’s what I intend to do.  My husband will take care of the kids while we’re busy with the meeting; to be honest, I’d be kind of nervous with what they’d blurt out.”

“I get it.  Yeah, if that’s what you want.”

“Very well,” Tola glanced around as the rest of the group seemed to realize they were getting ready for the next step.  “Let’s go see my sisters … this is bound to be interesting.  I suspect nothing will be the same … some of my sisters may even consider me an enemy after this.”

Sora’s brow creased.  I didn’t even consider that, but she’s really risking a lot, and she’s been wearing a smile most the time.  I guess she is thirty-thousand years old, even if she’s somewhat innocent in a lot of things.

“I’ll be here to support you, since you’ve been supporting me,” Sora stated.  “If you don’t double-cross us, then we won’t double-cross you.  Partners for the truth?”  She asked, extending a hand.

Tola hesitantly mirrored her action.  “The truth?  Yes, that is something I have sought after for quite some time.  Thank you, Sora.  Partners for the truth.”

They shook before the blue Vulpes spun her magic, teleporting them to their chosen locations.
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                Sora had to blink a few times as the environment blurred together, and she stumbled to her left, bumping into Emilia.  Her mouth dropped open, and she spun in a circle, studying the incredible scenery that came into focus.

They were standing on a circular glass platform, bright sparkles dancing across its milky surface.  The disk was floating in orbit around the planet, and to their left was the enormous sun-like object that heated the solar system.

The white clouds, blue water, and mixed browns and greens of the landscape were breathtaking.  The rough, mountainous surface of individual landmasses caught her attention, showing purples, blues, and oranges that gave a mysterious gleam along the regions.

Above loomed the moon, but her attention was snatched by the colorful orbs of the small planetary objects rotating around the globe, representing each council member; the sheer volume was shocking.

A massive bubble of pure energy hovered above the platform’s center with several bright rings and balls cycling in parallel.  The white table below it was like the liquid stone they’d seen in the palace, and seven extravagant thrones surrounded it.

“Unbelievable,” Mary mumbled as everyone silently took in the sights.

Sora’s attention snapped to Emelia, her daughter latching onto her arm in panic while staring down at the planet.  “M-Mom!  W-where are we?  What is that?”

Tola simply observed their reactions with slight curiosity.

“Calm down, we’re fine,” she assured.  “This is … umm, wait…”

Five statues, twenty times larger than a human, surrounded the platform, catching her eye.  Aunt Inari … Mom?

Clearing her throat while doing her best to stay calm, Sora asked, “Tola, are we in space?”

The blue-furred Vulpes blinked.  “Space?  No,” she said with a furrowed brow.  “This is an observational field for us to direct our attention to specific areas if needed during the session.  It can be changed quite easily; although, there are restrictions in place long before I was born.  We cannot go into specific areas of the Capital or planet from here.”

Once everyone had regained their bearings, they turned to a particular sculpture, scanning the Vulpes’ refined features; it was a masterpiece.

“Inari,” Nathan whispered.  “Wait, what does that mean?  Was Inari here before?  I thought she hadn’t been here.”

Tola folded her hands behind her back, tails coming together with her lips as her blue irises took in the colossal statuary around them.  “Indeed, it does bear a strong resemblance to the Vulpes Founder, after meeting her.  I long suspected these might represent the Founders of our Realm, but I couldn’t have guessed the Founders of our species.  These figures were never explained to me, and until I met her myself, this was one of the mysteries I hadn’t solved.”

She gave an amused hum.  “It did keep me up more than a few nights within my life.  If seven Vulpes are needed to functionally operate this Realm, why only five statues within the Council Chamber?  I have long debated the topic with the youngest of The Council, Mofupsi, over the Yellow Seat.”

“Mofupsi?”  Wendy snickered.  “Sounds like a pet name.”

“Oh?”

Sora wasn’t paying much attention to the two as she looked between the almost life-like statuary.  Internally, a name came to each one she settled on.

“Mom, are these our…”

“Yeah,” Sora whispered.

She pointed at the figure to the left of Inari, showing a beyond gorgeous Vulpes with a knowing, almost motherly expression in her sharp yellow eyes.  Her soft pink fur was shadowed with black, and her curved form would have made any man fall on their face.

“That’s my grandmother … your great-grandma.”

Without question, she was just as attractive as Gloria and wore an intricately designed Kimono, probably long predating the fashion in Japan.  If not for the three flowery gem-like ornaments keeping her hair in an artful bun, her flowing locks would have fallen past her feet.  She was at least four inches taller than Inari.

Ashley swallowed.  “Wow … she’s perfect.”

“She died,” Sora whispered.

“Sorry.”

Tola’s ears stiffened, focus snapping to her.  “The First Generation Vulpes—is dead?”

Sora’s ears drooped a little while staring at the loving image of her grandma.  “Tsukuyomi, the First Generation Founder of the Tanuki, plotted her murder.  My Aunt got revenge on everyone involved.”

“Which Aunt?”  Tola pressed, tails swishing to the side.  “I have only met your Aunt Inari, but the others?”

“No, everyone but my Aunt Inari and mother are gone.”  She rubbed Emilia’s hand as her ears dropped back, and a tear ran down her cheek.

“I see…”  Tola whispered, taking the news worse than she’d thought.

Githa purred while in her human form, looking up at the figure.  “Nilly calls her Foxy-fox,” she giggled.  “Some humans like calling her Amaterasu, though, the silly name!”

“Amaterasu … the Japanese Deity,” Mary mused.

“Nilly really liked her, and they had lots of fun!  Although, there were a few times they fought, and Nilly really, really didn’t like her for a bit … confusing ghosty stuff.  She curses stupid illusions in her sleep; it’s so funny!  That’s all in the past, though,” she noted dismissively.

The Nekomata’s focus snapped to the statue of Mia to her left; it appeared to be going in order of birth, from left to right, but Sora spoke up before she could add anything else.

“And that’s your grandma, Mia … my mom.”

Emilia’s shoulder pressing against her threw Sora off balance.  “She looks kind of—scary,” she mumbled, fingers tightening around Sora’s arm.

“Super scary!”  Githa chuckled with a gleam in her feline eyes.  “Biggest temper of the Vulpes Sisters, although, Seiōbo could snap really fast!”

“Wait, you’ve met my aunts?”  Sora asked, giving the cat a raised eyebrow.

“No!  I’m not that old,” she huffed, playing with her gray hair.  “I just hear things from others, and Nilly talks a lot in her sleep,” she groaned.  “I hate some stuff she shouts, bah … so annoying.”

I guess Githa is in a lot of circles.  Nilly’s lived … a long time.  I doubt she could ever explain her life; Inari basically said that about herself.  What would haunt Nilly’s nightmares?  If anything, that’s scary.

Mary folded her arms while moving between the figures.  “Still, it’s interesting to learn the tail colors of each Vulpes Founder.  Inari, white…”

She paused while pointing at a black-furred Vulpes, showing the most modest curves of the five.  The other four were much more forward with their emotions, making the eye skip over the woman.  “Which of your Aunts is this?”

“My Aunt Seiōbo,” Sora replied, noting her shy demeanor.  This must have been crafted forever ago … millions upon millions of years, which means, these are the really young versions of my Aunts.  “She was murdered by Tsukuyomi, too … he was responsible for more than half my family’s … yeah,” she mumbled.

 “I’m so sorry,” Ashley whispered, moving over to rub her back comfortingly.  “No one should lose their families.”

“Yeah,” Mary agreed, and Nathan glared down at the planet.

“Life sucks,” Kari grumbled, folding her arms while nibbling on the inside of her cheek.

Emilia glanced between them, expression becoming worrisome.  “Umm, what about her, Mom?  She’s really pretty, and I’ve never seen a blonde-furred Vulpes back in the town … I mean, not that I’ve met many Vulpes,” she forced a chuckle.

Sora smiled at her daughter, knowing the new information really did hurt her, but she hated seeing her depressed.  She turned her focus to the most carefree and fun Vulpes among the collection.  “My Aunt Nari,” she giggled.  “Inari said she was the prettiest of her sisters, and I can see why.”

“She looks like she’d be a lot of fun,” Emilia longingly sighed.  “Did Aunt Inari say anything else about her?”

“Well,” Sora’s cheeks bunched to the side, “she did say Aunt Nari was a bit of a player … she did like to have a, umm—good time.”

“Like playing games?”  Emilia pressed with bright eyes.  “I want to learn how to play games.  I heard Josie talking about this fun story game, and she even invited me to play!”

“Oh, is that right?”  Sora chuckled.  “Yeah … I guess—Aunt Nari played some games.  Eh,” she noticed a few of the humans giving her smirks while she floundered around the topic.  What am I supposed to say?  Emilia doesn’t know squat about this kind of stuff … she didn’t even know why she should sit with her legs shut for Inari’s sake!  Huh, I should use that more often.

Emilia looked up at Nari, expression turning regretful.  “I really want to meet everyone in our family … just to know them a bit.  When do you think I can spend time with Aunt Inari again, or meet Grandma?”

The question hit Sora harder than she expected.  “I, umm—don’t know, Emi.  Soon, I hope.”

Her daughter’s ears stood on end.  “Emi?”

“It’s a nickname,” Sora forced a smile.  “Do you not like it?”

“No, I love it!”  She squealed.  “Emi … as in—it’s short for Emilia?”

“Yeah.”

“Emi…”  She whispered again, licking her lips.  “I have a nickname!”

Wendy, Mary, Ashley, Jin, and Nathan chuckled.

Kari gave her a wink.  “It’s a cute nickname.”

Eyia seemed utterly confused.  “What is the purpose of these nicknames?”

Jin popped her tongue, shoving Eyia off-balance.  “You’re clueless.”

“I really do not understand why Emilia needs to be shortened; it is a beautiful name.”

“That’s not the point,” Jin huffed, rolling her eyes and beginning an explanation on the topic.

Emilia blushed a little while giving Kari a nervous smile.  “Y-You can call me Emi, too, right?”

“Eh, sure,” Kari replied.  “If that’s what you want.”

“Yeah!”  Emilia cheered.  “Oh, and, umm—what about—do you have a nickname?”  She asked with wide-eyed hope.

“Oof,” Kari hummed, scratching her temple.  “Mmh, well, Kari’s kind of already a nickname.”

“Wait,” Sora’s lips curved into a smile.  “So, Kari isn’t your full name?”

“What is it?”  Emilia eagerly asked, almost bouncing on her toes.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Jin laughed, pausing her conversation with Eyia to jump into the fray.  “Don’t tell me; your name means pure in Swedish and German … Katharine?”

“What’s wrong with that?”  Kari mumbled, a blush touching her cheeks.

Wendy couldn’t help a smirk.  “Katharine, as in—Karin?”

“No one’s ever called me Karin,” Kari shot back.  “Jenny just thought … nevermind.”

“No, I like your full name,” Emilia replied with an innocent smile.  “I like Kari, too!  So, everyone calls you by your nickname?  So, umm—should I call you Katharine, then?”

“No, no, no,” Kari protested.  “It’s something my Mom started when I was little … I like Kari better than Katharine.  Gah, can we move on to something else?”  She grumbled.

Sora gave Emilia a wink, whispering, “She doesn’t like the limelight.”

“Nothing to do with that,” she growled.  “Get back to your family stuff, jeez, at least that’s interesting.”

“Like you aren’t?”  Sora teased.

“I didn’t say that, either!”

“Right, right,” Sora waved dismissively.

Mary chuckled before trying to move on.  “Okay, so, Nari is a golden-furred Vulpes, cool,” she mused before gazing at the First Generation Founder again.  “And the first Vulpes has blonde hair, too?  I guess your Aunt Nari took after her mother.”

Jin snorted.  “Nope, it’s pink with black highlights for me.”

“Huh?”  Nathan smirked.  “You’re all playin’ with me, right?  It’s purple.”

“Purple?”  Sora asked.  “No, Jin’s right.”

“I’m with Sora—and the Dragon,” Kari mumbled, giving Jin a lifted eyebrow.

Emilia gave her great-grandma’s statue an inquisitive stare.  “Umm—isn’t it pink with black?”

Eyia hummed.  “It appears to be some form of illusion, but … that is odd.  For me, the color is brown?  It could be … no, that is not possible if Jin is included.”

“Wait, are you thinking,” Jin paused, her broad smile falling into a light brood.  “Yeah, that is a strange connection, Eyia.  The First Generation are more thought than physical form.  If Nilly stood in front of us, we’d see her entirely differently, but for four of us to be on the same wavelength … huh.”

“Mhm, mhm, Dragons know their stuff!”  Githa nodded.  Her head tilted to give the piece a thoughtful hum.  “Pink with black highlights … what an unusual phenomenon.”

Eyia and Jin mumbled to one another about the oddity for a moment before breaking away.  “Well, in any case,” Jin grimaced, giving the sculpture a sigh.  “Recently, I’ve noticed some bias passed down through my blood link.  It’s not as reliable as I once thought.”

Githa’s already wide eyes opened further.  “Ooh, I get it, I get it!  Nilly said it; she’s so smart!  You are a strange Dragon!”

“Thanks?”  She muttered, flipping her black hair back.  “Anyways, when are the guests of honor going to show up … and where are our chairs?”

Tola had remained quiet while listening to the conversation, analyzing each of their responses as if every note brought a critical piece to a grand puzzle.  “I can make them at any time.  Simple seats will do, correct, or would you prefer more grand thrones?”

“Yeah,” Jin mumbled, “I fell for a trick like that once before with Parvati … she’s such a Vampire.  I’m not going to fall for something like that again.  Comfy, whatever is comfy; I don’t care what it looks like.”

Everyone gave her a look, and Ashley cleared her throat.  “Parvati, as in, the Indian goddess of fertility?”

“Bah, I don’t wanna talk about it,” Jin mumbled as puffy wooden armchairs appeared around the blue seat in front of them.

Man, I still don’t know really anything about Jin; I bet Eyia doesn’t even know that much either.

She caught Aiden’s eye as he passively stared down at the planet, eyes seemingly distant.  He needs a good place to rest his mind.  He’s just been dragged along with us … no wonder he feels so out of place.

Taking her seat beside Tola’s blue throne, reflecting the other councilwomen’s places, Sora held onto Emilia’s hand, and her daughter took the seat next to her.  “Umm, Tola, before we meet the others, could you tell us all of your sisters’ names again?  I think you skipped the ones that are younger than you.”

“Ah, of course,” Tola replied, folding her hands in her lap while focusing on each throne.  “Loral, Indigo, Phebe, Red; Hallaway for Green, Blue would be me, Ella holds the Violet Seat, Bethel, Orange, and Mofupsi for Yellow.”

“What about rules of conduct?”  Ashley nervously asked.  “For press or reporters, well, umm—in a City Council meeting, usually the Mayor or the person holding the most authority is the only person allowed to speak unless someone is called upon.”

“Oh,” Tola chuckled softly.  “I didn’t even consider that you wouldn’t understand the layout, my apologies … it is roughly the same rules throughout all of our society.  Loral will be the one to address us.”

Sora’s lips tilted, catching sight of the councilwoman’s tight hands.  She’s tense … I should be prepared for the worst.  She could still sense the mask she’d woven around Emilia, and she extended the Core shielding to the humans.  Time to make ourselves known.

She gave Tola an encouraging smile.  “Okay, we’ll stay quiet until called upon; I think we’re ready.  Right?”  Everyone but Githa, Jin, and Eyia took a calming breath before nodding, and Kari gave her a look, lips tightening.  “Alright, then—let’s get this over with.”

Tola frowned, eyes closing before opening again.  The first one to arrive was Loral, the indigo-furred Vulpes and eldest; a cold aura expelled from her presence.  She was pretty but appeared a little frail and slightly malnourished.  Her cool eyes swept the room, but stopped on Sora, slid to Emilia, and returned to Tola.

The Yellow-furred councilwoman arrived next.  She was thinner than Tola but had more sharp features.  Mofupsi gave off a more feral aura than the soothing atmosphere that surrounded the blue councilwoman.  The Vulpes’ fur was nowhere near the elegant beauty or silky flow of the yellow-furred statue of Nari behind her.

Mofupsi took one look at the blue-furred Vulpes’ side of the table and shot to her feet.  “Tola!  What in…”

Her jaws snapped shut as Loral lifted her hand in protest, low voice calm and chilling, yet cutting past the yellow councilwoman’s cry.   “Mofupsi, wait for the council in its entirety.”

Tola’s fingers tightened.

Sora swallowed, doing her best to keep a light smile on her lips, but there was obviously going to be an upset.

The remaining members appeared in their seats one after the other, each seeming to be aware of Loral’s statement, and Sora connected the evolving situation with what Tola had stated.  As the eldest, Loral would act as the directing party, or a sort of chairman, similar to some of the companies her father had advised.

She took note of each Vulpes that arrived.  They each had a similar gem-like accessory that gave them their authority over the Realm.

Phebe came next, showing off her generous curves with a rather revealing red dress with gold-threaded stitching.  Githa and her auras seemed particularly in sync, if not a little calmer than the Nekomata, but that was saying something.

Her crimson irises locked on Kari and Aiden before moving to Emilia and Sora.  Her scowl tainted her lovely features that would probably even outshine Tola had she smiled.  An intricate red necklace sat between her large breasts.

The Violet Seat was filled by a Vulpes with a skeptical expression, eyes darting between everyone present as she tried to reconcile with the strange meeting, and it appeared that she might need to sleep with the slight bags under her eyes.

Ella was pretty, but in an almost cute manner with her small, slender build, she could have been twelve by her appearance, and an amethyst cartilage earring was on her left ear.  She sucked on her lower lip with a weak hum, her purple tails more than triple her height swaying back and forth.

Hallaway’s entrance was much more relaxing than the others, giving everyone present a pleasant smile.  The third oldest Vulpes in the Realm appeared rather happy at the interruption in the daily schedule, and she gave Loral her attention.

The Green Vulpes’ center tail had a hoop around the middle, creating a slight crease in the puffy fur as her nine tails fanned out like a peacock.  Her aura drew attention, giving her more presence in the room than the others.

Bethel folded her arms, settling into her orange themed seat while giving everyone an expectant look; she clearly wanted to say a lot but refrained from breaking the oppressive silence as the last to arrive.

Most of the council seemed rather upset with Tola, but not a word was spoken, and Sora noted that only Loral had an almost sickly appearance, but she had to remind herself that the Vulpes was the oldest out of the bunch, yet Phebe, the second eldest, was as thick as a fit woman could get.

Loral cleared her throat.  “I have lived a very long time, Tola, and never has a non-council member been in this holy chamber.”

The other members gave each other meaningful looks.

“That being said,” her emotionless indigo irises slid to Sora, “I understand this is an—unprecedented event.”  She paused, a lump dropping down her throat, which was the only sign of emotion the Vulpes showed.  “A Vulpes Founder has found her way into the realm … perhaps—even two,” she mumbled, giving Emilia’s nervous fidgets a quick note.

“It goes without saying, the disturbance you felt in Mimi’s district was this, and bringing us together this swiftly after the event is appropriate.  Although,” her eyes narrowed slightly, “a warning would have been appreciated.  Explain yourself.”

Mixed signals much?  Yes, you did a great job, but explain yourself like you’re on trial!

Sora’s focus darted to Tola as she gracefully nodded, held up her hand, and created a similar globe that she’d seen her aunt do to share Ashley and Brandon’s memories.

Wait, wait, wait … there is some pretty sensitive stuff talked about if she just gives them everything!  I can’t really interfere, though … crap!  I guess I just need to trust her…

She could tell Ashley, Jin, and Eyia were concerned about the possible leaks, but Githa seemed utterly fine with it.  The Nekomata’s two tails were weaving back and forth as she playfully shifted in her seat.  Her wide feline eyes darted between the members with a bright smile.

The globe floated from Tola’s hand to the center of the table, split into six, and transferred to each member.  Each Vulpes grasped the light as it neared, sitting back to brood on the data.

Emilia’s nervous twitches made her want to shift in her seat, but she refrained.

After several seconds, they seemed to have analyzed the memories, and Phebe didn’t look happy with Tola.

Loral nodded.  “Some—troubling bits of information, indeed.  To start, I’ll address the obvious.  Phebe,” she turned to the red councilwoman, “you’ll need to appoint a new Guardian, and after this meeting, we will investigate the origins of this spell that caused the death of Guardian Miyabe.”

“You can’t think I created such a thing,” Phebe’s lush voice protested with a sharp sniff.

“Mmh,” Loral’s eyes narrowed.  “That is why we will investigate.  We must make sure the other Guardians are not carrying such dangerous magic inside of them.”

Githa snickered.  “I could tell you who did it right now?”  She licked her lips, broad, toothy grin staring right at Loral.  “I can taste the root in the air; thank you for the meal, by the way,” she said, secretive eyes sliding across the members present.

Loral folded her hands across the table, features hardening slightly.  “I appreciate your efforts in avoiding such a calamitous event, Githa; however, we will perform our own internal investigation.  Also, as for the rules of this council, would you please remain silent unless spoken to?”

“Fine, fine!”  Her smile turned sinister, “Besides, it’s funner this way.”

She’s not going to tell us who did it, is she?  Freakin’ Nekomata Faction.  At least it’s not dangerous to me … yet.  Well, according to Githa’s analysis of the situation.

Phebe glared at Githa, who grinned back at her in utter innocence.

“We will now move to discuss the topics brought up in Tola’s recount, postponing the inquiry until after this meeting has adjourned.”

Loral turned her focus to Sora.  “There are a great many threats that appear to be pursuing you, Lady Sora, and a certain energy that can be seen as—troubling, among you,” she stated, glancing between Aiden, Jin, Eyia, and Emilia.

“I’ll begin with the threats that pose a danger to you and this entire Realm.”

Shoot … that stare.

“Sköll would be the most dangerous threat, by far.  I have heard of the Second Generation Founder from past administrations.”

Tola, Ella, Bethel, and Mofupsi gave Loral a questioning look, obviously unclear about the topic themselves, but the three eldest seemed in the loop.

“I cannot say if our Realm would survive if one of Fenris’ sons attacked us … I fear Sköll could swallow this Realm whole.”

Jin, Kari, and Githa snorted.

“Oh?”  Loral’s vision narrowed.  “You have a different opinion?”

Kari smirked.  “Look, if my uncle could eat this Realm, then he would have already.  There’s something more powerful stopping him.”

“Indeed,” Eyia stated.  “My people have long had a history with Fenris Wolves.”  She gave Kari a cool glare.  “They have swallowed entire Realms much larger than this without issue.  The fact that they have not, means they are bound by something, most likely creatures that pose a threat to them.”

“A threat to a Second Generation Founder?”  Loral asked, vision darting back to Sora.  “Such as Inari?”

“Among others,” Jin chuckled.  “How many should we list?  Let’s see, Nilly, The First Generation Founder of the Cats, Mia, Sora’s mother, and Inari … do I really need to explain the statues of the Founders standing around us, then there’s the Herald of Sakura, probably watching us right now, in fact.”

“Impossible!”  Bethel scoffed.  “This room is sealed…”

“Not quite for someone of that level,” Hallaway’s sweet voice cut in.

“Wait.  What?”  Volet and Mofupsi mumbled, shooting a questioning stare at the Green Seat.

“Order,” Loral softly stated, closing everyone’s mouths.  She sighed, giving Hallaway a sharp look; the green-furred Vulpes returned the stare with a short shrug and a giggle.  “I do not know much about The Herald of Sakura, but there are references to such a creature.  How is it connected to you?”

Sora cleared her throat.  “The Herald of Sakura is—kind of an information broker—like, a crazy, powerful one, I think.  Umm,” the others gave her their undivided attention as she tried to come up with a way to explain the creature in the shape of a woman.  “The Primordials created her, but she kind of backstabbed them—from what I understand, but not really?

“The War … well, that’s what the Founders call it—when they fought the Primordials—it’s kind of confusing.  Everyone kind of knows everyone in that scene, and has an opinion on them, but that happened way before my time, and I’m rambling,” she chuckled.

“Uh—The Herald of Sakura,” she smacked her lips, noting Jin and Githa’s amused expressions, “She’s invested in me, for some reason that I don’t know, and has interfered before to keep me from being hurt … I think.”

“You think,” Loral repeated with a soft sigh.  “What about Nilly?”

“Oh, oh!”  Githa’s hand shot into the air.  “Pick me!”

“Go ahead,” she tiredly replied.

Sora’s brow came together as she studied the indigo-furred Vulpes.  Is she actually getting tired from just sitting in the meeting?  Is she unwell or just too old?  I’ve never met a Vulpes that was reaching the end of their life, and maybe this is what it looks like.

“Nilly made a deal with Mia to protect Sora!  That’s why I’m here,” she grinned.

“I see … well, this is a complicated matter, then,” she grumbled.

“Not really,” Githa shrugged.

Loral didn’t respond, focus moving to Emilia with a thoughtful expression.  After a moment, she asked, “I suppose none of the other threats mentioned are worth bringing up if Sköll is not an issue and this Herald of Sakura, watching us as we speak … no, we will move to the next phase.  Each of The Council will ask their own questions.  As is custom, we will move down in order of authority.  Phebe.”

Phebe straightened in her seat, adjusting her dress.  “You’re a Vulpes Founder, correct, Lady Sora?”

“Yes,” Sora replied.

Loral leaned forward.  “To clarify, how old are you?”

Phebe gave her a dirty look but returned her focus to Sora.

“Sixteen.”

“Daughter of Mia?”  Phebe asked, vision shifting to the copper-furred Vulpes statue.

Sora followed her gaze.  “Mhm.  Mia’s my mom.”

“Then,” Phebe licked her lips, “you know how to work with Vulpes Runic Magic?”

The image of Miyabe’s crude red Runic Magic came to mind.  “Not really,” Sora slowly mumbled.

“But you’re a Founder?”

“She’s sixteen,” Kari huffed.  “Not like I know how to use a lot of my Fenris abilities, either.”

Sora forced a chuckle.  “Well, I learned at the Red Gate that Vulpes Magic reacts to me with just my desires, even if I don’t understand what they say, and I saw tons of crazy powerful stuff at my Aunt’s Sanctuary.”

“Aunt’s Sanctuary,” Loral repeated.  “You’re talking about Inari?”

“Mhm.  She taught me a few things, and I’m sure I’ll slowly figure it all out in time … I mean, I have forever.”

Her arms tightened around her stomach as The Council’s eyes narrowed to daggers.  Did I say something bad?  Noticing Loral’s haggard appearance, she restrained a wince.  Oof … yeah, I kind of forget not everyone has immortality, and that can be a soft spot for a lot of Vulpes.

Loral cleared her throat.  “We’ll continue to Hallaway’s segment.”

“I barely had any time; you took most of it,” Phebe growled, but sat back, nose twisting when Loral gave her a look.

Hallaway smiled at Sora.  “Lady Sora, first let me thank you for taking the time to answer our questions.  I know this must be tedious for you.”

“No, it’s fine,” Sora protested.  “I’m happy to help clear anything up.”

“Wonderful!  Your friend mentioned these statues.  I was wondering if you might dispel any doubt that we’ve long had with the structures.  Could you identify each of your family members?”

“Umm, sure,” Sora mumbled, noticing Loral’s neutral eyes on the green-furred Vulpes.  “It goes in order of age from left to right.  My Grandma, Aunt Inari, Aunt Seiōbo, Aunt Nari, and my mom.”

“Fascinating,” she hummed, vision following her finger as each name was called.  “Then, does that mean your family was the original creators of this Realm?”

“It seems so,” Sora chuckled.  “It was a super long time ago, though.”

“I bet,” Hallaway mused.  “Is there any real danger to us, from your honest opinion?”

Sora shook her head, feeling a little uncomfortable that Loral’s indigo irises hadn’t left her daughter, and Emilia’s fingers kept tightening around her hand as she squirmed.  “I don’t really know.  My Aunt would have warned us to leave and prepared a way for us to go if she didn’t think we’d be safe or if we couldn’t handle it.  She also knows I don’t want to hurt anyone here, so I don’t think you’re in danger.”

“It sounds like Lady Inari is quite attached to you.”

“I—suppose?”  What is that, a kidnap flag?  What do you want me to say?

“Ah, my apologies,” she giggled.  “I didn’t mean to make you all on edge.  You each haven’t introduced yourself; please, tell us who each of you is,” she warmly invited.

Sora took a deep breath, brushing back her long copper hair with her free hand.  “Well, okay, umm—I’m Sora, and I guess you each know enough about me, but this is my daughter, Emilia.”

“Hi,” Emilia nervously waved.  “I—umm, I like playing games and eating tasty food.  Ashley makes really good breakfast…”

“Daughter?”  Hallaway asked, confused eyes falling to the side as she thought.  “Did you not say you were sixteen years old?  Now, I thought that was strange seeing as you have two tails, but you are a Founder, after all, but this is—bewildering.  No offense, Lady Emilia, but you have eight tails while Lady Sora has two.”

Everyone grew tenser as the green-furred Vulpes explained the difficulty she had in understanding the introduction.

“It’s just a bit complicated but true,” Sora chuckled.

Loral hummed softly, finally breaking away from Emilia to address the Green Seat.  “That isn’t the only baffling thing about Lady Emilia.  There is quite a strange energy cycling around her … and I have noticed the spiritual shield you’ve been employing, Lady Sora.  Could you explain?”

The other council members weren’t the only unsettled party, Eyia and Jin’s eyes narrowed as they observed Loral’s expectant smile.

“I—don’t see why that’s important,” Sora slowly stated.  “She’s my daughter, that’s that.”

“Hmm, but we’d feel much better if we understood what we’re sensing,” Loral pressed.  “If you could just lower that shield for a moment…”

Sora’s protective instincts flared as she fed more energy into the spiritual shells.  “No one is going to invade or look in anyone’s Core.”

The moment she finished, the infinite magical force surrounding them somehow grew larger as if dormant until now, interacting with the energy she was expelling to enhance her desire, and a spell instantly formed, exploding outward.

Everyone shot to their feet in panic as the force rippled through everything, and suddenly, all of Sora’s senses died.  She looked around, feeling utterly blind.  I can’t sense any spiritual energy … nothing, elemental energy … everything’s gone.

“What—have you done?”  Loral whispered, face ashen as she looked down at her own shaking hand.  “We can’t … if this…”  She couldn’t finish her statement, body trembling while struggling to keep herself from collapsing.

“Huh?”  Ashley, Mary, Nathan, and Wendy were left in the dark, looking around in alarm.

“I can’t sense anything,” Tola mumbled.

“Did she cut us off from—from the Realm?”  Phebe gasped, giving her a terrified look.

Jin flexed her fingers while staring down at her hand, Githa, and Eyia doing the same before the three began laughing.

“What?”  Loral demanded, but soon seemed to catch on, lips tightening.  She stared down at the table, white hands pressing against the smooth surface.  “This is in response to her desire.”

“Right?”  Jin chuckled.

Eyia returned to her seat, giving Sora an approving smile.  “My sister was not happy with the direction you were pushing the conversation, and as a member of the Founder lineage that constructed this Realm, genetically holding the key, allowed her to take authoritative control over the system it was designed with.”

“In short,” Githa giggled, “a magical field has been constructed using Founder Magic far outside any of our ability to counter, blocking all sensing abilities.  With the inability to even observe the flow of spiritual energy…”

“No one can look at anyone’s Core,” Loral finished, working around her jaw.

Each council member gave Sora a wary look, and she finally understood what that meant.  I basically have the power of my family here … if I use my magic, then it can activate what my family preset forever ago.  If I want an invincible shield around us…

She glanced to her right as a translucent bubble surrounded them before fading with a desire.  “I’m in control over the entire Realm,” she mumbled.

The Council’s jaws locked, and Sora couldn’t blame them; she’d just robbed them of all authority by birthright.  Well … on the plus, we’re not in danger.  Con, we’re an invading force that just took over the entire universe.  Ugh … how do I fix this?
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                Sora took a deep breath as everyone stared at her, still processing what she did and might do next.  “Okay,” she muttered, keeping her focus on Loral.  “So, umm…”

She paused as Loral’s composure seemed under stress of breaking, and the councilwoman spoke up, voice strained.  “This is—a good opportunity to test The Council’s collective rights after you change something with the City Core.”

Wow, don’t sound so freaked out … I mean, it’s only blocking our senses; it’s not like I’m killing anyone—but doesn’t it look like she’s older than before … wow, yeah.  Maybe…

Jin, Eyia, Kari, Githa, and the others watched the council members with slight curiosity as Loral directed their attention.

“Oh,” Hallaway chuckled nervously.  “Yes, yes—that would certainly be something to determine; it’s not often a Founder comes to our Realm, after all.”  She cleared her throat, “But, umm—how do you propose we direct our artifacts without the ability to sense the flow of magic?”

“She’s not wrong,” Phebe mumbled, giving their senior a quizzical look.  “You should know…” 

Loral’s fingers began to tremble while pressing against the water-like crystal table, and a lump dropped down her throat.  “I—you just need to direct your focus … the artifacts will respond—even without us being aware.”

Well, shoot … I’ve really shaken her up—even the other council members are questioning her.

She licked her lips, vision shifting between each colored Vulpes.  “Umm—if you promise not to mention our Cores again, then I’ll try to reverse it.”

If I can … I can’t sense anything either, but they don’t know that.  This is really their fault, to begin with.  I don’t know why they’re so fascinated by Emilia, but it’s kind of creepy.  It’s like Loral’s a salivating predator waiting to pounce on my daughter … oof, is that how Dad felt when strangers would come up to us in public saying how cute I was?  I liked it when I was little, but … yeah, just don’t do that.

The other members looked at Loral with furrowed brows, clearly, fine with the proposal, but Loral hesitated.

“I—think we should first try this … quickly, focus your desire to revoke the previous command.”

Sora was a little dubious about the old Vulpes’ motives, and the others appeared more distrustful of Loral by the minute.  However, they all watched in silent fascination as a glowing string of colorful energy moved from each brooch worn by the council, rising to the globe above.

Wait, are we in the City Core?  This is like, the brain of the computer in the city?

Each one touched the sphere, changing its hue until it shone like a rainbow; it brightened, making everyone tense.  Out of the corner of her eye, Sora saw Loral’s eyes light up with hope.

The glow faded, and nothing happened.

“Well, that was anticlimactic,” Jin chuckled.  “You feel anything, Eyia?”

“I do not; my senses are still blocked.”

“No—there must have been a mistake,” Loral mumbled, her shoulders sagging.  “Again!”

The other council members looked doubtful but tried it one more time.

The result was the same.

Loral looked devastated.  “No…”

Ella cleared her throat, small frame shifting in her seat as she leaned forward.  “Loral, it seems Lady Sora holds higher authority than The Council.  Wouldn’t it be prudent to move forward with that knowledge?”

“Like I said,” Sora sighed, running her left hand through her hair.  “I’m not here to start a fight, but I said no one will be invading anyone’s Core, and I mean it.  I’ll cooperate with you as best I can, but I will not negotiate that stance.”

She noticed Mary and Ashley smiling at her, indicating that they were pleased with her firm stance on the topic while putting the ball back in their court.

“I find that acceptable,” Hallaway replied, vision shifting to Phebe.

“Same.”

Tola cleared her throat, hands still shaking in her lap.  “I agree.  I believe we may be able to learn much from Lady Sora’s stay.”

Ella smiled in her direction.  “Most certainly; this is most opportune.  I would love to hear more about the Founders.”

“I want to know what kind of combat skills you have,” Mofupsi replied with a thoughtful hum.  “What kind of powers do Founders have that we don’t?”

Bethel nodded curtly, not speaking, and leaving Loral the only council member to add her voice to the decision.

Man, I know I’m strongarming them into this, and some of them must have bitter tastes in their mouth, but—well, most of it is coming from Loral herself.  I guess it would be pretty devastating to realize all the power and knowledge you’ve built just got trumped by some sixteen-year-old Founder.

Loral’s voice wasn’t the only thing that had aged considerably since Sora had cut her off from her ability to sense supernatural forces.  “I—accept that condition.”

“Perfect,” Sora chimed, looking up at the sphere, she sent the desire, and Spiritual Energy bloomed around them as the ban was lifted.

It took everyone a moment to reorient themselves, causing a long silence to pass as they breathed a sigh of relief.

Loral was the first to speak, somehow reversing some of her rapid aging.  “We will take a thirty-minute break to—cool our heads.”

Without even receiving a response, she left, followed by the others, as they returned to their city sections to collect their thoughts.  Mofupsi gave her an unsure hum before being the last to leave.

Sora’s focus shot to Jin as she lifted her hand and swirled it around in the circle, and directed her fingers to her ears.  The crystal understood her request, glowing upon her command; the space was now protected from eavesdropping.

Jin grinned.  “Isn’t that convenient?”

“I agree,” Eyia giggled.  “I now understand why Inari was so confident in your ability to survive this ordeal.  Although,” her full lips fell into a frown, “doesn’t this feel too easy?  I would enjoy more of a challenge to push my limits.”

Sora refrained from slumping against the table.  No, Eyia!  Please, don’t make it any harder!  I’m done…

“Where do you suppose they ran off in such a hurry?”  Nathan mused.

“Ah, right,” Jin grinned.  “That’s what I was going to say; what do you bet they’re off scheming something?”

“I would wager my life on it,” Eyia stated, tone chilling.

“Well,” Ashley chuckled, “I don’t know if I’d go that far, Eyia, but the direction they were going with that was definitely trying to bully Sora into allowing them to probe Emilia’s Core.”

“Like I’d let that happen,” Kari growled, making Sora’s chest swell with pride.

Wendy nodded.  “I don’t like that, uh—the indigo one.  I think that’s the color?  Talk about a royal…”  She caught herself, glancing over at Emilia.

Sora’s daughter looked nervous and confused, listening to the conversations that she likely only partially followed.

Kari jumped back in.  “I smelled the fear on most of them; Loral’s the alpha alright, but Hallaway and Phebe look like the next contenders.”

Jin popped her tongue.  “Oh, sharp!”  Her vision shifted momentarily to Tola, still trying to calm her shaking hands.  “I should have guessed you’d pick up on pack behavior.  Yeah, I agree; those passive-aggressive moves by Hallaway made me smirk.”

Mary rubbed under her left eye with a low groan.  “There’s so much wrong here.”

They all turned their attention to the psychiatrist.

Sora was the voice of the group.  “What do you mean?”

Sagging in her seat, Mary folded her hands in her lap, studying Lora’s empty seat.  “When they first arrived, Mofupsi was the first to declare an outrage, but Loral quickly shut her up, telling her to wait for the rest of the group.  At first glance, you might think nothing of it, but taking into consideration Tola’s explanation, and what we’ve come to expect from this Realm … it struck me as—out of character.”

Jin and Eyia’s smiles fell, staring at the smooth table while pondering her words, but she continued on before they could offer their own thoughts.  The rest followed along, except Githa, who was napping in her cat form atop the table.

“Strict totalitarian measures govern this society; customs that are ingrained in their very biology, yet Mofupsi spoke out of turn, and to a superior by age and rank within The Council.  To the point where she had to be reminded of the fact in a roundabout way by Loral.”

“Good point,” Ashley sucked in her lower lip, but Sora had her own thoughts.

“Umm—so,” everyone turned their attention to her, “if I understand your point—does that mean that some of those genetic restrictions that are on the populous are removed upon becoming a member of The Council?”

“Why don’t we ask the source,” Mary offered, turning her focus to Tola.

The blue-furred Vulpes rubbed her left shoulder, closing her eyes while trying to relax.  “I’m afraid there is a bit of a misconception.  Once entering The Capital, Vulpes behavior changes.  I assume that the method of control you are talking about is lifted upon living in these walls, to a certain degree.  All Vulpes change upon their first time coming here.”

Kari’s lips had stayed in a brooding frown for most of their time in the mythical room.  “Luna and Rayla were a bit odd compared to the other Vulpes around the town, and they were supposed to have come here, right?”

“Yes,” Tola confirmed, regaining her previous composure.  “There are many—commonplace behaviors in The Capital that are not so … let’s say prevalent, outside.”

“Such as?”  Eyia asked with an innocent expression.

“Sex, Eyia,” Jin giggled.  “She’s talking about sex, and many other actions, I assume.”  The Dragon gave Tola an amused look.  “Let me get this straight; you’re saying the reason why knowledge about The Capital is restricted to the outside world is that there’s violence, liars, thieves, lascivious behaviors, and all manner of depravity that could harm the status quo.  Slaves much?”

Sora and Wendy’s eyes became saucers, vision shooting to Emilia; the girl looked extremely confused.  “Umm—Mom, what is she talking about?”

“Seriously?”  Wendy hissed.

Eyia and Kari seemed somewhat lost with their reactions, but after a second, Kari had an oh face in place.

A forced giggle left Sora’s throat.  “Uh—Emilia, you don’t know what—eh, you don’t know what sex is?”

Emilia shook her head, cheeks turning pink as everyone looked at her; the mixed looks on people’s faces made her blush deepen.  “N-No … what—umm, why don’t I know?  Should I know what sex is—and umm, what’s l-lascivious behaviors … depravity?”  She stumbled through the words.

Oh, son of a … Aunt Inari!  She didn’t respond.  How could you not give her that!  No wonder she didn’t even think about closing her legs … for real?

It was crystal clear in her mind; Inari, her impish faced aunt, cackling while planning the eventual event of her being forced to teach her daughter about the birds and the bees.

Mary dismissively waved her hand.  “We can discuss that later, Emilia.”

Sora’s eyes shot a thank you at her former psychiatrist; she was saved for a bit longer.

Tola was oblivious to the event; she couldn’t meet anyone’s eyes.  “I—haven’t heard it described that way before, Jin—when you put it like that … it does sound quite negative.  There is a contrast to life inside versus outside…”

“Negative…”  Emilia whispered, cheeks still flushed as she tried to puzzle through the words.

“You keep saying that,” Ashley hummed with a deep frown, “but why is it this way?”

“It is—just how it always has been,” Tola weakly replied.

Wendy was giving her an encouraging expression, not paying attention to the conversation at all.

Geez, how am I supposed to approach this?  I mean, Dad never even talked with me … I knew a long time ago, and Emilia looks in her twenties, yet … oh, no … she’s still so young, but look at her body!  Ugh … I can’t just shelter her, though, but … mmh…

“Mmh,” Mary stretched out, breasts pressing against her dress as she arched her back with a soft yawn.  “Alright, okay, so—you’re saying that this is one reason you’ve been questioning the narrative.  You are thinking that there’s something not quite right with what’s happening around you, and that’s why you’ve changed this district over the last thirty-thousand years?”

“It’s as you say,” Tola mumbled, hands twisting around each other.  “I have been troubled for quite a long time about how this Realm operates, but I learned very early on not to question it aloud.  Privately, I’ve studied and pondered, but had no one to consult with.”

“You know,” Jin sucked on her lip for a moment, “Inari probably set it up somehow—what do you think Eyia?”

Sora had no clue where this leap was coming from.  What did my aunt set up?

Eyia didn’t answer right away, intense blue eyes staring at the fidgeting blue Vulpes.  “It is likely.”

“Ah,” Mary nodded, puffing out a breath.  “You think Inari manipulated things to allow us to meet Tola instead of the other Vulpes?  How, though?”

“Yeah, I’m lost on that one,” Nathan mumbled.  “Didn’t she come because she felt a strange shift in…”

“In the Realm,” Aiden replied, speaking for the first time since entering.  “I don’t doubt it, though … maybe I was manipulating Sora into influencing Inari that used her powers to direct me…”

“Okay,” Ashley chuckled, “let’s not go down that rabbit hole!  We could point fingers at any number of Founders or Primordials at this point, but it won’t really do us any good, right?”

“I suppose not,” Jin sighed.  “I just like to know who’s in the background; it helps me sleep at night.”

“Huh?”  Sora lifted an eyebrow.  “You?”

“What?  Well, yeah—I worry about things, too, ya know?  Depending on who’s pulling strings around the world you’re in, you can determine if this will become more challenging or easier.”

“I enjoy the challenge,” Eyia promptly stated.

“Yeah, I know,” Jin replied, glaring at the Valkyrie.  “We didn’t have to race Mermaids on the way to Miami—seriously, sometimes that competitive edge of yours is just ridiculous.”

Eyia’s lips turned smug as she turned away.  “You are just mad; I won.”

Jin’s cheeks flushed.  “I wasn’t even trying!  You were all, let’s race the Mermaids, and somehow I got roped into it.”

“You even tried to fly.”

“You didn’t have to create a miniature blizzard to blow me back!  You’re so petty.”

“Tactics, my friend, tactics.”

“You never stated the rules!”

Sora found the recount interesting enough to keep listening without interruption.  The others seemed just as content to let it continue; it wasn’t often they heard the two speak about past experiences.

Eyia gave her an incredulous look.  “It was simple—win.”

“Well, okay—next time, I’ll blow you out of the water.”

“Then, I will fly.”

“That wasn’t what I—mmh,” she broke off, clearly frustrated while giving the Valkyrie a forced chuckle.  “You know what?  Okay, fine.  Pick the next match—go on, and we’ll see if I, a powerful Dragon, can beat you, a blockhead of a Valkyrie!”

“What kind of insult is that?”  Eyia giggled.  “I do not have a block head; it is quite oval.”

Jin sucked in a sharp breath of air.

“However,” Eyia hummed with a sly smile, “I will take any challenge you set; must I remind you of the expert golfing contest?  How many victories did I have?”

“That—doesn’t count!” Jin seethed.  “You know I’m not good with tools.”

Sora just wanted Eyia to respond with, and who’s the blockhead?  But she knew the Valkyrie didn’t understand the concept, and perhaps Jin had done that on purpose since she’d figured out how the translation system worked.

However, the Valkyrie’s retort hit hard enough.  “A lack of discipline and motor skills, my friend; you should have been practicing with me, not lazing around like a Dragon.”

“You … mmh, Eyia!  I…”  A guttural growl started reverberating the air, causing Sora’s hair to stand on end.

Woah, woah, hold up!  Are they actually going to fight right here?  How did this even come up?

Everyone else seemed to have the same reaction; well, except for Githa, who was now awake, cheering them on while jumping up and down on the table.

“Yeah!  Go get her, Jin!  Make that Asgardian pay; I’m in your corner!”

“She will need it.”  Eyia gave her a smug grin, folding her arms under her chest as if she’d already won.

Wait, I guess she kind of has won the provoke game … actually, does she know what blockhead means?  I understood it.  Maybe she was feigning ignorance to get under Jin’s skin?  Dang, she is good!

The Dragon released one more frustrated moan before slumping back in her seat.  “Whatever … tomorrow, got it?  I’ll have something planned.”

“Typical Dragon,” Eyia sighed, appearing truly depressed.  “Putting it off for the morning.”

“Tch,” Jin turned away.  “Freakin’ battle crazed Valkyrie … can’t enjoy a single day of rest.”

“Who wishes to be soft?”  Eyia returned with a smirk.

“Who’s soft?”

Okay, Eyia … hold on, what’s going on with them all of a sudden?

“Umm,” Sora interjected, making everyone’s eyes snap her way.  “Hey, Eyia—eh, what do you think—well, no, umm—my powers!  Why do you think I couldn’t use this system until we got here?”

“Isn’t that obvious?”  Kari mumbled, giving her a questioning look.

Seriously?  Sora shot a glare at her.  Geez, what’s up with people right now?

“No … why do you think…”

Eyia quickly responded, giving Kari a deep frown.  “My Sister has asked a good question, and I doubt your answers are satisfactory.”

Githa licked her lips, glancing between them with a curious expression, and out of the corner of her eyes, Sora thought she saw someone sitting in Hallaway’s seat.  Upon closer inspection, there was nothing, but a soft giggle echoed in her mind.

Everyone paused, glancing around at each other.

“Did—anyone else hear that, or am I going crazy?”  Wendy asked, glancing around.

Eyia was on guard, already on her feet as her sharp eyes darted around the space.

Jin was close behind.  “No, there was definitely something…”

Their focus shifted to Tola as she gasped, fingers shooting to the brooch holding her bound hair together; it was starting to fade.  “My artifact,” she whispered, “it was—I didn’t even notice it activated for a moment.”

Kari’s nose twisted.  “Did you—cast a spell on us?”

Sora, Eyia, Jin, and Githa slowly shook their heads.

“Umm—I don’t think so,” Sora mumbled.  “I didn’t sense any magic being used.”

Githa nodded.  “Mhm, mhm!  None for me, too, but that was pretty funny!  Haha!”

Vision downcast as Eyia and Jin began throwing out theories, one solution came to Sora’s mind.

“Hold on … let me see if I can make the City Core tell us what it was?”

“Oh, smart!”  Wendy grinned.  “Yeah, that’s awesome; we have like a massive supercomputer linked to your brain!”

A forced smile touched Sora’s lips, the image popping up in her head.  “Well, not exactly like that.”

“Mom, can I try?”  Emilia asked, eyes bright with anticipation.

Her mood instantly plummeted, visions of the possible disaster that might follow leaping into her mind.  “Yeah, umm, probably not.”

“Why?”  She asked, looking crestfallen.

“Well,” Sora glanced around at the group, noting their relieved expressions, quickly hid from her daughter as she looked for support.  “First, let’s work on not creating Fox Fire in our sleep, and then we can move on to some more advanced stuff.”

“Wait, I did what?”  Emilia asked, eyes widening.

Wendy popped into the conversation.  “Yeah, Emi, uh—you kind of did, and your mom had to put it out.”

“Oh?”  Was all Emilia could say, puppy-dog eyes appearing as her vision fell to her lap, and soon after, tears started falling down her cheeks.

Wha … oh, crap—yeah.  She gave Wendy a strained smile, telling her that was a bad move.  She’s totally embarrassed that came out in front of everyone.

“Hey,” Sora reached over, and Emilia quickly scooted over to enter her embrace.  “Why don’t we do it together, huh?  You can follow my magic as I do it.”

“How?”  She sniffed, ignoring Wendy’s concerned look.

“Umm—well, let’s see … here, close your eyes, take my hand … there, now do you feel my Spiritual Energy?”

“It’s—it’s so warm,” Emilia whispered, sniffing before giggling.  “It tickles.”

Tola and the humans watched in fascination, and Kari gave her a curious smile.

“Now that you mention it,” Kari whispered, “your energy does kind of tickle.”

Sora’s focus in rubbing her spiritual force across Emilia’s internal network faltered a little as Wendy, Nathan, Mary, and Ashley muttered to each other.

“Wait, that’s right!”

“Man, brings back memories…”

“It did tickle at first,” Ashley confirmed, “but then it was warm and…”

Emilia breathed in, nose clearly a bit clogged, yet she still whispered, “What’s that smell?  It’s so soft … gentle.”

“A smell—that’s a sensation?”  Tola questioned.

Githa hummed with interest, appearing in front of them with wide eyes.  “Oh—that’s rare!  I’ve only heard Nilly talk about Spiritual Energy like that!”

“That right,” Sora mumbled.  “Anyway, are you still following me, Emi?”

“Mhm!  I love you,” she cried, fingers tightening.

“I love you, too,” Sora smiled.  “Okay, now do you feel my energy rising?”

“Y-Yeah … it’s so pretty—it’s going to the big ball of…”

Emilia jerked back, eyes flying open as she cried, “W-What is that?”

Everyone went on edge, and Sora tried to release the magical thread containing her desire for it to reveal what had occurred to them, but the energy from the sphere reached out to link with her.  They touched, and the globe released a blinding light, causing everyone to panic, ducking under the table; Eyia throwing up her frosty barrier.

At that moment, Sora couldn’t tell what happened; a feminine, soft, melodic voice released a hum.  The presence was connected with her Core, slipping past all of her defenses with ease.

“Oh, it’s been so long since I last woke up!  Mmh, and who might you be?  Ah, your daughter … maybe?  Is that … hmm.  So cute and innocent!  Wait, do I know you?  No, no, but—you seem so familiar.  I know me; I think … I must know you!  But, mmh, no—no, I don’t.  Hmm.  Are you me?”

She didn’t know how long the weird female talked; the space connecting with her seemed timeless but too quick for her to even blink.  It wasn’t black but void of all feeling.

“Aww, not so soon … looks like the gates are closing, but come back again, Sora!  Maybe I can take control of your body to explore a bit; I’ve been so lonely.  Wait … how am I lonely in a dream?  Is it a dream?  Am I a dream?”

The girl gasped.  “I’m a thing … of things.  Not a dream … ooh!  Hmm, fun, fun!  Wouldn’t that be fun?  I could show you all sorts of little secrets; oh, appalling, awful secrets.  Think about it, Sweetie!  Bye!”

The strange, ageless space that she’d been brought to, or maybe had been brought to her, locked, shoving her out, but then again, maybe she threw it out.

She blinked, not a tenth of a second had gone by.
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                Sora blinked, green irises sliding between the tense faces that all gradually turned to her, the only one that hadn’t instantly caught the mood of the room and hadn’t freaked out.

In the ensuing silence, she cleared her throat.  “Just checking, but, umm—you all heard that voice, right?”  After the words left her mouth, she felt a little stupid, realizing it had entered her Core.  “Wait…”

“Uh—huh?”  Jin mumbled.

Eyia slowly shook her head.  “I did not—Emilia, is something wrong?”

Sora’s focus darted to her daughter with everyone else.

Emilia seemed paralyzed, expression frozen on shock while looking up at the sphere above them.

“Is she okay?”  Kari asked, hair falling across the table as she leaned over it to get a better angle.

Mary’s brow creased, slowly rising back to her chair with the others from underneath the table.  “It looks like—what happened, Sora?”

Githa was in her human form, standing atop the table’s liquid-like surface, feline eyes locked on Sora.  “Hear a voice … hmm, no, but there was a large spiritual burst that clouded my senses for a moment.”  Her tone slowly became more serious.  “What happened?  Don’t leave out a detail.”

“Emilia…” Sora whispered, but Jin cut in.

“She’s fine; study her yourself.”

Ignoring Githa, Sora analyzed her daughter’s Core.

She’s horrified, but … if she was following my magic, she probably sensed whatever spoke to me.  If that’s the case…

She quickly searched Emilia’s recent memories and found the image that had startled her, tails going stiff.

“What?”  Kari asked.  “Sora, what’s going on?  Did you hear something when connecting to the City’s Core?”

“I—wow, how do I describe it,” she mumbled.  “Umm—okay, I think this is serious.”

A lump dropped down her throat while studying Emilia’s much more extensive experience.  There had been no voice, but the images and implications would have overwhelmed someone as innocent as Emilia; she was so stunned that there weren’t even tears falling down her cheeks.

“Wonderful—well, don’t hold out on us,” Jin groaned, leaning left and right.  “Never a dull moment with you.”

“Give her time; she must still be processing the severity of the situation,” Eyia assured.  “If immediate action was needed, then she would have said something.”

“Just remember,” Githa repeated in a neutral tone, “don’t leave anything out—there was something—unnatural, in that burst.”

“Where do I—Okay,” Sora ran her free hand through her hair, releasing a puff of air.  “I’ll just make an illusion of it—yeah, that would probably be the best.”

Manipulating the light around them, she made the table and floor vanish, and a broken, devastated city in a realm of darkness formed below, giving them an aerial view of the wreckage.

Taking a deep breath, Sora did her best to subdue the hair-raising tingles shooting up her back, like hundreds of disembodied fingers slowly sliding along her skin.  She’d experienced much worse while in the presence of The Herald; still, the things Emilia saw took her from DEFCON four to DEFCON three.

“This is the first thing Emilia saw when watching the City Core touch my spiritual force.  Tola, is there a place like this in the Realm?”

“No—no, I’ve never seen anything,” she cut herself off, staring at a colossal tower, which collapsed around the ruins.  “This looks like—like the Capital, but—no, no, there are differences.”

Githa dropped to her butt upon the invisible table, legs crossed as she brooded on the scene.  Jin and Eyia also seemed preoccupied with speculations.

Wendy, Ashley, Nathan, and Mary gazed at the scene as if they’d stepped into a post-apocalyptic world; even the countryside was void of life, showing dirt and dead forests.

Emilia had snapped out of her trance, hands like vices around Sora’s arm, and she knew why, but there had to be a build-up to the information for them to get the full context.

Kari appeared more interested in Emilia and her than the illusion she spun while Aiden watched from the sidelines with an unreadable expression.

“Emilia and I experienced something that—it wasn’t timeless, but almost felt like it, and there were a lot of things she saw—it was like she was experiencing this place through someone else’s eyes.”

The illusion quickly moved up with her manipulations, showing individual streets, broken utensils, and houseware goods.

Curiosity soon turned to silent horror upon exploring; the remains of Vulpes and humans alike could be seen around the area, unfettered by the effects of time.  The evidence of a vicious struggle remained, showing pools of wet or dried blood, torn off body parts, and mortal wounds.

Not one soul was alive; corpse after corpse, the timeless scene stretched on to every ruined street they walked.  Looking up, the clouds didn’t move, and no wind could be seen, yet through her magic, they could hear the soft sound of someone walking, the person showing them the carnage.

“I reached out to the City Core … something reached back—well, it felt like someone did.”

Jin’s narrow yellow eyes darted to Tola.  “Has this happened before, or can you shed some light on this?”

Tola slowly shook her head, looking sick as she averted her eyes from a mass of bloodied bodies; it looked like they’d torn each other apart in a mob.  “No … I’ve never heard of anything this—ever.”

Eyia’s deep blue irises lifted to the heavens.  “There are clouds overhead … we are unable to determine if those celestial objects are still in the sky.  Could there be other cities upon those spheres?”

A shiver ran down Tola’s frame.  “I haven’t actually—well, there’s nothing of importance on those planets.  They’re meant for gravitational stability, including environmental factors upon the planet—our calendar.”

“You’ve never—been to them, then?”  Mary asked, holding her stomach while averting her eyes from several children.

“There’s no reason … not that I can think of.”

“Did anyone give you that idea?”  Jin prompted.

A low rumble passed through Nathan’s throat.  “Right—has anyone ever talked about them?”

“No, I don’t think you understand,” Tola earnestly replied, “I’ve seen the surface of many from this very chamber, and they’re just—all I’ve seen is a barren place, devoid of life, and we tend to those that live on the planet.  We had no reason to go there…”

“Then, how did you know there’s no life if you’ve never been there?”  Ashley pointed out.

“I—no, there’s a reason why I never … there has to be a reason?”

Sora glanced up at the black clouds.  “No—I don’t think you’ll find this on one of those planets, but I get what you’re all saying; yeah, it would be good to look into those places, but this is something secreted away—for a very long time.

“Something spoke to me through the City Core, which would mean that they either have some control over True Vulpes Magic or they’re linked to this city somehow.”

“It spoke to you about what?”  Githa asked, focus never leaving Sora.

“To be honest, she sounded insane—literally.”

Sora sighed, rubbing Emilia’s trembling fingers.  She influenced her mind, filtering out the illusions she spun and showed her the good memories she had of being with Inari in her sanctuary.

With Emilia distracted, she replicated the voice, and the others listened, each having their own reaction to the character.

Kari hummed softly.  “When she’s talking about your daughter, is it Emilia—or is there more to it—could she be mistaking you for your mom?”

“I thought that, too,” Ashley mumbled.  “She sounds super uncertain, though.”

Jin and Eyia’s lips were drawn into a line.

“You weren’t wrong.”  Jin lifted an eyebrow as it continued to play on repeat, Sora allowing everyone to get the full grasp of her meeting the unknown figure.  “She’s insane, alright.”

Mary’s brown hair bunched against her shoulder as she carefully studied it; Sora didn’t want to respond until everyone had their own questions.

After a bit, she cut her magic, returning to the space-like scene the room currently displayed.  “What did everyone think?”  Sora asked, bringing Emilia back to the conversation.

“Aunt Inari … oh,” Emilia’s eyes popped, staring around at the serious expressions surrounding them.  “Wait, Mom, was that a…”

“Yeah,” Sora gave her an apologetic smile.

“Oh … well, umm—it was nice,” she smiled with a light blush, staring down at her thighs.  “Way better than whatever that other place was.”

“I’ll say,” Nathan groaned, ruffling his hair.  “So, is this an Intelligent Construct inside the City Core, like an AI?”

“Perhaps,” Mary whispered, but still seemed too deep in her thoughts to expand.

Wendy’s legs were pressed against each other, and she chewed on her cheek while glancing around.  “So—eh, am I the only one that found it kind of scary—I mean, she wants to take over Sora’s body, like, uh, really—can I get a no from anyone?”  She asked with a forced chuckle.

“Of course,” Eyia responded, “it would not be advised.”  Her fingers folded across the table, vision narrow.  “Asgard has a City Core that governs many functions in our Realms; however, I have never heard of an Intelligent Construct being a directing force.”

“Because it’s ludicrous,” Githa replied, tails waving back and forth.  “Giving any form of intelligence command over a Realm could and has proven disastrous, which is why this place functions with a Council instead of Founder Intelligent Constructs.  Magic, no matter how powerful, will degrade over time, and Intelligent Constructs will unravel.”

“You’re saying that’s what happened here?”  Nathan asked.

“No—she’s not,” Jin slowly replied.  “If that’s the case, then … could this be a hybrid?”

Something her aunt had said rose through her mind in an alarming surge.  “Wait … a homunculus?”

Eyia, Jin, and Githa’s focus all shot to her, shortly followed by everyone else's curious gaze.

“Where did you hear that word from?”  Jin asked with a deep frown.

Wendy’s hand shot in the air.  “Oh, I heard it in an anime!  It’s like a human, but not a human.”

“Wrong!”  Githa growled, eyes narrowing.  “It’s an artificial Intelligence that has been granted life through the sacrifice of many Intelligences … not a true miracle of creation, but a twisted shadow of the act that births something—unnatural.”

Eyia nodded.  “It is a banned practice among the Asgardians—which was one of many reasons why Loki was banished.”

“Well,” Sora felt a rock drop in her stomach, “my aunt said my mother—she created homunculus’ … among a lot of other things, trying to create a daughter.”

Everyone fell silent, and she could feel Emilia’s uncertainty upon hearing the revelation.

Wow … so, my mother took who knows how many lives and twisted, smashed, and shaped them into things, hoping it would make a daughter?  The more I learn, Mom … just who are you?

Her eyes wandered to Mia’s statue, and even though she could see a lot of her own features with many more in her daughter, the figure was a mystery to her.

“Mmh,” Githa shrugged, “Well, I mean, I knew that about Mia—nearly every Founder I know has tried it at least once … or they’re probably lying,” she snickered.

Jin sighed, leaning back in her seat.  “Yeah, you got that right.  Still, this thing that connected to Sora isn’t necessarily a homunculus, either.  It could be a lot of other things.”

Sora was a little taken aback by their indifferent responses; a moment ago, they’d been acting like it was such a horrible act but were just moving on like it was nothing.

Mary folded her hands on the table, eyes downcast.  “I can’t speak upon the merits of such things, but what I will say is that whoever this person—thing if you want to call it—whatever it is, it’s lonely.”

“Huh,” Nathan leaned back, tongue pressed against his bottom lip.  “Yeah, I can see that.”

“That doesn’t mean Sora should give her a joyride in her body!”  Wendy replied with dismay.

“I didn’t say she should,” Mary sighed, scratching the back of her head.  “There have been many studies—human, mind you, but I believe it still applies—studies show that if someone is left isolated, then they will crack; most of us are social creatures and require a certain level of interaction to ground ourselves in reality.

“First, she says it’s been a long time since she was awake, indicating a few possibilities.”

Eyia’s focus moved to Sora.  “Correct.  This creature could have been sealed away or isolated for a purpose.  It would be best to get more information about it before proceeding.”

“Yes,” Mary continued, “but we can also pull much more from her words.  I believe she both saw Mia in Sora and noticed Emilia as Sora’s daughter; the duality in her response is quite clear, which means we’re possibly dealing with someone far older than any of us wish to contemplate.”

“Oh,” Githa’s eyes sparkled, and she licked her lips, “you’re smarter than you look!”

“Thanks—I think?”  Mary cleared her throat.  “Anyway, she follows up with a barrage of statements, saying she doesn’t know you, but knows you, which is likely a throwback to her confusing you with your mother—however, she follows that with are you me?

“Dissociative disorders are mental disorders that involve experiencing a disconnection and lack of continuity between thoughts, memories, surroundings, actions, and identity.  This could be her projecting her need to be something else or someone else, and for all I know, it could just be a reflection of something deeper within Sora, making the statement true.”

“Woah—this just went a level above my brain—super inception,” Nathan mumbled, fingers pressed against his temple.

“Let’s not get too crazy,” Ashley chuckled before catching herself, “well … I suppose that isn’t the craziest thing we’ve actually seen.”

“Just food for thought,” Mary whispered, moving on.  “There’s a clear disconnect that this person has with herself and what’s around her, but the creature then catches itself, coming back to a sense of reality the moment it sees some type of gate closing.”

Wendy’s hand popped up again.  “Oh, it’s gotta be a metaphor, right?”

“Perhaps,” Mary shrugged, “we can’t be sure.  It could have been the link Sora and her shared through the City Core was weakening, or some protocol was set off to sever the connection.

“In any case, it was disappointed, but mentioned Sora by name, separate from itself, or not confusing itself with Sora, and then asked to take over her body, but not as her, which is an important distinction.  There were serious dissociative signals before, but now, she wanted to use Sora’s body with her—maybe share the space while also trying to appeal to her humane side, claiming to be lonely, which justifies the action.

“Then, she starts to degenerate into her dissociative state, referencing a dream, and if she’s a dream herself.  The next statement is an important key…”

“I’m a thing of things, not a dream,” Jin repeated.

“Right … but is she really or does she think she is, is the question?”  She forced a depressed laugh.  “Normally, the answer is simple if I’m dealing with a human, and we can work toward recovery, but this is—outside of my experience.  For all I know, she could be a dream, a part of Sora, an amalgamation of Intelligences, among any number of other options.”

“The last part came true, though,” Sora said, turning to Emilia.  “She showed Emilia something appalling … saying she knew awful secrets.”

“Yeah, I vote to make the Council talk!”  Wendy huffed, making Tola stiffen.  “After what we just saw—that was horrible!  Babies, kids—so many Vulpes and humans were dead … how can anyone justify that?”

“Well, let’s pull back a little,” Ashley replied, breathing through her teeth.  “That’s just a single side of a story that we’ve been given.  For all we know, that could have been a trap set to get Sora back in with this creature, using our emotions to pull us in to release it.”

“Oh … yeah, bad-guy 101,” Wendy mused with a sad sigh.  “Oof—I would have fallen for that hook, line, and sinker.”

Jin laughed, drawing everyone’s attention.  “So, in the end, we can say we’ve discovered a mysterious creature that sounds completely insane.  It gave us some questionable information, and that’s it.”

Nathan folded his arms, jaw working around.  “Not to state the obvious, but—what are the chances the other council members planned this out as a diversion?”

“I’d put it at a slim chance,” Githa replied, unusually serious, “but possible.  They can’t counter Sora’s authority, but that doesn’t mean they can’t use the City Core to seed false flags.”

“Eh, am I missing something?”  Kari asked.  “Why would they want to make us even more suspicious of them?  This just puts us even more on guard.”

Eyia’s sharp blue eyes moved to her with a frown.  “You are a Fenris Wolf, of course, you could not see the tactical advantage.”

Sora was a little surprised at the biting words but also knew Eyia was on a bit more than unfriendly terms with Kari based on her genetics alone.

Jin gave Eyia a sidelong glance.  “Geez, I mean, It took me a moment to get it, too,” she muttered.

“Yet you still understood,” Eyia stated without remorse.

“Uh—I feel stupid,” Wendy laughed, scratching her arm.  “I don’t get it, either.”

Mary and Ashley seemed a little stumped, too.

Nathan explained after giving both Eyia and Kari a forced smile as they glared at each other.  “Let’s not go for each other’s throats, here!  I know we’re all a bit tense, but, uh—well, we saw that each council member wasn't exactly thrilled to be working with each other.  If they have a powerhouse that can override the entire Council combined, then…”

“Oh…”  Both Wendy and Kari mumbled, and Sora felt more than one person get the same click as the information fell into place.

“Oh my gosh…”  Ashley groaned, slumping to the table.  “This is too complicated!  It could be so many things—and all of them are bad.  We really didn’t learn much except there’s probably a lot of conspiracies working around us.”

Sora felt the same exasperation falling against her own chest.  “Not that I needed more…” she moaned.

To make matters worse, after two minutes of silent thought, the other council members began to return; one after the other, their entrance caused everyone to straighten, and more than one eye darted to Loral once she took her seat.

She looks … healthy—did that gate opening have something to do with … oh, no … more conspiracy theories.  How many does that make now?  Too many … too many.

“Well,” Loral’s soft voice held a charming tone that had been lacking before, “it seems as if something has caused quite the stir … and Lady Githa…”

Githa slowly turned, scooting atop the table to give her an innocent, questioning smile.  “Mhm?”

Loral’s charm cracked for a moment, jaw tightening.  “Could—you please take a seat?  Tables are not for butts.”

“What about tails?”  Githa asked with a beaming smile.  “Oh, think how many we could have on a table?  Let’s see … one, two, three … eighteen,” she managed to get further than Sora would have been willing to bet before the Indigo councilwoman interrupted.

“Tails are not for the table, either, I’m afraid.”

“Aww, you’re no fun!”  Githa huffed, casually rising into a stretch before slinking off to a seat Tola conjured, and Sora noticed a few hidden smiles from the other Vulpes.

Githa’s smarter than I thought … but is it really wise to get on the bad side of the person that holds the most power?  Wait … that’s actually me … oh … oh, okay.  Githa’s preparing the mood to be more casual when we meet with the other council members alone.

She couldn’t help but feel out of place.

Why do I feel like everyone’s playing 4D Chess while I’m stuck at the easy stage of normal Chess?  Still … could all of that have been fake?  I’m leaning toward no, but I just can’t rule it out.  These mind games will kill me before anyone physically does the job…

Loral cleared her throat as everyone took their seats.  “Is there anything you’d like to discuss that occurred while we were away?”

Everyone glanced at each other, shaking their heads.

“We were just discussing personal matters,” Mary replied.

“I see,” Loral whispered, vision sliding between them before settling on Sora.  “I apologize for our rude introduction.  Now that our emotions have settled, why don’t we go around the table and have each member express a concern and a solution to that issue?

“I will start as is custom.  Lady Sora, as a Third Generation Founder of the Vulpes, you cannot deny that you hold great authority.  When you speak, you can be seen as a representative of your family…”

Eyia sharply interjected.  “Respectfully, I disagree.  Sora is her own woman and does not speak on behalf of her family.  I have never heard her say such a ridiculous thing as to proclaim her aunt’s decision on a matter, much less her entire family.  Where do you draw your basis for such a claim?”

Wow … okay, didn’t expect Eyia to be so forward about that, but I guess it could come from Asgardian culture?  Maybe that’s just something she thinks is really stupid.

Loral’s lips fell ever so slightly.  “Is it not obvious, Lady Eyia?”

A smirk lifted Jin’s cheeks.  “I think she’s talking about the City Core, Eyia.  What Sora desires is reflected as a family override, right?”  She asked, looking at Loral.

Eyia huffed, throwing back her blonde hair out of irritation.  “An utterly foolish argument.”

Dang … Eyia’s going hard right now!  What’s gotten into her?  In fact, everyone seems to be getting a bit more serious.

Ella scooted forward on her violet colored seat, eyes wide as she studied the Asgardian.  “Oh—how so?”

Loral’s charm diminished again, cold eyes sweeping to the small, teenage-looking Vulpes girl.  “Ella, do I need to remind you of the format.”

Mary chimed in.  “Chairman Loral, may I?”

The Indigo Vulpes gave Mary a moment’s study, seemingly approving of her tone.  “You may.”

“And, Eyia, can I explain?”

Eyia shot a distrustful glare at Loral.  “If you can dispel such an absurd notion.”

“Right, well, Sora does not have her family here to act in accord, but the City Core responds to her bloodline.  I understand that family is a known topic here in the Capital, unlike the rest of the world, correct?”

Sora could tell there was a hint of a point in that question, but it didn’t seem to register for Loral as she nodded without any indication of seeing her distaste for the implication.

“Then would a brother, choosing to take his mother, father, and sister’s daily food away, without discussing it with them, act as speaking on their consent?”

Loral’s lips were tight as she noticed Ella’s bright expression.  “Go ahead.”

“No, it would not.  He would need to get their consent before going to get the food, correct?”

“Indeed!  Therefore, Loral’s notion only applies if Sora’s entire family told her that she is an acting agent on their behalf.  However, Sora has yet to meet her mother, and as far as I am aware, Inari has never told her that she can stand in her place.

“For instance, if a Vulpes came to Sora and asked her to make her a Kitsune, or a follower of Inari, gifted with specific blessings, then Sora would have to decline because she does not have the authority.

“Now, if they wanted to be Sora’s follower, then that would be fine, but again, she could not speak on behalf of Inari.”

“Yet she has Inari’s name backing her,” Loral stated, doing well to keep any heat out of her voice.

“I cannot deny that.”  Mary chuckled, implying the question was silly while speaking perfectly neutral, “but isn’t that conflating two different conditions?  Inari will go to any length to protect her niece.  However, how does that fall under speaking for her?”

Loral was silent for a moment, but it didn’t appear as if she’d had a sudden realization that what she said was wrong.  “Let’s move on.  My point being, Lady Sora can interfere with our decisions as the overseers of this Realm.”

A light clicked in Sora’s mind.

This is just like before … we’re building support.  These Vulpes follow those who have more power than them, and this isn’t me interfering with their decisions, but Loral’s decisions, holding the highest seat.  Man … my mind’s still back on that crazy voice.

Clearing her throat as Loral finished, everyone turned to her.  “I told you before, Chairman Loral, I did not come here to be a threat to you.  However, there have been some recent events that have caught my attention, and the notice of my family.”

Loral’s shoulders tightened as she continued.

“This Realm was definitely created by someone within my family, and because of that, I do have power here; perhaps the greatest seat of power one can hold.  My aunt did tell me to do something on her behalf—there is a mystery in this Realm that involves my family, and I will solve it.

“I do not plan to interfere with your daily operation, but I do want to better understand why this Realm is operating the way it is, and if we discover a better way to facilitate its function, working together, then wouldn’t that benefit everyone?

“I want to be of help to each of you, and I hope you can also help me!  We’ll all be in your care, and I look forward to working with you.”

Loral’s head mechanically moved to the other councilmembers.  “We’ll move to Phebe—any concerns?”

The ruler over the Red Seat was giving her a bright smile.  “None.”

“Hallaway?”

“Oh, me?”  The green-furred Vulpes giggled.  “Concern—concern, hmm—oh, will you have enough time to have a chat with me?  I have so many questions that just aren’t—ahem, appropriate for this kind of setting!”

Feeling a little nervous about what direction that might go, Sora slowly nodded.  “Umm—sure.”

“Wonderful!”  She clapped her hands.  “No other concerns.”

“Tola?”

“No, Lady Loral.”

Her jaw locked before taking a deep breath, and a mask of serenity passed over her.  “I’m grateful that you’ve all found such confidence in our visiting Founder.  Ella?”

“Same as Lady Hallaway, Lady Sora?  I’d love to also speak with your companions.  If that is acceptable?  There seem to be quite a few intelligent minds among your group.”

“Will there be food?”  Githa asked, eyes burning with passion.

“Food, hmm—yes, we can provide a great feast.”

“Oh, I second that!”  Hallaway added, and the others quickly gave their own promise of refreshments; Eyia and Jin’s features brightened at that, and even Emilia’s heart began beating faster with anticipation with all the tension leaving.

“Food … yes, that would be nice—Bethel?”  Loral asked.

“No concerns—oh, but, umm—yeah, I’d like to talk, too!”

“I get it,” Sora giggled, “yes, we’ll spend some time together—you know, maybe if I do have so much power—I man … maybe I can lift some of the bans that prevent you from going to each section of the city?  It’s just a thought.”

A few councilmember’s eyes widened with surprise and wonder, but Loral was quick to respond.  “That would be—we should discuss that in private, Lady Sora.  Would that be acceptable before you make any—rash decisions?”

Rash, huh?  Well, I don’t exactly know what that would cause, and it’s among the most civil things she’s asked.

“Umm—yeah, that seems fair.”

“Excellent, then … that leaves Mofupsi,” she sighed.  “You have the floor.”

The Yellow Seat holder had been sitting on the edge of her seat with anticipation.  “Oh, umm—yes; it usually takes so much longer to get to me!  Eh—can, umm—can you, like fight me?”

Everyone stared at her for a second, still registering the request.

“Concern, Mofupsi,” Loral sighed.

“Ah, right, right—I gotta phrase it like a concern … wait, didn’t I?”  She asked, yellow hair bouncing as she turned right and left to stare at her co-workers.

Ella gave her a forced smile.  “Reasonable concern, Mofupsi.”

She clearly didn’t understand why her question wasn’t a reasonable concern, so Sora responded.  “Uh—I mean, maybe?  If there are boundaries—I can make a protective shield around us with the City Core.”

“Again,” Loral groaned softly, releasing a puff of air, “Lady Sora, if you could speak to me before committing to a fight with such conditions.”

“Right…”  Sora mumbled, eyeing the yellow-furred Vulpes.  “Well, we’ll see, and maybe I’ll learn something, too—so, umm, yeah, we’ll see.”

“I’m so excited; our big tournament is coming up for rank advancements!”

Sora, Wendy, Mary, Ashley, and Nathan’s eyes widened in surprise at the statement, but Eyia, Jin, and Githa seemed hyped.

Loral spoke up before anyone could question further.  “That should conclude our meeting then.  At our discretion, Lady Sora, please have Tola notify me.”

With that, she left, and soon after, a few of the other council members did the same with begrudging expressions.

Hallaway chuckled sheepishly.  “I’m afraid that once she calls a meeting, the meeting room should be vacated.”

“Such strict and boring rules for Vulpes,” Jin noted.  “I thought this would be more fun.”

Mofupsi gave her a gleaming grin.  “Oh, each of our districts is way more fun than this boring stuff!”

“Huh?”  Jin returned the smile, “I’m looking forward to it.”

The Yellow Seat gave a hearty laugh before vanishing with the others.

“Well,” Tola released a breath that made it seem like she’d been holding it since the start of the meeting, “it’s over.  That went surprisingly well; you each caught onto the undertone of the meeting quite quickly.”

“Meh, it wasn’t anything great,” Jin shrugged.  “I’m still mulling over that thing that happened with the City Core.”

“Yes,” Eyia growled, “this is troubling.  We must gather more information, and I am not comfortable with my Sister going alone to have a chat with that Vulpes.”

“C’mon, Eyia,” Jin snickered.  “Have some faith in her; she’s come a long way since Miami.”

Eyia’s face glowed in an instant.  “That she has!  Although, you have yet to practice with me, and I wish to help you advance at a faster rate to defend yourself.”

Sora sucked in a breath through her teeth.  “Eh, yeah—maybe Emilia and I will take you up on that.”

Kari gave her a stern look.  “No, first you need to teach Emilia about her powers.”

“Yeah!”  Emilia shouted, latching onto her arm again.  “You promised!”

“Right, right,” Sora sighed in defeat.  “We can do that as soon as we can … Tola, anything else we need to do?”

The blue-furred Vulpes shook her head.  “As of this moment, no, we should all relax … I wish to, after everything we’ve been through.  I think I might retire for the day.”

“Rest well!”  Wendy said, moving to Sora’s side as they stretched and got up.  “I want to check out your training; it sounds really cool!  What first—the firetail thing; oh, no illusions?”

Emilia groaned, giving Sora an unenthusiastic stare.  “No … healing and meditation stuff…”

“Boo!”  Wendy called.  “We want to cool things!”

“Yeah, the cool things, Mom!”

Kari popped her tongue.  “C’mon, Emi, you gotta first learn how to utilize your Spiritual Energy and control it before doing those kinds of things.”

Both Wendy and Emilia’s cheer fell with their heads.  “Yeah, okay…”

Wow … I bet if I said that, they’d be all over me still.  Wait, when did Wendy and Kari start getting along, and Wendy turn into Emilia’s bestie?

Her thoughts were cut short as Tola adjusted her gown while addressing them.  “I’ll transport you to the same living quarters I sent the others to, with a few Vulpes attendants to look after your needs.”

“A hot bath…”  Jin moaned, pounding her tense shoulders, but she didn’t finish the sentence before they were whisked away by Tola’s spell.
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                A lump dropped down Sora’s throat as they were transported to a large room with a single bed; their eyes wandered while studying the immaculate space.

It was two stories high without the second landing, showing a ton of wasted wide-open area, no matter how grand it looked. The bed was low to the ground and larger than any king-sized bed she’d seen; everything matched the blue, white, and gold theme of the section Tola ruled.

The tinted glass covering above seemed to be hiding a blazing red sun, releasing a moderate warm light that perfectly illuminated and kept the space comfortable.

A few large canvases lined the walls, showing abstract art pieces that Sora wasn’t really into.

The furnishings were light, a rug under each article on the floor, and a decorative quilt illustrating the nighttime sky was hung above the bed, which was an odd choice to Sora.

Two four-person couches and five armchairs were stationed around a circular table with the center cut out, highlighting a small fountain in the center that released a cone of water, seemingly vanishing into the air while leaving a light, cool mist hanging in the air.

A duplicate mingling area was placed on the opposite side of the room, both springs releasing a blue tint to the liquid.

“Wow … interesting design,” Ashley whispered, catching sight of her husband and kids, mingling with Alice and Liz.

Sora couldn’t spot Holonie and Braelyn nearby; only two six-tailed blue-tailed Vulpes stood by the large closed wooden doors, wearing almost plastic smiles. She didn’t have to invade their cores to tell their attendants were nervous, but the Spiritual Energy surrounding their bodies told her as much, if not the details.

“Mommy!” Josie squealed, scooting off her father’s lap to reach Ashley. Brandon gave his wife a welcoming smile. Cedric hesitated, glancing between his parents, he couldn’t decide which to stick with, eventually choosing his father as he pulled him in.

Eyia swiftly noted their surroundings, keeping close to her and Emilia in case action needed to be taken.

Jin took a much more casual approach, holding her hands behind her head, fingers linked between locks of hair as she slowly turned to take in the room with a slight nod of her head.

Mary, Wendy, and Nathan were stunned by the appearances, and Wendy body-flopped on the bed, testing its comfort.

Sora’s hand intertwined with her daughter’s, Kari by their side as they processed everything, vision locking on Githa, already in cat-form.

The Nekomata jumped to the bed with a soft yawn; she stretched out, fur puffing up with her sharp claws extended. Rolling over and belly up, the fluffy white cat exposed herself to the ceiling, spreading out her arms and legs without a care in the world.

“Mom,” Emilia whispered, longing eyes following Wendy and Githa’s blissful sighs.

Giggling a little, Sora released her grip. “Go on.”

Emilia’s face beamed as she ran to the edge and leaped into the air, arms, legs, and eight copper tails fanned out before plopping down on the seemingly boundless bed, yet she too appeared to be experiencing the same euphoria as the other two.

Kari followed her five-foot jump with a half-smile, chuckling softly as she sagged into the fabric with a low moan.

“Such good magic!” Githa purred. “Leave it to Founders to have the best…” She trailed off, releasing soft rumbles in her throat as if sleeping.

Sora’s eyebrow rose, Jin amusedly eyeing the three passed out figures. “Yeah … bed’s for a purpose.

“Wait,” Sora’s ears twitched with laughter, “they’re seriously passed out?”

“Like a light!”

Eyia’s eyes creased, turning her curious deep blue irises to the Dragon. “You have the strangest sayings.”

Jin couldn’t hold in her mirth, body quivering as she doubled over, and everyone else gave her a questioning glance. “T-This is great; I love this speech translation system! I bet—I bet everyone understood that but you, Eyia!”

For once, Sora saw a bit of uncertainty touch the stalwart Asgardian’s features as her eyes shifted between several people. “I am—why is my understanding of your phrases so difficult?”

The Dragon breathed a hearty sigh, grinning at the Valkyrie. “Because you have almost no cultural links to humans!”

“Jin,” Sora mumbled, watching Eyia’s shoulders droop in defeat, “give her a break.”

“C’mon,” Jin waved dismissively,” I’m just playing!” She walked over to the couch to lounge. “Although, everything’s a competition to her—I’ve been trying to beat it into her thick skull that you can have fun without turning everything into a challenge!”

“I cannot best Jin in this area,” Eyia sighed, looking truly down, and Sora started to see what she meant. “I try and try, but every time I fail. It is the thing that I stumble on the most … these word games.”

“See!” Jin groaned in exasperation. “She didn’t even catch a word I said! Whoosh—right over her head!”

Eyia seemed to be trying to ponder Jin’s gesture. “Oh, I know this one—it is the … the thing about not understanding something!”

“Eyia!” Jin moaned, lying against a couch while holding the back of her hands over her eyes. “You focus too much on the gesture and not the context…”

“I understood it, though, correct?”

“Yup … you got me.”

“I am victorious once again!” Eyia’s eyes sparkled, seemingly satisfied with the results.

Even Kari seemed amused by the pair as everyone chuckled.

Brandon and Ashley had caught Jin’s earlier statement, urging their children to rest on the bed.

“You didn’t get enough sleep last night,” Brandon commented at Cedric’s protests, and his wife mirrored his response to Josie as she put up a fight.

“But we want to play and hear stories!” Josie cried. “You have over fifty-hundred stories that—umm, Cedric, how much?”

“Fifty-hundred and seven!”

“Yeah!” Josie echoed, giving her mother a pout. “You weren’t home forever—like forever-forever in stories!”

“I know, I know,” Ashley whispered, carefully brushing her daughter’s hair out of her face while picking her up. “Oof … are you getting heavier?”

“Bigger! I’ll be even more tremendouser than Cedric!”

“Nu-uh!”

“Uh-huh!”

“Well, well, that’s not a real word—I think…”

“Uh-huh, it is; I heard Daddy say it!”

“Liar!”

Josie’s eyes watered. “M-Mom … C-Cedric called me…”

“I heard,” she sighed with a soft smile, setting her down on the bed. “The proper way to say it is tremendous—truuu-mmend-us. See?”

She sniffed. “It’s real?”

“Yes, it is, but tremendouser isn’t the right way to say it, Honey. Can you repeat it with me—you, too, Cedric,” she urged as Brandon set him down beside his sister, on the opposite side of the bed from Emilia.

They slowly imitated the word, seemingly forgetting the bickering mood they’d been in before as they gradually grew sleepier on the bed and fell asleep, snuggling next to each other.

“Cute,” Mary chimed.

Jin gave the two kids a pulled in smile. “Mmh, that’s one way to describe them.”

Nathan gave the bed a lifted eyebrow. “I’d say that the whole bed thing is dangerous, personally … I mean, I don’t have any kids, but I don’t know how the State would feel about magic like that.”

“It would be a godsend,” Brandon groaned, dropping back into his armchair with Ashley snuggling beside him.

“Literally,” Kari snickered, eyeing the five figures sleeping soundly on the mattress.

Sora followed the Fenris Wolf, Nathan, Mary, and Eyia to the sitting area. Nathan and Kari took an armchair, long wolf tail snaking around to flick softly near the floor as she studied Sora. Mary and Eyia sat on either side of her on a couch.

Sora glanced back at the attendants, nibbling on her lower lip. “Hmm … so, uh—what do you guys think about all this? There’s—where do I even start—so much to talk about. My head feels like exploding, just trying to find a starting point, and…”

“Yes, should we discuss it with the group,” Mary noted.

Jin shrugged, releasing a light burp before sucking on the roof of her mouth. “Eh … I think we’re being too cautious, personally. Sora’s got more power than just about anyone in this Realm; one desire to not see any one of us hurt and poof, some kind of ward will be placed around us. Good, done, and we’re free to do whatever,” she clapped.

“It’s a good point,” Sora mumbled, yet she hesitated.

Kari wore a frown, chewing the inside of her cheek while studying her. “Concerned about that thing showing up again if you link to the City Core again?”

“It is not outside the realm of impossibility,” Eyia commented with a soft hum. “How would you rate the strength of this being, Sister?”

“How would I rate it … umm—hmm, well, it’s not exactly…”

Mary’s forehead furrowed. “Can’t find the words?”

“That bad, huh?” Nathan sighed, scratching his brow. 

“Honestly … I couldn’t really say,” Sora whispered, thinking back on the strange entity. “It’s connected to the City Core, so … nevermind, no, this is worth it,” she chuckled, steeling her nerves and calling upon her magic before anyone could convince her otherwise.

Each brow creased with concern as Sora tensed, preparing for the connection; nothing happened, and the invisible flow of the network she touched constructed the magical ward that would protect every person present, excluding the blue-tailed Vulpes.

Sora blinked with everyone else. “Huh … well, that was easy.”

“Nothing?” Mary questioned, folding her lower lip under her teeth.

She shook her head.

The doctor frowned, vision falling to the floor. “What’s the trigger, then? Ideally, we’d want to experiment until we found the cause, but that’s far too dangerous.”

Kari crossed her legs, features stern as her tail flicked. “You need to take better care of yourself … even Inari told you to back off, remember?”

Sora winced, remembering her aunt’s words. “How … oh, your mother,” Sora mumbled. Drawing in a long breath, she puffed it out through the corner of her lips. “Yeah, she did—how can I, though? You know how many crazy things happen to us…”

Kari’s head tilted against the back of her chair, focusing on Mary. “Tell her in a way that gets through that thick skull of hers—I swear she flip-flops every other hour.”

Her words stung a little. “Kari…”

A silent laugh shook Mary’s fame. “Sora, is she wrong?”

“Well … no, I have a ton I need to do, though … it almost seems endless.”

Mary’s vision moved to the opposite couch. “Jin?”

Everyone’s eyes darted to Mary in confusion before turning to the Dragon.

Jin smirked, eyes still closed. “Yo?”

“What advice would you give our hyper-active teenage Vulpes Founder?”

“First, that’s a mouthful,” Jin chuckled. “Second, drop it all and relax.”

“But … what about that…”

“Drop it,” Kari repeated.

“It could be…”

Nathan joined in the chant, and soon everyone but Eyia was going along with it.

The voices soon died down with Githa’s annoyed growl that vibrated the air. “Shut-up … I’m eating monkeys … no, not the can, Nilly…”

A soft giggle shook Sora’s frame as she watched the Nekomata squirm on the bed; it didn’t last long but did draw everyone’s attention.

Sora sat back, playing with her second tail as she pondered their words.

I should just take it all off the table and relax … how do I unwind here, though? Well … kind of stupid question, Sora … we’re in a fantasy world, there’s tons of things to do, and then there’s…

Her focus slowly moved to Emilia, still sprawled out across the bed.

“Exactly!” Kari stated triumphantly, following her gaze. “You know … no, I’ll tell you later…”

“Aww, cute, embarrassed?” Jin snickered.

Eyia sniffed, giving Kari a critical eye. “Cute … Fenris Wolves are not cute, friend!”

Kari shot daggers at the leisurely Dragon, quickly moved to Eyia upon her comment.

“I don’t know, Eyia,” Sora mused, catching a bit of Jin’s mood from her radiated emotion and running with it, “Fenris Wolves might not be, but Kari most definitely is!”

“Better cute then dense,” Kari shot back, causing Sora to wince.

“Oof … better dense than a tsundere!”

Kari’s eyes widened in disbelief. “You didn’t just…”

“Oh? I guess this translation system is working well, fufufu,” Sora chortled.

Eyia’s eyes, on the other hand, were rolling inside her head, trying to keep up while Jin rolled with laughter. “She is kind of a tsundere, isn’t she?”

The teenage Fenris Wolf’s face was turning pinker by the minute, but all Kari could do was bluster, “N-No … I’m just … this is stupid … I’m going for a walk.”

“Oh, I’ll go relax with you!” Sora brightly offered, jumping to her feet and causing their audience to chuckle silently.

“Whatever…” Kari growled, using her now absurdly thick, long black hair to obscure her blush as she power-walked to the door, and even their attendants’ plastic faces were beginning to crack.

“There will be—a dinner,” the left Vulpes cleared her throat, trying to remain dignified, “within the next thirty minutes.”

Kari didn’t respond, but her tail went stock stiff with her spine as Jin followed Sora’s light jog to catch up from her sitting position. “Ah, taking the dog for a walk, Sora? Make sure to feed her a treat after!”

Okay … that was a little more degrading than I was going for, Jin…

Still, Sora couldn’t help but smile at Kari’s reaction, wolf-ears twitching with agitation as she stormed out of the room. “Who needs a Dragon that kills herself transforming?” She growled, passing through the doors the attendants opened in advance.

“Oof … would hurt if it came from someone a little less … oh, what’s the word, Eyia … bashful!”

Sora hurried after her, hearing the doors close behind her as everyone chuckled; one of the attendants was keeping pace while trying to keep an appropriate distance to not be intrusive.

I suppose they need to attend to us as attendants.

“Kari, wait up!”

She slowed at her call, growling lowly. “Is this what it feels like … made fun of and not being able to do anything about it?” 

Kari’s fists closed, still keeping her face turned away from Sora as she caught up. “I’ve really changed … haven’t I?” She whispered, tone falling.

Sora’s brow furrowed. “Umm … yeah—you’re not a royal … well, you get the point. No, you’re kind, loyal, and the first one—besides my aunt, that told me to knock off overthinking or jumping into everything to focus on what’s important to me. You like Emilia, don’t you?” She giggled, prodding her left hip with her elbow.

Kari groaned, shifting away from her a little. “I mean—no, not at first, but … she’s growing on me. There’s this … I don’t know,” she mumbled, and Sora caught a smile on her lips, “this innocent, wide-eyed charm about her that makes me smile.

“She kind of reminds me of my little sister in a way … always looking for anyone to hang with—yeah, Emilia’s a little social butterfly, and she’s definitely not a Vulpes,” she laughed.

Sora’s head tilted at the statement. “Now that you mention it … she really doesn’t have a lot of Vulpes tendencies … hmm…”

Glancing back at their shadow, Sora created a sound barrier with her own power, blocking Kari and her from others. Now in private, she opened up to her new friend. “Honestly, Kari … I’m kind of worried about Emilia.”

“Hmm?”

“Well … it’s just that—how do I explain it? Whatever my aunt did—part of me she used to rebuild my daughter from scratch … it’s like there’s a piece of humanity mixed in with her.”

“... I don’t think that’s right.”

“No?” Sora frowned.

Kari broodingly shook her head. “No, I’d go one step further … I think Inari made Emilia a Vulpes Founder, human, and whatever else you are; she used you as the blueprint, but why wouldn’t she do that to someone else, then—you know, to have a daughter of her own?”

“Ah, okay, let me think of it a second…”

Sora tucked her lip under, shifting it back and forth against her teeth as she thought, and her aunt’s words and actions resurfaced with a little help of her abilities. “She can’t … my mother and her couldn’t do it, but … it was Frankenstein that managed to get all the pieces together that were required for me to be born.”

Kari shook her head. “Yeah, sure, but how does that account for Emilia looking entirely Vulpes? You have some human characteristics from your father, right?”

“I guess, but that’s just it … I guess—I don’t know … my entire life is wrapped in a mysterious box that, when opened—only reveals another box of secrets and half-answers. Apparently, I’m a walking contradiction … all the biggest players in existence—playing this crazy game are all throwing everything they have to tilt me one way or the other.

“All of that, and … I don’t want Emilia to go through something like that, but at the same time … after everything my aunt taught me—I know it’s not an if but a when, and I need to prepare my daughter for that time. Yet…”

Kari breathed out a humorous sigh. “Yet, you don’t feel prepared.”

A lump dropped down Sora’s throat. “Not at all … but here we are,” she glanced around at the grand, colossal hallways, “in another world—on a hunt for clues about myself and my family while on the run from your uncles.”

“You’re not wrong,” Kari whispered, exhaling slowly. Shaking her head, she gave her a light smile, pulling back her bangs. “Still … even if I had to go through all those horrible things … I’d do it again—even if it’s kind of hard to say. I just—ever since you did that Core Resonance … I’ve felt something that … I can’t explain.”

“Hmm…” Sora’s lips lifted. “I get it … for me, it’s like we shared the same life for a time; you were me, and I was you … a sort of—atonement. Heh … you know what I mean.”

Kari nodded, vision falling back to the floor. “How long do you think it’s been since we left Miami?”

“For real?” Sora’s stomach shook with laughter. “Gosh … wow, no, it’s been years, right? I don’t even want to think about it with all the time jumps and realms I’ve been in—yeah, we’ll go with years because this couldn’t have happened in weeks.”

“I’m right there with you,” Kari whispered, left hand pressing against her chest. “There’s no way my heart could have changed that much…”

They fell silent, and Sora reflected on the path that had led her here, tracing back all the hundreds of decisions she could see each person had to make to bring them to this point.

After some time, she mumbled, “Kari…”

“Mhm?”

“Who do you think we really are?”

“... I don’t know anymore.”

“Me either … I’m definitely not the terrified teenage girl, hiding in her ivory tower, and you’re not the terrifying monster, stalking the halls of Miami High.”

“Then I guess the answer is … who should we be?” Kari hesitantly responded.

“Hmm … who should we be?” The silent halls pressed in around them, reflecting no sound of their footsteps with her dampening field active. “Well, for me … I think I should be the person Emilia sees, and … I feel inadequate right now.”

Kari ran her fingers through her hair with a low moan. “Talk about cliche, but … I think you’re right. I need to be the girl worthy of your forgiveness—just as much as you need to be the mother Emilia can be proud of. We both have a ways to go, huh?”

“Ugh … I suppose we do, and I can start by giving her the attention she deserves.”

“Lessons?”

“Lessons.”

“Well, looks like you’re going to have to be a quick study because she’s going to catch up to you in no-time.”

“Oof,” Sora winced, glancing at her friend, “you really think so?”

“Hey, just my gut feeling.”

“Wait … yeah, it’s settled—this was all inside of my aunt’s hands!”

“You’re just coming to that conclusion?” Kari snickered, giving her an incredulous smirk.

“Okay, sure, I knew she had things going on, but prodding me along like this … she’s evil!”

Kari chuckled. “Welcome to the world of Founders, where everyone is poking everyone to go along with their plans.” 

Sora released a tired moan. “Why couldn’t I just be born human? Man, life would be so much simpler … well, you good with heading back to get all the sleepy heads up for dinner?”

A grimace turned Kari’s lips. “I’d rather not deal with Jin’s games—she’s so childish.”

“Mmh?” Sora giggled, brushing her two tails against Kari’s fluffy mass trailing behind her. “She’s got a point—see?” Sora teased.

“H-Hey!” Kari jumped, skipping to the left. “You—You’ve had your tail for like what … a few weeks? Jeez, have some awareness!”

“I did it on purpose—purpose,” Sora winked.

“Gah … you’re just as bad as Jin.”

Sora gave her a mischievous grin. “Oh? Do you want to walk me back to the room? I’ll be a good foxy!”

“Okay, cut it out…” Kari groaned, cradling her head. “I’m not good at all those fox-games…”

She gave her an innocent smile. “Am I playing?”

“I hope so … for my sake,” Kari sighed with defeat. “I liked it better when Jin was picking on Eyia.”

“Oh, we’re just getting started!” Sora cheered. “I’ll get you up to her level—in fact … I need the practice to teach Emilia some pointers! Be my guinea pig…”

“Don’t ask me weird things!”

“No, no, this is perfectly normal for friends,” Sora protested, throwing out her hips to knock Kari off balance. “I’ll make you the cute, teasing little wolf-girl that’s hiding inside that rough exterior!”

Kari’s voice started to quiver. “I’m starting to get a little scared…”

Sora’s eyes sparkled as both Kari and her ears stood on end when she dropped her spell, passing their shadow attendant without notice. “Did you hear that, Kari?”

“... No … we aren’t…”

“Jin’s going to take a bath, and … well, couldn’t we use a bit of time relaxing?”

“Sora…” Kari moaned. “Why are you releasing stress on me?”

“No, no, Kari,” Sora soothed. “Think of this as, umm—training! Yeah, think of this as training!”

Kari’s ears folded back, tail stiff as she timidly followed Sora, trying to rebuild her confident image before being seen by the others.
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                Sora’s smile didn’t falter the entire way back to the room; every time her green irises darted to Kari’s folded down ears and stiff tail, she shook with laughter.

Kari was doing her best to hide her face with the absolute mane of black hair draping down her back and shoulders, but Sora managed to sneak a few glimpses of her burning cheeks.

As with all good things, they must come to an end; the wolf-girl managed to get her nervous emotions under control before the others could see the adorable side of the Fenris Wolf, and if their assistant tail noticed, she made no indication, staying true to her role as a shadow.

Jin and Eyia were stretching out when they arrived, accompanied by the rest of the group.

Mary released a soft yawn, brushing back her brown hair while rubbing her eyes.  “It’s getting pretty late, isn’t it?”

Ashley and Brandon glanced at the bed with rueful smiles.

“Maybe we’ll actually get a good night’s sleep,” Brandon whispered.

His wife gave him a dubious look.  “We’ll see … we really … reeallly need one of these beds,” she giggled.

A thought occurred to Sora; she fed her desire into the action, and the City Core responded.  Jin, Eyia, and Kari’s gaze leveled with her as the magic left her body, and she knew they were concerned, but she needed to keep testing it to see what was the trigger.

Four more identical beds appeared inside the expansive room, swapping out the fountain and couches, and pitch-black boxes of energy separated each one, making the humans jump, but before they could question the action, Jin let out an impressed note.  

“Wow … now those are freakin’ tough … what else does it … wait, my spiritual signature is … ah…”

Sora piped in to clarify her idea as every curious pair of eyes turned to her.

“I thought it would put everyone at ease if I had the city create an impenetrable barrier for our sleeping areas!”

The blue-furred attendants were notably shaken by her statement.

“So,” Sora continued, “basically, it blocks all noise, vision, protects against anything, and only allows specific people in each for privacy.

“The one in the middle can be for Kari, Emilia, Wendy, and I … well, I suppose Githa’s fine in her cat form.

“To the left is for Ashley, Brandon, and their kids.

“Far left is for Nathan and Aiden.

“To the right, you have Eyia, and Jin … sorry, there’s just not a whole lot of room left on our bed, Eyia.”

“Understandable, Sister, and I am thankful for the added protection.”

Jin lifted an eyebrow at the barrier.  “That’s an understatement.”

“The last,” Sora turned to give Mary a smile, “is for you, Liz, and Alice.  Is that okay?”

“Absolutely!  I’m just…”

Mary trailed off as Ashley cleared her throat, nudging over to whisper in her ear, but the only person she’d be hiding the information from was Nathan, her husband, and possibly Aiden.  “Umm … Mary, could you, uh … take our kids for the night,” she winced.  “Just to give Brandon and I a chance to catch-up.” 

The psychiatrist’s smile went from confused to nodding brightly, but she couldn’t hide the cat-like twitch that lifted her lips.  “Of course.  I’d be happy to babysit, after all,” she giggled, glancing over at the dark center cube, “they’ll probably be sleeping the whole night.”

Sora made the tweak in permissions within the barriers, and everyone gave a start as the middle box became see-through.  “Oh, I’ve also made it where you can control the light, scents, and transparency of the boxes by thought … it’s so much easier having the City Core do all the hard work,” she mused, eyeing the god-like complexity of magic within the room.

Her vision suddenly darted around the room.  “Wait … I almost forgot to ask, but where’s Holonie and Braelyn?”

“Yeah … I smelled them in the hall.”

An attendant promptly replied.  “They said they were confused about all the things asked of them.  As was Councilor Tola’s directive, we offered to guide them to her for further explanation.”

“Could you imagine the look on their faces?”  Jin snickered, moving toward the exit.  “Aye, one of you know where the bathing area is?  This place has to have one!”

Sora’s lips fell into a line at the information, but let it be a problem for another time.  “Oh, I can do that, too!”  She cheerily interjected.  “Kari and I want to take a bath.”

Kari’s amber irises shot to the floor.  “You mean, you volunteered me for one…”

“Oh, c’mon, we both need one; it’s to relax!”

“Whatever you say…”

“Right?”  Sora teased, nudging her side again with a wink.

Kari responded with a wry huff.

Nathan cleared his throat.  “Uh … hey, I’d kind of like to wash-up, too, if that’s okay.  Is there a male’s bath … preferably a shower?”  He winced.

“Okay,” Sora mumbled, glancing at each member of the party.  “Who else wants to freshen-up before … oh, everyone, huh?”

Not one hand was down, but Sora’s focus snagged on their aids’ confused expressions.

“Male baths?”

A stone dropped into Sora’s stomach.  “Wait … you guys don’t have sex separated facilities?”

“No…”  another responded with a questioning look.

Ashley, Brandon, Nathan, and Aiden took the culture shock hard, but Jin only snickered, and Eyia nodded acceptingly.  Liz and Alice were also giving her weird looks.

“Well … that won’t do!”  Sora responded.  “We’ll be fixing that…”  Her focus eased to the drawers in the corner, housing all of their clothes that Tola had transported.  “... Alright, pick out some PJs, and I’ll come up with a plan.”

“Umm, excuse me, Lady Sora,” one of the blue-tailed Vulpes hesitantly stepped forward.  “I don’t understand, but we will follow whatever order you give.”

“Whatever order?”  Jin hummed shadily.

For the first time, Eyia’s eyes creased.  “Friend, do not force these Vulpes into your strange little games because of the task their Lady has given them … it is humiliating.”

“For who?”  Jin shot back.  “... fine, fine!”  She conceded with Eyia’s deep blue irises refusing to give in.  “Geez … one time in Atlantis…”

“Two.”

“One, the second doesn’t count because you were gone!”

“Still inaccurate.”

Jin clicked her tongue.  “Still don’t know how you found out about that one.”

Sora watched the exchange while shaking her head, and it seemed a few others were trying to imagine what the Dragon’s little Master-Slave game was.

The Vulpes seemed rather frightened at the prospect, but one boldly stepped forward.  “We will do whatever is required of us!  However, Lady Sora, is it too much to ask for us to be your guides to the baths … it’s just … we were asked to serve you, and…”

Jin’s tongue slide across her lips.  “I’m beginning to like this place more and more, but … sorry, girls, that’ll take too long.  Sora can just teleport us to the nearest one, and I really want to soak these tense muscles,” she groaned, rubbing her left shoulder.  “If you’re worried, then she can just take you with us.”

Nathan and Aiden’s faces were still red as their eyes darted between the Dragon and blue-tailed Vulpes, clearly thinking something promiscuous, and to be fair, Sora’s own mind had questioned that angle, but it also didn’t seem in Jin’s taste.  Then again, she had to remind herself that she didn’t really know the odd pair.  The more they revealed about their adventures, the stranger things became.

Mary chimed in as the Vulpes’ ears gloomily fell back.  “I’m sure we’ll need your help with the type of products you have here!”

“Oh … yes, we can help with that!”  Their attendants’ faces glowed.

Jin gave Eyia a side-long look, but the Valkyrie simply ignored the Dragon’s glare.

Alice and Liz had remained utterly silent during the exchange, but upon hearing Sora’s direction, swiftly jumped to the cabinets, each of their two tails swishing back and forth as they searched for nightwear.

It didn’t take long for the crew to get everything they needed, most of the girls hiding their chosen attire from any male view other than Jin and Eyia, who didn’t have a shred of shyness.

Sora could only smile at the Dragon’s yellow silky nightgown with matching undergarments and Eyia’s light blue counterpart.

While everyone selected their nighttime attire, Sora explained what she’d do.

“I’ll send us to three baths or showers and have one of our attendants join each of us…”

“Woah, woah,” Nathan forced a chuckle, vision darting to the lovely women hanging on her every word.  “You aren’t actually, uh … sending them in with us?”

Sora smirked at him as she read the energy leaving both Nathan and Aiden’s spirit and mirrored bodily responses.  “I don’t know … do you think they can sense what I’m sensing?”

The three attendants’ heads shifted to Nathan, eyes sparkling in almost an innocent way that made the man’s flush deepen.

“No, no, no, no … I’m good, Sora!  Really!”

“Are you sure?”  Jin teased, reptilian yellow eyes darting between the groups.  “They said anything, isn’t that right, girls?”

“Anything you need!”  They chimed.

Aiden lifted an eyebrow at Sora with a sad smile, and even Kari was glaring at her.  “C’mon, don’t do us like this, Sora.”

“I’m just saying,” Sora raised her hands to stroke one of her tails as she swung it around, “you’ll be all alone—with a very pretty Vulpes woman … I mean, how old are each of you?  Wait … I forgot to ask each of your names, too!”

The youngest looking of the three responded first.  “Five-hundred and twelve, and my name is Hannah.”

The next to respond was the most curved of the bunch but didn’t have the same structured facial features as the last.  “Jamilla, and I am Five-hundred and sixty-three.”

“I’m Kisia!”  The woman giggled as everyone’s focus turned to her, which seemed to be an emotional reaction since she was extremely nervous at the moment.  “I’m Five-hundred and thirty.”

“There you have it!”  Sora cheered.  “I mean, just think about the possibilities!  You have dedicated maids at your disposal that will do anything to satisfy your needs … anything.”

Jin folded her arms with amusement.  “Milkin’ it, girl!”

Kisia stepped forward.  “I volunteer to aid Nathan and Aiden.”

“Does she understand what the context of the conversation is?”  Eyia asked with a raised eyebrow.  “Although, I do not understand the…”

“Of course you don’t,” Jin sighed.  “Asgardian culture is so different.”

Nathan took a deep breath.  “Ahem … thank you, Sora, but I’m not that kind of guy, and … you know what kind of … wait, wait, nevermind…”

Sora hummed softly while analyzing his shifting spiritual aura.

Man … Aunt Inari, you left a crazy impression on this man.

Sighing, Sora waved her hand, and both Nathan and Aiden vanished with her desire.  “Kisia, please wait outside the bathing area; to us, culturally, men and women have different bathing areas.”

Kisia bowed.  “As you wish…”

Sora didn’t give her the chance to finish the gesture, sending her to the area’s entrance.

Next, Sora gave both Brandon and Ashley a wink before transporting them to their own personal time, and more than one half-smile lifted a face at her action.

“Jamilla, if you’ll please follow the same instruction as Kisia.”

The woman nodded and was whisked away.

Finally, she teleported the rest of the group, keeping their loved ones locked inside their protective dome.

Sora was beyond impressed by the sight that greeted her when they arrived, and luckily, there was a section with hundreds of neatly kept bathing goods placed in pockets along the wall with a platform to get to each area.

To say the space was vast would have been an understatement, as was much of the Capital’s tower.  The room was warm with steam coming off the huge spa and multiple areas with similar showering areas like the one she’d modified at the Vulpes town, but much more advanced.

Coral blue was mixed with gold and white that spanned every inch of the place in a clean design that relaxed Sora’s heart and mind.  There was a light vanilla scent that carried with the light mist, and the soft running water keeping the water fresh filled the space with a gentle tone.

“Unbelievable,” Mary whispered.

Jin and Eyia were quick to throw off their clothes, diving into the steaming liquid with sighs of bliss.

“Yup … Founder Magic that penetrates every sore muscle,” she moaned, wading in to experiment with the depth; it seemed to drop in the middle to a rather extensive degree as even Eyia couldn’t stand up halfway out without going under.

Hannah gave Sora an apologetic frown.  “Umm … Lady Sora, this is a rather embarrassingly small bathing space for someone of your pedigree … we were instructed to…”

Sora broke into laughter, and the others paused, Liz and Alice halfway undressed.

“This is embarrassingly small!  No … this will do just fine … Kari,” she smirked, causing the Fenris Wolf to fold her arms under her chest, “aren’t you gonna get in?”

Biting her lower lip, Kari’s eyes darted to the booths housing everything someone could possibly ask for at a spa and walked that way, responding with narrowed eyes before turning back to her destination.

She’s so freakin’ cute when she’s embarrassed.  Is she going for a towel?  Yup, called it!

Sora removed her own clothes, making a point to make sure Kari was watching before snickering while entering the pool.

Warmth spread through her skin, melding with her spirit.  The shock was so much that even teasing Kari was driven from her mind.  Every ounce of spiritual fatigue melted away as her muscles turned to butter, and she sank into the milky liquid with a low moan.

“Right?”  Jin giggled, floating on the surface, belly up, and Sora was able to get her first good look at the little Korean girl.

She’d been able to get accurate measurements for each person in their party when making their clothes, but this was the first time she’d actually seen Jin truly bare-skinned, and she wasn’t quite as child-like as she first thought.

Eyia, on the other hand, was well-endowed for her height, which only made her curves more impressive.  Liz had more of a butt, while Alice gained a bit of a lead in the rest of her figure.

She’d always thought Mary was pretty, and at thirty-two years old, her figure was more than filled out compared to Sora’s own, and she would have been jealous, but after discovering Founders could alter their physical forms, that had been dropped by the wayside.

Her focus moved back to Kari as she purposefully used a booth that had a pillar blocking eyesight.  “I’ve already seen you naked!”  Sora yelled with an impish grin.  “Who are you fooling?”

“Shut-up!”  Kari shouted back.  “See … I knew you’d just make the whole thing awkward!”

“I just want to see some tail!”  Sora snickered.

Mary joined her, wading over to lean against the side of the pool.  “Come now, Kari.  You are a very pretty girl; you shouldn’t be ashamed of anything.”

“Who said I was ashamed?”

“If a duck quacks, it’s a duck.”  Jin cut in.

Eyia’s unbound hair fanned out in the water, head half submerged as she glared in Kari’s direction, and Sora could almost hear her internal thoughts, blowing bubbles underwater.  Fenris Wolves are not pretty.

“Just get out here; everyone’s waiting!”

Sora’s grin grew, hearing Kari’s low, frustrated growl, but after a few seconds, she casually came into view around the pillar, head hotly turned away with her burning cheeks flushed for the world to see.

She was wrapped from chest to thighs in a white cloth that resembled an ordinary towel, but her lightly tanned skin mixed with the Fenris girl’s flustered fidgets made for quite a sight.

“Don’t slip!”  Sora teased.  “Wouldn’t want that towel to fall off…”

“Don’t!”  Kari growled, almost tripping as Sora extended a testing thread of magic.

“I won’t, I won’t!”  Sora giggled, retracting it.

“Why don’t I believe you…”

“Then hurry up!”

“Fine, fine … geez … you’re acting … eek…”

Kari jogged to the pool, and the moment she reached the edge, Eyia released a burst of frigid energy that froze a thin sheet of ice along the surface of the pool, frosting over the floor just below Kari’s falling foot.

Sora and Mary’s hands shot to their mouths in surprise as Kari released a cute squeak, falling face-first through the ice and into the pool; Eyia didn’t even crack a smile, but Jin appeared to be drowning with laughter as she bobbed up and down in the center of the spa.

Hannah’s eyes were wide as saucers while watching the scene unfold.

Kari sank below the surface, disappearing while Sora and Mary did their best to refrain from giggling at the display.  She didn’t come up for a good two minutes, causing Mary to worry a little, but Sora knew better.

Sure enough, after three minutes, she slowly emerged, likely having to kneel at the current depth with her height.  Her amber eyes were like daggers as the Fenris Wolf and Valkyrie’s half-exposed faces stared at one another.

Slowly, Eyia’s chin rose out of the water, and in a tone bordering on begrudging, said, “Maybe Fenris Wolves can be a little cute.”

Kari’s cold anger melted to confusion in an instant as the Valkyrie sank back below the surface.

Sora lifted her thumb out of the pool.  “Agreed!  Although, I feel like whatever’s in this water is messing with Eyia’s brain,” she giggled.

Kari’s amber irises turned to her, glare returning.  “You could have stopped that.”

“No, no, I couldn’t!”  Sora replied with utter truth in her words.  “Even you were caught off-guard!”

A low growl rumbled in Kari’s throat before she ducked below the surface again, causing bubbles to form along the surface as she swam further into the depths.

Sora had fun teasing Kari for the remainder of the event and even convinced Hannah to join them in the spa before starting a water-fight that Jin almost certainly won; when half the lake falls on your heads, the victor is decided, or someone should tell Eyia that because creating a vacuum with one’s spear to reverse the attack should be against the rules, but it had saved them.

In fact, it scared Hannah so much that she almost fainted, but Sora and Mary managed to reassure the distressed woman with a little attention.

Returning to their rooms after having their fun, they found Kisia promptly waiting at the door, indicating Aiden and Nathan had returned and were taking their z’s.  The group gave each other knowing smiles upon seeing Brandon and Ashley’s attendant missing.

Settling into their designated areas, Sora helped Mary carry the couple’s sleeping children to snuggle against each other on Mary’s bed, Alice and Liz taking the right side of the bed while Mary took the left, near the kids.

Sora snuggled up to Emilia with Wendy close by.  Kari took the kids’ place on the opposite end, probably feeling more than a little attacked tonight, but she took it like a champ … if the champ just barely managed to keep her embarrassment induced tears in check, and everyone soon learned precisely how magical the beds truly were, taking them each into a deep sleep that would last until they were fully rested.
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                Emilia moaned while stretching out her eight long tails, instinctively moving them to the side while pulling the sheet over her head.  After a moment, she yawned, opening her eyes.

A smile curved her mouth upon seeing her mother’s sleeping face across from her, left ear folded against the long pillow they shared.  Snuggling a bit closer, Emilia tried her best to suppress a giggle upon shifting her mother’s two puffy tails on top of her side.

Closing her eyes, she breathed deeply, relishing the soft natural fragrance that surrounded her mother.  A few other scents mixed with it told Emilia Sora had recently taken a bath, and after a moment, she noticed the same smell on Kari, likely not far away by her strong musk.

The realization put a pout on Emilia’s lips.

I can’t believe they let me sleep!  Geez … I want to soak with them, too.

She couldn’t recall a time when her mother had a more peaceful expression as the one she had in front of her, chest slowly rising and falling while puffing hot air against Emilia’s neck.

Emilia relaxed her head against the pillow, adjusting her hair to enjoy the experience a little longer.  She couldn’t help but take one more peek at her mother, smiling before closing her eyes again.

She knew her existence was probably really strange for her mother, even if she didn’t fully understand precisely why, and ever since she was born, all she’d seen on her mother’s face was stress; even when she was smiling, she sensed it.

So, being able to see a genuinely peaceful look upon her sleeping form made Emilia’s stomach flutter with happiness.  She didn’t like the stress, but at the same time, she knew some of her actions had caused some of it, and she didn’t know exactly how to make it right.

Her smile faded while thinking about the meeting they had with the Vulpes Council.  Everything had turned out okay from how everyone acted, but it all troubled her.  That strange world that she’d seen was so foreign and frightening; she’d never seen a demolished city, and how something so big could have collapsed was beyond her.

Plus, there was that presence she felt.  The emotions were heavy, hot, and dark, making her shiver inside the warm blankets; a hidden shadow lingered in that overwhelming place.

Her arm reflexively slid under her mom’s side, other hand wrapping around her top to snuggle closer into her mother’s protective presence as the memories of the skeletons, blood, and the savagery of the place assaulted her mind.

How could anyone do that?

The emotions lingering in that space were nothing like she’d felt before, and it scared her.

Shifting her weight, she pulled Sora on top of her, feeling her weight press comfortingly against her chest; her mother wasn’t as heavy as she thought, but just having her mother nearby helped curb the thoughts beating in her mind.

Emilia’s hands tightened around Sora’s limp body, head tilted to the side, against her upper chest, and the weighted down sheets lifted a bit while Emilia wrapped her tails around them, trying to block out the world.

Everyone relies on Mom so much … can I help take some of that off her shoulders?

She smiled, brushing back her mother’s thick copper hair.

I’m just so stupid, though … I don’t know how to help, and when I do, I cause problems.  Mom’s so busy … who can help me learn how to help her?  Only Aunt Inari can do that besides Mom, but she’s doing things for Mom right now … no, maybe I’m just selfish…

Sighing, she pulled down the sheet to stare at the ceiling, eyes widening as a black box surrounded them.  “Huh?”

She quickly pulled the sheet back over her head as if it would protect her.

What’s going on?  We’re in a big black box … umm, are we in a cage … please don’t say we’re trapped.  Mom’s already dealing with so much, and now this?  No, no, no … I can solve this!

The sheets slowly fell, stopping at her nose while Emilia glared at the impenetrable space around them.  “Mmh…”

Carefully shifting her mother a little against her chest and managing her hair, Emilia tightened her stomach, using her muscles to lift her torso up a little to see who was around them.  Her fingers tightened around the bunched sheets upon spotting a massive sleeping Snow Leopard lying just below her feet, purring while snuggled next to Wendy.

Emilia pulled the covering back over her head, slowly lying down.

Calm down, calm down … that’s just Githa, but … why’s she in that big form and not her cute little cat … was she that big before?  No, don’t be a wimp!

Taking a deep breath, she pulled the sheets back, but all she saw was an impenetrable prison surrounding them and the presence she felt inside that city circling the dark energy.  She knew it probably wasn’t happening, but to her eyes, it looked like the shadows were falling around her, the walls closing in to compress them.

I’m not afraid … I’m not afraid … I’m not!

Her mind played on the darkness; she’d never seen something so black that her naturally gifted eyes couldn’t penetrate, and all she saw were monsters outside, waiting with salivating teeth, just waiting for her to blink to fall upon everyone inside.

I’m not afraid … I can’t be … is this real?  I know there’s something there … I know there is, but … but…

Emilia’s wide eyes darted to the edge of the nearest wall; it wasn’t moving, meaning even if her mind told her it was closing in, it was all in her head.

A lump dropped down her throat, and she could feel her heart beating like a drum; it baffled her a bit that her mother hadn’t woken up yet.  Still, what if this was all in her head, and she woke her up for nothing?  She didn’t want to look stupid or act like a scared child.

Steeling herself, Emilia took a deep breath to calm down, moving her mother to the side, and after situating Sora, she scooted back against the large headboard, glancing around.

If there is something nearby that wants to hurt us, wouldn’t it have attacked us already?  No, maybe this is a barrier that’s keeping us safe … maybe, but why do I feel this pressure against my chest, then … something isn’t right.

Her mint green irises moved to Kari, but all she saw was a puffy mess of crazy thick black hair, flared out in sharp clumps that were surprisingly uniform among the bunches of locks.

Discreetly crawling over Sora as not to wake her, Emilia pulled back the sheets to get a good look at the Fenris Wolf.

Emilia’s lips tightened upon revealing a less than flattering expression on Kari’s sleeping face; the girl’s mouth was open, wet drool staining the bottom sheet as she breathed deeply, body sprawled across the bed as if she owned the thing, and her large bushy tail sat curled around her barefoot.

Kari’s baggy T-shirt was half-fallen off her shoulders, showing part of her light-weight blue bra; the strap had fallen around her bicep.

Debating between her options while glancing around at the dark space, she sighed, choosing the Fenris Wolf over disturbing her mother’s sleep, just in case this was all a false alarm.

“Kari,” she whispered, gently nudging her.  “Kari…”

A low growl rumbled through Kari’s throat, and she shifted a little, shirt bunching higher to show her bare upper thighs as she turned her back to her.

“Kari!”  Emilia hissed, shaking her shoulder, but still, she didn’t rise.

Emilia’s eight tails stiffened upon sensing a strange pulse of energy radiating from the bed.  Backing up a little, she took a deep breath, staring down at the comfy mattress, doing her best to focus on the magic surrounding her.  She followed the magic like her mother had directed her back at the council chamber.

It was more difficult than sensing emotion, but after a few growls of frustration, she smiled, finally tuning into the wavelength.  The bed was definitely magic-infused, but that was really all she could tell; it didn’t seem threatening or harmful; in fact, it gave her a somewhat positive sensation.

What’s going on?  Is the bed just making sure everyone gets a good sleep … I mean, I guess I kind of passed out the moment I laid down, and they must have gone to bed later. 

Kneeling down beside Kari, Emilia brushed her copper bangs out of the way with a low groan, staring around at the boxed-in space while rubbing her arms.  It wasn’t as scary as it had been, but there was something still giving her the creeps.

Tossing the sheets back over Kari, she stepped over her to get to the edge of the bed, staring at the impenetrable wall, and with her spiritual perception still fairly sharp after honing in on the mattress, she noticed something strange.

Emilia’s lips pursed, glancing back at the imprint under the sheets that was Kari; her eight tails hovered a foot above her head, making sure not to smother the marshmallow that confused her.

Her memories made her believe Kari and Sora weren’t the best of friends, but to her, they seemed closer than her mother was to Wendy, who had known her most of her life.  Yet, Kari was super defensive about defending her mother, and the teasing vibes she felt from her mother only confused her, but Kari was really nice to her.

Her attention returned to the spot that caught her eye; a strange pulse occasionally shot from the wall, traveling through the mattress.  It didn’t have to go far, and the bizarre force wasn’t powerful.

Closing her eyes, she grew more curious, trying to zero-in on the phenomenon, and to her delight, the more she directed her concentration to the space between the mattress and wall, the clearer the weaves of magic became.

After a minute’s study, Emilia could distinguish a clear layered weave of tiny threads that rippled and broke apart, linking with nearby patterns, shifting the waves.  It was only a small area, but it was more complex than anything she’d come across; the tiny space was more expansive than the entire ravaged city.

The fluctuations mesmerized her, and she had no clue why they didn’t stay the same, continually breaking up to form new cohesive designs before detaching and creating something entirely different.

It was then that she watched the foreign force from the black wall enter the area, stretching through several patterns to link them in a certain way to force a reversal.  Emilia’s head tilted to the side, watching the weaves return to previous designs, and the process repeated.

“Hmm…”  Glancing back at her mother and the others, she tentatively returned her gaze to the wall with a worried frown.

It doesn’t feel harmful, but what’s beyond it…

Her eyes widened as the dark box became transparent, showing Eyia, Jin, Mary, Ashley’s kids, Liz, Alice, and the boys, all standing around a table while three new six-tailed Vulpes set the table full of food.

“Oh…”  She smiled, finding the same black boxes surrounding other beds around the big room.  Only two of them were transparent from what she could see, and no one seemed worried while preparing to eat.  They didn’t give any indication that they could see inside their box, but she had no clue how the thing worked.

Feeling a little sheepish, Emilia glanced over her appearance.

Yeah … I should change clothes.  I can’t believe I slept in my old stuff!  Ugh … you’re not supposed to do that…

She reached forward to exit, hand pressing against the wall; the world stretched, her arm seeming to compress on its sides.  Suddenly, she was inside a pitch-black place.

“Oh … how strange you are…”  Said a feminine, soft, melodic voice.

“Huh?”  Utterly baffled, Emilia kept her arm stationary.

Fingers closing, Emilia slowly pulled her hands back, pressing her fists against her chest while turning in a circle; the darkness was everywhere.

“Where am I?”  Emilia’s voice cracked as her throat constricted.

The world opened up like a nightmare, darkness peeling back to reveal bloodied corpses and a ruined city, trapped in time.

“I think it’s time that I emerge…”

Emilia took a step back, tripping as one of the deformed Vulpes children turned her head, dead brown eyes blinking, leaving the frozen blood upon the floor while lifting herself to sit cross-legged in front of her, revealing a crooked smile that was missing several teeth.

“Hello, Emilia.”

Crawling back, Emilia’s back met a broken chunk of wall with more gored and mangled bodies surrounding her, but only the Vulpes child moved, cocking her head with a broad smile.

“You’re an estrangement like me!”

“W-Where are we … what … what are you?”

The girl laughed, high-pitched and child-like, continuing for more than a minute.  Emilia’s stomach churned, but her limbs were paralyzed, leaving her helpless as she stared at the happy face of a clearly dead Vulpes girl.

“I’ve meant to see what the reason is … demonstrate all of the anguish I feel through the ones that I vanquished … hahaha!  The frustration keeps taking away from this vague little concept called patience, I’ll teach you … my brain had mistakenly left in me.”

“W-What?  I … what are you saying?”  Emilia squeaked, tucking into a ball as her tails wrapped around each other, pressing tightly against her shins.

“Lapping and lapping and lapping and lapping around you with such repetition!”  She laughed.  “Concealing your fate with a message … the Omen is not shy of a menace.”

Swallowing the dry lump in her throat, Emilia glanced around, not sensing anything particularly aggressive from the girl, despite the oppressive atmosphere.  “I don’t … I don’t understand … you’re not going to hurt me?”

The child tilted her neck the opposite way, causing several cracks that made Emilia wince.  “‘Cause I am the hated but lacking hatred, or any emotion, commotion, or chatter, Emilia the Estrangement.”

Emilia’s jaws snapped together as a quake fluctuated through the entire world, shaking everything as if the planet itself was growling, and the girl’s voice entered her mind.

“Shhh … now my afflictions, I suffer from visions of things that were written.  I’ll teach you a lesson, you wouldn’t … you shouldn’t … you couldn’t last seconds inside of it … there’s no imitating my brain; you can’t fathom the pain of inhabiting my mind, hehe, but my disposition is meaningless, even if I know the sequences.”

Emilia flinched as cracks and pops echoed across the silent space; the dead quivered.

“I’ve studied the meaning of meanings, and I’ve been meaning to see what the reason is … to demonstrate, but wait … I mean … hahaha … I just brought it back … back for a second, for just a few seconds.  The misfit, I continue to leave my surroundings as lifeless as the place I live.”

Each head slowly tilted to stare at her, wide grins spreading across their broken faces, and numberless voices spoke over each other.  “G-Guest?  F-Friend?  L-Life?  G-Give back?  M-Misery?  Hahaha!”

“Stop … please, stop…”

Emilia buried her head in her arms, covering her vision with her tails while crying; a new wave of oppressive emotions swirled above, and the voice continued.  An icy rush pressed against her frame, seeping into her veins.

“I brought death, and then I made a promise to myself … I’ve been certainly working with certainty … I did it, I admit, I did it, all while knowing the side-effects!  I’m never concerned if you eat, if you breathe, if you die, so please, don’t take it personally, I’m out of your reach … if there’s a problem, you probably don’t want a problem with me, releasing the misery of the obscene.”

“Stop … please, stop…”

“Haha!  No stranger to weakness … hurting deservedly anyone who irks you … I’m out of the question!  Understand that I’m not obligated to respond if I am not interested … I stay inside but emerge for emergency … you can’t disappoint me if I leave you anything short of expectancy … … not that it matters, don’t be mad … straight from the depths, what else would you expect from me … who am I?”

Emilia’s mind went wild as she fell forward, screaming while tumbling across the floor.

A soft, strong hand lifted her up.  “What is it, Little One?”

The blurry face of an alert Eyia came into focus, and Emilia cried out, latching onto her neck.  “H-Help!”

A flurry of cold wind expelled around them as Eyia’s right arm tightened around her, and their feet left the ground as the Valkyrie jumped back, landing near the door to the room.

Jin was soon by their side, yellow eyes narrowed as she stared at the black box.  “What happened?”

“Emilia?”  Nathan questioned, just getting to his feet.

“T-The thing … the thing in the city!  It…”  Utterly lost with how to explain it, she broke back into tears, crying into Eyia’s shoulder.

Jin growled lowly, jaw working around while staring between her and the barrier.

A few other questions were thrown out, but Jin held up her hand, silencing them as a sharp burst of spiritual pressure released from her body.  “One second … I don’t sense anything wrong, but … something definitely happened.  Emilia … I’m going to do something Sora probably won’t like … are you fine with me reading your Core?”

Eyia’s lips tightened, but after a moment, she nodded.  “If there is a threat, then we must be aware of it.  It will not hurt.”

Just wanting help, Emilia nodded, still unable to speak as her chest heaved.

An uncomfortable pressure enclosed her; it didn’t last long before Jin’s jaw tightened, glancing toward the box.  “Well … shit.”

“What?”  Ashley asked, everyone already on their feet and her children close to tears just hearing Emilia’s cries.

Eyia’s hand tightened around her.  “The creature inside the Core connected with Emilia.”

“Everything’s connected to the Core here,” Jin mumbled.  “How did you find something so small that led you to it?”

“It has only gone after Vulpes Founders,” Eyia noted.

“I know, I know,” Jin growled as everyone closed the distance to listen.  “There must be an attachment to their energy, or … the access they have in the system opens up a path for it to escape.  It’s clearly partly insane…”

“Like Dothead,” Eyia whispered, but her tone held daggers.

“Yeah … just like that mad dwarf,” Jin replied.  “There’s no way to tell what it’s saying is real or fantasy, warning or threat…”

“The bed…”

“I know, Eyia,” Jin growled, “but what can we do?  That barrier could keep out nearly anyone we’ve ever met!  Shit … how would we even dismantle it?  That bed is designed to survive more than a million years … there’s no way you or I could curb that record.”

One of the six-tailed tenants stepped forward.  “Umm … Mistress Jin, uh … is there a problem?  Should I get Councilor Tola?”

“... I don’t know … let me think,” Jin replied, walking forward to run her hand across the barrier.  “Dammit, Sora … why would you reject everyone but those inside?”

Emilia slowly stopped crying, but the experience still kept fixating in her mind; it was no different than really being there, and for all she knew, she had been transported to a whole new world.

“Umm, Friend,” Eyia whispered questioningly.  “It is the last option, but … Emilia could drag them out.  It is not the best choice, but do we have an alternative?”

Emilia stiffened, but Eyia’s words struck her heart.

Go in again … what if … no, but Mom … what if I can’t come back from that place…

Eyia released her as Emilia pushed away, dropping to her knees and heaving; a small remnant of what remained of yesterday’s meal exploded from her mouth, spraying across the carpet as she coughed and sputtered.

“Emilia!”

Mary and Ashley rushed to her side, rubbing her back as she coughed and cried.

“Hey, it’s okay, it’s okay…”  Ashley mumbled, trying to manage her messy hair that had caught a portion of the waste.

Her body began to shake.  “I … it was so cold … what is it … what is it?”

Jin walked over to her with Eyia by her side; everyone else was still trying to catch up.

“I don’t know,” Jin whispered, “but both Eyia and I believe it’s forcing your mother and everyone else in there into a deep sleep, corrupting the bed’s original use … it’s the reason it was so surprised you were able to escape its effects.”

“Indeed, Emilia!”  Eyia said with praise.  “If it were not for your efforts, then we would not have known something was wrong for a very long time.”

“Not just that,” Jin muttered, “but we’d have no way of helping … Emilia, your mom needs you to rescue her.  Can you do that?”

Emilia’s abdomen tightened again as she closed her fists against the floor.

Mom needs me to rescue her … I need to rescue Mom … but … am I strong enough?  I have to be!  I can’t be scared, but…

The misery that washed over her numbed her mind, causing her to dry heave, but after a moment of comforting from Ashley and Mary, her heart was sparking with resolve.  “I’ll try…”  She squeaked, still fighting for the courage.  “No, I have to … I can do it!”

“Attagirl,” Jin chuckled, helping her up with a concerned Mary and Ashley.

“You go with our confidence!”  Eyia stated with a proud smile, resting her hand on her shoulder.  “It will be something to tell around the fire on a cold night, your first real battle!”

 “Right … yeah,” Emilia took a deep breath, bolstering herself while brushing back her hair and cleaning her mouth.  She did her best to ignore the gross liquid that stuck to her hand as she wiped it on her front.  “I just need to pull them out, right … they’ll wake up?”

Jin gave her a solemn nod.  “That’s the plan.”

“Okay, yeah … I can do that … I can do that…”  She mumbled, hesitantly stepping toward the ominous black box with her instincts screaming at her to run.

I can’t run … I have to save Mom!  I can do it!

Closing her eyes, Emilia tentatively reached forward, touching the dark energy; she tensed, but her hand passed right through.

Blinking a few times, she had to remind herself that it was the moment when she let her guard down before that everything went wrong.

Emilia steeled herself and went for her mother first, passing onto the bed.  Reaching her mother, she pulled back the sheets and lifted her up, but a shuddering thought suddenly crossed her mind, making her mouth go dry.

Just a little … what if it’s just waiting for both of us to enter?

Her eyes widened, head slowly turning to stare at the wall, not four feet away.

“Shhh…”  The soft, feminine voice returned, but she wasn’t sure if it was her imagination or not.

A shiver ran down her spine to her eight tails, making her quiver just remembering the dead Vulpes girl’s bloodied and missing-toothed grin.

Deciding the others could pull her out if she got her mother to the edge, Emilia worked on the task, and sure enough, Sora was swiftly pulled through, but Emilia didn’t follow; dark thoughts swirled in her mind as her image of the girl’s laughing voice echoed in her mind, giving her goosebumps.

What if all of that was an illusion and … no, that can’t be true.  I’m overthinking it!  Why would it try to deceive me into bringing Mom to … could I have really messed up … no, please be … please…

Emilia closed her eyes and jumped through, landing on the soft carpet.  Peeking open an eye, she saw the smiling faces of all their friends, and a relieving sigh left her lips.  Her mother was held in Eyia’s protective arms, and Jin walked over with a smile.

“You can’t disappoint me if I leave you anything short of expectancy.  Haha!”

Emilia’s eyes widened as the surroundings melded into darkness, revealing the ravaged city, and each of her friends turned into cackling corpses.

Eyia transformed into a Vulpes with two broken tails, three others cut at various lengths, arms twisted several times, holding her mother.  The dead Vulpes’ head was pressed against her shoulder blades, showing a contorted, broken neck.

The little Vulpes girl’s head tilted to the side with a sharp snap as the cold emotion of dread and misery seeped into her veins, making her body quiver.

Emilia’s legs gave out.  “No…”

“I told you I’d teach you a lesson.  Hehehehe…”

Countless corpses began popping and cracking as laughter filled the cold world, and a fathomless swirl of energy collapsed on top of her.
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                The shock was so great Emilia couldn’t even cry; she watched the cackling undead creatures with a plummeting depression that took all the energy out of her.  A swirling black hurricane began to swirl in the sky, revealing pulsating darkness that radiated suffocating malevolent intent.

A smirk pulled the dead Vulpes child’s lips to the opposite side.  “Is that all you’ll do?  Sit on your butt with your tails fallen limply around your legs?  Of course, you will!  Haha, you’re such a little pup.”

Emilia’s arms felt like lead, ears pulled back in stunned silence.

I ruined everything … everything’s my fault.

“How did this happen?”  She whimpered, emotions catching up with reality; a pressure was slowly compressing her entire being.  “I … I just wanted to save my Mom.”

The child in front of her amusedly clicked her tongue.  “Oh, how naive you are!”

Emilia’s eyes widened as the girl huffed with a light smile, cocking her head and snapping her fingers; in the blink of an eye, the apocalyptic world faded away with the intimidating pressure, replaced by a vivid and brilliant city that showed a grandness she’d never dreamt.

Her head darted left and right, watching the undead, blood, and gore be replaced by smiling crowds of Vulpes and humans, frozen in time.  The cackling faded into a distant memory as the undead creature’s horrifying appearance turned into a smiling, bright-eyed Vulpes child, and the contorted figure holding her mother became a pretty, black-haired woman with five puffy tails.

Emilia apprehensively lifted her gaze to see the hurricane-like clouds disperse, revealing a bright red sky with no visible light source, and a gentle breeze rolled through the busy time-stopped square, blowing her copper hair in her face.

“... How … an illusion?  What’s real?”  She cried.

The girl crossed her right leg behind her left, hiding her hands at her back while giving her a cute laugh.  “That’s a more complicated question than I care to explain.  Hmm?”

However, the girl’s and Emilia’s focus returned to the heavens as an eerie, unfamiliar sound put her muscles on edge, and the red glow rippled with black patches before returning to normal.

“Oh, shut up; I’ll do whatever I want,” the girl snarled, flicking back her hair.  Her smile returned while studying Emilia again, “After all, I’m awake!  Well … maybe, probably not, but that’s okay!”

“... I don’t understand … anything!”  Emilia cried, tears finally gathering in her eyes as feelings of guilt, stupidity, and hopelessness welled within her.

“Oh, Darling,” the girl giggled, “don’t state the obvious!”  Extending a finger, she motioned for her.  “Okay, follow me!  Hmm, hmm, hmmmh, hmm-hmm-hmmm, life comes and goes, rises and falls.  We’re going to the day of eternal suffering, sanctuary’s end, a life fulfilled…”

Emilia’s mind and heart were conflicted as she watched the Vulpes woman carrying her mother follow the child, face giving the impression she was kind and motherly.

I don’t know what is real!  Someone help me!

The girl paused after taking several steps, glancing back with a slight frown.  “C’mon, c’mon!  I’ve got from eternity to eternity, but that’s no excuse to drag your feet.”

“W-What are you?”  Emilia tentatively asked.

The girl shook her head with a wry smile.  “We’ve already been over this, my little pup.  It’s not my fault if you weren’t listening.”

Grasping at straws, Emilia continued.  “... What do I call you?”

“Hmm…”  The child’s head cocked to the side thoughtfully.  “What do you call me?  I haven’t been asked that question for … have I ever … hmm…”

The air in Emilia’s lungs was paralyzed as the girl’s gray hair bobbed back and forth with her head’s motions while debating how to answer.  After an undetermined amount of time, her expression brightened, causing Emilia to flinch.

“... Call me Lulu!  That is the name of this child.  Huh … I expected the question but didn’t have an immediate answer … how absurd!”  She giggled.  “Okay, come, come!  We have much to do.”

Butterflies swarmed in Emilia’s stomach as gravity seemed to reverse, lifting her off the ground before pulling her to Lulu’s side.  She gasped, biting her tongue from the shock.

Lulu shook her head with an amused smile.  “My, you’re so slow!  Your mother would be much quicker.”

At the casual comment, Emilia felt her jaw tighten, and upon straightening her legs, the force gently sat her down, causing her fluttering dress to settle.

“See, standing isn’t that hard,” Lulu rolled her eyes with a smirk.  “Now, follow me.”

Emilia glanced over at her mother’s sleeping form in the adult Vulpes’ arms, finding the grit in her belly again.  “... Umm … you said taking her off would wake her up.”

Lulu giggled in response.  “I lied.”

A dirty glare creased Emilia’s face.  “... That’s so mean.”

“Oh, the mind of a child,” Lulu lilted.  “No wonder your mother fears so much for you; if she left you on your own, you’d kill yourself in a day.  Hehe.  No, perhaps an afternoon.”

“That’s not true,” Emilia growled, finding the girl much less threatening after the change, which caused her mind to linger on the thought.  “... Wait … you’re tricking me again!”

“Just because something looks like a trick doesn’t mean it is,” Lulu stated, giving her a side-long grin.  “Is not reality just a trick of the mind; the conceptual visage of an imaginary dream projected into an experience?  What is the meaning of meanings but the self-inserted ego of your frail existence upon the fabric of delusional interactional perception?”

“...”  Emilia’s brain had stopped working in the first half of the question.

“... The fact you’re having a difficult time dissecting that response shows the level of intelligence you have to work with,” Lulu stated with a depressed sigh, guiding them around the maze of humans and Vulpes.

“I’m not stupid!”

“No?”  Lulu asked with chirping laughter.  “Says the child that did exactly what she was told with so little resistance or forethought.  I repeat myself; you wouldn’t last a day in this society.”

Emilia leered at the girl; she knew whatever this thing was, it was impossible for her to beat it, and she wasn’t sure what was real in this world she’d entered.  Lulu’s innocent features contrasted the way she spoke, which jarred Emilia’s perception of the experience, and her presence was making it difficult to keep track of the twists and turns they made through the city.

“... Is … Is my Mom really here?”

“Do you even have a mother?”  Lulu countered with a questioning hum.

“Grr … can you please answer me without a question?  Are you evil or not?”

“Hmm?”  Lulu stopped in her tracks, giving her a sad smile.  “Honestly, Dearie, the fact you asked that question disappoints me.”

Emilia’s muscles tightened as the world flashed around her, showing the horrors that lay underneath the facade, and the pulsating, unnatural sound returned with deafening clarity, causing her to fold down her ears and trembled on the ground, trying to block out the sights and sounds.  A sickening force began closing in around her, sinking into her skin.

“STOP!  Please…”

As quickly as it started, the world returned to its shining brilliance with Lulu’s lilting laughter.  “There is no righteousness or evil in existence, only action, and consequence.  The ego’s response to those reactions is the interpreter that marks the delusion.  One’s view of an action taken slides between white and black effortlessly upon their understanding of a circumstance, which flits to and fro with subjective experience and perception.

“Am I evil?  I’d say so.  Am I good?  Absolutely.  What say you?”

“... You’re just confusing,” Emilia groaned, rubbing her shoulders while trying to ease her pumping heart.

“What is evil but just relative degrees of good?  Is saving one life over three worth more than three vs. one, and who is the arbiter of such a decision to condemn an individual for such an action?  Is killing one man to save another noble, and what of an idea that can lead to the slaughter of millions?  Would you stand on the court to take responsibility for such an action, and is that sentence good or evil, to condemn a creature to destruction or punishment?  Is judgment both good and evil at the same time?  Are not all actions evil and good in some regard?”

Emilia’s head was spinning; she had no idea how to answer her question or if she should in the first place.  “What … why are you doing this to me?”  She cried, folding down her ears out of frustration and helplessness.

“Hmm?  What is it that you wish for?”  Lulu questioned with an impish grin, directing her to continue onward.

“For all of this to be over!”  She growled, tails hanging weakly while following the disguised monster.

Lulu didn’t respond, but her lips fell slightly.  “Incorrect.  What is it you wish for, Emilia Moore?”

A lump dropped down her throat as her last name left Lulu’s lips.  “Umm … I … I want to learn how to control…”

“Wrong,” Lulu harshly interjected, making Emilia step back, but the creature continued on.  “What is it you wish?”

Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth, she searched her heart for the answer.  “... Uh, I wish for … I want my mom to love me,” she mumbled, tears stinging her eyes as the emotions swept through her chest.

“You don’t think she does?”

Emilia couldn’t answer, ears and tails drooping weakly, fur trailing across the ground, but Lulu responded for her.

“You want her undivided attention, and to you, she has more important things on her mind than her child … meaning?”

“... I’m not important enough…”  Emilia mumbled, lip trembling as they walked through the city.

“Is that evil?”

“No…”

“Is that good?”

“I … I don’t know…”

Lulu’s smirking eyes shot to the corner of her vision as Emilia tried to fight the stunning pain in her heart.  “And you asked if I’m evil or good without even knowing the slightest concept?  A child, indeed.”

Emilia sniffed, gripping her left arm; she couldn’t help how she felt deep down, and the creature had dug up everything she’d buried below.  “... What do you want from us?”

“Hehe, Dear.  You’ve already given me what I want.  The question is … what do you want from me?”

“... I…”  She was about to say to leave this place but hesitated from Lulu’s previous interjections causing her to doubt that response.

“Hmm?”  Lulu mused.

Emilia gave a start as the environment changed, and what was worse, she didn’t know when it happened; they’d entered a massive hallways that could provide ample room for over a hundred Vulpes, walking side by side, at any time.

The walls were like various shades of jasper with a solid floor that appeared to be a diamond, reflecting the multiple colors of gemstones, crafted into huge, strange designs, shining brilliant rays of light below.

“... When did we get … where are we?”

Lulu smiled at their surroundings, following the curved edges of the grand hallway that stretched on for what seemed forever.  “The Pathway to Transcendence … well, that’s what we called it.”

“We?”  Emilia whispered, tears drying up as the overwhelming sight impressed upon her.  Every so often, she saw beams of light shoot from the diamonds to the gems above, changing their color to form new patterns.

“You’re changing the subject,” Lulu snickered.  “What do you want from me?”

“... I don’t know … I really don’t know,” she groaned, glancing over at her mother’s sleeping form.  “Umm … I want your help?”

“With?”  Lulu slowly replied.

“... I don’t want to be a burden to my mother … but I want her to spend time with me.”

Lulu didn’t respond, causing Emilia to swallow the lump that formed in her throat as the silence pressed in on her, and she noticed there wasn’t an echo in the dazzling passage.

The girl’s voice was soft.  “That wasn’t a request.”

Emilia’s lips pulled in as she thought about the things Lulu had said..  “... You said … you’d teach me a lesson?  Are you teaching me how to … what are you teaching me?”  She asked, giving the smiling girl a perplexed stare.

“... You can’t disappoint me if I leave you anything short of expectancy.  What is happening around us?”

The rapid change in atmosphere was really off-putting, but Emilia stared at the walls, floor, and changing ceiling; now that she wasn’t wholly focused on the fake Vulpes child, she could sense a faint air of familiarity in the air that calmed her heart.

… There’s … this is Vulpes Founder magic.

A humming vibration passed through her entire body as another burst of light shot to the ceiling nearby, and the energies flowed through her mind, body, and spirit.  The strength of the magic around her was so vast that it was like she was staring at a single drop of water in an endless ocean of power.

“Call to it,” Lulu prompted.

Emilia reached out, and a sharp beam bent from its intended course, flowing around her hand and arm, spiraling before shooting into the ceiling on its intended path.  The tingling it left was energizing.

“... It’s like water brushing against my skin.”  Her lips parted as a dog appeared nearby, barking and wagging its tail merrily before vanishing into the light; Inari had given her the memories Sora had of one particular dog, and she’d wanted to see one of her own.  “What…”

Lulu slowed to a stop, kneeling down before the dog reappeared, running to sit in front of her.  Emilia was dumbfounded as the girl began petting the happy looking creature.  “Dream, illusion, manifestation … desires are shown in the Pathway to Transcendence if you allow the energy to filter through you.”

“... Why are we here?”  Emilia asked, pounding heart, prompting her forward to not miss the opportunity to pet the dog; his fur was silky, making her smile.

The deceptive Vulpes child’s eyes softened.  “To fulfill my and your wish.  We will stay here for a time … reach out to the energy, play with it, and learn its design.”

“...”

Emilia didn’t know what else she could do but comply; within the strange space, it was easy to mold magic, and after a short time, she had learned to distinguish between her own Vulpes Founder energy and the force around her.

“... I can feel it!  It’s…”  She reached out her energy like she’d felt her mother do in the council chamber; a shock flooded her spirit upon interacting with the power around her, and a network so vast that it made her feel like a speck of dust in the universe opened up to her.  She had been attached to something infinite, and the experience jolted her out of the system.

“W-What was that?”  She gasped, finding herself on the ground.

Lulu giggled; she’d been watching her the entire time.  “You touched a pipeline leading to the Reality Core of this dimension, but that is my lesson complete!

“Emilia Moore, you now have basic control over your spiritual force, which means you are no longer a threat to yourself, and in the process of touching that pipeline, you’ve jumpstarted your Core’s defensive field.  Meaning, you are no longer helpless, needing the pampering care of your mother.  Conflicted?”

To Emilia’s surprise, Lulu’s question dug at her chest.  “... I, umm … I am, a little.”

It felt so wrong being totally honest with this seemingly nefarious creature, but she couldn’t deny it.

Lulu smirked.  “As expected.  Now, we are ready for my wish.”

The dread in Emilia’s stomach returned.  “Which is?”

An amused tilt shifted Lulu’s gray hair as her pale brown irises moved to stare down the hallway.  “A simple act.  Follow me.”

Emilia took a few steps forward as they began to talk again before slowing to a halt.  “Umm … what is it?”

Lulu came to a stop, turning to give her a challenging smile.  “Does it matter?  You wouldn’t understand it even if I tried to explain, nor the significance of the action.  The simple matter is that you would not pass up the opportunity.  If you wish to return with your mother, alive, well, and utterly unharmed, then you will do as I say.  Have I not been most accommodating?”

Her lips tucked under, vision falling to the floor as she pressed her arm against her chest, dress creasing with the act.  “... So, I really didn’t have a choice?”

“Oh, there is always a choice!”  Lulu giggled.  “It’s just that the consequences of those various actions will not bring about the reaction you desire.  The course that will is the one ahead.”

“... You lied to me before, though…”  Emilia mumbled, ears pulling back as the weight of this decision pressed in on her.

“C-Can’t I just wish for my mom and me to go back?”  Emilia asked with hope, but upon reaching out, she found an ominous force blocking her connection, creating a barrier between her and the field of energy surrounding her.

“Oh, Dearie,” Lulu mused, smile turning sinister, “I’m afraid that won’t be possible.  Even if you tried, I can tell you with certainty that the attempt would kill you both with your untrained hands.  Your mother is far more talented than you, it pains me to say, and even she is unable to utilize such magic without the system’s aid.  Now, hurry up!”

The fright in Emilia’s gut returned as the force lifted her off the ground, and in a blink, they were standing in mid-air, floating in front of what she could only assume was a mass of magic.  There was a weave inside of it, but it was boundless, infinitely more intricate than the bed; she couldn’t even begin to visualize it, and even trying left her dizzy.

“No, no, Dearie,” Lulu giggled, pulling her to the left side while moving to her mother’s side.  “One small mistake, and you could wipe out millions of Vulpes in this Realm.”

“W-What about the … The Council?”  Emilia mumbled, mind fuzzy with everything that was happening around her as flashes of light danced across her vision.

“... Those sultry pups?  Juvenile fools that haven’t the faintest idea what they’re executing.  I have no need of such dimwitted Vulpes that couldn’t tell a seal from an embargo.

“No, what I need is for you to take my hand,” she mumbled, grasping her mother’s tails before unfolding her fingers, offering them to her, “and then, you’ll direct your magic forward.  Don’t worry about where.”

Emilia knew this was a bad idea but couldn’t think of any other way out of it.  “W-What if I just throw my magic at it?”

Lulu laughed, fingers retreating to press against her chest.  “I do not care for the damage you might inflict, but you will not be able to handle the consequences of such an action, and I wonder how your mother would see you after such devastation?  Can you imagine?”

A low moan left Emilia’s lips as she closed her eyes, trying not to get wrapped up in the insane weaves of Founder Magic flowing around her.  She thought about teleporting again, but the doubt Lulu had planted in her mind was too powerful.

“Please … I just don’t want my mom to hate me,” she cried, tentatively taking Lulu’s hand before releasing her magic.

“Oh, Dearie, on the contrary, I’m sure she will be more than thankful in time…”

Dirty, muck-like energy flowed through her entire being, folding and reshaping her magic into something shockingly beautiful before pressing it against a specific location.  It touched, and the light flared.

Emilia blinked and squealed as a rush of air threw back her hair, and she stumbled across something soft before tripping and falling atop something cushiony.  Opening her eyes, she found herself lying atop Kari’s chest; the Fenris Wolf groaned but didn’t wake.

Turning around with shock, she watched her mother follow, crashing against her thighs.

“What?  Are … this isn’t an…”

“Illusion?”

Emilia’s tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth as a shadowy form of an adult nine-tailed Vulpes exited the barrier, flexing her wispy fingers.

“I asked you before … what really is reality?  Although, I suppose with your finite understanding … yes, you are back where you were, and I … well, that will suffice.

“Thank you, Emilia Moore!  You have made the correct decision, at least, by my calculations, but … we will see in time.  After all, I suffer from visions of things that were written, and you cannot fathom the pain of inhabiting my mind, hehe.  I am not lying, though, Emilia … thank you.”

She couldn’t tell if the creature was smiling by the black, inky figure, but it was in her lovely voice, and she whispered, “Until I am complete, I bid you farewell,” before melding back into the barrier.

Emilia jumped as Kari, her mother, Githa, and Wendy began to stir, moaning softly while waking.

“A parting gift,” whispered a ghostly voice around the space.  “I’d be careful of that dimwitted Council, if I were you … the plots behind the scene pass far into antiquity.”

Her mother’s green eyes opened sleepily.  “... Mmh … ugh, I feel weird … did you say something, Emilia?”

“Mom!”  Emilia cried, body beginning to quake as she latched onto Sora, crying into her hair.

“Huh?!  Hey, hey, what’s wrong?”  Sora mumbled, hugging her back.

Kari cleared her throat, wiping away the drool on her chin.  “What’s up?”

Githa stretched out with a long moan, large feline frame twisting and turning; the motions caused Wendy to release a light scream as she was shoved off the bed, falling outside the shield.

“Mmh,” Githa opened her eyes to glance around.  “Why do I feel like … hmm?  I guess Founder beds are pretty cozy…”

“It was Lulu,” Emilia cried, drawing their attention.

“Lulu?”  Sora asked, glancing at Kari’s confused expression.

“The … the dark thing … the blood and…”

Sora’s body tensed upon hearing the string of words.  “What happened?  Did it hurt you?”  She asked, pulling away to examine her spiritually.  “... What in … your spiritual defenses … they’re healed?  How did … no, what did it do to you?  Are you okay?!”

Wendy popped back in with a slightly annoyed look on her red face.  “Hey!  Githa, what’s the … what’s up?”

Kari’s brow set, glaring at the black barrier while Emilia cried.  “... I don’t sense any danger?”

Githa prowled forward, vision narrowing.  “Shut up and let the child explain … she’s gone through significant spiritual change since I went to sleep.”

Emilia retold everything that happened; her mother had her stop after a minute to allow the others in to listen, leaving the Vulpes attendants in utter confusion.  She could sense the angst in her mother’s voice and the emotional energy leaving her body with her sharpened senses, making her feel a little better with the warm sensations filling her.
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                After dismissing everyone to their own sections of the city, Loral teleported out of the council chamber, appearing inside one of the numerous advanced training rooms within the tower.  Her deep, ultramarine blue eyes dully scanned the pure white rectangular room, fingers slowly curling into fists at her side as her anger bubbled to the surface.

… Why now?  Why did the first Vulpes construct a loophole so incredibly dangerous!

A magically constructed image of Sora appeared in front of her; Loral lashed out with a vicious atomic assault, tearing the fake creation apart at a microscopic level, but the action didn’t help the nervous itch pulsing through her skin.

“... She’s only a stupid pup,” Loral growled through locked teeth, silently instructing the room to craft another figure of the brat before annihilating it again.  “A pup!”  She yelled, finally working herself up enough to scream.

It took four more destroyed models before Loral was able to calm the heat in her chest, glaring at Sora’s latest double; it had been so long since she’d felt out of control.  “... A pup with ties to unimaginable beings in her shadow,” she whispered with a spiteful tone, moving forward to walk around the copy.

Her greatest fear was her aunt showing up to take everything away from her and ruin everything she’d tried to accomplish over eons.  Loral just needed a little more time, but from what she’d gathered from Sora, the pup currently didn’t have near the capability to understand her design.

Even worse, she feared a being as omnipotent as Inari might find it so laughable that her efforts were meaningless; she’d endured such ridicule in the past from Vulpes far more talented and learned than herself, but it would be something else entirely from a Founder.  Still, she’d been the one to come out on top of those studied Vulpes, crawling from the bottom, and this would be no different.

Loral took a moment to calm her racing heart; Sora’s little tantrum had ruined weeks of her recovery.  Her body and spirit were draining rapidly from her outburst, mixed with forcefully being cut-off from directly influencing her spiritual energy.

She looked over every inch of the Third Generation Founder; Emilia appeared next to her with a desire.  Loral sensed a mysterious force within the Vulpes Sora had claimed to be her daughter.

The entire notion of a two-tailed Vulpes being the mother of an eight-tailed Vulpes should have made her laugh; however, the sheer impossibility and outright ridiculousness of the statement made her boil inside.

Sora thinks she can lie to my face because she’s a Founder, and so blatantly?  They’re hiding something important about her … Emilia…

The womanly figure of the copper-colored eight-tailed Vulpes perplexed Loral; in all appearances, they did resemble each other, yet Emilia would more than likely be the mother by most estimations.

Yet, unlike many of the younger council members, she was not so inept with her abilities; no, she’d been ceaselessly striving to improve for eons, and all that training told her Emilia was something meaningful.

Loral had intended to push the topic forward until she could examine every inch of the eight-tailed Vulpes for the irregular waves hidden beneath Sora’s attempted cloak.  The veil was shockingly proficient, which put her on guard, and managed to obscure her vision from seeing that far without detection, but not enough to fool her.

It was true, Emilia did produce remarkably similar Founder spiritual waves as Sora, but there was something else leaking out, unchecked, and whatever it was made her shiver.

The sensation was new, and that piqued her interest; on the other hand, Sora’s strong spiritual presence was precisely what she’d expect from a Founder, and from everything she’d read about Mia, it was no wonder the living flame she represented was so evident.

Emilia had a piece of that wild force, incredibly dense magic that defied logic at both girls’ presumed age, which was the most perplexing part.  Sora made perfect sense; in fact, so much so that it made her fear how powerful she’d become in a few years, much less a millennium.  Emilia, not so much.

The eight-tailed Vulpes had no spiritual defenses; if it wasn’t for Sora, then she’d be an absolute open book, which tantalized and frustrated Loral to no end.  There was a hidden gem inside that open vault that she knew would answer many of the questions she’d had, and the countless ages of hopelessly slamming her head against a wall might be over.

Releasing a loud sigh, she waved her hands to deactivate the training room; it simulated their strengths but used the City Core to represent that power, which wouldn’t help her delve into the secrets they held.

She rotated her shoulders, feeling the soreness increase as her produced spiritual energy was pulled back into her damaged Core, feeding the all-consuming void within that sapped her strength.

Utilizing the City Core, she teleported to the Indigo Section’s Main Office.

Loral had developed many habits throughout the Vulpes Realm ages, and so much time had passed that she no longer felt the need to keep track of it.  Using the city’s energy instead of her own had become a natural action; if she used her own, then it would only drain her quicker, forcing her to recover; she couldn’t imagine something compelling her to use her own unless she’d become upset, of course.

Her stern demeanor had returned as two of her closest attendants stood ready in the room, Nobura and Polinaru.  Both nine-tailed Vulpes had been through vigorous training to expand their spiritual Cores and been aided by many of the magical enhancements she’d learned throughout the ages, showing on their tails, but she hardly paid them any mind while proceeding to her chair.

The two were utterly silent, moving into action to deliver the best food the assigned cooks could create, but Loral bypassed the items that were neatly placed on her tidy desk.  Her mind was too preoccupied to consider such trivial things.

She summoned several pieces of paper from thin air, planning out and documenting her orders to the six other city sections; there would need to be a change in this year’s proceedings and festivals.

Loral gave the dark blue, gold, and white themed massive door a blank stare, retreating inward while plotting the future events that would undoubtedly unfold.  She could predict much of what might occur based on how Sora’s group reacted.

Folding her fingers together, Loral closed her eyes, resting her forehead against the back of her left hand; she knew her attendants would be able to sense the tension she felt from just these simple actions, but it wasn’t of much consequence because of their station.

Based on what had to be modified within each district, Mofupsi would be the most resistant as the youngest member.  She hadn’t quite learned the manner in which things were conducted yet, but unfortunately, it was to be expected with the Yellow Section, so she made a note for Hallaway to keep an eye on her.

Finishing the many pages of instructions within minutes, she sent each pile to the appropriate council member; most of them would likely do what she planned, handing it off to her two attendants.

They emotionlessly moved to complete their tasks, and Loral called another Vulpes to prepare her for the expected recovery session.  After losing control of her spiritual energy and using it to lash out at the training room dummy of Sora, she needed to heal.

Once her long indigo hair was pulled into a braided bun, she teleported to the Slumbering Pool.

Loral glanced around the grand, endless hall of spiritual liquid that stretched out underneath the planet’s crust; there were only a few areas left that were above the utterly still ocean.

The multi-hued glow of the liquid sparkled against the platinum ceiling.  There was only one area within sight that one could stand, and the stairs behind her rose to the bottom floors of the tower.  She’d sealed off all but Phebe and Hallaway’s entrances; none of the other council members knew of the location.

Using her magic, she unraveled her clothes, removing them while folding the articles in the air.  Stepping into the comfortable resting tub she’d crafted for this very purpose, she lowered it into the liquid, submerging most of her body as the elixir slowly filled the vessel.

Countless resting spirits flowed over her naked body, forcing a sigh of relief to ease past her lips.

She had no real idea why the area existed, but it had been called the Slumbering Pool since before she was born.  However, the size of the ocean had increased dramatically over the eons, which only made her more secure about her recovery method.

Her presence within the charged liquid didn’t actually harm the spirits, but the residual energy they discharged aided in restoring her lost stamina, providing temporary relief to her damaged Core and a protective film that would prove to ward off any adverse side effects for several days to come.

Loral’s eyes closed, head lulling to the side while she soaked in the rays of past Vulpes that had lived through the ages, and she could feel the warmth they held filling her heart.  It hadn’t always been so, but as the pool increased, so did the pleasure she received from it.

The simple life of the Vulpes and humans living throughout most of the realm over countless millennia helped to mitigate much of the unpleasant residual spirits, which had been planned to a certain degree.

Her troubled mind melted like butter before the flow of positive energy flooding her spiritual network, and allowing her to drift into a welcoming slumber.

A sharp shudder cascaded through Loral’s entire being, causing the spirit pool around her to slosh violently as she clawed for the edge of the tub in a panic; warning wards were flaring inside her body.

“... What … no, no, no, no … how…”

The spiritual liquid fell off her skin without resistance, leaving her body dry while scrambling out of the pool with her strength renewed.

No, no, no … it’s impossible…

Not even bothering with her garments, she teleported to one of her control rooms.  She’d learned to craft these areas not long ago, but it had been a source of pride for her.

She entered the dark, hidden room within her section of the tower in a whirl of emotion, reaching for the prepared spells with a pleading heart.

“... You can’t disappoint me if I leave you anything short of expectancy, but … oh, I am so disappointed with myself.”

The council woman's entire body froze; her trembling left hand was inches away from the wall, infused with the most complicated weaves of magic she’d been triumphantly able to manage over the ages.  It would lock a specific area of the City Core into a vice, but she was afraid it was too late; it should have activated automatically, to begin with.

This haunting, crestfallen voice was nothing like the peppy Vulpes she remembered, and the dread that twisted her stomach gave her cramps.

“... No!”  Loral screamed, hand lurching forward to activate the spell, but a whimper escaped her throat, ears pulling back as the weaves collapsed like ash between her fingers.

“... So, very, very disappointed,” the womanly voice continued.  “To think I had such hope that you might manage to actually learn something new is quite the blow to myself, I must say, you little talentless pup, and I endeavored to help you so tirelessly that it breaks my heart … if I had one, of course.  Hehe.

“Hmm?  You’re still stuck on that question?  Dearie, the length of time I have been in slumber astonishes even me, yet this … pathetic little child's weave is the best you’ve been able to accomplish in that time?  At least you’ve concluded the other four hidden traps you’ve set have already been utterly dealt with … oh, wait, it’s five.  How silly of me,” she giggled.  “No, I just wanted to give you a little bit of hope.  Is that cruel?  Hmm … my, I feel different.”

Loral’s eyes were defocused, tears leaking out as she tried to consider anything that might help her in this unfolding nightmare, and the indigo bracelet flared to life, sending a fathomless amount of destructive force from the Core, aiming the energy around them to smash into the figure she knew was to her back.

Taking a shuddering breath, she turned in trepidation to find no figure there as the concentrated swirl of compressed Founder magic dissipated.  She’s…

“Gone?”  The voice returned to her left, and Loral saw the black form of the nine-tailed Vulpes emerge from nothingness, head tilting in a manner that made Loral weep.

The woman released a bitter hum.  “Please, Niomie, you couldn’t possibly be this stupid after all the eons that have passed?  Oh, dear, and calling yourself Loral … how … prideful.

“I know!  Why don’t we play a little game; I was far too nice before, I think, letting you talk and explore your ridiculous notions.  Allow me to think for you,” the figure lilted, sitting in a black chair that appeared at her back, shadowy tails fanning out at her lap.  “All the little thoughts, looking for answers in that tiny brain of yours.

“First,” she held up a finger, “Sora must have let me out, right?  The stupid girl!  Well, no, again, quite the failing imagination you hold.

“Second, how did she even know about me?  Again, the ignorant stain of your existence knows no bounds.  Why wouldn’t Founders construct numberless safeguards and countermeasures to those same safeguards to prevent something disastrous from happening?  Your shortsightedness certainly is an anomaly within nature, considering your current position.

“Third … the forces you dabbled with in the past and present go far beyond anything you can remotely hope to comprehend, but let’s skip by this whole ruse because I could continue on to antiquity with the atrocious mistakes you’ve made, and I haven’t even been lucid for more than an hour to categorize your failings within the duty you’re supposed to uphold.”

Niomie hadn’t been called by her birth name for what seemed an eternity, and yet, in the face of this imposing figure that opposed her, she still couldn’t move; her heart was palpitating against her ribs, but no answers came as she stared into the void black face in front of her.

She couldn’t look away, but the image of the kind, indigo-furred Vulpes of her memories was colliding with the fractured thing before her.

“... Here’s what you’re going to do,” the real Loral said matter-of-factly.  “You’re going to discover I have minimal powers within the City Core at the moment, which will prompt you to teleport to your office…”

The pieces fit into place, making Niomie’s fingernails dig into her palms as the former Indigo Councilwoman laid out the future, and even though she was following her chortling prompts, she knew there wasn’t a better answer.

Her identity was dashed, and the true Loral’s voice moved to her mind as she changed locations to her office.

“You will activate the Council’s Temporary Sealing Authority on the City Core during an emergency that, and this is important,  you believe will cut off much of the supportive networks I can use, or at the very least stop me from leaving the immediate system.

“Good.  Now that I’m locked within the system, a temporary measure.  There will be time to plan another means to imprison me … or is all of that useless?  What could I want, playfully talking to you like old-times … working through my issues with how things are governed, and yes, I did notice you took a few points of my theories into the experimental phase with, may I say … lilliputian success, but that’s understandable.”

She went silent, prompting Niomie to smash her fists on the table, screaming, ““What do you want, Loral!””  The voice echoed her at the same time.

“Oh, Dearie, I’m just messing with you.”  Loral giggled, appearing before her.  “Really, I have no other reason to be here … unless I might have some ulterior motive, but how could you possibly decipher that,” she mused.  “I think I’ll … hehe.  It’s been fun catching up on events.”

Niomie’s tight jaw hurt from the pressure as the darkness dispersed, leaving her alone in the oppressive, muted atmosphere.

… How is it possible?

She still couldn’t wrap her head around it; Loral was supposed to be dead.  The seal was just a safety precaution to trap her remaining essence, but that shouldn’t have had the ability to manifest into an operational Intelligence.  At least, not according to what she knew about the topic.

The doubt running through her brain was what terrified her the most; all thoughts about Sora and Emilia had vanished from her mind.  She teleported to the Grand Source of Knowledge with her own power since the Core was cut off from all use, arriving at the northern Hidden City, long abandoned and concealed from all but Phebe, Hallaway, and her.

She scanned the endless rows of wisdom that had been recorded in volumes and scrolls since before antiquity, long before she was born.

Phebe and Hallaway sent her puzzled requests, being the first to realize she’d locked down the City’s Core with the highest emergency protocols, but she ignored them, looking for answers.  To initiate a full quarantine, she’d need the help of three council members.

With the desires fueling the request, a scroll was pulled from a distant location, and to save time, she teleported to it.  The cylinder object unfurled upon a nearby table, still filled with reports, research, and study material from nameless parties long forgotten.

The scroll was from a time reaching far into the past, potentially at the realm’s conception or predating it by the strange historical markings that she’d only half-learned.

Scanning the content, she found what Loral had pointed her to.  “... When a spark of life touches the compressed essence of a deceased soul, the residual elements can ignite a partial rebirth if a Founder’s spiritual force is supplied after recently giving birth … this life form is not the same, but a mixture of unstable Intelligent compounds that were fused together with the life-giving force involved.”

… Emilia must be Sora’s daughter, and she’s been born recently.  This was … how could this be an accident?  Is it an accident, or … no, it can’t be … someone must have planned for this to happen!  Inari … could it be her?  How can I even combat Loral … I don’t even know what she really is … what her goal could possibly be?  Revenge?

No, I need to do more research … I need to find a way to kill her … for good this time!  There must be a way!  I can’t deal with anything until she’s handled.

Niomie spent the next several minutes searching for answers; Hallaway soon discovered her location, appearing at her side.  Her green hair was done in an elegant braid.

“Loral, why aren’t you … you’re naked, and … have you been crying?  Your eyes are…”

“Loral … Loral’s back!”  Niomie whimpered, feeling more desperate by the second as she continued to hit dead ends.  Many of the books the library sent were so complicated that she couldn’t understand the solution they offered.

Hallaway froze in place.  “N-No, you … she died while…”

“I know!  I know!  It’s that stupid Founder!”  Niomie screamed, throwing the book to the side.  “She’s ruining everything!”

“...”

Hallaway watched her with a concerned frown, but she wouldn’t understand; the Green Seat had only been a baby when those events occurred.  All she knew was the rebuilding process that happened after.

“... Why can’t I understand any of this?  Why couldn’t the Founders and everyone else make these things easier to understand?”  She yelled, tossing another book away that spoke about the spiritual matrix medium dissolution process that involved words and phrases she couldn’t even begin to comprehend.

Hallaway slowly moved to the book, picking it up to stare at its contents.  “... We simply must find other volumes to help us understand the connecting links that are difficult to grasp.  Maybe Phebe could join us?”

“No … she wouldn’t get half those words,” Niomie moaned.  “She’s never been interested in learning from here … it’s all first-hand experience with her, and that’ll just destroy everything if she’s allowed to tinker with the City Core.”

The green-haired Vulpes sat the book on the table with a depressed hum.  “... What does Loral want?”

Niomie gave her an incredulous smile.  “... You’re asking me?  She’s not even Loral anymore, which is even more terrifying!  I don’t know … I don’t.”

“Does it act like Loral?”  Hallaway calmly queried, browsing through a few of the books and scrolls Niomie had gathered.

“... A little,” she admitted, mind flashing back to the playful Vulpes.  “Loral was … very different the last few … the days before the event.”  She couldn’t bear to say her part in that day and had never told the two remaining Vulpes on that world what really happened.

“Hmm … do you think she means any of us harm?  Does she wish to take back her seat?”

“No, I doubt that,” Niomie grunted, “she doesn’t even have a … body … she doesn’t even have a body.”

“Excuse me?”

The horrifying pieces were linking in Niomie’s brain.

She doesn’t want to leave the City Core because … leaving would kill her.  She needs a body … a host, and that means…

“... Oh, no…”

“Niomie … you’re scaring me,” Hallaway mumbled.  “What is it?”

“... She was distracting me the whole time … to keep me from realizing … to send me here.”

“What, why?”

Not wanting to go alone, Niomie latched onto Hallaway’s arm, allowing her entry into her side of the tower while teleporting them to the attendance hall and forcefully transported every one of her attendants to the location, using a chunk of her own spiritual energy.

Gasps of shock were heard around the room as hundreds of Vulpes and humans glanced around in confusion before settling on her naked body.  Hallaway quickly summoned one of her own robes around her frame, but Niomie couldn’t be bothered paying it any mind as she searched through her connections to each of those in attendance.

Only those that had a personal marker, given by her could enter the tower, yet every one of her people was in attendance, and she couldn’t sense any abnormalities in them.

No … no, if it’s not here, then … it doesn’t have to be me; no, I was on-guard after she … it’s another game!

“Hallaway,” Niomie whispered with a pale face as her stamina continued to plummet after using it so often, “call everyone … everyone to the Council Room.  Lockdown the tower … we need to…”

Without waiting for a response, she called upon Phebe, moving to the room, again with her own power since she’d sealed-off all contact with the City Core, but she feared the two Founders could bypass such a weak lock if they could counter the full council’s authority on a matter.

Phebe appeared in the room; space expanded around them on all sides.

“What are you…”  Phebe’s haughty glare furrowed as Niomie cut her off.

“Help me to seal the tower off; three council members can force a temporary quarantine!”

“... Why?”  Phebe asked, anger fading upon seeing her panic.

“Grr … just do it!”

Hallaway and Phebe frowned but followed her prompt; their jewelry glowed, sending the request to the City Core’s direct link above them.  The entire tower was sealed upon their request, meaning the other council members would be arriving shortly with questions, and before that happened, Niomie explained.

“Loral is back, and she’s stolen someone’s body … one of the attendants.  She’s trying to leave, and if she does … there’s no telling where she’ll be!”

Phebe’s mouth opened, but before she could ask her question, the others began to show up; Tola wore a grave look upon arriving with Sora’s group, and Niomie managed to regain her cold demeanor.

I can at least handle this much … what do I say, though…

She’d been acting on pure instinct, knowing that if she hesitated for a moment, then Loral would have been even further ahead of her.

How much can I say to get them to do what I want?  The others are easy enough, but … no, they must have already met Loral!  I need to know what they did; it’s all their fault!

Niomie glared at Sora while moving to her chair.  “... Sit,” she growled.  “We have a lot to discuss.”
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                Sora bit her lower lip, holding her depressed daughter; she blamed herself for what happened and tried to explain it, but after a bit, she gave up, asking for them to share it through magic.

The party sat around the gathering of chairs and couches, waiting to understand what new challenge awaited them. From what they’d already been told, it was pretty serious, and they only expected it to get worse.

It was a little shocking that Emilia learned to utilize her spiritual energy better, but Sora had to guide her through the process of letting down her spiritual defenses to allow them to read the information stored in her Core, and Jin walked her through putting it into a data ball of magical energy to give to everyone.

The process took several minutes, and Tola popped up shortly after Sora realized a strange shift in the magical energies around them.

Tola’s face was creased with worry. “Loral has locked the City Core with an emergency injunction … has something happened?”

Sora had already duplicated Emilia’s experience a few times at this point, giving it to Jin, Githa, Eyia, and Mary, but her heart was troubled with what her daughter had done; she didn’t blame her, but the actions could spell a lot of trouble.

If there’s anyone outside of the group I can give it to, it’s Tola … she might even know what this whole thing is about.

Creating the sphere, Sora sent it to Tola; the councilwoman hesitated before absorbing the experience, including the way Emilia felt and saw from her own personal experience.

Tola’s face paled, vision falling to the floor.

“Hmm?” Jin’s left eye narrowed suspiciously. “Don’t have anything to add?”

A chair appeared behind the blue-haired Vulpes, and she sat, still appearing to be stunned by the recount.

“Anything you could add might help,” Sora pressed, creating more for the others.

“I’m processing it…” Tola whispered. “Trying to process the implications.”

Sora finished giving everyone the memories, and the councilwoman still hadn’t spoken. Once finished, Sora asked the first question. “Did it do anything to Emilia, Githa?” Trying to use the Nekomata’s experience to sniff anything out.

“Mmh…” Githa’s feline eyes scanned her daughter with a deep frown. “Nothing that I can tell, but the important piece of that information you gave me would be to ask if she did anything to you.”

“Me?” Sora asked, glancing down at her chest.

“You’re referring to the end?” Jin asked with tight lips. “That caught my attention, too.”

Eyia offered her own analysis quickly after. “I noticed Emilia may have Founder energy for the creature to use, and the active use was required in what she did; however, Emilia did not have the correct spiritual signature to do what was demanded.

“Asgard functions in a similar manner; to me, it seems Sora has the highest seniority within the Realm’s Nexus with the current individuals inhabiting the Realm. It needed Emilia to open the way to the key, and Sora to turn the lock.”

Tola was hugging her stomach as if she were sick. “... She had direct access to the entire Realm … not just the City Core … she used the City Core as a pipeline to the Realm’s Nexus Core.”

Jin moaned. “Geez, and you said Loral isolated the City Core? Seems way behind the mark, in my opinion; everything’s already been set in motion. How’s that gonna help?”

“It won’t,” Githa sighed, stretching out in her cat form. “If it had access to that kind of power, then I couldn’t tell if she did anything to Sora, but I doubt it would be anything bad, or else the White Fox would have stepped in.”

“Right … right,” Tola smiled hopefully. “Things cannot have gone in the wrong direction with Inari not involving herself.”

A boisterous laugh shook Jin’s frame, almost rolling off the blue couch she sat on. “Y-You actually believe that? That’s hilarious! You’ve obviously never dealt with Founders in your life!”

“What … do you mean?” Tola asked, glancing at Sora, but she only shrugged.

Why are you looking at me? I have no clue why my aunt does what she does.

Eyia seemed to be trying to hold back a grin herself, and Githa was rolling around with Jin, causing the Vulpes attendants to eye them with concern.

“That was fairly funny,” Eyia noted with a light giggle. “You are conflating two important things, Tola; Sora and your own fate.”

Sora sighed, finally understanding where they were coming from. She pulled back her copper hair and found it a bit caught with Emilia’s, taking a moment to try to untangle them, she explained. “Oh … so, my aunt doesn’t care about you or even anyone in this Realm, to be honest. Her not interfering means that it’s nothing I can’t handle or won’t affect me, personally … well, or Emilia.”

“Hasn’t it, though?” Tola queried. “Emilia was harmed, to a degree.”

Mary played with her fingers. “I actually agree with you, in some regard, Tola.”

The others shifted to hear her opinion as she collected her thoughts. “Yes, Emilia did experience a lot of stress, but that has never forced Inari to intervene. In fact, she even allowed Sora to go through an extremely traumatic event, albeit when it was heavily recommended against,” she noted as an afterthought.

“The Spiritual Worm,” Wendy mumbled. “Ew…”

Mary nodded with a strained smile. “Inari sees things from a significantly different viewpoint than the rest of us. We might see something as cruel, but to her, it might be the greatest mercy.”

“Yeah, I’m not going to try and speculate why Inari didn’t intervene,” Nathan replied, showing a forced grin. “Although, I doubt Inari would get involved unless Sora or Emilia are in legit danger of actually dying.”

“In short, let me be completely honest,” Githa snickered, “this doesn’t look good for this Realm. The creature would have probably noticed Inari’s spiritual construct, and it seems smart enough, in my humble opinion, to know not to make an enemy of the Vulpes Founders.”

Ashley hummed softly, watching her kids playing blindfold hide and seek with their father. “One line really stuck with me…”

“What?” Sora asked. The sheer emotional distress Emilia felt was what made her heart pound.

“When Emilia asked about the Council,” she pursed her lips to the side, glancing up at Tola. “That response was pretty telling.”

She repeated the quote: “Those sultry pups? Juvenile fools that haven’t the faintest idea what they’re executing. I have no need of such dimwitted Vulpes that couldn’t tell a seal from an embargo.”

Jin smirked, lifting an eyebrow at Tola. “Some real vitriol in there, don’t you think? Hehe, honestly, it sounds like she knows you guys pretty well, and what’s that about a seal or embargo?”

“... I don’t know,” Tola mumbled. “Loral … isn’t even inside the Capital … Hallaway isn’t, either. I don’t know what’s happening … this has never occurred the entire thirty thousand years I have been alive.”

Githa shrugged. “Meh, that’s a grain of sand in the desert to Nilly. This Realm is far, far older than that.”

Tola’s mind appeared to be playing with some unsavory thoughts. “... There is some evidence that suggests Loral is much older than she is … Loral and Hallaway just returned. They’re in the … why … we need to go to the Council Room. Loral, Hallaway, and Phebe just sealed the Palace.”

“Afraid of something getting out?” Jin mused.

Tola gathered the magic around them. “We should explain what happened to the rest of the Council … too much is happening.”

Sora quickly interjected. “Let’s hold off first; let me do it if it’s necessary.”

They appeared in the room with their chairs and sofas, but there was a noticeable change. Hundreds of Vulpes and humans were being brought into the area.

The group glanced around, watching dozens upon dozens of confused individuals; some were far from decently dressed.

“What is the meaning of this?” Ella asked, purple tails waving around as she examined the mass entrance of so many Vulpes and humans. “Wasn’t it you, Loral, that told us not to bring humans or Vulpes into this holy chamber?”

“Shut-up!” Loral snapped, causing the newly arriving council members to lift an eyebrow.

“Huh?” Bethel’s bright orange tails went stiff, but the Indigo council member ignored them, heated eyes fixating right on her.

Pointing at Sora, Loral glared. “Sit,” she growled, moving to her seat while creating some kind of barrier between them and the hundreds of humans and Vulpes around the room.

Well, seems she thinks I’ve done something wrong…

She half expected Eyia and Jin to protest, but they were surprisingly calm while taking their spots, waiting for the councilwoman to explain her actions.

Everyone soon followed suit.

The calm facade the elderly Vulpes showed before had vanished. “What … did you do?” Loral demanded, slamming a closed fist against the table. “Why did you release that … monster?!”

All the other council members turned their furrowed foreheads to her.

“Monster?” Mofupsi repeated, yellow tails twisting around each other as a smile brightened her cheeks. “I’ve heard of monsters from my personal library.”

“Not now, Mofupsi!” Loral spat, making the youngest council member lean back with surprise.

“Why are you acting this way?” Ella queried. “We deserve to know what is happening and why you’ve forcefully brought every one of the Palace’s occupants here.”

“That’s what I’d like to know,” Bethel mumbled, gazing over at the Red Seat. “You’re awfully quiet for all the ruckus, Phebe, and what is this about a monster that the Founder released?”

“Loral’s freed,” Phebe mumbled, a sharp shiver running down her curved frame.

“Phebe!” Loral demanded, clearly trying to silence the dark red-haired Vulpes.

The statement caused a second wave of confusion, including Sora’s group, and Githa was the first to speak up. “Interesting … oh, how fun, and interesting!”

She was back in human form, seeming to have gathered more than enough energy to regain the transformation, and her sharp, toothy grin settled on Loral. “Sora releases a monster named Loral … the same name you have, Loral. Is that a coincidence?”

“Surely not,” Eyia stated in her matter-of-fact way. “It appears the other Vulpes are in the dark, excluding Phebe and Hallaway, which were not within the Palace walls with Loral.”

“How would you know that?” Loral growled, suddenly looking defensive.

Jin bypassed her question with a grin. “Well, we can’t keep going between monster Loral and councilwoman Loral; it’ll be confusing. Why don’t you help clarify the situation, Loral!” She snickered.

The Indigo Vulpes’ fingers pressed against the table as she shook with rage. “That doesn’t matter! What did you do, Sora?” She screamed, clearly panicking. Her gaze shot to Emilia. “Why does she suddenly have a spiritual defense now, too? What happened?”

Sora wasn’t as frightened as she thought she should be, squeezing Emilia’s hand under the table. “Take a breath, and we’ll figure it all out.” Sora calmly replied. “I’ll tell you everything that happened, but first, you must be honest with us. There was something trapped within the City Core … Phebe called it Loral. Who is she, and why are you freaking out?”

Tola nodded, setting her brow while glaring at the eldest member of the Council. “I agree. Who else is in favor?”

All of the ranking Vulpes’s gaze settled on Loral.

Ella’s cool violet eyes didn’t falter. “I second the motion.”

“Oh, me! Definitely me!” Mofupsi huffed.

“I agree,” Bethel replied.

Phebe and Hallaway didn’t follow.

The Red Seat looked stunned and frightened.

Hallaway seemed thoughtful and remorseful but kept her peace, creating a four vs. three decision that Sora figured rarely occurred, and it just so happened that the three eldest Vulpes on the Council had declined comment, drawing more attention to the trio.

“The vote is cast,” Tola evenly replied.

Loral’s fists were shaking, teeth grinding. “That’s not why I called this meeting.”

“Did you call it?” Ella pointed out, a slight wrinkle creasing her brow. “Things are done in order, but you have not followed the proper procedures within this gathering. I find it quite … perturbing.”

“Heh, not her freaking out?” Mofupsi chuckled. “I mean, this is a side I’ve never seen.”

Hallaway cleared her throat. “If I might, Loral … we cannot hide the past for much longer. I can explain what needs saying.”

“Hallaway…” Loral closed her eyes for a moment. “Fine … what is necessary; we need to act swiftly.”

The green-furred Vulpes glanced around with a soft sigh, vision moving between the hundreds of figures whispering beyond the white circular barrier. Some were glancing around at space as if panicking out, others whispered to one another, while some tried to block everything out, huddling on the ground with covered eyes, trembling in horror.

When she spoke, her gaze settled on Sora. “Loral’s real name is Niomie. Those spheres you see … there, in space with the different colors? We used to live on the Indigo planet in the back.”

The crease in Ella’s brow had turned into a full-on frown. “This was not mentioned in any of the volumes I have read from the past Violet Council member’s journals, and I have read them all.”

Hallaway took a long breath. “No … this planet we are on has been the home to our Realm’s Vulpes for nearly seven-hundred thousand years … it was the only sphere that was not tainted by the works of Loral.”

“Tainted how?” Sora pressed, eyeing the colorful globes that circled the planet.

She shifted uncomfortably in her green seat. “Niomie, Phebe, and I were on those spheres when the incident happened … much of what was once there has long since vanished after such a long period of time.”

“Hold-up,” Bethel mumbled, glare turning distrustful. “You are claiming to be nearly seven-hundred thousand years old? It is impossible.”

“That’s not the point,” Niomie growled. “We are in danger! Loral was the previous Indigo Seat, and her manipulations of the Realm’s Core would have led to the end of our entire existence. She was obsessed with immortality.”

Sora lifted an eyebrow. “Uh … it’s not all that hard, to be honest. Just become a Kitsune; my aunt grants immortality to her Vulpes.”

Ella, Tola, Bethel, and Mofupsi, looked stunned at the news, but Phebe and Hallaway weren’t that shocked.

“What does that have to do with the current situation you’ve thrust us into?” Niomie growled.

“No, I’m just saying,” Sora whispered. “If she really was all about that, then why didn’t she just look for my aunt?”

“I mean, I guess it’s a valid question,” Mofupsi murmured. “She really does that?”

“You … didn’t know?” Jin asked with a wry smirk at Niomie. “Seems your famed elders aren’t surprised at the news.”

“... I can’t speak to why she didn’t go down that route,” Niomie replied, barely restraining her temper. “I can only…”

“Yaawwwhmmh…” Everyone stiffened as a black outline of a nine-tailed Vulpes appeared in the center of the table, standing on top of it while cracking her neck, but no sounds came from the action. “You’re so boring, Niomie! Why don’t you…”

A wave of destructive energy put Sora, and everyone else on-guard as Niomie lashed out, annihilating the figure.

“What was…” Bethel stammered, rising to her feet, but the shape just rematerialized, causing the orange-tailed Vulpes’ words to catch in her throat.

“... So very, very disappointing,” Loral mumbled, shaking her head. “You already tried to rid yourself of me.”

Sora wasn’t so sure, though, analyzing the figure from a meter back, Emilia behind her with Kari, Jin, and Eyia defending.

Githa didn’t even flinch, watching the figure with a wide grin while balancing her chair on two legs. “Sillies! Can’t you tell it’s just an intelligent projection? It’s probably here to taunt you,” she giggled. “It’s what I’d do.”

Loral turned to look at the cat. “I enjoy Nekomata. I really do!”

“Hehe, good to know! So, what’s up?”

“Don’t speak to it,” Niomie gasped. “How are you…”

“Oh … foolish, foolish, little pup,” Loral groaned. “You haven’t even told them the juicy parts yet! How have you survived for so long? Hehe, with all my knowledge of magic, it would be impossible for me, much less your … damage. I will say, at least you learned one nasty little trick.”

“What do you want?” Eyia asked, glowing spear in hand.

“Oh, me?” Loral hummed thoughtfully. “Asgardians tended to be more direct, from my short experience with your people. Umm … what do I want? Nothing any of you could give me! No, I’m just here to do just as the insightful Nekomata signified. A word I found in Emilia’s human language seems quite appropriate. I’m a troll! Hehe…”

The shadows dispersed, leaving the council members utterly baffled.

“Yeah,” Githa snickered, “real dangerous!”

Niomie glared at her. “You don’t know her … she’s trying to steal a body to get free from the City Core; maybe she could take yours … maybe she already has.”

“Ooh, scary,” Githa grinned, legs striking the ground as she leaned forward. “Mmh?” Her head darted left and right. “I’m not sensing anything off with all those weak Vulpes outside.”

Sora’s brow knitted together. If she reached the Realm Core … did she actually start the process of becoming immortal, or is that a lie? If there’s anything that came from this reveal, I can’t trust Niomie, and the other council members seem to be thinking the same thing after being lied to for so long … I can’t even imagine what it might feel like.

“Tell us the rest of your story,” Sora replied, motioning for everyone to return to their seats, “but before that, could you make all of those people more comfortable … decent?”

Loral seemed resistant, but Hallaway complied, using her own magic to create sections for them to rest in, and continued where Loral left off.

“What I know is that because of Loral … the previous Indigo Seat, not Niomie … it resulted in the destruction of every major Seat’s planet, causing them to go insane. We’ve tried to repopulate the areas, but the level of magic there even outstrips this City’s ability to correct. The unstable Vulpes Founder Magic creates a chaotic field we’ve been unable to fix.

“These Palaces were supposed to last as long as this Realm existed … yet, whatever Loral’s actions caused, it created an area unfit for anything except desolation. We can view the place from this room … but we can never go there.”

How has she been in power so long with a temper like this? I suppose when you train Vulpes to be obedient with magical spells and institutions since birth … yeah, okay, I can see it now.

Jin eyed Eyia with a dubious frown. “That … doesn’t sit right with me.”

Eyia nodded, returning the expression. “Indeed. If the stability of a Realm’s Core is in jeopardy, then it will continue to expand, yet these areas have stayed constant, indicating it is by design, not a chaotic error within the weave of the Realm.”

“Exactly,” Githa mused, balancing on her chair again. “Did the three of you know that basic degree of Realm mechanics? Ooh .. no?” She teased, watching Hallaway and Phebe’s confused expressions.

Sora delivered the punch, though, noting the irregularities. “If you didn’t know that … something Jin knows at what … less than a century of years under her belt, and after seven-hundred thousand years … can you really say you know what’s happening within the Realm or even what Loral was doing?”

Ella’s narrowed vision shifted to the opposing three. “The Founder makes an excellent point, Hallaway, Phebe … Niomie. Is your understanding so juvenile?”

“Like you could possibly understand the magic I know!” Niomie shot back with a savage tone. “I am ten-times your senior in the weave!”

“Ten times … that’s it, after seven-hundred thousand years,” Githa whistled. “I kind of feel bad for you now.”

“What would you know about this Realm’s struggles … what I’ve had to do to keep our Vulpes population alive?”

“What does that mean?” Ella replied.

“Mmh,” Bethel folded her arms under her chest with clear dissatisfaction. “We’re learning many new things.”

“... No, this is exactly what Loral wants!” Niomie groaned. “I don’t have time to deal with all of your questions! We need to seal or kill her before she does something drastic!”

“Like?” Mofupsi asked.

“I … don’t know. It’s what we should be discussing!”

“A lot of things need discussing,” Tola replied, tone reaching a lower pitch with growing rage. “You were supposed to guide us to be your aides, pillars of the Realm … that is what we are to be, but instead, we have been lied to, and our seat’s authority taken advantage of. If you cannot provide me with evidence of Loral’s intentions to do harm, then I will leave until you have something to show me … I have a lot to think about regarding your position as the Chairman.”

Sora was a little surprised to hear the rising temper of the aged Vulpes around her, but then again, a council only functions as a unit so long as its members can trust one another, and that trust was now broken. She half wondered if this might actually be a plot by Loral, yet it was at the same time, it wasn’t something so easily mended or prevented. Niomie had broken their bond of trust in the established system.

“Agreed,” came the response from the other three council members.

Phebe’s fists were white. “I … my parents, everyone I knew turned on one another … Niomie managed to save me before it reached me … protected me with the Indigo Seat’s power … including Hallaway. If it wasn’t for her, I would have died … Loral caused that apocalypse.”

“So you say,” Jin returned with a careful tone. “Yet there is no proof that is the case. For all we know, she lied to both of you from the start … think about that, for a moment.”

“Who’s side are you on? Are you Loral? Did she take you over to seed sedition?”

Tola’s tone was cold. “No … you’re doing that all yourself … Niomie. Hallaway, Phebe … I will be conducting my own investigation with Sora and her friends' aid if they offer it. If you wish to explain your sides of the story, then request a meeting. Until then, I put forward a motion to block all further influence of Council power.”

“You cannot!” Niomie spat, but before she could do anything foolish, Sora reached out to the City Core, and a translucent prison surrounded the three council members as Tola continued, the Indigo Seat screams unheard behind the shell.

Ella, Bethel, and Mofupsi’s scornful eyes glared at the imprisoned Vulpes. Hallaway seemed mournful that it came to this but resigned. Phebe seemed somewhat scared, analyzing the shell in front of her, while Niomie’s increasingly frail frame increased in rage as she shouted, slamming her fists against the barrier with protest.

Tola continued with a thankful nod to Sora, but her gut churned at the development.

A potentially dangerous Vulpes I had a hand in reviving from the dead is on the loose … a self-proclaimed troll and the Council that is in charge of protecting and guided this Realm is falling apart with one simple appearance. Well, to be fair, there were signs of cracks already forming, but this escalated really fast with her arrival.

“Who is in favor of sealing the Council’s powers from use until five council members can overturn the results?”

The Orange, Purple, and Yellow Seats all raised their voices. “I.”

Each of their accessories instantly began to glow before fading, and Sora recognized a seal being placed on each.

Was this the right decision? I mean, I suppose I could undo it whenever I want, but … I guess extremes are needed when things break apart this badly.

Tola turned to address her three other council members, basically just instated as the group’s current ranking senior. “We should split up and search for proper answers.”

“The Festival?” Mofupsi asked.

“Hmm … I’ve only ever questioned the way we do things in the depths of my heart,” Tola mumbled, vision returning to the fuming Indigo Seat, “however, now all I have are doubts. Ella, would you like the task of investigating the purpose of the ceremonies?”

Ella’s frown turned into a cute smile. “I’d love nothing more, but where should I start? I have found nothing within my library to indicate the reasons for such events.”

Sora could feel the next response coming as Tola turned her unsure gaze to her. “Sora … could you grant Ella access to Niomie’s side of the Palace?”

Niomie’s eyes bulged with anger, silently shouting her protest.

Wow … they’re really going to rely on me, but … is that right? I mean, I suppose if we really want answers, then that’d be the best place to start.

Her companions were each giving her similar looks, all wondering what was the right path forward. Githa seemed as carefree as always, but Eyia and Jin each appeared to have their own internal debates going on.

Figuring it might be the best path forward, she nodded. “I’ll do it for Ella, and … Mary, Ashley, umm, could you two join her? I have a plan to keep everyone safe.”

“Umm, yeah, sure,” Ashley replied, glancing at Mary as she nodded.

“It would be my pleasure to learn more about this Realm’s history, or whatever I might be able to discover.”

“Alright, then I’m going to make an edict of the City Core,” she stated with a huff, and everyone focused on her. “I hereby declare, if anyone, anything, or the creature we now know as Loral tries to harm anyone in any way that I would disapprove of, then they will be placed in whatever prison this Palace has, and only I can free them. I will also be made aware of the action.”

Niomie actually seemed somewhat relieved at the command, but she still was clearly against anything else. Granting permission to the individuals, Sora tried one more thing, asking the Core for a recount of the past, but was a little surprised to find the function to view the past blocked.

The Council’s authority can’t stop me … that’s been proven, which means … was this placed by someone in my family, or did Loral use my power’s own authority to block it?

“Hmm … okay, let’s get everyone back to their previous locations, but keep the Palace on lockdown. If you want to leave, get in contact with Tola, and she’ll let me know. I’ll hear your request directly,” she noted, giving Tola a slight frown.

The blue-tailed Vulpes gave her a bright smile. “Thank you, Sora … I almost feel free. I just want to know the truth.”

With that, Sora used the reactivated City Core to transport everyone back to their previous locations.

Even if Loral is stealing someone’s body … I’d disapprove of that, which means she’d be sent to prison. Right now, it’s the best I can think of, and Loral might not even be that bad. There’s just so much we don’t know.
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                Sora’s green eyes moved between the council and her friends; every human and Vulpes that Niomie teleported here were back at their original locations.  The Indigo-furred Vulpes was still trapped inside the transparent shell Sora created around her while Phebe and Hallaway waited; after the decree, there was nowhere to run and nothing anyone could do.

Taking a deep breath, Sora’s focus shifted to the green seat; Hallaway seemed to be the most stable of the three.  Phebe was still trembling, glancing between the others as if they were body snatchers, while Niomie’s expression revealed her fury.

“Okay … let’s all just calm down and talk about this.”

Her focus moved to Ella, the violet-haired Vulpes’ small smile and weaving tails seemingly more cheerful than Sora would have thought they’d be.  “I am more than content with listening second hand; if I could get started on the library within Niomie’s district, then we might be able to discover more answers.”

Githa yawned, scratching her stomach.  “No need, really … Sora could just use the city’s magic to compel answers from the Vulpes.  Done.  Easy.”

The thought hadn’t occurred to Sora, but that’d go against her own rule.  “I don’t really like that,” Sora mumbled.  “I’m really not here to try and take over your Realm.  All I want is to figure all of this out, be safe, and leave without causing you further trouble.”

“I like that,” Bethel smiled.

Mofupsi hummed softly, shifting in her yellow seat.  “None of this really interests me … I wanna go back and take care of stuff that I got goin’ on.”

“The Festival?”  Tola asked with a furrowed brow.  “It might not be that important.”

She shrugged.  “I like the Festivals.”

Tola’s blue irises darted to her.

“Uh … yeah, I mean, you’re not hostages!”  Sora swiftly replied, wanting to bite her tongue as she said it.  “Well, I mean … I guess everyone’s kind of my hostage right now until we figure out this Loral business.  Yeah … if you want to talk, then just send Tola a message, but I’d like to talk to you, Hallaway.”

“If a Founder asks, I will oblige,” Hallaway responded, giving her a strained smile.

Yeah … that was a jab to the gut…

Sora was a little surprised when Mofupsi, Bethel, and Phebe teleported back to their respective sections of the tower.

Ella cleared her throat.  “Ahem, might I suggest we start immediately, Mary, Ashley?”

With their consent, Sora dropped the barrier around Niomie to return to her section of the palace with the three.  “... This is a mistake … Founder.”  Parting with a scathing tone, Niomie vanished with Ella, Mary, and Ashley.

“Hmm … what now?”  Hallaway asked, tight hands folded across the table front.

“... I’m going to try some things,” Sora mumbled, weaving her magic toward the City Core.

“Mmh … not a bad attempt,” Hallway replied with a forced laugh, seemingly knowing what she was trying.  “At least you are sure.”

The City Core rejected her effort to draw Loral to their location, reveal where she was, a search for foreign individuals only showed her a mental image of themselves, and shockingly Fen, far off in another village, starting trouble.  She’d completely forgotten about the woman, which added another headache to her growing list.

Jin and Eyia were drawn inward, pondering something.  Nathan appeared to be in Kari’s boat, waiting for her next move.  Aiden was utterly disinterested in the entire conversation, occupying himself with the stars.  She’d already returned Brandon and his kids back to the room to play, and Emilia was holding Sora’s left hand with an expression on her face that said all of this was her fault.

This has just spiraled out of control since we’ve gotten here … there is something hidden deeper in this Realm I need to figure out, and it must be older than whatever Loral has to do with … but if a mass-murdering crazed creature is loose, then that affects us, too.  If Loral made herself immune to all restrictions using my access, we’re all in trouble, but there’s nothing we can do about it anyway.

She’s won before we even knew what we’re dealing with.  I still don’t know exactly what we’re dealing with!  Ella is getting some answers, which will take time, but Hallaway can also help jumpstart that process.  First thing’s first, though…

“Aiden…”

“Hmm?”  His dull eyes darted to her.

“You don’t really want to be here.  Do you?”  She asked.

“Nothing much I’m good for.  I don’t know … I just don’t want any part in messing with this place.”

“I can understand that,” Sora sighed.  He’d messed with so many people’s lives, she couldn’t really force him to stay against his will.  “Wanna just go where Brandon is?”

“Sure, but I’ll probably just wander … think more.”

“Yeah, okay…”

With the desire, she sent him to the room, turning her focus back to the others.  “Anyone else feel like doing their own thing?”

“Umm … I’d like to go hang with Aiden,” Nathan offered with a short chuckle.  “I just don’t feel like he should be alone.”

“Thanks.”

Sending him to Aiden’s side, she looked at each of the others.  When no one spoke up, she breathed out a long puff of air, returning her attention to the silent green-furred Vulpes.  “Hallaway, I didn’t mean to release Loral, or whatever it is that happened to free her.  Can you explain why this is such a bad thing … in a way we’d all understand?”

Emilia’s worried eyes, soft groan, and squeezing hand told Sora her daughter was agitated that she’d taken on the full load of letting Loral go.

Hallaway didn’t respond right away, green irises moving to Tola before moving back to Sora.  “Hmm … as you must have guessed, and rightfully questioned, Phebe, Niomie, and I have lived long past our functional years, lacking the means for immortality.  We lived on the Indigo planet, Ryominia was its name, and we lived in harmony … not as the world we live in now, but with a familiar tone.”

Eyia’s cool eyes were centered on Hallaway, speaking up at the end of her sentence.  “Was the spiritual-linked seal on all of the Vulpes during that time?”

Hallaway shook her head.  “No … that was actually crafted by one of the previous Council Members … who of which I couldn’t say.  Phebe and I were no older than three and six years old at the time of The Great Purge, unable to even take on human form.  It was not so prevalent when we first arrived … however, as time passed, it naturally spread, mother to son and daughter.”

“Convenient,” Jin mused.  “An entire population that would eventually do everything requested of them … following the perfect little order you constructed afterward.”

“You couldn’t remove it?”  Tola asked with a bit more anger than Sora would have taken the woman for.

“There were … side effects that came as we tried,” Hallaway mumbled.  “We don’t know how … perhaps one of your predecessors, Tola, that added things … tacking weaves on that would further spread over the hundreds of thousands of years.  You see … Niomie isn’t the most gifted at magic … quite the opposite, as the Nekomata has pointed out.”

Githa snickered.

“I surpassed Niomie’s skills long ago, and still, navigating the level of weave through even a single Oltera Nexus is … difficult.  For thousands of years, I’ve slowly been working at undoing the damage within my own part of the city.”

“Sora can do it without a problem,” Jin replied with a windward smirk.

Hallaway’s eyes widened, focus moving to her in disbelief.

“Well,” Sora mumbled, “my aunt showed me a simple trick … she said trying to do all the complicated stuff was way beyond what I could handle, but … simply letting it fall apart on its own inside the Oltera Nexus worked fine, too … just slowly remove it like stitches from a single thread.”

Hallaway’s eyes fell to the table, fingers tightening around each other.  “That … makes so much sense … and it’s so simple.”

“The answer is satisfactory,” Eyia replied.  “What of this force within the planet?”

“Oh, yes, what about that?”  Jin asked, and Githa seemed to be listening intently for this answer.

However, Hallaway just shook her head.  “I’ve never questioned it.  The force has existed within every planet … or I assume so.  I recall it on Ryominia.”

“Huh…”  Githa leaned back with a dissatisfied expression.  “Seven hundred thousand years, and you guys know squat.  Disappointing … oh, how did you live that long?”  She asked with a mischievous grin.  “Even if you stole bodies, your spirit would have degraded over that much time.”

“... The Sea of Spirits,” Hallaway replied, shifting in her seat.

“The what?”  Tola questioned.

“There is a layer underneath the world … only accessible through the tower.  It holds the spirits of all the Vulpes that have died within the Realm.”

“It’s a lie…”  A tingle shot down Sora’s spine at Githa’s stunned tone.  “That many … just beneath…”  A lump dropped down her throat, clawed fingers creating dull scraping noises against the table.  “The amount of power that could be extracted…”

“Such a construction is … troubling,” Eyia replied, showing a great deal of displeasure.

“Mmh … not really my specialty,” Jin mumbled.  “What’s the breakdown, and what do you do with it?”

Eyia was the one to respond.  “It has been done within Asgard's history … the power of a spirit without form to mediate can be great, and if one had a pool that trapped every dead human in a purgatory, more importantly, Vulpes with high spiritual capabilities, then the energy output would be enormous.”

“How long has it been in use?”  Githa quickly asked.

“... We did not construct it,” Hallaway replied, showing mild surprise at their outburst.

“No, of course, not,” Githa sighed, scratching her twitching left ear.  “Did no one know about it before the big whatever event happened?”

“I don’t know…”

Githa groaned.  “Useless … so much power.  If it’s been in operation since the start … oh, that’d be bad.”

“What?”  Sora, Eyia, and Jin asked, everyone now focused on the cat.

“... You’re kidding?”  Githa asked, eyeing Eyia and Jin in disbelief before turning her serious color speckled eyes to Hallaway.  “How full is it … is it on the other planets, too?  No, it’d have to be … the power leaking out of the planet needs a source to fuel it.  How full is it; you said it was a sea?”  She demanded.

“It’s near the entrance to get into the area?  We had to raise the platform and craft our own bathing font since it has risen over time.”

Githa’s tails were stiff with alarm.  “That’s … of course, a Founder’s Realm would have such a massive holding capacity, but … for what purpose … stupid, stupid foxes…”

“What?”  Sora asked.

“We don’t know how to utilize it … only Loral knows,” Githa whispered with irritation.  “Do you realize what that stupid fox did?”  She asked Hallaway.

“Niomie?”

“Yes, who else is so stupid?”  Githa growled.  “This entire Realm was designed to be a reactor … a First Generation level reactor, and it’s nearing max capacity!”

Hallaway’s eyes were defocused.  “Oh…”

“My grandmother built it?”  Sora asked, vision shifting over to view the enigmatic statue that changed depending on who looked at it.

“Probably,” Githa grumbled.  “I can’t imagine the Second Generation building something like this that long ago … accelerated time, spirit gathering … a Realm of spirits reaching its breaking point … no wonder those jerks outside can’t get in.  If it blows, then … the shockwave will ripple through all linked Realms to Earth … an apocalypse level event for countless Realms that use the Earth Realm as a stabilizing point.”

“Inari wouldn’t let that happen, though, right?”  Kari’s questioning amber eyes darted to her.  “Is that why she told you to find this Realm’s secret?”

Jin waved her hand dismissively.  “You can’t count on Inari to save the Earth; something like this wouldn’t affect her since she doesn’t need to use Earth as a stabilizer.  All of her Realms are independent of any others; the same for all the big names.  They might have a gateway open, but that would only disrupt the access point; it wouldn’t hurt their Realms.”

“Indeed,” Eyia replied.  “This would have no effect on any being powerful enough to weather the attack and could work in their favor to flush out their opponents.  Allowing this Realm to collapse would provide the opportunity for good strategic maneuvering for eons to come.”

“Wonderful,” Sora sighed, scratching her temple with her free hand.  Emilia had been listening to everything with growing dread that all of this was her fault; Sora squeezed her fingers to let her know she was fine.

The strength hidden within this Realm is so strong that the Fenris Brothers can’t brute force their way in, which means they need to somehow find a loophole to bypass the Red Gate.  At least we know we’re safe … in a soul reactor about to go critical, but…

“Umm … how long until it breaks down?  I mean, it’s been doing fine for ages, right?  Can’t it last another thousand or more years?”

Githa shook her head.  “Probably before we came, but with someone like Sköll pounding at the gate … just a tiny crack from a wiggle in the Realm could disrupt the pool, then,” she threw her arms out, “boom!”

Sora licked her lips, puffing air through her cheeks.  “Okay … the spirits are used for something, right?  Does that destroy them?”

Eyia shook her head.  “No, they are currently in a state of stasis, purgatory within the guarding walls of the well.”

“In other words,” Jin butted in, “they’re in a space that grants spiritual immortality at the cost of complete inactivity.  However, that doesn’t mean they stop generating energy to be used … it’s a complicated type of magical machine that requires, well … yeah, Founder level magic and know-how.”

Githa shook out her hair with a low groan.  “So much power to themselves … and they waste it on repairing their long-term spiritual damage?!  It’s maddening!”

“That’s how they’ve lived for so long?”  Tola asked with a soft frown.

“Oh, absolutely not just that,” Jin hummed, seemingly still pondering other matters.  “If I’m following, they’d still need a new body every twenty to forty thousand years.”

Tola’s vision narrowed, glaring at Hallaway.  “The Council Artifacts only grant us longevity for thirty-five thousand years … that’s what the last Blue Seat told me.”

“Not a lie,” Hallaway replied, returning the scowl with a mournful tone.  “You could live twice that if you took another body before needing rejuvenating at the Sea of Spirits.  Our attendants are groomed for the task and accept it as an honor to keep stability within the Realm … at least, that is how I have done it over the eons.  I cannot speak for Phebe and Niomie.  Their spirit is removed and placed in the sea with the utmost care.”

It was better than forcefully sealing their forms, but it did repulse Sora a bit that the person she was looking at was once a Vulpes that had a different spirit and Intelligence inside it.

“... So, if I’m following this,” Kari mumbled, “we’re in a big nuclear spirit reactor that’s got a lot of juice, and it’s ready to blow because of whatever Loral … or maybe, Niomie did that killed all the previous Seat members that knew how to function the reactor.  Right?”

“Basically,” Githa sighed, slumping to the table.  “Which means Loral’s the only one that can tell us how to make this thing function.”

“No,” everyone turned to Tola as the blue-haired woman continued to glare at the green council member.  “There must be another way we can learn about how this Realm operates.  You three have hidden so much from so many members of this table.  What else aren’t you telling us?”

“... There are great libraries on this world.  I cannot say if the others were destroyed on the other planets, but a vast repository is located here.”

Sora’s left eyebrow lifted.  “Uh … okay, but what about Loral’s … dang it!”  She growled, mixing up the names again and causing Eyia and Jin to chuckle.  “What about Niomie’s library?”

“Yeah, I’d see her keeping all the good stuff close by,” Kari nodded.

“I can’t say,” Hallaway sighed.  “Niomie has a difficult time with a lot of the books in the library since they are for advanced Vulpes magic … at least, that is what she told me long ago.  It was a place where the great Vulpes of old would gather to do research on new weaves of magic.”

“A magical college?”  Emilia squeaked, eyes lighting up to learn more.

Eyia snickered.  “You must learn to squirm before running, my cute little Sleipnir.”

“I-I know…”  Emilia whispered, cheeks darkening as everyone smiled at her.

Sora was a bit surprised by the Valkyrie’s use of a pet name and had no idea what a Sleipnir was.  “Yeah … we’ll get you there,” she encouraged, leaning over to nudge her daughter.  “You can’t go passing me up that quickly; I’m gonna need to do a little studying up myself!”

She fell silent as Tola continued asking Hallaway questions about the past that didn’t really interest her.  Eyia and Jin got into a conversation with Githa about what the reactor could be used for, and Kari simply watched her, puffy black wolf’s tail flicking with agitation.

I must have the needed knowledge and resources to do what Inari planned … which means this library will be an important part of my learning process.  Perhaps it is the best option.

Her gaze shifted to Emilia; her daughter had been a lot more agitated by something than Sora thought she should feel.  She’d told her it wasn’t her fault; it wasn’t like she had much of a choice, but it might have been something else.  One particular scene popped up from the memories she’d seen from her daughter’s encounter with Loral, and the woman’s lilting voice played in her mind as she magically forced the memory to return.

… Oh, Dear, I’m afraid that won’t be possible.  Even if you tried, I can tell you with certainty that the attempt would kill you both with your untrained hands.  Your mother is far more talented than you, it pains me to say, and even she is unable to utilize such magic without the system’s aid.  Now, hurry up!

… Loral seems somewhat preoccupied with the talent and skill someone possesses.  She even mentioned it to Niomie to taunt her.  The statement about the council being dimwitted, unable to tell a seal from an embargo is another point to consider.

“Yeah…” Sora’s statement to the room cut everyone’s conversation.  “I’m gonna need to see this repository for myself, and maybe … yeah, it’ll be a good time to help my daughter with her magic, too!  We can go to school together.  Sound, fun?”

Emilia’s eyes sparkled.  “Mhm!  Mhm!  Real magic?”

“Well, it seems Loral taught you how to stabilize your magic…”  Saying it out loud put a bitter taste in her mouth, like allowing another woman to teach her baby how to walk while not even being allowed to participate.  “... Yeah, let’s learn some fun magic together!”

“Yay!  Thanks, Mom!”

Sora smiled as she scooted her chair to the side to hug her, eight long tails wrapping around her chair back to entangle her’s.  “Hehe … yeah, it’ll be fun.  Auntie Kari will be joining, too!”

“Of course I’m going,” Kari huffed, lips pushed to the side.

“Auntie Jin and Eyia, too?”  Emilia pushed, trying to squeeze her to death.

“Of course!  Okay, okay, take us there, Hallaway.”

Tola swallowed.  “Umm, Sora…”

“Yeah, you, too, Tola.  That’s fine, but uh … can you sense the others if they reach out?”

“I will.”

“Great!”

The green-furred Vulpes cleared her throat.  “... I’m afraid I’m currently blocked from leaving the Capital.”

“Oh, right, right … there, we’re good to go.”

Hallaway’s magic encompassed them, and they were taken to a massive hall that seemed to stretch for eternity, volumes lining the walls, reaching high into the sky with multiple levels that could be seen further up.

Sora stood in stunned silence, spinning around to see the colossal library.  “Wow. … it’s so large.”

Only Hallaway didn’t react to the large space of learning, and Tola gasped, “The wisdom that you’ve hoarded to yourselves … why?”

“To not repeat what happened in the past.”

“The thing that you don’t know about?”  Githa snickered.  “Stupid, stupid.”

“Agreed,” Tola mumbled, moving to a table to study the books and scrolls lining it.  “... So much to explore.  There must be answers here!  Hmm … is it alright if I search for answers, Sora?”

Sora released a long groan, watching the woman pull back her light blue hair with a questioning gaze.  “I told you; you’re not my slave.”

Tola giggled.  “Right … I’ll go on ahead.  I want to see what other levels and how things are organized.”

“... I could…”  Hallaway’s voice trailed off as Tola vanished, seemingly not wanting any help from the elder Vulpes.

“Umm … how do you figure out where anything is?”  Sora asked, feeling more than a little overwhelmed by the sheer volume before them.

Eyia, Jin, and Githa were already scanning through books.

“Sweet, it’s automatically translated,” Jin mused, “... and yet, complete gibberish at the same time.  Impressive…”

“Most impressive,” Eyia returned, deep blue eyes scanning a scroll on a table.

“Blah, boring, stupid, weak … oh…” Githa grumbled, shoving books aside while scanning between covers before stopping on a thick scroll.  “Hehe…”  She picked it up and scampered over to a chair to unfold it in her lap, tails weaving back and forth.  “Mm-hmm-hmmm.”

Kari was doing a bit of her own exploring, but the various architectures and furniture were what caught her eye.

Hallaway ushered Emilia and her to a different table.  “If you ask for a subject, the magic fused into the repository will give you the closest thing to your desire.”

“Oh … real similar to my own magic,” Sora commented, asking for a book on helping Emilia with the Outer Body Technique.

A rather thin book flew down from above to stop in front of her, and Sora opened it up to find picture diagrams and words.

Oh … is it that basic and easy … Vulpes kiddy books?  Great … guess we can start here to speed things up in the long-run.

“Okay, Emilia,” she held up the book.  “We’ll start with the Outer Body Technique, which is super useful to practicing safely in your Core!”

“Aww, I thought we were gonna learn real magic, though,” Emilia pouted, glaring at the book.

“This is real magic!”  Sora returned.  “Remember how I got all the clothes for everyone?  I couldn’t have done that without this.”

“Yeah, but … you used different magic to make them from all those sheets.”

Taking Eyia’s line, Sora winked, “You must learn to squirm before running, my cute little Sleipnir!”

“... Okay, Mom,” Emilia sighed, sitting down on a couch beside  her to go through the book.  “… What is a Sleipnir?”

“Whi-donno … ask your Aunt Eyia,” Sora whispered with a weak shrug and forced laugh.  “Probably some Norse mythological creature.”

“... Is it cute, though…”

Sora simply shook her head, unable to answer while directing her attention to the book.  “Let’s get studying; maybe I can learn something new, too!”

 

* * *

 

Tola appeared in a remote village at the base of the Diamond Mountain Rough, causing a shocked stir among the inside of a house; the two single-tailed black-furred Vulpes inside quickly dropped to their faces, bowing before her.

“T-The Blue Seat!?”

“Lady Tola!?”

“No, no, please rise,” she replied with a warm smile, but it was hard to keep the annoyance from her voice.

The fact that such a vast collection of wisdom had been hidden from everyone for so long was more than a little vexing.  She might have been able to free everyone from this curse much sooner had she been privy to such knowledge, and she was beginning to understand why Loral was so critical of Niomie.

Helping the two Vulpes to their feet, Tola sent them out, assuring them she would only be a moment and not to let her presence be known to avoid a commotion.

She sighed, using her magically enhanced perception to study the relatively small village.  This area was designated to the bodies of those that were born spiritless, lacking an Intelligence and spirit to direct the living cadaver they were born to.  It had been extremely rare at first, but over the ages, the process had continued.

It had been the first place she’d thought of after hearing Hallaway’s explanation of using their aids to keep their youthful appearance; the process sickened her when there were other options available, and perhaps she would be able to remedy the issue with the repository’s help.

For now, though, she had something to fulfill in this remote area.

“How … amusing and sad this Realm has become in my absence.”

Loral’s voice echoed through her Core, sharing her body with the deal she’d made with the creature shortly after being released from the City Core.  She fully intended to inform Sora of her actions, but first, she had to fulfill her side, giving her a body, and with this method, no one would be harmed.  In fact, it would be one less body for the villagers to care for.

Opening up a path for the Vulpes to travel through, Loral entered the body of an 834-year-old gray-furred Vulpes woman.  This was the eldest vacant body in the Realm; it was a strange process that Tola hadn’t figured out yet.  They naturally grew into their human form but didn’t gain any more tails, yet could live the full Vulpes lifespan.

The moment Loral’s spirit entered the body, blinding white light flared out from her tail-base, extending into fully developed nine-tails, and she opened her silver eyes.  Lying flat on the bed, she smiled up at her, licking her lips.

“I … ah … ehamu … gah … ahem … there we go … just needed to alter the vocal box a little,” she whispered, stretching out her bare chest and limbs before rising.  Loral’s tails weaved to the side stretching and twisting as she tested her new body.  “You kept your end of the bargain … smart.  Hmm … it will take some time before this vessel can be adapted to properly accommodate my power, though…”

“The answer,” Tola demanded.

“Hmm … yes,” her teeth flashed, straightening and whitening by the second to better fit Loral’s image of herself.  “Seeking after immortality is not a sin, Tola.  The method I sought to accomplish would have benefited the purpose of this Realm and all of my sisters on the Council.  However, that talentless brat … Niomie ruined everything,” she growled.  “… Did everything within my power to help that girl.”

“The event she talked about?”  Tola swiftly interjected, trying to stay on topic.

“Ah, hehe … yes, I brought the death upon her interference, all while knowing the side-effects.  It was a trivial price, in the end, the only method available to me.  Did it cause that cataclysmic event?  Yes.  I did.  Was it for a purpose?  This very one!  If I didn’t, all was lost … what a stupid girl.”

Tola’s vision narrowed.  “Explain.”

“Hehe … so impatient.  In time,” Loral grinned, “there’s much work to be done.”

Loral vanished, seemingly without utilizing magic at all, or it had been so advanced that Tola couldn’t sense it.

She released a low sigh, staring at the spot the ancient Vulpes councilwoman had been; the woman had explained to her a part of the civilization, shown her what the Vulpes Realm had once been.  It was breathtaking, a golden age of magical advancement that made Tola feel she was playing with sticks and stones.  It was free for all Vulpes, and even humans learned the mystical arts; so much had changed since then.

Loral could be tricking her; she was not unaware of the possibility.  However, someone with the proper knowledge of how this Realm operates was better than a weak fool who would keep all around her blind out of what Tola could only assume was fear.  Githa had not been wrong; Niomie was anything but competent, and if she wanted to rebuild the Vulpes Realm, she needed the aid of someone that had the vision and means to do it.

She told the caretakers she had taken the body and returned to the hidden repository to explain herself to Sora.
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                Sora flipped through the short book with Emilia; much of it was a recap to her.  It did talk about learning how to direct one’s magic within their Core to utilize it, but she’d figured out how to do that what seemed ages ago.  Emilia, on the other hand, was utterly confused about the method it was instructing.

Looking back on her aunt’s training when she was stuck inside that organization’s base, Sora began to understand just how swiftly Inari had accelerated her journey.  Almost everything she’d come to appreciate about herself came from stabilizing her magic utilization through the Outer Body Technique.

The lessons she’d spent with her aunt had helped to shape her to think more about the complicated issues surrounding her, and she could feel her grasp on things becoming clearer by the day.  However, with that higher clarity came the realization that she really didn’t know anything.

Her focus drifted over to Kari, sitting across from her and reading a book that actually seemed to have the wolf girl enthralled.  The tragedies and events they’d been through within the past few weeks made her heart ache.  She had no clue how terrible the Fenris Wolf’s past had been, and the cries for help she was sending out.

There was so much pain around her that she was blind to, and now that she knew about it—that was it.  Sora couldn’t really do anything about it, and in some cases, thought she made things worse.  Everything was telling her that the world was too complicated for her to tackle its problems; she had enough problems with herself, and now she had a daughter.

Hallaway sat further away, vision scanning between dozens upon dozens of books that she was calling and then sending back after seemingly not getting what she wanted.

Sora shifted to smile at her daughter; she really could see the resemblance to herself when looking in a mirror.  Emilia was the more mature version of what she could have looked like if she wasn’t a Founder, mixed with a few differences in facial features, but mostly a spitting image of herself.

“What … I’m trying to figure it out,” Emilia mumbled, cheeks darkening as her ears pulled back.

“Oh, I know!”  Sora giggled.  “Just close your eyes and try to block out the world; you’ll feel a force pointing you in the right direction.  Just find a way to follow it.”

“O-Okay…”  She mumbled, looking adorable with her laid back ears and concentrated expression.

She followed the instruction while Sora gently used her magic to tug at her Intelligence, giving her a guiding compass to discover her own route to her Core.  The book detailed many other self-discovery methods, but having a tutor that could act as a guide was the preferred method to save time.

The memory of Emilia’s birth surfaced within her mind; her aunt likely had used her as a medium to craft her daughter’s Intelligence and mold her body for a variety of different reasons, but Sora couldn’t help but wonder if it was mainly to get her to stop concerning herself with everyone else’s problems.  Yet, at the same time, there was a nagging conflict that butted against that line of thought.

Inari wanted her to discover a secret about their family hidden within this Realm, and it seemed very important to her.  This Realm was integrally connected with a leadership that had a host of internal problems; worse, she’d been forced to be a wedge between those two factions.

Between the enemies at the gate, the mystery within the Realm, giving her daughter the much-needed attention she deserved, this crazy Loral Vulpes that had returned from the dead, and handling the fallout of Niomie’s reveal, she felt utterly stretched thin.

Loral’s escape was solely due to their presence, but a part of that blame could be thrown on Niomie’s incompetence for not even warning them of the possibility.  None of them could have predicted that a crazy dead Vulpes from the past would use them to resurrect herself, nor believe anything the Council even said.

The thing that kept nagging her brain was that there was a threat on the loose, which could hurt someone.  All she wanted to do was get their enemies off their backs, her group back to a somewhat normal life, and figure out what to do about her insane family drama.  However, to do that, they needed a stable place, and while the Vulpes Realm appeared to be that when they first arrived, not so much now.

She could see the smallest surface of Aiden’s crippling dilemma after Loral’s escape.  Just by her being here, things ended up happening that were out of her control, and it made her want to give the sad little bird a hug; in fact, she wanted a hug.

Reaching around her daughter’s back, she leaned in to embrace her.

“... Huh … Mom?  Uh … okay, no … umm, are you okay?”  Emilia mumbled, eyes snapping open before returning the hug.

“... Now I am!”  She laughed, squeezing her harder while snuggling closer.  “Back to training.”

“... You’re the one that broke my concentration,” Emilia groaned with a light pout.  “I thought I was feeling something for a second.”

“Keep up the good work!”  Sora encouraged, pulling back to give her space to work and resuming the magical prompts.

Wow … I’m acting like auntie was … was this how she felt when she first saw me?  So many problems just popped into her life, probably dashing all sorts of plans she had, but she was all hugs and help.

“Hmm…”

Sora began to reflect on all of her aunt’s actions after meeting her; perhaps she could find answers there.  Her own eyes closed, entering the trance-like state while continuing to help her daughter’s progression.  She brought up the mental record of the event, watching each action her aunt took.

First, she thought I was my mom … then, all the possibilities of mom’s experiments flashed through her mind, and she tried coming up with an answer for my existence … when she says, what has my sister done.  Her first instinct was to investigate … which would be just like my cautious aunt, and to accomplish that, she had to save me from Diane’s wards.

The Herald of Sakura also drew her notice, expanding the web of creatures surrounding me … with everything she was able to gain from analyzing my entire soul.  So, I must be real if so many powerful figures surrounded me, which meant proceed with caution.  Return to her Sanctuary where everything would be on her terms; go to a safe place.

I need a safe place … well, this Realm is sort of a safe place, actually.  I have more authority here than anyone … except maybe Loral, which means she’s my real threat here, not anyone else.

Sora cupped her chin while glaring at the undead Vulpes girl that she’d extracted from her daughter’s memory.

Based on the Vulpes’ interactions … she has a goal, and it’s not merely immortality.  I mean, the act of gaining immortality isn’t really that bad; it’s no different than any weapon, only thought of as terrible in the wrong hands, which meant Niomie felt it would be terrible if that occurred.  She wasn’t a Council Member … she’s actually the usurper of that previous order, and every record related to that time is either blocked or erased … Niomie could be the cause of that in the first place.

I need to learn more about the threats, which is what auntie did next in my case.

Her vision shifted to the left as her inner world changed, showing the image of Inari, Gloria, and the revealed image she had of the Herald of Sakura; she knew those powerful creatures could recognize her small ripples within the Magical Plane upon forming the threads, and even did her best to shield the process if nothing else but to practice.

The lovely image of each creature in the shape of a woman returned as she walked around the three; she didn’t trust the other shadow creature to try and form its visage.

She discovered that the magic had Fae roots and went right to the source … Gloria.

Not having any other name to call the shadow creature, she reverted back to her aunt’s description.

Whelp noticed my entrance into the Spiritual Plane and went to investigate, saying I’m something that doesn’t belong.  It might be connected to the Primordials; it at least respects the Herald of Sakura … maybe fears would be a better word.

The entire show took place in Inari’s Sanctuary, where she’s the most powerful and was able to control things.  She was bold and didn’t shy away from even Gloria, but she knew her opponents inside and out when she confronted them.  Being allowed to observe wasn’t an accident; she knew I’d need to reflect on it later … probably many times.  Wait…

Sora’s eyes widened with realization as the events played out in her Core.

Gloria knows who my father is … that was the big secret.  Gloria hates Primordials with a passion, which Inari was scared about, but it turned out to be … my dad’s not a Primordial … he’s something else that Gloria found amusing.  It changed a lot of things for her.  The Herald knew, too, which is what aunt Inari was pushing for after Nilly showed up.

No … I’m getting sidetracked … if I’m going to understand how I should go forward … I need to learn more about my opponents.  I’m dealing with people that have an agenda; I may have protection because of my family, but that doesn’t extend to everyone I care about, which means I need to be stronger.

Sora exited her Core; opening her eyes, she caught Kari and the others giving her a quick look, probably realizing she’d entered the Outer Body Technique.  Emilia was still struggling to find her way into her Core, but it had taken her the better part of eight hours to first get it; a grimace tightened Sora’s lips as Loral’s comment surfaced, telling Emilia she wasn’t as talented as her.

We’ll see about that one.

Pondering on how to go about discovering more about Loral, Tola appeared between them from a soft blue pulse of light; Jin, Eyia, and Kari focused on her for a moment, then returned to their books.  Emilia seemed too zoned in to even notice the blue-haired Vulpes.

Sora waved, giving her a small smile, but paused upon seeing the sad look on the woman’s face.  “Is something wrong?”

Tola released a low sigh, walking forward to sit in a chair that appeared out of nowhere to Sora’s left, between Kari and her, facing Jin and Eyia.  “I have a confession to make, Sora.”

She sat a little straighter, eyebrows furrowing as the other girls lowered their books.

“Ooh, a confession?”  Jin asked, snapping the book shut before leaning forward to look at her.  “Some dirty little secret you’ve been keeping from us?”

The others didn’t comment, just waiting for her to continue; Hallaway swallowed a lump in her throat, hands tightening in her lap.  She apparently had some idea of what it might be.

“Okay?”  Sora mumbled, following Tola with her eyes as she moved across the room.

Emilia’s ears twitched, catching her attention.  “... It’s so hard to concentrate!”  She growled, giving her a glare.  “Your tails keep brushing up against mine … and when you twist and turn … it’s just so distracting, Mom.  Are you doing it on purpose?”

Sora chuckled, twisting her tails around two of Emilia’s.  “Oh, I’m totally doing it on purpose!”  She winked, leaning in to kiss her cheek; it felt good acting more like a mother, and she had a hard time believing her own would miss spending time with her.

A low rumble shook Emilia’s body as she folded her arms, looking away with a slight blush.  “... How am I supposed to figure it out if you keep … I can’t feel anything…”

“Take a break,” Sora urged.  “Just relax a bit, and we’ll try again in a bit.”

“I want to learn it, though…”

Sora rested her head against her shoulder.  “I know, I know … I’m not the best teacher; aunt Inari worked with me for eight hours to get me inside my own Core.  It’ll take some time.”

“Eight hours … then it’ll take me years,” Emilia cried out, scratching her left ear with agitation.

“We’ll get it; just relax a bit!”  Sora encouraged.  “Now, umm … what’s up, Tola?”

“Yes, what is this confession, Tola?”  Jin asked, carrying over a chair to give her sparkling eyes; she apparently really wanted something interesting to happen.

Taking a deep breath, Tola held her hands in her lap and said, “I gave Loral a new body.”

“No…”  Hallaway groaned, nine tails wrapping around each other as if trying to constrict the life out of them.  “No, Tola … why…”

“Oooh.  Spicy!”  Jin grinned.

Githa tossed her book onto her belly, head shifting against the armrest before stretching out her body; her thin, muscular belly popped out as her shirt slid up her back.  Releasing a low yawn, she rubbed her cheek.  “Figured somethin’ like this would happen.  It’s really whatever.”

“Whatever?”  Hallaway’s face had turned ashen.  “Did you not … she caused billions upon billions of Vulpes and humans to slaughter each other  …then turn on themselves, in an instant, and all because Niomie stopped her plan!”

“I’m not so convinced,” Tola calmly replied, light blue irises showing disdain for the Green Seat.

“Yeah, I figured there was way more to the story,” Jin grinned.

Kari didn’t seem that thrilled, narrow amber eyes digging into the blue-furred Vulpes.  “You said no lies … you were after the truth with Sora, yet you deceived us into breaking her out … how and why?”

“Valid points,” Tola nodded.

Sora was more annoyed with herself for not even considering the possibility.  She had a long way to go before emulating her aunt, but she had to remind herself to be patient, just as she was emploring her daughter to be; to be honest, she didn’t entirely feel the woman was in the wrong.  This wasn’t her Realm or fight, and she had more pressing things to be concerned about.  

“Okay, Tola, I’m listening.”

Tola took one last look at each of them that were present.  Eyia was coldly analyzing the Council Member, Jin eagerly waiting for the reveal, Githa actually somewhat bored by the news, Hallaway scared, and Emilia seemingly not even listening.

“Loral spoke to my mind during the meeting … at first, I was resistant, but after she urged me to push for more answers from … who I thought was Loral, it became clearer.”

Hallaway’s hands were knitted together.  “What became clearer?”

Tola’s cold glare settled on her colleague.  “The council is utterly incompetent at performing the Seats we fill.”

“Now there’s a hot take,” Jin laughed, slapping her knee.  “You’re lumping yourself into that category?”

“Of course,” Tola sighed, still keeping her frigid eyes on the fidgeting green-haired Vulpes.  “I allowed Loral to crawl into my body and temporarily share my form for one reason … this Realm needs healing, and you three haven’t been able to accomplish that feat in over seven-hundred thousand years.  What … have you accomplished for this Realm in that time?”

“...”

Sora was a little surprised at the frosty malice in Tola’s voice, and Hallaway lowered her head, ears falling back to show a bit of shame.

She didn’t answer, so the Blue Seat continued, closing her eyes for a moment; she took a slow breath to calm herself before turning her sad gaze back to Sora.  “Sora, I do trust you, and it goes without saying that I fear and revere your aunt.

“However, I had taken an oath to the Vulpes and humans of this Realm when I became the Blue Seat on the Council.  I have taken my position very seriously within my life, and what I discover is that I was never supposed to fill this seat … I never had the credentials, nor the proper guidance to realize its purpose … because Niomie stripped this Realm of that leadership.”

“... She had to,” Hallaway whispered, but Sora could hear an edge of doubt in her voice.

Tola shook her head.  “It matters little either way.  In the end, you three are children with no guiding path for our Realm.  I first started to understand that after meeting Inari’s Intelligent Construct, and it has been repeated over and over … one wrong thing occurs, and Niomie falls apart … she is not a leader.  She never could be one … proven by over seven hundred thousand years of effort.”

Hallaway flinched as she kept driving home how much time they had to learn this Realm’s operation, and Sora couldn’t blame her.  It was somewhat unbelievable that Niomie would reveal that bit of information, but she wasn’t thinking properly; it was arguable if she had been thinking at all.  Jin and Githa looked as if they could go for some popcorn as they watched the blue Vulpes rant.

“What have you done?”  Tola repeated, lips tightening for a moment.  “Craft a society that is at peace … yet has no will of their own.  Did that magical genetic weave originate before your rise to power?  According to you, Hallaway, it did.

“Very well, how did you resolve such an issue … you didn’t.  I see now that this artificial lifestyle was not a hopeless curse that I spent over ten-thousand years learning how to unravel, but Niomie and you embraced it … you tasted power and couldn’t let it go.  I am proof of that,” she stated before Hallaway could respond.

“Instead of bringing in Vulpes to your cause, you kept the other Council Members in the dark … using the combined authority by placing yourselves forever within the seniority position while making sure that we couldn’t live long enough to outstrip your own gained power.  Have you killed past Council Members … Niomie did, for sure, but what about you?”

“...”

“I thought as much,” Tola’s nose twitched, but her voice was even.  “No, I cannot trust anyone on this false Council to bring this Realm back to where it should be … not even you, Sora.  You … may have the authority of this Realm, but you do not understand it, nor will you stay to be able to fulfill its restoration … I would not expect it from you, in any case.  I only had one option, to begin with … the Vulpes that has the knowledge and power to do what I cannot … heal and protect this Realm.”

Jin and Githa started to clap.

“Wow, quite the speech!”  Jin cheered.

Githa snickered.  “Eh … I’m more of the let them handle themselves type of cat … well, unless Nilly says otherwise, but every Realm does their own thing.”

Eyia nodded.  “I sympathize with your plight, Tola.  However, might this action have been made in haste?”

“Good point, good point,” Jin hummed, pointing at Eyia.

Tola’s fingers linked together.  “I am aware that Loral may have played me for a fool … such as Niomie, Phebe, and Hallaway have for my entire life.  I will first be utterly transparent with each of you … these are the events that occurred when I gave Loral a body.”

Sora had been wondering how she managed to go through with the transfer; each of them leaned closer to watch the events unfold as Tola explained born bodies without Intelligence, and another reason she was repulsed by the three eldest Council Members’ actions.

Loral’s words hung in the air, drawing Emilia’s notice, and she pressed against Sora for comfort.  Once it finished, Sora leaned back, pondering on the exchange.

She has a purpose … something only she could accomplish, and if she died, then no one could see its completion.  To her, the death of every creature on seven planets was worth the price for her resurrection.  Would this Library have something that can point us in the right direction?

Jin sat back, crossing her legs and rubbing her chin.  “I mean … she’s not wrong.  Immortality isn’t really a sin … it sounds like what we need to do is ask Niomie why she thought it would be bad.”

Eyia stretched out her arms across her chest.  “Answers from another source would help.  Perhaps this Library would offer supports, as well.”

A low hum split Githa’s lips, staring at Hallaway with her large eyes.  “Ah, but what has you so agitated?  Have doubts about your glorious leader?”

Everyone’s gaze shifted to the Vulpes; her green eyes were fixated on her lap.  “I have … questioned Niomie in the past,” she mumbled, gaze shifting to Tola’s feet.  “There are points of the story that haven’t added up, but I tried to push forward … in the hopes we were doing what was right.”

“For seven-hundred thousand years?”  Jin poked with a grin.

“No … not the entire time,” Hallaway replied, releasing a tired sigh.  “Phebe has used the time to play and experiment … Niomie spends her time studying and tinkering with random projects while I’ve mainly handled the administrative tasks of helping each new Council Member.  I’ve long had a feeling there was something more hidden within that cataclysmic event.”

“Yet, you’ve done nothing,” Tola replied without a hint of humor, “or are you saying there is more to be told?”

“Ahem,” Sora cleared her throat.  “Hallaway … just to be sure, Loral was the eldest of the Council before everything fell apart.  Right?”

“Yes … everyone looked up to her.  We were very young, but it was so peaceful … there were always talks of new research and magic being crafted.  Library’s like this were for all … but Niomie thought such freedom of thought could be harmful.  If one is able to have an opposing opinion or has the possibility to offend … it was better we guided them down a less … combative path.”

“Now, doesn’t that sound nightmarish?”  Githa grinned.  “Force the stupid masses to do what’s best for them, and they won’t even know it’s happening!  Dispense with the chaos and conform … are you sure that genetic ward spell was on this planet when you got here?”

“... As far as I’m aware,” Hallaway mumbled, looking conflicted.

Eyia shook her head.  “I cannot believe such a ward could be crafted by someone so inept and at such a young age.”

“Eh, yeah,” Jin hummed.  “I mean, fair point, Eyia.  Then, who did it, and why?”

Kari had been folding her arms while listening to the whole conversation, but it seemed she was ready to jump in.  “The Vulpes have problems with their spiritual force … it’s too weak, which causes their deaths, and then that spirit is sent to this big Spirit Pit.  Yet, there is a force within the earth that is strengthening them to keep the population alive.  That has to be a magical weave, not a natural force, but it could be utilizing that Spirit Pit for that.”

“True,” Jin mumbled, crossing her legs the opposite way.  “Where is that coming from, Hallaway?”

“... I don’t know … I don’t, Tola,” she pleaded.  “Much of this Realm is locked to even us because we don’t know how to access it.”

Tola shook her head.  “Which is why Loral is the only answer we have, and by freeing her, I hope we may have gained a potential ally.  It was the best option I could see after so much deception, and she already had access to the Realm Core through Sora and Emilia.”

“W-What?”  Hallaway’s gaze became vacant as she pulled back into her seat, muscles tense.  “She … if she … that could … she could ruin everything.”

“Ruin what?”  Githa asked, eyes narrowing.

“Everything!  That’s exactly what Niomie said she was … that was what she was attempting to get to … when…”

Sora sighed.

Figures … she’s so far ahead of us that it’s not even worth trying to stop her.  She needed a body for some … no, maybe she needs a body and access to the Core?  She could have granted herself permission through that … I think I’ve had it.

Figuring she could tap into the Realm’s power itself, no different than the City Core, Sora reached out with her magic and was met by Loral’s sinister energy in the aether.

“Hoh … has anyone told you how talented you actually are?  I’m a bit jealous, to be honest.”

Another low sigh puffed through her disembodied lips as her consciousness floated in the void between space in the Realm, ensnared by Loral.  Wonderful … I’m a bit sick of this cat and mouse everyone’s playing.  I really have my own problems to deal with, so if you could just talk with me for a second, then…

“Of course, my young Founder!”  Loral chuckled with a dark tone.  “The games that are playing around you must be vexing.  Let’s keep this short and simple.”

Please.

“You are looking for answers.  I’m seeking a resolution because I have the answers.  However, you cannot accept the solution I am working toward … at this time.  Therefore, my answer is simple … follow the map I left, starting with the Indigo Seal.  What you find at the end of that path will be both horror and elation you cannot comprehend.  I will see you at the end of that journey.”

The lush feminine voice faded as Sora was practically flung back as her magic was reversed, colliding with her body and sending both Emilia and her tumbling backward with the chair.  A yip followed, and everyone jumped to their feet as her daughter ended up on top of her, threatening to smother her with her tense stomach.

“Sora!”

“Sister!”

Eyia and Kari called out in alarm, rushing to her side.

Jin only lifted a confused eyebrow.  “Did you just … attack yourself?  Mess up the magic?”

Githa was at the spot the chair had been, sniffing the air suspiciously, and Sora knew the cat could have stopped their fall with a bit of annoyance.  “Is this … oh, a counterspell?!  Not a bad one, too … no, that’s pretty good!”

Emilia yelped again as Sora lifted her up by her daughter’s belly to get the girl off her face, and she scrambled to her feet.  “... Nope, I’m good,” she mumbled, feeling a bit miffed Loral had sent her packing without effort.  “I had a lovely chat with Loral.”

“What’d she say?”  Kari asked, helping her up.

Sora adjusted her hair, cheeks a bit red.  “Basically … screw off until you connect all the dots.”

“Rude,” Eyia stated.

Jin was laughing, though, “Funny!”

“Oh, dots … I like dots!”  Githa stated, head tilting, “There’s this red human dot that’s made of light … pretty interesting stuff, really.  She gave you a clue, though!  Right?”  She asked with a wider than was natural toothy grin.

“Yes,” Sora mumbled, holding up her hand while demanding the item be teleported to it; an indigo bracelet that seemed crafted out of a massive jewel appeared in her palm, yanking it from Niomie without much remorse, and upon a desire, a huge purple book the size of a car floated up from below their balcony, shocking everyone.

A lump dropped down Sora’s throat upon seeing it.  “That’s the instruction manual?”

 

* * *

 

Loral left Tola with the usual cryptic answer, teleporting outside of a small village where laughter and music could be heard inside.  Her long gray tails circled around her naked form, and they soon dyed a purple hue as she called for her bracelet, ripping it from Niomie’s wrist.

She smiled down at the glowing gem accessory that was infused with more power and elegance than any of the failed Vulpes could detect.  Loral only needed to reclaim her ownership over it, and now it was linked to her, and there was no reason to hold onto it.

The bracelet vanished, returning to Niomie, who would be more confused than anything, which made her body quiver with laughter.

She took a moment to breathe in the high mountain air, fingers running up her physical form; it was colder in this environment than the place this body had been.  It had been so long since Loral could feel the sensation of touch, and she itched for a consort, but there was a future yet to build.

Her real opposition needed to be purged, but that would take time, and the influence that she’d spread had been more than thorough over the eons.  She wasn’t ready to face her yet, but she would be, and no amounts of preparation would save her.  Everything was nearing its apex, and the timing of Sora’s arrival was mythical.

If only they knew the reason for the Vulpes born without Intelligences.  So much had been lost, and great Vulpes perished, but she would fulfill her duty, and the result would be just as sweet.

Opening the door, Loral stepped into the building, filled with three dozen Vulpes with a young, two-tailed Huli Jing at its center.  A Báihǔ guardian by her side with every one of the small villagers dancing around her for entertainment.

Everyone froze as she entered, and the two foreigners froze; they knew by her nine-tails that she was more than a match for them, even if they couldn’t sense her internal strength.  However, her focus was on the villagers, and a wicked smile lit her lips as she spoke.

“The time is now … the unveiling of the fifth chapter calls for sacrifice … and victory.”

The two known as Fen and Jian backed up to the wall as the villagers’ eyes began to glow with an inner light.  “How … have you returned?”  They spoke in unison.

Luckily, or perhaps in a stroke of fated brilliance, Tola had stripped her people of the curse through very meticulous effort; she would have made a good young councilwoman given more time and experience.

“It’s body after body,” she pointed at each, stripping away their lives to be tucked away in the Soul Well, “I will lay you down … everything has been sacrificial.”

“It is too late,” they started to cackle, “I will rise!  Reborn!”

“Oh … yes, you will,” Loral mused, “but this is only the beginning of my craftwork … everything that I had was burned … the things I had to do when that black snow fell.  The merciless … murderous, ravaging savagery that I had to employ … such a stupid girl.  I drained the lifeblood of those worlds, saving it for just this day, and the flood will be upon us soon.”

“No!”  They shouted with a thunderous roar that shook the establishment, but they were trapped in her web, slowly being drained and dropping one by one as the tiger and fox cowered in the back.

“Have you recalled it yet?  The summoning of an apocalypse that even you cannot escape … welcome to the famine … averaging at least a body a second; you can feel it now, can’t you?  Those embedded, threaded memories of disaster must be returning.”

“I have already succeeded!  You cannot stop what is to come!”

Loral couldn’t help but laugh at the statement.  “... After testing the blessed immortal, this is a cordial invite to fight and perish at the hands of a quintessence more fearsome than you could possibly imagine, and my last breath, you will never forget.  Your neck is already under my heel, yet you say you have won?  The battle has been sealed long ago.”

The remaining villagers dropped to the ground, dead, and Loral turned her gaze to the man and woman before glancing down at her naked form.  “Oh, hehe … my, where is my decency?”

Formal councilwoman robes surrounded her body, and she held out her left hand.  “Fen, I require your services.”

“... I’m … guessing I can’t say no…”  Fen mumbled, eyeing her suspiciously before glancing down at the villagers.  “Aren’t you supposed to be … their leader … yet … what was that?”

Loral bypassed the question.  “I need you for very simple reasons, Fen,” she gave them a charming smile.  “You won’t ask questions, and you won’t oppose anything I ask you to do because you want immortality … I can deliver that to you.”

Fen’s ears and tails stiffened.

Jian cleared his throat, mumbling, “Careful, Fen…”

Just as Loral expected, however, Fen instantly dropped to her knees and bowed her head, voice chipper.  “What must I do, Master?”

A loud sigh left Jian’s throat before glaring at her.  “You can grant her immortality?”

“Oh, no, silly boy, not me, but … she will gain it at the end of her task … and you will be healed.”

Fen’s body jerked up.  “W-What?  You … what do you mean … how?”

“What did I say … hmm?”

Fen’s head lowered again with her whole body.  “Y-Yes, Master!  No questions … whatever you want!”

“Wonderful!  Well, now, we’re on a clock; so, keep up.  We are purging this entire village,” she growled, vision darkening.
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                Sora watched the massive book rise from the lower level to plop down on the floor to be read.  Emilia and her seemed to be the only ones stunned by the enormous article in front of them.

“Hmm?”  Jin gave her a small smirk.  “What, ya thought a magical artifact would just have a simple touch here and press there instruction manual?”

“... Certainly not that,” Sora mumbled, plucking at the book’s edge with Emilia.  “Hmm … let’s see…”  She scratched her forehead with a low groan before throwing it open to a random page.  To her surprise, it was blank.  “Eh?”

Judging by Jin and Githa’s amused smirks, she missed something important, but Eyia came to the rescue before they could comment.

“Ah, Sister, these types of magical artifacts have far more information than can be translated on simple pages.”  The Valkyrie seemed happy to be of assistance while bustling over to help her.  “Single magical weaves and information might span far more pages than this small manuscript can contain.  What is it you seek?”

Hallaway nodded with a defeated slump to her posture.  “I have not even begun to process everything that is within my own artifact’s capabilities.  Much of what is very complicated.”

“Typical,” Kari huffed, leaning back to stare at the green-furred Vulpes.  “You were never meant to handle something like a Realm; of course, you wouldn’t understand how it works.  On the other hand, Sora is a Founder and has the innate ability to process those types of energies.”

The woman winced at her words, and the wolf’s statement caused Sora to force a chuckle of her own.

“Well … I don’t know about that much … thanks for the support, though.”

Emilia’s eyes lit up at Kari’s statement.  “Oh, Mom, can you teach me while you figure it out?”

“Eh … I guess.  I mean, honestly, though, you should really be focusing on the Outer Body Technique,” she mumbled, eyeing her daughter.

“Aww, but … it’s just so hard!”  She whined.  “It was so easy to do all of that kind of stuff when Loral had me in that universe pipeline thing, but it’s so difficult now.  Please … I just wanna learn something new.”

Sora sighed, scratching her head.  I know I’ve been learning how to use my powers for like a month now … it feels like several, but I suppose Inari said my training with her would accelerate that process by a crazy amount.  It was just so easy to grasp everything when she was around.

Kari and the others stayed utterly silent, watching what she was going to do since they really didn’t have any input on how to raise her new daughter.  She wanted help; it wasn’t like she knew how to handle someone so dependent on her, but in turn, that wasn’t a new feeling for any other mother.  By all intents and purposes, Emilia was her daughter, which meant she needed to figure out how to best bring her up.

Emilia continued to give her pleading fox eyes, hands resting on her lap.

Sora’s lips drew in.  “Hold on, let me think about this,” she groaned, tossing her hair a bit to brush it to the side.

“Sure, take as much time as you want,” Jin snickered.  “If you’re gonna be workin’ on all that, then I suppose we can be busy looking up more information … I actually like libraries,” she mused, vision sweeping the endless rows of shelves with ancient articles.  “It’s not every century you get to visit an ancient library consortium.”

Eyia nodded with a brightening smile.  “Are there records on my people?”

Hallaway shook her head, which slowly petered out as a few volumes floated down from high above at the Valkyrie’s request.  “I have … I suppose there might be…”

Kari’s teeth flashed in a toothy smirk, shifting to a couch to lie down on her side, her sizeable puffy tail draping over the edge.  “You really don’t know much for being so old … does this have any…”  She didn’t even finish her statement before a collection of three volumes sped down the colossal walkway to stop in front of her.

“Wow … this place is pretty handy,” she grinned, licking her lips with anticipation while flipping open a book.  “... And it translates everything for you.”

Eyia shot a small glare at Kari but soon settled into her own seat to read her manuscripts.

Tola called her own books, handing a few to Hallway; the green Vulpes stared blankly down at the cover.  “Agriculture and culture … these are ages old.”

“Precisely,” Tola stated in a cold tone.  “Though I have found a degree of disgust and resentment toward the actions the three of you performed … I must believe at least a part of you wished to do good by this Realm.  I believe if we are to help, then we must understand this universe’s base, which is with its people.”

Hallaway released a sad puff of air while taking the volumes to read.  “Each new member was selected for a different purpose … you were the bright-eyed young Vulpes that could manage the Realm’s affairs as a single representative.”

“I wanted to stop the pointless corruption I saw within the Capital when I arrived … it was terrifying.  If it was for a purpose, then why…”

Githa, Jin, Eyia, and Kari were now all ears with the Blue Seat’s revealed past, and Sora was interested in the story, as well.

“Hold up,” Sora scooted closer to Emilia to try and let her know she hadn’t forgotten about her.  “Are you saying the Vulpes Capital was a horrible place when you first arrived?”

Jin popped her tongue a few times.  “Huh … well, that must be a good story!  We’ve heard it’s basically a paradise.”

Sora felt more surprised about the woman’s resolve with every action she took to support the people of her Realm; in truth, Sora was mainly paying the woman’s words her attention to prolong the need to respond to her daughter’s request.  Emilia was immovable, light blue pools of liquid swimming for the desire to do something she felt was productive.

Hallaway’s cheeks puffed out, her nine tails flicking to the side with a bit of agitation while her fists tightened in her lap.  “Well … not every section of the Capital is the same.”

“Oh!”  Githa’s lips glistened as her tongue slid across them.  “I thought I tasted animosity, distrust, hatred … so many negative emotions nearby, but it was so scattered; you compartmentalized, didn’t you?”

Tola’s eyes widened with realization.  “Since I cleaned up my section of the city … it only resulted in the same degradation of another?”

“In short … yes,” Hallaway whispered, refusing to make eye contact.  “Negative emotion is required for … certain weaves.”

“A disgusting practice,” Eyia stated with narrowed vision.  “To force creatures into a predesigned system without cause to extract their suffering.”

“I agree,” Hallaway uncomfortably replied with the heated glares that were centered on her.  “I may be among the eldest within the council, but that does not mean I had the power to affect significant change.  It was required, and if we did nothing, then chaos would eventually befall a district.  It wasn’t as if we caused it, but simply … allowed it to happen.”

Tola looked like she wanted to punch the woman, but somehow, she restrained herself.  “Perhaps you couldn’t … I can’t say, but you were a part of the selection process for new Council Members, which meant you had to approve or confirm every new seat.  Which district is the current area of chaos?”

“I’m sure you can guess,” Hallaway whispered uncomfortably.

“Oh, humor her,” Githa snickered.  “I’m pretty sure I know who it is based on the smell!”

Sora thought back on all the women she’d met around the table but hadn’t discovered any type of crazy smell.

Hallaway’s elbows were tucked against her side.  “Mofupsi, the Yellow District.  Before her, it was Ella of the Violet, but she was shockingly more orderly in her future governance than Niomie expected.”

Githa’s hand shot into the air, tails weaving around each other behind her.  “Oh!  What’s the energy for; it must be tasty!”

A crease touched Hallaway’s mouth.  “The Soul Well Maw’s Seal.”

“The … what?”  Kari asked with a lifted eyebrow.

Eyia’s frown swiftly deepened.  “A maw … there is a breach within the Soul Well?  That is … unusual.”

“W-What’s a maw?”  Emilia nervously asked.

Jin held up her hands in a big comping gesture.  “Like a big mouth with teeth, waiting to swallow you whole!”

Eyia’s blue eyes gave Jin an unimpressed look.  “That is stupid, friend.  What good is a maw with teeth if it does not use them?  Worthless instruments.”

“It’s supposed to be scary looking!”  Jin sighed, rolling her eyes at the girl.  “Geez, ya just can’t get the point of these things…”

“It is just simply illogical for a creature to not chew something if it is able.  I knew of many stories of heroes expecting to cut their way out of the belly of a beast only to discover their bodies crushed and broken by monstrous fangs.  Such stupidity does not deserve a place in Valhalla.”

Jin gestured toward her with a weak smile.  “So says the angel of death, everyone.  I guess there is fear for the reaper that discriminates against those dumber than her … may Odin save us all!”

Kari and Sora restrained a smile as Eyia puzzled through Jin’s sarcasm.  It zoomed right over Emilia’s head by her frustrated expression, as she tried to understand Sora and Kari’s smiles.

Tola, however, was still on Hallaway’s case.  “I don’t understand why this breach would require negative emotion.”

Hallaway shrugged her weak shoulders.  “I only help Phebe and Niomie with the weave just before the festivals.  The sea of souls is vital to Niomie for some reason, and the design that’s cast is not something I’m familiar with; she just uses our energy as support.”

The enraged blue-furred Vulpes continued to ask pointed questions, but not much else was discovered that Sora hadn’t already puzzled out from the conversation.

A maw in the oceans of souls under the planet … they couldn’t get below, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t an entrance to it.  Was this part of the crumbs Loral left?  Most of the answers will come from using the purple artifact, but that doesn’t necessarily mean it all will come from it.

There’s a very dark secret, but I doubt the chaotic Vulpes district would register on any meaningful level to the likes of Loral … a Vulpes that knowingly slaughtered tens of billions of lives.  Although … are they really dead if their spirits are safely stored … are those even the humans and Vulpes she killed?

Her mind was slowly piecing two and two together; there was a hole in the well, which meant it would suck in souls; negative energy was somehow connected in sealing it up.  Emilia released an exasperated sigh as Sora prepared to enter the Outer Body Technique again.

“Emilia, I need to really work a few things through, but I’ll keep tugging you toward your own Core … don’t worry!  You’ll get it,” she encouraged, leaning over to give her a peck on the cheek.  “I believe in you!”

“W-What about … you know, the whole book thing … I thought we were gonna do … I don’t know … something cool together.”

Sora gave her a reassuring grin.  “Yeah!  Now that you’ve regained your spiritual defenses, we can move to some of the simple things I learned when I first transformed, but I’m just saying, the Outer Body Technique is the big thing that will help you learn magic faster than anything else!”

Her daughter groaned at the revelation, giving her a dubious look before conceding.  “Fine … we’ll do some of the other stuff, too, right?”

“Mhm!”

“Okay…”

Kari, Jin, and Eyia smiled at them.  Hallaway and Tola were still engaged in spilling more secrets that Sora wasn’t all that interested in, and Githa had returned to her book, reading upside down on a couch with her hair draped across the ground.

Entering the Outer Body Technique, Sora stood at the edge of the black abyss, staring down at the darkness below, and her memories of encountering her Shadow returned.  “How are you doing?”

“Oh, better … although, you have been a bit too tight-lipped lately.  Still, I’m more content without being so … restricted.”

Sora’s gaze shifted to her smirking body-double beside her, legs dangling over the dark that could have been a floor or empty air.  Releasing a soft sigh, she continued to gently tug Emilia further through the maze that led to her inner Core.  It felt a little strange sitting next to the thing she used to fear.

Both of their tails waved behind them as they sat side by side.  “What about my light self … my Persona?”

“Hah!  Well, you’ve basically merged with it at this point,” Shadow replied with a smirk.  “Too long playing the jester during our school days.  Oh, I kicked her out during that time, though … oh, that was fun, revealing the monster that lurked below.  Then … you went shutting me out to please everyone.”

“Yeah … I guess I kind of did … I was scared of who I was becoming … well, how you were taking over.”

Her sinister side burst into laughter, clutching her stomach.  “Oh, darling!  I’m only one of the foxes within you.  You have control over who you feed, but is this really the boring conversation you came in here to have?”

Sora slowly shook her head.  “No … gah, I’m just annoyed by being pushed around all the time.  I haven’t really had a chance to choose where I wanted to go … for what seems forever.  I’ve just been trying to survive.”

“You would if you fed me,” Shadow snickered with an outstretched hand.  “I’ll take care of you and Emilia!”

A short rumbling laugh rolled around her belly while conjuring a granola bar.  “Help yourself.”

Shadow gave the dry food a lifted eyebrow and a small smile.  “That’s more like it!  We hate plain granola.  Nice light jab.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Sora mused, tossing it into the void.  “Hmm,” pulling her hair back a little to look down, she asked, “what do you make of all this … insanity within the Vulpes Realm.  I mean, Auntie said something’s up here … Loral said it, too.  She obviously knows something.”

Her body double brought up her hand to rub her chin with a mischievous grin.  “You really want my opinion?”

“One of the reasons I’m here,” Sora mumbled, leaning back to stare up at the white light above them.  “I promised to be more open with you, and it seems like things just aren’t looking to go our way.”

Shadow snapped her fingers, creating an illusion in the distance ahead of them.  “I’m one of the little sparks of inspiration within your Core that can piece things together you’re too preoccupied to handle consciously.  Do you remember this?”

Sora listened to the mix of conversations, pieced together to develop a link between the events; Loral’s words that she’d spoken to Emilia were haunting; stick with it since it’s right in front of you.

While staring at the article, Sora’s eyebrows drew together; she was arguing with herself at the end of the day, like in a store and debating if she wanted vanilla or chocolate chips.  “Sure … but checking a hole would be quicker than going through an impossibly large magical book.”

“Seriously!”  Shadow dropped the bracelet to scratch her ears with irritation.  “When have you ever read a book about Vulpes magic?!”

The lightbulb popped on in Sora’s mind, and she made an oh face.

“Yeah!”  Shadow leaned forward to jab her forehead in a somewhat miffed manner.  “Honestly, sometimes I wonder which part of our brain you use; we’re smarter than this!”

Rubbing her forehead, Sora brushed her hand away.  “Fine, okay, I get it!  Geez … ya don’t gotta be mean about it … maybe you do,” she sighed.  “Umm … fine,” she scratched the inside of her left fox ear, tails darting to the right in case Shadow snatched them to drive home the point.  “What am I looking for?”

Shadow shrugged.  “That’s the point … use our instincts.”

Rolling her eyes, Sora left the Outer Body Technique, puffing up her cheeks before rubbing the left side; it still felt a bit sore from the prodding, which was probably intentional.  Not much time had passed since time was accelerated in her Core, and Emilia had her eyes closed, desperately slamming into her much stronger and restored spiritual network after the Realm’s Reality Core strengthened to her.

Sora’s gaze shifted down to the pendant and closed her eyes.  Everything she’d done had been by instinct, which caused Fen to blow up at her once.  She honestly didn’t know how it felt to train and push because things naturally came to her, which wasn’t her fault; it wasn’t as if she could help how she was born.

Her magical probe must have alerted everyone else because even Emilia’s eyes snapped open to watch her as she examined the artifact.  The delicate magical weaves reminded her of Inari’s expert hands, which made sense, her family had built this place, and searching for anything out of the ordinary, Sora’s eyes widened.

“Hallaway … Tola,” Sora mumbled.

“Yes?”  Tola asked, frowning at the bracelet in her hands.

“Niomie is still connected to this … correct?”

“Yes?”

“Is something wrong with her?”  Hallaway asked in concern.

Sora didn’t answer, summoning a book with a desire; she read through the few pages with Kari, Jin, and Emilia, shifting to get a look at what she was doing.

“Something up?”  Kari asked.

“... I’m just … wrapping my head around it,” Sora whispered, calling for another book.  “There are just a few things that I … want to be sure about.”

After four more minutes of examining the bracelet, calling books, and repeating the process, she finally turned to the large volume containing the artifact’s instruction, finishing her examination.

Everyone waited for her to finish her hurried study, but Emilia was noticeably antsy, wanting to help somehow; Sora was a bit too preoccupied to notice.  She left the pages open while slumping back into her seat with a furrowed brow.

“... No wonder Niomie looks so old compared to Phebe and Hallaway.”

“Old?”  Hallaway asked.  “I have never seen her old.”

Emilia blinked.  “Huh … no, she’s really old looking … the really dark blue-haired woman?”

Everyone else seemed somewhat surprised at the news, as well, and it swiftly dawned on her.  “... We’re not affected by the City Core’s illusions that are placed on her … all of you are, though.  No … umm, Niomie’s been dying for hundreds of thousands of years.”

“I … don’t follow,” Tola mumbled, bending down to look at the novels she was reading, but she didn’t seem to understand how all of them connected.

Sora slowly shook her head, holding up the jewel.  “These devices are literally connected to your Cores.  I … Emilia and I have access to all of that … it’s a backdoor through all of your spiritual defenses.”

Hallaway and Tola’s tails went stiff at the news, fingers slowly closing around each of their items.

“You’re … serious,” Hallaway whispered in slight horror.  “If you can … does that mean … if Loral has the same access as you.”

Jin winced with a small smirk.  “That’s a massive oof if I’ve ever seen one.”

“Indeed,” Eyia nodded, “as my friend has said, a monumental oof.”

The Dragon seemed more amused at Eyia’s return statement than the implications since it didn’t really affect her.

Kari was listening while standing behind her chair with her arms folded.  “Hmm … Niomie’s dying right now?”

Sora’s gaze returned to the jewelry.  “As far as I can tell, she’s been in the process of withering away for basically all her life, or so much of it I can’t tell the difference, which probably means it started after she killed Loral.”

Reaching down to pick up a book, she flipped it open to the page before, pointing at a few lines of text.  “Niomie was likely within a feedback loop of a massive surge of spiritual energy she couldn’t hope to contain.  The broken weave sent a flood through the pipeline nexus connected to the Reality Core of this Realm … not that I know what any of that really is … but what I do know is that it was probably the trigger for the calamity, based on the damage to Niomie’s spirit.

“I’m reverse engineering how the process happened, but it’s a fairly unique type of injury … one that has a particular restorative measure … bathing in a large number of spirits to provide a pure coating around your spirit.  The only issue is that similar spirits cannot continue to give that shell … you’d need an insane number of spirits to last over seven-hundred thousand years … an ocean full.”

“Ooh,” Jin’s smile returned, giving Hallaway another glance.  “Well, the plot thickens!  Hehe, I can’t say it’s a method I would have thought of, but it fits a Vulpes … not that you two fit that category,” she snickered, gesturing at Emilia and her.

“Yeah, I don’t know,” Kari mumbled, eyeing her.

Sora’s ears folded back a little.  “Woah, hey, Kari!  Where’s the fire?”  She asked with a soft smile.

“Mmh,” Kari’s amber irises gave her a weak glare.  “I’ve seen a Vulpes side in you lately.”

A small grin split Sora’s lips as her thoughts returned to the bath incident, and she noticed Emilia looking somewhat anxious to tell her something, but she was waiting her turn.  “Okay, okay, yeah, hehe, I can tease you a little!  Umm, but back to this sea of spirits … I’m pretty sure that throws some sus on Niomie for this whole system that makes Vulpes die earlier.”

Her gaze slowly moved back down to the bracelet, vision narrowing.  “Loral recently used it, too, and she wanted me to know it.”

Done with what she mainly wanted to explore with the artifact, Sora set it aside after placing a temporary protective barrier around it in the off chance someone tried to take it; anyone but Loral would basically be hopeless at retrieving it.  The bracelet gave her a backdoor into Niomie’s Core, which was a colossal vulnerability she figured the council members hadn’t realized.

Sora’s brooding frown flipped to a smile on a dime.  She scooted away a bit to get a better look at her daughter, already figuring out what excited the girl.  “Okay, Emilia, what do you want to say?”

Emilia’s eyes sparkled with pride, but she seemed to have trouble getting the words out, which made her even cuter.  “I just … umm, no, but … I was trying to block it all out!  You know, the whole world and all, and there was this … this pulse … no, a warm nudge!  I … I followed it, and, and I felt your magic for a moment!”  She said, almost coming breathless in the process.

A strange warmth filled Sora’s chest at seeing her so excited about finally catching the first glimpse of diving into her spiritual network, causing her to jump forward and hug Emilia.  “I’m so proud!”

“Y-Yeah, I’m doing it!”  Emilia squealed, hugging her back.  “I thought I wasn’t doing anything, but then … I felt it!  I did!”

“The first battle is always the most difficult!”  Eyia cheered.

Kari was close behind, giving her a thumbs up.  “My mom was pretty brutal when trying to teach me that … my ears would get nipped to make me focus.  Sora’s too nice, though.”

“Could be something about being a wolf,” Jin snickered.

Githa kicked her feet while upside down on the couch, dress folding around her stomach and showing her panties as she hummed; it was as if they weren’t even there, and before Eyia could throw up a negative Fenris Wolf comment, Sora ushered her friends to come closer, Jin between Kari and the Valkyrie.

Tola and Hallaway seemed utterly baffled by their sudden shift in attitude.

“... Ahem,” Tola mumbled, hands pressed against her delicate gown.  “Should we … be discovering more about this breach in the Soul Well?”

Sora brushed off the comment while adjusting everyone’s position, and Githa grew curious enough to join in the fun.  “... No, to the left a bit more Jin, Kari … umm, yeah, but I’ve learned recently to not let things bother me too much … I’ve got enough to worry about.  I need more positive things in my life … ah, there we go!”

Gathering her desires, Sora wove a spell out of her Vulpes Founder Magic, allowing her instincts to take the reins to generate a magical photo like she’d seen in some of her favorite childhood films.  “Cheese!”

“Where?”  Eyia asked, glancing around as she took the picture.  “I do not see the rare delicacy?  There was so much at your house feast…”  Eyia continued, looking for the savory item in vain.

Everyone laughed, and Sora caught the photo as her spell finished; the moving images took their current positions and short recorded actions to generate a complete set of fluid movements that fit their personalities according to Sora’s understanding of their Cores.  It wouldn’t be perfect, but more than enough to serve her purposes.

“Woo!  It worked,” Sora cheered, passing it back to them.

Tola and Hallaway seemed completely lost with the purpose of her action, but the others congratulated her.  Emilia, Eyia, and Kari forced her to make copies.

“Oh, this is like that one movie with the wizards!”  Kari whispered in delight, holding her copy up.  “I saw two of them.”

“There’s eight,” Sora chuckled.  “Oh, maybe I can recreate it from my memory in the Outer Body Technique!  Umm … but yeah, let’s check out this rabbit hole,” she said with a soft smile, stretching a little while rising.

“Here we go again,” Jin said with a long puff of air.

Eyia pulled out her spear, leaning left and right with soft grunts.  “It is the same as yesterday, Friend!  We carry on.”

“That’s the spirit!”  Jin chuckled, nudging her.

Sora’s gaze moved between each of her friends with a fond smile.

I really couldn’t have done this without all of them … in a world where everyone is trying to dig my grave, they’re there for me.

“Okay, gang!”  Sora could feel Shadow building within her as she continued to feed the devious, nefarious, and fun part of her personality.  “I’m beginning to get fed up with all this gloom and doom that’s been hanging over my head.  It’s a long, dark, winding road we’re on, that’s for sure!”

Her small rag-tag group giggled at her bubbling energy, and she powered through the two nine-tailed Vulpes’ speechless looks.

“When it’s cold in this wild world, and everyone’s trying to dig our graves … when all this madness starts to take its toll, we carry on!  Now, let’s turn this horror-fest into an adventure!”

Githa mirrored her enthusiasm.  “Woo!  Sora’s gone insane!  We carry on!”

“Yeah, okay,” Kari chuckled.  “Just don’t die.”

“She can’t,” Emilia huffed with a confident smile, “my mom’s invincible!”

Eyia put a hand on Emilia’s shoulder with a grin.  “Indeed, together we shall conquer all opposition!  Be prepared for battle!”

Jin threw a fist in the air.  “Let’s go!”

Sora gathered her magic and sent her desire.

They appeared on a smooth yellow platform with the staircase above them sealed off, and the group got their first look at the sea of spirits.  Sora’s gaze was pulled from the endless hoard of shimmering pockets of dense spiritual energy to a crusted crystalized spiky mass the size of a mountain in the distance.

Jin whistled before ruefully whispering.  “And we carry on…”
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                A small smile lifted Sora’s lips as she continued allowing Shadow more influence; she took in the sea of spirits, each one housing a slumbering Intelligence, and her glare slowly lifting to study the rusted mountain mass in the distance, nearly reaching the ceiling.

It’s that daily routine; something new would pop-up and demand her attention. She was done letting every little thing annoy and stress her out. She had an inner beast, and it was about time she unleashed it if she wanted to finally live.

Tola and her council were in charge of this Realm; her family may have started it, but it wasn’t her responsibility. She was here to discover the secret her aunt wanted her to find. If there needed to be real action taken, Inari would handle it. Only her aunt probably knew more about this Realm than Loral, and if she pointed her in this direction, then it was worth exploring.

“What do you think?” Sora asked, folding her arms while flicking her two tails to the side.

Jin cocked her head to the side, yellow eyes sliding across everything in sight. “A bit hard to tell from all the way back here, but enough power to cause a real dent in a Realm’s structure if used.”

By the expression on Tola’s face and her tightly nine tightly wound tails, that was not the answer she’d come up with. “Why would … is all you see a weapon?”

Githa’s sharp teeth glistened as she snickered. “She’s a Dragon, of course; what else would she be thinking about?”

The casual smirk and shrug Jin gave in return told the councilwoman her answer. “I mean, she’s got me there. Dragons are on that top game.”

Eyia’s small smile twitched. “Indeed, Dragons are near the top in pride.”

“It’s certainly the only thing she’s top-heavy in,” Kari whispered with a sideward smirk.

Oof, savage, Kari; you’re finally getting back into the spirit of it!

Hallaway and Tola seemed utterly lost in the sudden shift in the topic; by the intense expression on Emilia’s face, she was trying to take notes.

Jin popped her tongue at the off-hand comment, shooting a light glare at the Fenris Wolf. “Not bad, furries’ wet dream.” Kari’s long puffy tail stiffened with her ears, but the Dragon casually moved onto Eyia, “And who’s the Valkyrie that wasted all our Atlantian money on a game with no ending because she was too proud to give up?”

“Wha … how do you know about furries?” Kari’s red face was priceless, but her question raised a valid point.

Sora followed with a chuckle. “Is that from your Dragon lineage memory?”

Jin held her hands behind her neck, leaning back while staring up at the ceiling. “You sound surprised. It’s not like just your human society is all there is in existence; Dragons go back a long, long time, and humans can get freaky with all sorts of things. Oh, the things they’d do to that tail, girl,” she snickered, eyes snapping to Kari.

Eyia released a low hum while nodding. “Indeed. Humans have very peculiar fetishes … that is the correct term, correct, Jin? How could one like wolves? Also, that game was rigged, friend, and I proved it. I am a hero,” she huffed, puffing out her chest.

“Mhm,” Jin mused with Githa’s laughter in the background. “Asgardians are in a league of their own. Anyway, there’s not much here, to be honest.”

“Not true!” Githa winked; she was back in her human form, skipping across the platform to stare into the spirit sea. “Ooh, some horrifying stuff down there…”

Hallaway and Tola followed Githa while the Valkyrie, Dragon, and Fenris Wolf got into a roast war. Kari was holding her own, but she had been the school’s premier bully since the start; she just wasn’t used to anyone returning the scathing and often embarrassing comparisons.

Most of those just flew right over Eyia’s head, though, which was what set the Dragon off. Half of the Valkyrie’s jabs didn’t even land on Kari since she didn’t understand the creatures and comparisons she used, but the blonde certainly appeared smug with the results.

Sora motioned to Emilia to follow her to the edge with the other three, partially listening to the smoke each girl threw with some enjoyment, but that came to a halt when her daughter whispered, “Mom, what’s a furry?”

… Yeah … okay, better save her from that right now…

“Not that important,” she mumbled. “Uh, what do you think about the place?” Sora asked, redirecting her daughter’s thoughts. “Think you can practice identifying individual spirits here?”

“Hmm … I guess,” Emilia’s face creased with concern, peering over the side to stare at the endless host of slumbering spirits. “What would that do?”

“Sharpen your ability to utilize stronger magics,” Sora absently replied, trying to find what Jin had apparently missed, but nothing was popping out to her; all she could identify were spirits, the magic-infused stone that held everything in, and the seemingly dead mountain of unknown substance in the distance.

If it’s not here, and Githa’s looking down…

The elimination process brought Sora to utilize the Realm’s magic to create invisible hands, much like she imagined her aunt doing the first time she’d met her in the Spiritual Plane, and gently pushed back the bottomless sea of dormant lives below them.

“Oh, oh, did you notice?” Githa asked with a bright grin. “I was counting how many I could eat when I found it!”

Tola and Hallaway’s brows creased with frustration while scanning everything around them.

“What?” Tola asked.

Judging by the color draining from the Green-Vulpes’s face, she’d discovered it.

Githa snickered. “Silly! Something I wouldn’t eat.”

Sora was too preoccupied creating a tunnel for them to descend to the floor; it really did look bottomless as the abyss continued to open up before the burrowing magic. Emilia appeared to be trying to focus all her senses on the opening to see what lurked in the darkness.

Even her three bantering friends ceased their game; although, Sora guessed only Jin thought of it as such. Eyia probably saw it as another battle to be won while Kari was just trying to keep face with all the wolf puns and jokes the other two lobbed at her.

Jin whistled. “Yeah … you can’t expect me to penetrate that many spirits, Githa.”

“I thought Dragons were supreme,” Kari scoffed.

The Dragon lifted an eyebrow at Githa. “How old are you?”

“Rude!” A smile curved the cat’s lips, and she gave her a wink. “Hehe, pretty old compared to you.”

“Case and point,” Jin grinned, but it soon fell as a low hum rumbled in her throat. “On that note, how did a Nekomata get immortality? Nilly?”

“Shh, we don’t talk about that,” Githa whispered with a forced smile and finger held to her lips. “Oh, look! We’re getting to the bottom.”

Sora had been concentrating on the sea of spirits as her magic continued to speed up, pushing the spirits away, and she hit the ground at an astonishing 7.79 miles, judging by the length of the weave the Realm spun on her desire.

Stunned at the depth she had to go, Sora was about to ask how deep Earth’s oceans were when a foreboding spiritual presence touched her spell. “How … what is that?!”

“What?” Emilia groaned. “I can’t see that far…”

Hallaway slowly shook her head.  “Impossible … how could we not notice?”

“I’m as confused as Sora,” Tola growled.

“Oh, oh, let’s take a closer look!” Githa encouraged, bouncing on her toes, which caused her fluffy white tails to flick a few times.

“Is it safe?” Kari mumbled, ears pulling back a bit. “Is that … it can’t be.”

“What?” Sora asked, but Eyia had ceased her banter with the others to focus on the opening Sora had created, and she wasn’t smiling.

“Founder Magic … that’s not Vulpes, though…”

Jin’s interest seemed to be piqued a bit at the Valkyrie’s statement, and she trained her senses below. A moment later, she gave a short start. “Wait, hold-up … Sora get us closer … this can’t be right?”

“Hm-hmm?” Githa’s cat-like smile and eyes intensified while hopping over to Jin to nudge her side a little. “Oh, do you know? Do you know? Pretty juicy stuff!”

Sora quickly formed the desire, adding a shield around them on the chance the force became hostile; the spiritual power made her skin crawl and want to shrink back, but if answers could be gained, then she’d press forward with the recommendation of those more experienced than herself.

They appeared several dozen meters above the ground, walls of spirits rising above them in an endless mass; below them was a glowing white stone, fashioned out of Vulpes Founder Magic that was similar to all the other impossibly complex weaves that her family had crafted who knows how long ago. However, the difference between this and the ceiling was the black spiritual force slowly cracking the floor.

Four thin fissures were slowly eating away at her family’s mysterious weaves, magic she couldn’t hope to accomplish or understand. If there were four within this general area, Sora had to wonder how far it went.

Jin’s lips pulled in, her left arm holding her thin stomach while her right cupped her chin, clearly pondering how to say something. Githa sat crisscrossed in the air as the magic Sora transported them with held the group in place.

Hallaway was biting her lower lip, her complex sensory weaves analyzing the area. Tola was doing the same, but judging the two side by side, it was clear the elder Vulpes’s intricate magic would yield more results. Apparently, Githa and Jin didn’t even need to investigate further since they’d moved on to pondering their past experiences.

“Mom…” Emilia shivered, drawing Sora’s attention. Her daughter hugged herself, tails gathering around her body shortly after. “I don’t like it. It makes me feel … feel vulnerable.”

Sora more than related with the sensation; it was a rather nefarious spiritual pressure that seeped out of the cracks. “Eyia, Kari, what do you know about it?”

“Hmm, without a doubt, it is hostile, Sister,” Eyia growled, colorful armor appearing with her ice shield, Svalinn, in her right hand, and Skofnung, her greatsword, in her left, that produced mist and the twelve female berserker bodyguards.”

“You aren’t gonna do anything with those,” Githa snickered, causing the Valkyrie to frown.

“I must be ready, even if it is futile; such is the Asgardian way.”

Kari rolled her eyes. “Right … well, umm, Sora … sorry, but all I know is that it’s Founder Magic … First Generation, and not Vulpes.”

“Give me a second,” Jin growled as the three turned to her, “I’m thinking … it’s just hard to imagine…”

“I imagined it just fine!” Githa teased. “Really interesting; I wonder if Nilly knows. Mmh…” The girl’s smile fell a little while studying the spirits to her left. “Nilly knows everything, though.”

Tola’s tight jaw unlatched while glaring at Hallaway. “Explain. This is the thing you were supposed to have sealed. Correct?”

Hallaway didn’t seem to hear the younger councilwoman. “... Founder Sora, can you … could you lift any more of the spirits around us?”

On her suggestion, a thought passed through Sora’s mind, and she complied, extending her reach above to keep the tunnel open in case the rising of the spiritual sea pushed up too high.

Jin suddenly barked, “Not too high!”

The shock made Sora and Emilia flinch. “W-Woah, hey,” Sora mumbled, but since the Realm was handling the weave, the magic didn’t collapse as it would have had she done it with her own. “What’s up?” She asked, amending the command to only lift the spirits a mile around them several meters into the air.

Everyone must not have expected just how wide of a range she lifted them up because their mouths dropped open as the sea of spirits rose above the ground, or it could have been the several dozen long cracks that spider-webbed across the visible space.

Githa gave a musical whistle, pulling back her hair as the wind rushed down the hole to fill the empty area with air; everyone followed suit except for Eyia, whose locks were already tightly bound into a ponytail.

Hallaway used her own magic to guide her underneath the fathomless army of spirits, head darting left and right with a worried look. Tola swiftly followed after her, scanning the underbelly.

“It’s … is this what we’ve been fighting; how did this happen?” Hallaway mumbled, green eyes locking onto several locations.

Tola changed directions, lifting to a cluster near the edge of the tunnel. “Hallaway … these spirits aren’t … their Intelligences have been completely consumed, but how did it bypass their defenses? It shouldn’t be able to.”

“Mmhmm,” Githa smirked, vision shifting to Jin again. “Founders are tricky, tricky.”

Getting a bit fed up with the stalling, Sora folded her arms while staring at the Dragon. “What is it, Jin?”

The small Korean girl’s lips pulled in, nose twisting with agitation. “Look … it’s just … it doesn’t connect with what I know. Okay? Geez, I’m trying to figure it out,” she growled, fingernails vehemently scratching her scalp before shaking out her long black hair. “Ask the cat!” She mumbled, fists balling before finding themselves around each other as she crossed her arms.

Puffing out a long breath, Sora let Jin brood, rising to join Tola; Emilia’s longing groan followed, and she tugged her daughter along to her joy. “What do you mean they’re consumed? What’s going on?”

Her gaze shifted to Hallaway as she shifted between spots, studying, weaving several different spells, and moving on to the next. Sora’s focus returned to the blue-furred Vulpes as she shook her head.

“I can’t really say, Sora … I’ve never seen anything like it. The energy seeping through those cracks may be Founder Magic, but it’s not strong enough to bypass even a human’s spiritual defense. Something definitely slipped through and drained these poor Vulpes, though. I can…”

“Grragh!”

Everyone turned to stare at Jin as she scratched between her eyebrows in frustration. “How is this here? He’s dead, dead-dead!”

“Are you going to quit talking in circles?” Kari huffed, glaring at the fuming Dragon.

“Fine, okay. So … he’s not dead, Githa?” Jin asked in a confused tone, her right hand pressing against the back of her head.

“Mmh?” The Nekomata glanced down with pursed lips, and a toothy grin split her lips. “Seemed dead to me!”

“No,” Jin mumbled with frustration, “that’s what I’m talking about; it doesn’t make any sense! He’s dead, all the dots connected … all Dragons should know it, it happened ages ago, but … he’s here? Yet he’s dead … but not dead…”

Sora released a low sigh at how cryptic they were being, but Githa made the air in her lungs freeze, her skin iced over as her memories of the word practically stabbed her through the gut.

“Tanuki are tricky-tricky, just like Vulpes.”

Her aunt’s words from their first meeting collided with the icicles piercing her body and the dots connected in her numb brain. First Generation Founder … Dead … Tanuki…

Sora’s throat constricted, voice going hoarse as she whispered, “The First Generation Founder of the Tanuki … Tsukuyomi is below us?”

Only Kari and Eyia responded to her terrifying revelation. The Fenris Wolf’s hair bristled at the news; more than likely, she heard the story from her mother. The fall of half the Vulpes Founders at the hands of the first Tanuki. Eyia’s frigid energy expelled, glowing eyes falling to the floor.

“I am with you, Sister; we will investigate further!”

Kari’s jaw locked; her body was tense while staring at the fissures in the floor. “Jin … you have to have more information than just that.”

Emilia’s own fur had stiffened with their response, recalling the story her mother told about the Tanuki that had devastated their family and was so dangerous to and hated by Vulpes, especially their Founders. Tola and Hallaway appeared just as blissful to the information, too.

The heat in Sora’s chest surprised her but just thinking about how the Tanuki stripped her of even the chance to meet her aunts and grandmother was a personal attack against her, causing angry tears to well up in her eyes that she didn’t know were there.

Vision starting to blur, Sora tried cleaning away the liquid, sniffing a little before clearing her throat. “Umm … yeah, let’s figure out what’s going on.”

She took a few deep breaths to calm her turbulent emotions, mind returning to all the time she’d spent with her aunt. “If … if my aunt and mother haven’t arrived with fire and brimstone … no, there’s more to it, but just…”

She trailed off, hot air pumping out of her flaring nose just thinking about the moment she shared with her aunt’s loss; it wasn’t just her’s anymore; Sora felt it like a brand against her soul. “If Tsukuyomi is trying to revive himself … we’ll kill him … for good this time,” she growled. “Githa, what do you know?”

“Ooh,” Githa’s feral smile and bright expression grew somewhat monstrous while looking at her. “I think I’ve seen you grow a bit, little Sora! Hmm, oh, but to kill a First Generation Founder isn’t so simple. No, no, no, no, sweetie!”

The cat’s gaze lowered to the dark cracks. “Jin’s right, he’s dead, but not dead, but … yeah, mostly dead,” she giggled.

Her larger than normal eyes lift to penetrate her. “The real question is how did he get here, hmm? Inari is always more than thorough when she wants to murder something, and Tsukuyomi was her most ambitious undertaking.”

Emilia’s ears were laid back while trying to follow along, but Sora was too focused on the conversation to fully notice her discomfort.

Jin shook her head with a low growl. “It’s not only that, but … Inari used Gong-Gong’s orb in the process! There’s just … I mean if he does end up reviving after everything she utilized, and … it’s just insulting the pride of all Dragons! Gong-Gong was the peak of Dragon power, only outshone by the Dragon Mother. Even if he was somewhat dumb, no one could doubt his strength; he fought First Generation Founders and Primordials all the time.”

At this point, it seemed Jin was behind everyone, stuck in the impossibility of him returning.

Eyia released a low hum. “Could Tsukuyomi revive himself if he utilized this Sea of Spirits? I suggest we start by halting any further progress the Founder can gain. We must buy time.”

“True, true,” Githa mused, but her countenance quickly fell as if she’d just realized something. “... If Tsukuyomi is released … Sora might be blinked out of existence … Nilly told the Faction to protect Sora. Hmm … that makes Tsukuyomi the enemy of all Nekomata.” Her low hiss raised the fur on Sora’s tails as her narrowed eyes fell to the cracks.

“Okay,” Sora mumbled. “So … what should we do, Githa?”

Tola and Hallaway returned shortly after they began discussing everything, connecting the dots as they went, but they stayed silent to better grasp the foe that was breaking through the floor of the Sea of Spirits.

“Odin’s daughter is right,” Githa said, flipping upside down in the air while glaring at the cracks. “One problem, though … it’s growing by the second.”

“Why is that a problem?” Hallaway blurted out. “We used the negative force generated from the city during the Harvests to stop this spiritual energy from rising any further.”

“Stupid, stupid, stupid!” Githa snapped, rolling her eyes with an exasperated shake of her head. “No wonder Loral calls you all stupid!”

“What … am I missing?” Hallaway pleaded.

Loral’s words to Emilia resurfaced as Githa quoted her. “Remember this part, Tola?” She huffed. “Those sultry pups? Juvenile fools that haven’t the faintest idea what they’re executing. I have no need of such dimwitted Vulpes that couldn’t tell a seal from an embargo.”

Tola’s eyes slowly widened. “They’ve linked him to the surface…”

“Stupids!” Githa hissed. “You sealed, fused, melded a pathway through the first embargo using the negative emotional energy to allow Tsukuyomi to infect and feed off the Vulpes above and around here for who knows how long; that’s a big tower he can use to focus all this dispersed spiritual force through! Have you ever asked how he broke through the Vulpes Founder’s first embargo, to begin with? Hmm? Hmm?” She prodded. “Sounds like a Niomie stupid to me.”

Hallaway’s face had long drained of color. “No, but … what can we do?”

“Blow up the big thing … that thing, the giant mountain thing, beaming the stupid Founder’s spiritual energy through the barriers … Nilly, do I really need to spell everything out for all of you?” She groaned, now spinning in circles while her hair fell around her.

Jin gave her a conflicted stare. “That could have a backlash, though. I can’t see a First Generation Founder not having some kind of failsafe for that, even if this is only a fundamental fragment of his Intelligence.”

Githa shrugged with an annoyed tone. “Come up with your own stupid plan, then; ‘cause it’s the only thing you’ll come up with at this point! We can’t make a difference if he can continue infecting Vulpes with who knows what around the world.”

A forced smile lifted her lips as her feline eyes shifted suspiciously to Tola and Hallaway. “By the way, that thing’s strong enough to punch through one of your spiritual barriers given time, and bet your tails Tsukuyomi is good enough to do it without you even being aware. Think about it … okay, I’m done, you stupids figure out the rest,” she huffed, transforming back into her tiny cat form to fall asleep while still spinning in circles.

Sora’s folded arms were held tightly against her body, vision fixating on the weakly pulsing spiritual energy below them; Githa had given out a lot of information, more than Sora thought she would have had the stakes not been so high or her orders … cats would be cats.

Tsukuyomi … how could Niomie be so stupid?! I suppose everything goes back to her … Hallaway and Phebe were never meant to run the Realm, and whatever Niomie did forced Loral to respond in this way … the question is, what was that? In any case, Githa’s right, how did you get here, and if you’re here … is one of my aunts alive … my grandmother? Is that the big secret … could I find a way to revive my family?

Instead of the stress that would have filled her chest at the thought, Shadow’s increased influence made her focus, mind processing everything she’d just learned, and everyone gave her their attention when she spoke.

“Let’s return the Library for a bit … maybe Githa’s right, but there may be a better way we can destroy it and minimize fallout. If there is, it should be there.”
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                Sora brought everyone back to the library; not wasting any time, she called for every volume that would help them understand what they were dealing with and waited … and waited.

She glanced around, pulling back her copper hair; nothing came … why did nothing come?

The group scanned the area with discontent.  Eyia and Jin moved off a little.  Kari and Emilia stood by Sora, just as puzzled as her.  Tola wouldn’t let Hallaway get too far away, and Githa just slept on the floor, belly up.

Jin released a low hum in her throat, clasping her hands behind her head.  After another few seconds, she popped her tongue a few times.  “Eh … anyone else asking for answers and not getting any?”

Everyone’s gaze snapped to a scroll that flew up from the bottom layer, landing in Eyia’s outstretched hand.

Finally!

Sora gave her a questioning look with the rest when it suddenly left her hand, returning below.

The Valkyrie’s frown deepened.  “It appears we are not blocked from utilizing the library’s functions.  Other options should be tested.”

Kari folded her arms under her chest with a short huff, face half-obscured by her absurdly thick black bangs, and a swift flick of her tail showed her irritation.  “Mmh … can we assume he’s somehow blocked us from finding anything that could stop him?  I wouldn’t put it past a Tanuki…”

They all jumped to the left, guard flying up as a nine-tailed purple Vulpes appeared out of thin air just a few feet away from them; naturally, Eyia was first to respond with her warrior instincts, spear held to the woman’s throat and ready to jab it into her brain.

“Sister, should I execute her?”

The chilling pressure Eyia released was quickly brushed off by the invader, yet she made no attempts to defend herself.  Sora assumed this was Loral, and she gave a surprisingly motherly aura, showing not a hint of concern for the Valkyrie’s icy weapon.  Her patient silver irises shifted to Sora, waiting for everyone to calm down from her sudden appearance.

“Loral…”  Hallaway whispered, and a shiver ran down her spine.

Chatter erupted as they surrounded the silent resurrected Vulpes, but Sora noticed Githa had yet to even react to her entrance.  Emilia swiftly ducked behind her, gripping the back of her dress.

… Githa’s determined she’s not a threat … I can’t forgive her for what she did to Emilia.  Still … she sent us there to discover that mountain of dark energy.  We need answers.

“Well … you’re looking better,” Jin mused, circling around to her back with Kari.

Kari flexed her clawed fingers before reverting to her Fenris Form, clothes retreating into her skin; she was shockingly bigger than the last time Sora had seen this version of her former bully.  Kari was now 7”4, towering over the shapely ancient Vulpes.  “... Why are you here?”  She asked, releasing a low snarl while barring her threatening fangs.

Tola and Hallaway seemed conflicted with what to do, and the Green Seat was probably close to fleeing by the expression on her face.

Taking a deep breath, Sora prayed to her aunt for strength, finding comfort in the action.  “... Let’s sit … you’re here to talk after sending us to see that monolith of dark emotional energy.  Right?”

Eyia slowly retracted her spear, but not her burning gaze, and Kari reluctantly returned to her human form, giving the woman the same glare as the Valkyrie.

Loral’s patient smile hadn’t faltered while slowly lowering her head from the position Eyia had brought it, yet the legendary weapon hadn’t punctured her skin.  “Astute.  Hmm … what I wouldn’t give for a good brew of tea, but wants are not needs, and proper beverages are always done from scratch … still, I’d like at least one cup before the end.”

The pivot to lighten the mood didn’t go unnoticed; Sora wondered how effective it really was while following her to a nearby gathering area, taking a couch.  Kari and Emilia naturally took both sides, and Eyia opted to sit beside Emilia over sharing space with Kari.

How long will it take for Eyia to warm up to Kari … I get it, her grandpa killed her dad, but Kari hates even being a Fenris Wolf.  C’mon…

Tola and Hallaway didn’t sit, but Jin had no issue collapsing into an armchair beside the purple-tailed Vulpes.  “So, what’s brought you out of the shadows?”

Loral’s tails fell across her lap, drawing Sora’s focus, and Sora, Kari, and Emilia followed her example.  Although, Kari draped her’s down her legs to the floor, avoiding Sora’s fluffy tails.

The former council member’s mature body, groomed appearance, and caring features were a little off-putting compared to the image she had of the Vulpes from her daughter’s memories.

The powerful Vulpes lifted a hand to brush her bangs to the side a little, giving a short giggle before turning to Hallaway.  “I must discourage such thoughts, Hallaway; trying to mask an attack using the City Core’s transferable energy will not have the effect you desire.”

Sora’s brow furrowed, glancing to the Green Seat; cold sweats were beginning to break out across her skin.

Why is everything always so tense around me…

“Sit down, Tola, Hallaway,” Sora groaned, leaning back and folding her arms; the action pulled Emilia further into her body and made Kari shift a little to not do the same.  “Loral showed us something that really threatens this Realm … that has to mean something.”

Tola rubbed her left arm, giving her a forced smile.  “True, Sora … I’m just a little cautious about how to proceed.  I … I just cannot see a way in which we can force Loral to do anything, which puts us at a severe disadvantage … yes, I know I caused this, but it was the only option,” she whispered with a depressed sigh.  “I still believe it was the right choice.”

“She killed everyone…”  Hallaway fearfully added, hugging herself.  “I watched … how could you have done that to so many?  The rage … only pained screams of mad rage … the creeping madness that spread throughout all those worlds.”

Loral’s expression saddened for a moment, voice falling in tone.  “... Those were dark times … yes, I do have war crimes to answer for, including the mental scars I gave your daughter, Sora.”

Sora’s lips tucked in as Emilia’s arm tightened around her’s, and her friends glared at the Vulpes.  However, Shadow told her there was more at stake than just them; Tsukuyomi was on the cusp of reviving.  “I know you think far ahead of me, Loral.  I’m not that experienced, but I’m trying to learn as much as I can … I have to.”

The thought of Tsukuyomi reviving chilled her bones for one simple reason; if he returned, her aunt would die … she had no doubt after seeing Gloria.  The First Generation Founders were even beyond her omnipotent aunt, and he wouldn’t stop there; her mother would be next.  Emilia and her were also on the table for pure revenge, holding them as leverage over her mother and aunt.

“I hate what you did to us … but for now, there are bigger things to consider.  I have a lot of questions … I’ll listen, though, because you’re the only person in this entire Realm that seems to have answers for me.”

Tola winced at the exasperation in her voice; yet, she’d released Loral for that very reason.

Loral sighed, lifting a hand to stare at it before closing it into a fist and bringing it against her chest.  “Love exists in pain … even in tragedy.  Remember that.”

Her compassionate eyes went to the green-furred Vulpes, causing the woman to flinch; Sora couldn’t sense the magic she was weaving, and thousands of Vulpes filled the entire library, illusions from the past.  “I can relate, Hallaway.  The sadness and frustration of what you lost … and so much more that cannot be expressed with words alone.”

She turned her silver eyes to Sora, showing a regretful smile.  “I am an Intelligent Construct.  You understand, I assume?  The real Loral is much too busy to converse … there is so much to do, but you provided me a way to accomplish the impossible, which is why I am here.  Thank you, Sora, Emilia.”

Sora’s tongue pressed against her lower lip with a bit of agitation; of course, this wasn’t the real Loral.  Creating Intelligent Constructs wasn’t a simple matter either; the only person she’d seen that was able to do something like that was her aunt and Kari’s mother, which meant Loral really was on a whole different level than anything she could deal with.

Another figure she was powerless against, yet thanking her because of the mythical things Founders could do.  It was just a little annoying to know everyone else could make far better use of her powers than she could.

I guess this is why Emilia’s so frustrated … I’m doing all this stuff, and she feels left in the dust.  I really need to spend more time with her … if all these threats would give me the time!

“Gah … yeah, take us away,” Sora mumbled, trying not to let the vexation of it all cloud her mind.

Loral’s solemn expression lifted to the glass ceiling, and Sora realized they were in an entirely different library; she had no clue when they’d changed locations.  Sora’s ears twitched, and they weren’t the only ones; Emilia, Kari, and Tola’s tails bristled, ears showing their agitation.  Planets hovered within the sky, clearly visible in the brilliant shining heavens.

“Ryominia…”  Hallaway’s blanched with horror, knees giving way and forcing her to stumble into a nearby chair.  “Why would you…”

Sora’s eyebrows drew together as a white flash exploded in a slow-moving wave across the heavens, passing over the planets.  The library occupants of humans, Vulpes, and several other races she hadn’t seen before looked up in astonishment as Loral spoke.

“I knew what would happen when I forced that chain reaction in the World Cores; they first felt cold … the sensation of overwhelming power flooding every fiber of their being.  In a burst of foreboding light that blinded every creature, removing all connection from body, spirit, and Intelligence for a brief moment, disrupting the corrupting force that had infected them … it was as if the sky had blown the heavens into stars.

“There was no hope … every soul lost in the wake of the devastation of all sanity … that brief disconnect, and there you were, Hallaway, waiting on the edge of the unknown solar event with a cataclysm raining down … brilliant shooting stars that were so beautiful, yet only brought destruction.  You and Phebe were trapped…”

Sora’s skin prickled as they came to a small hut situated far away from a nearby city; the sky was alight with brilliant lights, descending upon the world.  The aftermath of the event returned in vivid detail inside Sora’s memory; Emilia had witnessed the aftermath, terrifying carnage and ruin.

Hallaway was like a trembling girl, closing her eyes and folding down her ears while tucking into a ball, using her tails to hide.  “It … it’s not happening again … it’s not…”

Loral mournfully continued the tale, swapping between scenes.  “So many souls … crying for me … pleading to be saved … the terror of being utterly alone infused into their very being with that blinding pulse of light.  I understand why you latched so heavily onto Niomie as your savior … she was the only one equipped to shelter you from that fate … using my bracelet.  Niomie delivered that tempered grace that set you free.”

Sora rubbed Emilia’s leg as she huddled next to her, closing her eyes to not see the city in the distance as Vulpes, humans, and multiple other creatures used devastating magic to tear each other apart.  She’d started to notice something that bugged her, though.

“... From everything you’ve said, Loral … do you blame Niomie for this?  You call her stupid, a fool, talentless, but … I haven’t really heard you place all the blame on her.”

A weak chuckle shook Loral’s frame with a long puff of air; her gaze was still fixated on the trembling green-furred Vulpes.  “You know … I felt all of it, Hallaway … I was connected to the Realm Core when Niomie allowed that Tanuki in … no, in the end, I am to blame for allowing such a ruinous disaster to befall this once great Realm.”

Loral got to her feet, changing their environment to a small room that Sora actually remembered; they were at the Vulpes Realm entrance, the in-between space where their enemies currently gnashed their teeth in.  The Red Gate was just beyond the corridor of the room they occupied.

“Niomie…”  Loral stated, gesturing to their left.

Not far away sat the Vulpes; she was in an entirely different body … the original vessel for her spirit.  Niomie looked like a small teenage girl with freckles and a mismatched tail of red and black.  She was fidgeting with her two tails, combing them out with a dissatisfied expression before moving to her ears and hair.

Jin’s face split in disbelief, smiling at the agitated Vulpes.  “No … no.  Shut up … you can’t be serious.”

“Wow!”  Githa giggled, suddenly sitting at the end of Loral’s armrest in cat form.  “Hehe … classic!”  It was as if she’d never been asleep.

Tola’s tails shifted with discomfort.  “I … cannot believe such a … there must be another explanation.”

The image forming in Sora’s mind mirrored Jin’s reaction; of course, a few of the others didn’t seem to catch on.  Kari leaned against the armrest of their couch, staring at the priming Vulpes with a lifted eyebrow.

Emilia and Eyia hadn’t caught on, and Hallaway was too scared by the recount Loral gave … so, Sora asked what Kari, Jin, Tola, and she were all thinking.  “Niomie was in love with a Tanuki … and let him into the Realm?”

“... More than that,” Loral whispered; she wasn’t wearing a smile or seemed amused.  Her head tilted to glare at a young man with a pretty face.

He had tossed, thick brown hair and a solid build, walking through the doorway as if coming from a rough work-day.  The man’s frown brightened into a charming grin that almost made Sora blush; his cute puffy tail curved around and his flared ears only enhanced his glow.

Well … wait, I’ve felt something like this before.  Yeah … if there was a guy to be charmed by … this is him.

“Gah … that smile,” Jin stammered, sitting a bit straighter.  “Okay, I take it back…”

“... He is … appealing to stare at,” Eyia mumbled, trying to keep her glare in place with difficulty.

Kari shrugged, glancing away, “Meh, I’ve seen better,” but Sora caught the hard blush she tried to hide, and the tone of her voice made it clear her skin was burning.

Githa purred upon seeing the man that could lighten a mood by merely walking into a room.  “Ooh … Nephesh?  Wow … okay, she had no chance,” she giggled.

Loral’s suspicious gaze shifted to the cat.  “Interesting … you know Nephesh?”

The Nekomata tilted her head mischievously.  “I know lots of people.  Nilly tells us lots of stories.  Nephesh is sneaky, sneaky.  Plays with hearts,” Githa winked.

Sora kept her attention on the charming Tanuki; the moment he saw Niomie, it was as if she could see his whole world brighten.  It was really deceptive.  To the Vulpes, it would appear she was the center of his world, and from what she’d heard about Niomie when she was younger, her self-confidence would be in the gutter.  She was a perfect mark.

Tola had her hands folded across her lap, watching the scene play out, and her own cheeks weren’t shy of the creature’s charms.  “Did … you know about the relationship?  It seems that was the case by this examination.”

Loral nodded with a solemn frown.  “I did, but it wasn’t as if she had any real authority he could use, and I wasn’t aware of his identity at the time, which makes me question the Nekomata … that does surprise me.  He certainly put off a powerful aura, yet not something that would draw my immediate worry … it was a perfectly crafted disguise to fool me into allowing the fling … I thought I was progressive.”

She gave the handsome Tanuki a critical eye.  “I had no issue with the girl finding love outside the Realm … entry was held with much scrutiny, but leaving brokered no complaint, and she was free to be happy on her own time.  No … Nephesh was very thorough.

“And Niomie was young, foolish, inexperienced, and unfortunately, talentless from birth.  It was in some degree her combined genetics … the disjoined mix of her spiritual, physical, and Intelligence make-up.”

Sora had to agree with the ancient Vulpes guardian’s analysis; she hadn’t heard Niomie’s part of the tale yet, but it was certainly painting a vivid picture.  At least she was finally getting a clear understanding of what stood ahead of them.  The haze of information they’d been desperately pushing through felt pointless before she arrived to throw a wrench in everyone’s plans.

They had a common enemy now; she recognized that.  However, Loral must have her own objective, and Niomie might have a slightly different view to add.  It was hard to trust anyone at this point.

Loral paused, hurt and grief in her gaze.  “There were other Vulpes he manipulated in such ways, using various disguises, and over such a long period that the Council didn’t recognize the nefarious plot at play.  He learned of my research through those bonds.  No … Niomie was a pawn, a tool he used and threw away.  It was sad … heartbreaking, when I discovered it … almost at the point I couldn’t react, and I was forced to make such a horrifying choice … but that was then.”

Her compassion faded while waving the scene away and showing a much smaller library than where they currently resided, the new location was only a football stadium in size—which put things in perspective; Mary, Ashley, Ella, the Purple Seat, and Niomie were close by, looking over several books.  The aged Vulpes was clearly agitated with the pair.

She walked around the seated woman.  “What was she able to accomplish with the whole Realm at her fingertips for hundreds of thousands of years?”

Loral’s lips tightened, releasing a long sigh while shaking her head.  “... Falling into the fingertips of that same Tanuki.”

Sora’s brow creased with a few others.  “Wait … Nephesh is trying to revive?  I thought Tsukuyomi was returning.”

Githa hummed, vision falling to the floor.  “Oh … oh, that’s tricky.  Nephesh is … is that how it is?”

Sora ran her fingers through her hair with a low groan.  “Please, don’t be cryptic!  Just tell us.”

Kari scratched her temple.  “Yeah, enough with the games,” she growled, left ear twitching.  “Is Tsukuyomi involved or not?”

Eyia was the next to speak, though, looking somewhat worried.  “I see … let me explain, Sister.

“When Loral connected to the Ream Core, Nephesh struck, and Niomie allowed him inside while she was preoccupied, using her access to your Council Relic.  This is how she currently has ownership over it, likely part of the Tanuki’s long-term plot.  He then had an open gate to the Realm Core … all barriers were temporarily inoperative with your actions.”

“Oof,” Jin popped her tongue as Eyia finished.  “I get it now … he came for you.  How did you survive an aged Third Generation Founder?”

Loral’s shoulders fell, dissolving the illusion.  Her back was to them, hand caressing a nearby wooden table.  “... You don’t understand the longing to touch … feel … experience … until it’s taken away from you.”

She turned to smile at the floor.  “I didn’t survive … I couldn’t.  So, I hid a part of my Intelligence … no spirit … no body, but I couldn’t allow Nephesh to access the Realm Core.  Not after what I discovered and what he knew was there the whole time.  Yet … I couldn’t even hope to stall such a creature once he revealed himself and was inside.”

They were now in space, watching a beam shoot from planet to planet; it caused the massive surge of energy that devastated the hundreds of billions of lives on the seven planets.  

“So … I trapped him in a sort of cage, enforced by the raw power of all those spirits, and it would grow in strength with him.  Of course, it wouldn’t last forever; even with trillions of acting as a pressure wave within a World Spirit Pool, a Third Generation Founder would eventually overpower it and find the smallest fracture to exploit.

“He still managed to destroy me … I didn’t count on Niomie to react the way she did, though.  She knew where I would have hidden my Intelligence, and with her own part in that tale … she decided to rip apart that small, lingering piece of me that could hopefully, someday revive to rid herself of that horrible part of her life … so no one could blame her.

“She couldn’t comprehend why I did it; killing me after what I did was understandable … after some thought … so, she sent me to silence.  Unfortunately … or perhaps, fortunately, Niomie had no idea how to properly destroy an Intelligence.

Loral’s left hand gripped her arm as a quake ran down her frame.  “I was left to wander in senseless darkness, where there was nothing but the memories of what I’d done.  I was a trapped hourglass … timeless … for eternity inside the City Core … my own hell.”

Her lips lifted with her eyes to focus on Sora.  “... Until you touched that network and lit a spark just bright enough for me to pull myself together … piece by piece … horrifying memory by horrifying memory.  All of that destruction … pain,” her nose twisted slightly, “only to learn I merely block Nephesh from his goal for an extended period—not for good.  I will win … I’ve set it up that way, yet … without your intervention, it would have been impossible.”

Sora’s tails bristled a little as molten steel filled her silver eyes.  “I am far from perfect, and I will die at the end of this; I have no illusions.  However, I set into motion exactly what I planned for that day, and it will be my ultimate revenge against the fire and brimstone I was sent to.”

A small devious smirk lit her cheeks.  “You wish to know the great secret, Sora?  I have no doubt your aunt has taken a very keen interest in my work.  The depths Nephesh went to obtain what he needed … even he could get lost in such an abyss … a blackness that stares with such intensity.  Power so great, it could do … anything.  Prepared before even the Founder War … on the eve of your mother and aunts’ conception.”

They were instantly teleported without warning.  Sora glanced around in slight panic; their entire group floated in the air within the Vulpes Council Room.  The mercurial statue of her grandmother behind the purple-tailed Vulpes.

“A thousand eyes opened inside my very Core upon connecting to the Heart of the Realm, pulling me to a place not meant for anything sane and marks this place above any Second Generation’s attempt to enter.

“The First Founder’s sight overshadowed my mind.  The thrill of that transcendent stage … to ponder the infinite and vast … beyond time and space … behind reality and dream.  A weave of such wonder and fright that I could not hope to comprehend … yet one unspoken truth ascended me beyond my limits and what was real … the madness of the First Vulpes’s nightmares made manifest.”

Loral looked up at her grandmother’s statue with reverence, wetting her lips with anticipation.  Sora’s breath was held; could she even dream this?

“... The First Generation Founding Vulpes will rise again from the boundless power her nightmares manifested when first dreaming about the horrors she could see for her family.  There is a way to revive them, but in doing so, Nephesh’s goals will be realized … Tsukuyomi will return, but so will your aunts.”

Sora’s ears had long fallen back, tails limp in shock; she couldn’t hear anything anyone said after that declaration.  Grandma … aunt Seiōbo, aunt Nari … our family can be healed?  We can be a family.

Tears were already falling from her eyes.  This couldn’t be a lie; if it was … she couldn’t handle it.  The implications had her head spinning, but one other thought crossed her mind … if her family could be revived … could Alva or Kari’s little sister?

“Aiden…”  Sora whispered.

Loral’s expression of thrilled revenge in motion slowly faded.  “Aiden?  Ah…”

Everyone else swiftly caught on, but Sora could hardly believe it.  The Son of Homā struck again; they’d been guided down a path that may have been difficult, but she could get everything … absolutely everything in return.

Emilia would know her grandmother … her mother surely would be able to return if their family's grand matriarch was revived.  They could look for her father.  This changed everything in her entire life.  This nightmare she’d been in could be over.

Tears still dripping down her cheeks, Sora asked, “... What do we need to do?”
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                Sora’s world was blurred as she stared at Loral, waiting for the answer that could change everything in her entire life.  Her family could be revived.  Emilia was still trying to process what all of that meant.

Loral’s excitement had diminished while pondering her question, shifting her gaze to the figure of Sora’s grandmother.

Kari wasn’t so patient, though, releasing a low growl while eyeing the former Council Leader with distrust.  “Sora … be careful.  There’s always a catch with these kinds of things.”

Jin studied the purple-tailed Vulpes, vision darting to Eyia for a moment.  “Eh … I’m not saying a First Generation couldn’t have that kind of power, but … there’s a reason the First Generation haven’t restored their numbers.”

Eyia’s intense gaze targeted Loral like a laser.  “I cannot disagree, Friend, and though I despise the very thought … I agree with the Fenris Wolf.  Still, I would give much in the quest to have my father’s presence by my side once more.  Surely, the Great White Fox would have prepared Sora for such a circumstance.”

Kari rolled her eyes at Eyia’s statement.

“True…”  Jin reluctantly conceded.  “Why isn’t she answering, then?”

A low moan came from Githa, stretching out in the air where she floated.  “Gah … because it’s complicated.  Although,” her expression sharpened, “Nilly would…”  She paused, drawing Tola, Loral, and Emilia’s gaze.

“You have mentioned a Nilly before … what about your leader?”  Tola asked, arms tightening around her stomach.

“Loral,” Sora jumped in, just wanting to know the answer, “please, tell me how to do it.”

The purple-furred Vulpes’s gaze had narrowed, now focusing on the Nekomata’s confused expression.  “... There are many steps, which is why I am in the process of enacting all of them.  However … the anomaly in all of my plans is conflicted with the accelerated timeline I have been granted due to your arrival, and that breeds complications.”

“Which is why you’re here,” Jin mumbled, spinning her fingers around, “and bringing us full circle.  There are more players in the mix.”

Hallaway had practically retreated into herself after Loral’s story and exposing Niomie’s past; she’d lived hundreds of thousands of years with the woman, yet a small, seemingly infinitesimal period as a few dozen years hidden actions could warp one’s entire perspective.

Kari’s long poofy tail flicked with agitation, scratching her left wolf ear.  “It’s complicated.  That’s great, but you have to think there’s something more she’s not telling us to string Sora along.  It’s just too convenient.”

Sora’s eyes closed, ears folding back; Kari was right, but she wanted to tell her to shut-up and just hurry everything along.  Taking a deep breath to temper her bubbling emotions, her vision cleared as she wiped at the tears clinging to her cheeks.  “... I want to hear what her plan is … Loral, if you want me to follow through, then I need solid proof.  I’ve had a demon try to make deals and trick me before.”

Eyia’s grip tightened around her weapon, rainbow armor still releasing its soft radiance.  “What plot lies concealed underneath the joyous news of my sister’s family returning?  There must be more than a stalemate between the Tanuki and Vulpes returning.”

“There is,” Loral mumbled, gaze still fixated on Githa; the cat was bobbing her head back and forth as if debating something, “but there are things I must know from you.”

“Such as?”  Jin asked, adding an unassuming smile and hiding her hands behind her back.

A derisive puff of air shot through Kari’s nostrils as she glared at the purple-haired woman.  “How long she can have your firstborn daughter…”  Her comment trailed off as Githa started to chuckle.

“Sora … hehe,” the white cat’s large feline eyes darted to her with a monstrous grin flashing the Nekomata’s fangs, “you didn’t tell me Nilly stopped by!  Hmm?”

“Wait,” Tola’s tails wrapped together as if trying to wring out water, “I believe Jin mentioned Nilly was the First Generation Founder of the Cats during our previous meeting.  She was here, when?”  The light blue-tailed Vulpes asked, vision darting between Jin and Sora.

Githa popped her tongue and did a short wave of her finger.  “Naughty, naughty … you’re not supposed to tell people about Nilly; heh, you guys are so bad at keeping secrets!”

“Who was the one that told us?”  Kari mumbled with a lifted eyebrow.

Her feline eyes grew larger, fingers rising to her chin.  “... Oh, I did, didn’t I?  Hehe, I’m bad at secrets, too!  Still, no more!  Geez, Nilly’s going to cut off my tails and feed them to me if it keeps getting around…”  She grumbled with a bright grin.  “Oh, oh, but Nilly was here, wasn’t she?”  Githa asked, somehow basically teleporting in front of Sora, face beaming with excitement.

“Uh … yeah, she was here…”

Kari sighed, tone aggravated while cutting her off.  “She showed up talking about playing with my uncle and how she grew bored, then took off someplace to look for food or something.”

Sora was almost about to say Frankenstein invited her to his lab before Kari saved her; the news about her family had frazzled her brain.  “... Yeah, that’s what happened.”

“Hmm?”  Githa mused while staring uncomfortably into Sora’s eyes before dancing back with a sort of twirl; the fact she could freely move through the air while Loral held them up made Sora wonder what the cat was up to and why this was so important to her.  “Nilly will be Nilly!”

“What … exactly does that mean?”  Loral asked, focus hounding the cat.

The phrase sent Sora’s mind into flashbacks of her encounters with the mercurial Founding Mother.

Nilly’s Nilly, and Nilly’s really fast … she’s sealed, but for some reason, that seal unleashes when around strong creatures, meaning she can’t be with her old friends, or at least, I think that’s how it works.  Wait … is that why she looked like a little girl when I first met her and grew a little when I followed her to the playground?

Why is Loral so centered on Nilly, though?  She’s supposed to be keeping me safe because of some deal she made with my mom.  Although … if Aunt Inari knew about this Realm’s secret the moment she arrived, so would Nilly.  Would that change things?  There’s also…

“Githa,” Sora tentatively asked, knowing the sooner they answered Loral’s questions, the quicker she’d get a response about her family, “how did you figure out Nilly was here?”

“Wait … true,” Jin mumbled.

Everyone but Hallaway’s focus shifted to the cat as she looked up at the statue of Sora’s grandmother with a curious look.

“Mmh … oh, that?”  She asked with a short snicker.  “Nilly slipped through the fissures in the Sea of Spirits to catch up with Nephesh!  They probably had a good chat; it’s been ages since they connected,” she hummed.

Kari stiffened.  “Hold-up, when did this happen?”

Githa was shifting positions around the statue to get different angles on the First Generation Vulpes.  “Uh … I don’t know, a bit ago.  I just caught a strange scent; Nilly doesn’t typically smell like that.”

“Like…”  Jin pushed.

“Well … like that!”  Githa huffed, giving them a light glare.  “Nilly smells like Nilly.  What more do you want me to say?  Geez, I’m going back to sleep!”

With that, she instantly dropped to her back in the air before turning her back to them, tails draping over her side.

Jin and Kari’s lips pulled in with a hint of frustration.

Eyia threw her voice in next, but her focused demeanor had shifted, and concern now filled her deep blue eyes.  “Githa … the Nekomata Faction is working with Mia.  Nephesh is a very strong enemy of Mia … if Nephesh was a threat to Sora, then would not the most reasonable response be to kill him?”

Githa flipped around with a long groan.  “Asgardians…”  She grumbled, rolling her eyes.  “Nekomata don’t do that whole boring … enemy pow-destroy stuff unless it’s fun.  Nilly doesn’t have fun like that because Nilly’s Nilly!  It’s so simple!”

She floated to a cross-legged position, animating her hands as if they were stupid.  “Nilly … are you following?”  A few of them eyed each other before nodding.  “Uh-huh … Nilly … is … NILLY!  How much clearer can I be?!”  She growled.

The dots clicked as Loral released a sad sigh.  “In short, Nilly is a First Generation Founder and is so powerful that destroying things is boring; she does what she wants, which will generally be what will be the most fun … meaning, she’ll create chaos.  Creating something new is more entertaining for her than the same old collapse of everything around her.”

Githa’s twitching ears and irritated tail flicks vanished with her scowl.  “She gets it!”  And the white fur-ball flopped back to her stomach to sleep.

However, with added context from Kari’s experience, things could be different.  Frankenstein’s troubled warning to the Intelligent Constructs of Alva and Inari brought questions, Sora knew there was much more layered reasoning within the unpredictable Founding Mother than meets the eye.

“Guys,” Sora slowly mumbled, drawing their attention, “so … what if Nilly makes a deal with Nephesh?”

Jin nodded.  “Right … raise your grandma with the other Vulpes Founders.  I could see that since Nilly could basically do it herself if she really wanted to.”

“Not so sure on that one,” Kari replied with a deep scowl.  “Nilly’s way more cunning and sporadic than that; she isn’t so simple.  Without a doubt, Sora will be safe, but … everyone else is free-game.”

Sora shook her head, gut tightening at the prospect; Nilly’s deal with her mother probably didn’t include a granddaughter, and one more realization crossed her mind.  “I don’t think so.”

Kari pulled her hair to the side to scratch the back of her neck.   “What do you mean?”

The scene of encountering Nilly that she relived from Kari’s memory was stuck in her head.  “Nilly was really close to Fenrir, right?”

Eyia’s gaze frosted with the mention of her father’s murderer.

“... Yeah?”  Kari mumbled.

“Which means … she probably has taken a special interest in you, which … you know.”

Githa was suddenly back in a sitting position, eyes full of wonder.  “Woah!  I didn’t even notice that!  You’re totally right, Sora!”

Kari’s tail and ears went on-end, bristling with shock as Githa basically tackled her across the air.  They spun in circles with the laughing cat on top of her, floating through the large space.  “You’re Fenrir’s granddaughter!  Nilly talks to Fenrir’s grave all the time!  She’d love you!”

“H-Hey!”  Kari shouted, struggling to push the cat off as Githa snuggled into her chest.  “Get … grah!”

She cut off, transforming into her Fenris Form when the cat vanished from her grip to hug her tail.  “Oh, your tail’s just like your mom’s, nice and prickly!”

The Nekomata giggled as Kari chased her around the room, more than a little embarrassed and too angry to care that the cat was stronger than most of the people in the room.  Kari appeared to have the ability to run on the air as much as the cat, which put Sora at a bit of a disadvantage, but it was only a passing thought that was swiftly replaced.

Nilly didn’t like Alva or her brothers because they talked trash about her to Fenrir … her best friend … She wanted to tell Fenrir he had a granddaughter, and that was it, but the way she looked at Kari before Frankenstein distracted her … there’s something Alva did that Nilly wasn’t happy about.  The thing is … she’s a wildcard for everyone.

It didn’t take long for Sora to realize how stupid and silly her thoughts were; it was like being told a tidal wave was coming, it was rushing toward shore, and you were trying to figure out how to save your house.  It was done for.  Nilly was the water, and you needed to just get out of her way.

A sad smile brightened Sora’s cheeks; there was something cathartic about being able to just let things go.  “Tola, Loral … it doesn’t matter what Nilly does.  I think that’s a part of the Nilly is Nilly thing that Githa was talking about.  If she is going to do something, we can’t stop it.  We just need to work on dealing with what we can.”

“Mom…”  Emilia whispered, her hands held tightly at her chest.  “Can I … can we really meet everyone … can they come back?”

Sora turned to Loral.  “... Tell us what you want to know so I can give her an answer … Emilia and I need this answer.”

Loral closed her eyes, folding her hands at her front.  “That is surprisingly mature advice, Sora … it would do little good to try and plan around a being such as that, which is why adaptability is the strongest play.  Yes, Emilia, you may meet your family.  However, the thing I am leaving out is that your great-grandmother’s resurrection must wait until last.”

Before any of them could question why she continued.  “I want you to think about this, Sora … your grandmother’s pregnant, hormonal nightmare episode created the source of this chaotic and vastly powerful seed of potential energy.  In fact, I am not sure how it will evolve after we use it.  I know that it will cause the collapse of this entire Realm as it has been its source of power.

“Your aunts must be revived first, and while that is in motion, Nephesh will have the chance to revive his grandfather.  At this point, it will be out of my league.  I have set things up in a manner to slow the speed he can revive Tsukuyomi as much as I am able.  I expect your aunt to have also made her own plans, considering what I know about her, but I am doing everything in my power to give us the most time to revive your family.

“Once your grandmother is revived, she will be in a severely weakened form; even this power source cannot return her to the height of her strength.  She will need to recover, and it should be the same for Tsukuyomi if he is able to return.  We must prepare for those waiting to snap their jaws outside this Realm.  From what I am aware … it will be the Fenris Bothers, Tsukuyomi, Nephesh, and the others…”

Jin snickered, giving Sora a look.  “Can you imagine your aunt getting another shot at killing Tsukuyomi?”

Actually, that was a fair point; her aunt hated the Founder more than the Primordials themselves, but Sora got the impression the vitriol between the two factions primarily stemmed from the First Generation, at least, from what she’d seen.

“Yeah … she’d like that, I suppose,” Sora mumbled, glancing across the room to watch Kari growl at Githa.

Kari seemed to now be on the defensive as the cat played a game of pet the wolf before she could bite.  It was really something, watching a foot-tall house cat prowling around a defensive nine-foot-tall wolf … was Kari growing every time she transformed?  9-foot-tall was way better than the last time she’d shifted.

Figuring it wasn’t worth the effort to sour Githa’s mood and her game wasn’t really hurting Kari, she decided to let the cat get bored of the chase and take a second to examine the others around her.

Hallaway was still working through hundreds of thousands of years of memories while trying to connect Niomie to the figure she was turning out to be.  Emilia was trying to sort through the reality that she could be surrounded by family, which sparked a bit of surprising jealousy in Sora; she’d have to share her daughter’s time, and of course, they’d be way better teachers than her.

… I need to step it up.

Jin and Eyia were pondering Loral’s news, probably looking at various angles, and Tola had something troubling on her mind.

“Okay,” Sora mumbled, pulling Loral’s attention, “what is it you want us to do, though?”  Her two tails wrapped around each other.  “I get it, Nephesh is way more powerful than all of us put together, and he’ll be quick to revive Tsukuyomi.  How do we get this started, and what precautions do we take?”

Tola’s eyes fell to the ground while hugging herself.  “... You need us to stop Mofupsi … don’t you?”

Sora’s mind blanked.  Mofupsi … it reminded her of the kind of name a nine-year-old would call their pet cat.  The image of the Yellow Seat came to mind, the blonde-furred Vulpes Council Member, and shards of information she’d uncovered collected together as she pulled them in with the Outer Body Technique, practicing the more advanced version she’d been learning from reading the book.

Mofupsi was over the district that harvested negative emotion for the ritual that Niomie had been performing every year for hundreds of thousands of years; she’d been used by Nephesh again to do this.

“What about her?”  Sora asked.  “If we destroy the dark energy mountain, then it will stop Nephesh’s influence, right?”

Tola’s lips tightened, giving Loral a questioning look.  “It’s already performed its purpose, hasn’t it?”

Loral teleported them back into the Sea of Spirits; a massive bulge had been created from Sora’s lingering magic, but the mountain was still visible in the distance.  “If there was one good thing Niomie did, it was creating this as a singular mass of raw hardened materialized emotional energy,” she explained, swapping locations to the top of it.

Kari had retreated to the opposite side of Sora after the change of scenery, glaring at the cat while Githa hovered in the air with a mischievous grin.

“Yo … where’s the help?”  Kari grumbled nearly under her breath, her chest pumping hard.

“Been a bit busy,” Sora mumbled.

Jin whistled while studying the substance.  “Well … that’s something.”

What was supposed to be a hardened crystal-like substance appeared to be turning gelatin-like.  Small clumps were nearing liquefaction near the tip.

“It’s beginning…”  Hallaway whispered, finally stepping out of her existential crisis.  “The black ooze will devour the spirits if we don’t lock it up.”

“Eh…”  Jin popped her tongue a few times.  “Why didn’t you just get rid of it?”

Loral brought them a bit closer.  “Actually, it’s fairly simple … emotional energy, condensed like this, can turn into a wave of chaos.  They didn’t want to repeat the events of five-hundred thousand years ago, and Nephesh used that fear against them on the last bastion they had left.”

Sora shook her head, running her hand through her copper hair.  “Gah … okay, but that doesn’t answer the question of why Mofupsi needs to be stopped from doing … what?  Why does that connect to this, and what do we do to this, then?”

“Mofupsi isn’t bad … she was just conditioned…”  Hallaway mumbled, tight hands trembling at her front.  “A district needed to be the focal point of negative energy to generate what we needed to stop the tragedy from happening again … it was the only way we discovered.”

A soft sigh left Loral’s lips, her head slowly shaking while observing the monolith.  “Nephesh used the remnant of Tsukuyomi’s broken Core to infuse that negative energy he felt upon death to start this cracking, and then fueled it with his own power, but after a while, he no longer needed to do that … Niomie did it for him.  It set off a never-ending cycle of building this force of power he could later use.

“By destroying it, we can cut him off of a large source of energy he’s been building, but to do it safely, we’ll need to create a bridging point … a link from this to something else, which means you don’t need to stop Mofuspi…”  Loral turned to give Sora an unsure frown.  “You must finish her tournament of power.”

Sora lifted an eyebrow, multiple images from pop-culture and anime springing to mind.  “You’re serious?”

Hallaway hesitantly explained as Loral gave her an expectant look.  “... One of the best ways to create resentment and toxicity … place the reward of a Council Seat at the head of a tournament, and whoever wins gets the chance to fight Mofupsi to become a servant or a combat god … basically, with the ability to have whatever or do whatever you wish.”

Tola glared at the woman.  “Which is far from the truth … they quickly learn who’s in charge once they actually win and perform the ritual.”

“Hold-up,” Jin gave them an incredulous smile.  “Sora’s got the keys to the entire Realm; she could think of blinking her out of existence, and it would happen, or destroy this thing here no problem, right?”

Eyia shook her head, ignoring Kari at this point.  “No … I do not believe so, as such a method would not be possible in Asgard.  If Sora was to use the power of the City Core or Realm Core, then it would be like putting black blood in the pure rivers of the Körmt and Örmt … corrupting Yggdrasill.”

“Gah … Asgardian references,” Jin grumbled, brushing out her black hair.  “Fine, okay, I get it, but Sora could then just take her out and force her to submit.”

Loral once again shook her head.  “You don’t understand it, young Dragon.  We need the negative emotion, and where will we get it within this blissfully ignorant Realm of Vulpes and humans?  Only in the Yellow District, and how do you draw out those emotions?  In combat and chaos during the tournament where factions are made, bets cast, slaves and lives governed by victors … a governerless society, locked inside a prison of four walls.”

“How could you be so heartless and stupid…”  Tola accused, blue irises practically searing Hallaway’s soul.  “To mindfully condition and promote such a place is … abominable and goes against everything The Council is supposed to stand for.  How many of those lives down there lived in torment their entire lives?”

“... Too many,” Hallaway mumbled in shame.  

Eyia’s brow set.  “In short, we will be winning this tournament to free them of this culture?”

“Precisely,” Loral replied.  “They will not be as strong as Vulpes with their tails should be because of the effects Nephesh’s aura has had on them.  However, they are still far stronger than you currently happen to be, Sora.  It must be a Vulpes that is not of the council to garner the most negative feelings, an outsider that forces their group out of the competition and subjects them to the payment of losing.  All of that force will be gathered in the Black Gem.”

Emilia was giving Sora a conflicted look that said both she was confident in her and worried she’d drop dead on the first match.

I almost died helping Mimi … but this is different … it’s for my family.  Wait…

“Githa…”

“Mhm!”  Githa leaned over with a mischievous smile.  She was back in her human form, spinning around in circles while sitting cross-legged in the air, tails wrapped around her waist.  The cat more than likely knew her question.

“You’re practically negative emotion made flesh.  Isn’t that what Nekomata are?”

“Oh … smart,” Githa snickered.  “Indeed, I am!  I’ve got lots and lots and lots of negative stuff built up inside my breast, but guess what?”

“What?”  Sora tentatively asked, realizing it was now a stupid question.

Jin laughed, giving Githa a knowing grin.  “Why would Githa basically willingly kill herself by giving away the very energy that keeps her alive?”

“No, wait,” Sora’s head tilted to the side while scratching her right fox ear.  “I mean, couldn’t you eat this mountain of negative energy?”

Fits of laughter erupted from Githa.  “I … I’m … you’re rich!  Haha!  Me?  Do you see that?!”

After a moment’s thought, studying the mountain of fathomless evil energy, it dawned on her.  The enormous bundle of darkness condensed into a magical solidified crystal made her reconsider the approach.

Githa giggled, “I’m … I’m glad you think so highly of me!”  She darted down to bite a small chunk out of the tip.  “MMH!!  So good!   Okay … I’m full … nap time … glad I could help … hehe…”  She promptly returned to her Snow Leopard form and tucked into a ball to rest.

A tiny nibble, and she’s good after the ravenous hunger she had before … okay.

Taking a deep breath, she let it out slowly, thinking about her aunt’s lectures.  “... I don’t like it … but if it can return my family and release all the Vulpes and humans from this endless cycle … I guess I can do it, but … will I have to kill them?”

Eyia gave her a bright smile.  “No, Sister.  In fact, sparing their lives as an act of showing pity on them could spark even more hatred!”

“... Thanks for the suggestion, Eyia…”  Sora mumbled.

“Always, Sister!  I will join you!”

“Eh?”  Sora’s wide green eyes shot to Loral and Tola.

They both nodded with a short shrug.

“True,” Tola growled, clearly irritated, “an outsider like Eyia would be even more hated if she advanced.”

“Nah, not my thing,” Jin yawned, waving her hand.  “I’ll watch, though.  It’s not my time.”

“What does that even mean?”  Kari mumbled, reaching over to tap Sora’s shoulder and draw her attention.

“Mhm?”

“Uh…”  Kari glanced away, looking a bit sheepish.  “You know it wouldn’t be the first time we kind of … you know, teamed up.  If that’s allowed…”

Eyia’s frosty aura deepened, causing snowflakes to fall around them.  “It will be my Sister and me; why would we need the help of a dog?”

“What’s your deal?  Look, want me to say sorry my grandpa killed your dad?  Sorry, now get over it!”

“An insult?”  Eyia growled, spear pointing at Kari.  “Sister, allow me to show this pup her place!”

“Come at me!”  Kari shot back, amber eyes beginning to glow.

Sora’s stomach tightened as the two started squaring off.  “STOP IT … gah!”  Using her magic to put them both in a bubble and push them apart since she had no idea how to actually fly or walk on air like everyone else seemed to know how to do.  “I get it, Eyia, it’s hard for you that Kari’s my friend,” Sora sighed with exasperation, “but can you please just keep it neutral with her?  You both can help me; I’ll need all the help I can get!”

Kari’s tail drooped a little, vision falling to the mountain with a bit of shame, and Eyia’s features pacified, with everyone looking at her.

“I apologize, Sister … I let my emotions get the best of me.”

“Yeah … sorry for antagonizing her,” Kari mumbled.  “I’m just … nevermind, umm … yeah, it’s whatever.  I just want to help you out.”

The only emotion that seemed on Emilia’s face recently was conflicted; two of the girls she viewed as kind of aunt figures were at each other’s throats.

A low moan rolled through Sora’s body while pulling back her hair.  “Gah … if I need to go into a fight where they’re looking to kill me, and I can’t kill them … how am I going to do that with Vulpes that have been fighting for like their whole lives?!”

As if in response, and for the first time in what seemed forever, her aunt’s calming voice spoke from within her Core.

“Darling, what do you think Alva and I have been preparing the two of you for?”

Aunt Inari!  Sora cried with joy.  I … it’s just so nice to hear your voice.  There’s so much I want to ask about all of this!

“It will need to wait, dear … I’m afraid we are running out of time, and I expected Nilly to get involved … I have an idea of what she might be up to, but … that will be something for the future.  For now, we must focus on the present, and that means you must grow.”

How?

Everyone was giving her a strange look with the tears coming to her eyes … everyone but Kari, who was probably in a conversation with her mother.  Her aunt was a beacon of light in the storm that was her life.

“You recall me telling you about the other half of your bloodline … whatever your father is?”

Yes?  She asked, getting excited.

“I’ve been able to pin-point that section of your Core and have been in the process of unlocking it, which will fuse with your Vulpes Founder half and grant you far more power than even I previously thought.

“The frightening part is how it will fuse with your current Vulpes nature that you’ve grown accustomed to; this is a fusion that, as far as I know, has never been done, and Frankenstein has worked meticulously to allow this physical vessel you currently have to let these two parts merge.

“With my help, your Vulpes side has stabilized far sooner than he had planned, which means we can move onto the next stage of the process.  It will increase your tail count and change you physically in some ways … we will see what kind of abilities your father’s side possesses.”

That sounds … cool and terrifying at the same time.  Sora laughed.

“Your honesty always amuses me,” Inari chuckled.  “There is a downside, I am sure, but until I investigate further it is unknown … I cannot tell you when I can unseal it but can say it will be soon.  This is an area I have not explored, which has been exhilarating, I must say.”

Umm … will it hurt as bad as it did last time?  She hesitated.  … ‘Cause that was … umm, yeah, you know, I had to go into Eyia’s dream to escape the pain.

“No, dear, this should feel more … addicting rather than painful.  The regenerative feats of your father’s side are … peculiar is the word I would use.  I cannot say how much power you will gain, but it is fair to say more than enough for what is ahead of you.  Now, I must return to my work.”

Feeling much better now that her aunt was fine with this path they were on, Sora prepared herself, telling the group that her aunt had her covered with power.  Next, Loral explained what was expected of them.  She had a few hours to prepare herself for the challenge … because the opening ceremony was going to begin shortly.

Kari and Eyia could act with her since the beginning rounds could have dozens of people on the same side to whittle down the competition.
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                Sora breathed out a long sigh before staring down at the massive circular table below with its unsettling surface that appeared to be solidified liquified; however, hovering in midair began to feel restrictive as she didn’t know how to control it.

Deciding to go the easy route, she tapped into the Realm Core to aid her, desiring for it to counter Loral’s weave as simply as possible to put them on the ground.

Githa floated down to the table, still curled up in her tight sleeping ball.

Loral was strangely calm about being overpowered; her hands tightened around her back with a sad yet impressed expression as her magic was completely reversed, and the new weave not only unraveled hers but added a gentle anti-gravity spell to smooth out their landing so they didn’t land as hard.

Everyone else seemed to have a similar reaction except her daughter, who was spinning in circles while falling, releasing giggles.

“Interesting design…” Loral complemented, nine purple tails coming together before moving in unison to her side as she seemed to stare at something immaterial. “Although … somewhat depressing, the Realm was able to exploit such a flaw in my magic.”

Jin clapped her hands a few times with a weak chuckle after the comment. “I’m sure it was depressing, but that levitation spell was so simple … practically effortless … better than anything I’ve thought up.”

“Eh … I don’t know,” Kari mumbled, ears twitching while Sora’s desires took effect; she seemed somewhat agitated with her brisling tail fur, “it was kind of invasive for me … seeing as I lift myself by using my own spiritual energy.”

Sora’s mind blanked for a moment, trying to process what Kari said, but it soon turned on like a horrifying light bulb in her mind. “You mean … oh … I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean for it to be like that … I just wanted us to sit down.” To force Kari out of the sky, the Realm Core had bypassed her spiritual defenses and cut off her ability to control her energy.

“... You could have just asked,” Kari mumbled, rubbing her arm while glaring at the floor.

Eyia appeared to have had a similar effect because she silently stared at the smooth marble floors with a calculating expression. “The manner in which it struck was … unexpected. I applaud the Realm’s ingenuity; my death would be assured by such a route … I will make a note of it for the future.”

Sora didn’t know what to do with her hands, guilt flooding her chest, so she hid them behind her standing-up tails. “I’m sorry, guys, umm … yeah, I’ll warn you next time. So, think we can sit and talk about what … oh…”

She trailed off with everyone practically already finding their own seats, caring little for who’s they took. Sora went to the elegant yellow one, looking up at her Aunt Nari’s golden hair and face; Inari said she was the most beautiful of her sisters, and she wasn’t wrong … there was elegant yet playful mischief in her golden gaze.

I can finally know you … all of you.

Emilia followed her focus, probably thinking the same thing, but there was also a hint of nervousness in her daughter’s eyes.

Loral cleared her throat to gain everyone’s attention. “We only have a few hours to prepare you; however, seeing as you know the Outer Body Technique to a relatively advanced degree, I am not too worried about time as much as the level of preparation you will need.”

Her indigo irises moved between Eyia and Kari. “I understand that Eyia has a great deal of combat experience and is versatile in battle with many abilities; in fact, she will go the furthest with the knowledge I have, even combatting the higher-tailed Vulpes, and Kari has a solid resistance to almost all forms of magic as a Fenris Wolf. However … Sora, I believe with how you are, you will struggle once getting to a certain point within this mortal combat.”

Sora sighed, scratching her left ear before straightening her hair across her front. “I know … I’m super strong for a two-tailed Third-Generation Vuples Founder, but these women are much older, ruthless killers and will be targeting me. That’s why my aunt is preparing something for me to match-up.”

“Match-up?” Jin scoffed. “Listen to this girl,” she snickered, “oh, I’m just going to jump a few more tails at the age of sixteen; you know, no big deal.”

Eyia beamed at her from a few seats over, clapping her hands. “Most impressive, Sister; you will soon be fighting Jin and I as equals! I look forward to the practice.”

“Eh … I don’t know,” Sora forced a laugh. “I don’t really see myself getting that strong.”

“Likely not,” Loral replied, vision hardening while shifting to Hallaway; the Green Seat was still trapped in a mental crisis, trying to work through everything she’s been a part of since Niomie deceived her as a little girl … hundreds of thousands of years of actions taken that had caused so much pain. “The amount of negative energy we will need is vast … from what I’ve compiled through the City Core … multiply the last two years harvests by three.”

Tola’s hands tightened atop each other on the table, glaring at the smooth, liquid-like surface. “So much suffering and hate … is there no other option?”

Loral shook her head. “I would love for there to be such a wonderful resource, but there is not … the mountain was created out of negative energy and requires negative energy to bridge to the horrified despair and madness I have generated from the other planets … sealed within each of their Planet Cores for this purpose.”

“If we can just return her…” Loral mumbled, looking up at Sora’s grandmother with a reverent longing. “If we can restore the First Vulpes Founder, then everything can be made right. My life’s goal is to just be in her presence before I die … just once to feel a glimpse of what I experienced that day.”

 Sora could understand her longing, especially after standing before Gloria, the Founding Mother of the Fairies. It was overwhelming, and the way she healed her depression … it just occurred to Sora that Gloria had almost instantaneously done exactly what Inari had helped her do with Wendy and the others … cleanse her soul to unlock her Core.

The thankful expression of her aunt’s face returned with clarity; Gloria didn’t have to do that … yet she was playing an infinitely larger game than she could imagine. She knew who her father was, which had probably played a part, yet she couldn’t rule out the compassion of the Fairy Mother. It was hard to tell, though … could something be calculated for a logical reason and compassionate at the same time? It hurt her head trying to think about the mix … personal gain and empathy combined.

In any case, Gloria was on Nilly’s level, perhaps even beyond since the Cat Founding Mother was a shell of herself, and even Inari shied away from Nilly after Frankenstein’s warning. In fact, her aunt had told her that only five beings could even stand a chance at fighting Gloria, and no one was safe from her wrath … the simple act of wishing someone dead was enough to make it a reality with the Founding Mother of the Fairies.

Pulling her mind away from the puzzling reveal, Sora folded her arms, trying to get caught up on the current conversation. Kari was protesting Loral’s concerns regarding her own strength at combating the higher-tailed combatants, saying her mother was working to help bridge the gap. Sora was interested in what that meant but let it slide by, not wasting time; after a moment’s thought, she figured it would be no different from her aunt’s vague reply.

Loral’s tails shifted to the opposite side of her chair, breathing a soft sigh. “You will be entering the Yellow Sector of the Capital … Mofupsi presides over the area. I am not versed in much of the savage nature of what you three have designed, Hallaway.”

Everyone’s gaze shifted to the green-furred Vulpes, but she wasn’t even listening, still standing where Sora’s spell had carried her.

“Hallaway,” Tola snapped.

The woman’s eyes lifted to them, and there was so much emotion trapped in them that Sora was a bit taken aback; she mainly ignored the woman, but the emotional struggle must have been cataclysmic within her Core. Her entire life had collapsed on her head.

Loral wove another invisible spell, causing the Vulpes’s chair to slide out and sweep her up before returning to its previous place. “Hallaway, I understand what you are going through … more than most,” she whispered. “If you could pull yourself together enough to explain a little about what will await Sora and her friends, then I will do my best to help you … collect yourself.”

Hallaway’s throat was a bit parched, but with a simple spell, she fixed it, swiftly composing herself; although, her countenance was still that of pained remorse.

“The Yellow Sector of the capital, as I’ve said, is the source of the negative energy we used to … as I understood it, sealed the breach in the Sea of Spirits…”

She took another long breath before steeling herself and continuing; still, she was unable to hide the emotions in her voice. “Tola’s predecessor had begun moving beyond this model on her own, hoping for another path forward many millennia before she was born … it was not the first time such an idea had occurred to a Council Member, and to protect the ritual, that we felt was necessary … Niomie killed her, like many before, and gave…”

She cut off as Tola shot to her feet, magical energy radiating around her, but Sora’s earlier command came into effect, trapping the Blue Seat in a barrier that easily absorbed the furious Vulpes’s attempts to seize Hallaway and suspend her in the air.

“You did what?! After … she was … Iminula was the closest thing to a mother figure we had in the Sector! She loved and taught us so much … and you … you just killed her for … for what! Say something! Justify it again!”

No one spoke after Tola’s screams; she’d probably been thinking about her mentor’s death for a while after discovering all the corruption, but to finally have it confirmed was hitting her hard … both Hallaway and Tola were crying, one mortified and hurt while the other struggled with her past actions, no-longer defensible in her mind.

Tears slid down Hallaway’s cheeks, body trembling as she hugged herself; mistakes and false justifications of hundreds of thousands of years collapsing around her. “... I can’t, Tola … so many lies and hidden truths that I thought … I never wanted it to be like this … yet I cannot deny that I did take part … a necessary evil.”

“Is that it?” Tola demanded, quivering fists pressed against the translucent barrier. “Is that all Iminula was worth?”

Emilia’s body was tense upon the sudden shift in direction, and Sora had the Realm Core cut off all energy between everyone but the two of them, providing a safe place for Emilia to relax in and give her daughter a little reprieve from all the emotional discharges she must have felt … Sora certainly was.

She gave Emilia a reassuring smile as she discharged a tense puff of air, fanning her face.

Her first encounter with Aiden came to mind, and a new set of painful emotions flooded her heart; to see the boy crying over an empty grave … a symbol he’d purchased himself to remind him of Tiri, Kari’s 8-year-old sister, taken from her family by their uncle’s cruel jaws.

A tear fell down her cheek, recalling the warm emotions in Kari’s heart when her sister had tried to snuggle up to her and she’d push her away because it was too hot … how much she missed those simple interactions.

Tola was going through something similar … learning about the death of a mother figure to her, and those types of overwhelming discharges of emotional energy could actually be damaging to a Vulpes if they didn’t know how to properly defend themselves from those waves.

We’ve all been through so much … How many sacrifices are required? Will we ever really find peace…

Sora’s attention moved to Jin in surprise as she responded to Tola’s demanding questions.

“What do you want her to say?” The Korean Dragon was chewing on her inner cheek, arms wrapped under her chest. “Yeah, it sucks … but stuff like that happens all the time in other Realms, and it doesn’t matter how bad Hallaway feels; she’s not coming back.”

Tola’s wet blue eyes darted to her. “How can you say that … what am I supposed to do then?” She asked, fist tightening against her chest. “I’d…”

“Killing her is an option,” Eyia replied, and Sora realized Tola may have been thirty-thousand years old, but her experiences were tied to this very peaceful world, which she took a majority of the responsibilities tending to.

“Would that really provide what she wants, though?” Loral asked, leaning forward with a sad expression. “I killed Vulpes and humans without number for what I believed to be right … yet the chances of my success were almost non-existent … and I only did it because I saw there was no alternative. I was prepared for this kind of action, groomed to fulfill my duties to this Realm … Hallaway was not. I empathize.”

Eyia shrugged. “It depends on her desire for closure; the death of that perpetrator of that cut can close the wound … and sometimes it cannot. There are other options to consider.”

Sora couldn’t disagree, watching the mourning green-furred Vulpes, and she despised thinking about it, but they had limited time to learn what they needed to do. “Tola … I know this cannot be easy, and I will try to help you find closure … there’s a way I’ve discovered. I think I first learned it from Gloria … thinking back … I was just kind of subconsciously imitating what she did for me.”

She smiled at Kari; the Fenris Wolf’s lips were pulled in, vision on the table, recalling the time they’d linked. Somehow, Gloria had done that with every positive influence in her life to show she was loved, personally linking to each of them through her magic throughout space and time.

Tola’s closed fists tightened against her chest, taking a few breaths to force herself back into control, and after a hard silence, she returned to her seat. “I will … trust in your words, Sora … even if it’s challenging.”

Sora reached over to find her daughter’s hand, removing the barrier around Tola in the process and lowering Emilia’s protective shell. “You doing better?”

“Yeah … it was just … it was like I was on fire…” Emilia mumbled, nervous gaze darting between the two Council Members.

“We can work on that in a bit, too,” Sora reassured, squeezing her hand. “Okay, Loral.”

Loral simply looked at Hallaway with a compassionate smile. “Whenever you are ready.”

Hallaway took a full minute to collect herself, letting the stains remain on her cheeks remain while she continued.

As the Yellow Seat on the Council, Mofupsi presided over her area, and she’d gained that position by killing the previous member. In fact, Mofupsi believed everyone on the Council earned their spot by a trial of combat; Niomie had manipulated the last Yellow Seats in a manner to make it not even worth mentioning.

The early days of Tola’s own society among the Blue Sector of the Capital was already tempered by Iminula, the previous leader, and it was she that had learned to unravel the Seal infecting her population, which she’d taught Tola, stripping all of their citizens of the magically induced malleable traits Nephesh implanted into them. Niomie had already begun turning the Yellow Sector into the living nightmare it had become while Iminula started to change, sensing the shift in direction since the Yellow District was the easiest to manipulate.

Unlike the peaceful and simple lives of purpose the Vulpes around the Realm experienced, or the life of luxury some of the other areas of the city had, the Yellow Section of the Capital had that molding influence used to turn the Vulpes into warring tribes.

The more Hallaway explained, the more outraged and nauseated Sora felt. With sex slaves being the start of the conversation, Emilia was promptly teleported out to be with Wendy; her daughter had already connected to Tola’s wavelength, crying softly by just experiencing a small part of the woman’s pain.

This reality Hallaway was unfolding was so revolting and alien to her.

“Mofupsi is in complete control of her section of the Capital; it is well maintained … for the most part,” she mumbled. “Most of the city’s artifacts cannot be destroyed by normal means, and the strength required far exceeds most living Vulpes. The city’s magic helps to clean the streets of grime or dirt…”

“Hallaway,” Loral gave her a sad sigh, urging her to get to the details.

“... Human males act as the playthings for the Vulpes between most levels of the Yellow Section of the Capital.”

“Playthings?” Kari asked with a lifted eyebrow.

Her nine green tails flicked with agitation. “Nothing I would personally involve myself in … or have,” she mumbled, eyes refusing to make contact with anyone. “Relationships between human and Vulpes … or other species weren’t so … weren’t like this when I was a child. Pain … to an extreme degree, emotionally, physically, mentally … strange rituals of performing certain acts that seem very … debase.”

Jin hummed with a conflicted expression. “Something tells me this isn’t the normal sex dungeon stuff … torture would probably be an understatement.”

The images flooding Sora’s mind had her face red with embarrassment and anger. “Wait, but … but they can’t even refuse? They control them?”

A forced smile lit Jin’s face. “Eh … the mind of the innocent. Best not to think about it too much, Sora. We’re talking about some seriously illegal S&M on your planet that would set most degenerate’s heads on fire … or other parts. This is with the influence of the curse they’re under from…” She pointed down with her thumb.

“Indeed,” Eyia grunted, “most abhorrent … although, there were some Gods that found great joy in such repulsive acts. Enslaving the minds of humans to enact their every desire until they were bored of them and used them for … other things.”

Hallaway’s lips were tight while listening, but her green locks bobbed with agreement. “... The closer you get to the City Tower, the more groomed and spectacular living becomes … yet the behavior can be the opposite in many ways.

“The worst is in the 7th Level … we rearranged the city’s architecture a hundred-thousand years ago when Niomie wished to streamline this project she’d thought about, which would give birth to the various districts, rising in altitude to look up at the city’s grandeur … among other things.

“Seven levels were created with gates between, separation points for those that managed to achieve some goal the Council Member could dictate. It sounded good, at first … we needed more negative emotion since it was very hard to gather, requiring a lot of work in those years … so, Niomie developed this plan.

“On the 7th Level, by the outer walls … this is where the newborn Vulpes would be placed…”

“Newborns?” Sora asked in horror, already imagining the type of behavior she’d already talked about inside the Yellow Section of the Tower … but she couldn’t have been prepared for what came next.

“Yes, newborns because they were the most malleable and able to be shaped to fit the model Niomie developed; she didn’t tell us what it was until calling a Yellow Seat to fulfill the role. I was not really fine with the idea, yet … we did need negative emotion if we were going to succeed in the yearly sealing. In the end … I relented.

“Newborns to two-hundred years old would occupy the 7th Level … a wasteland of murder, corruption, exposure, and starvation—the weak and helpless, used for more entertainment for the upper echelon, continuing the cycle of negative emotional energy we required to fuel the spell.”

A chill ran down Sora’s spine. “Newborns … you’re saying children were sent to a place where … forced to grow up like that?”

Tola was biting her lip, blood showing on her chin as she listened.

“Worse than that,” Kari mumbled, glaring at the fidgeting woman. “They were starved, too … how did they get food, water?”

Hallaway nodded. “All nourishment was provided by the 6th Level … which was encouraged at the start to hold off as long as possible … for population control within the district. If there wasn’t enough food…”

Jin hissed. “They ate each other … kids, children, all the way up to 200-year-old Vulpes? Exposure, meaning they had to fight for territory or places to sleep, factions would have joined and broken.”

Sora’s fists pressed against her thighs, glaring at the table just imagining Fen taunting her while eating food she desperately needed as she lay dying, mortally wounded after abandoned by her small group … too spent to move, a teenager crawling over her body to eat her alive … just to survive and satisfy the stinging in his parched throat with her blood.

“How … can you live with yourself?” She asked in disgust. “Over a hundred thousand years of this … a continual cycle? There had to be a better way to generate negative emotion than going to this extreme?”

“Not the point,” Jin mumbled. “Niomie had a plan … and it had to work. Right, Loral? They also had to drop in new baby Vulpes girls from the breeding farms each year, too … gotta keep up the dark emotion machine.”

Kari’s voice was a growl. “All while this Great White Tower stood high above them, a constant reminder of where they could be … just survive a little longer because they don’t know anything else, and Nephesh’s curse keeps them floating just enough to be molded into Niomie’s plan. They’ll do anything to make it out … I would, and now that they’re out, time to laugh at pathetic fools below like so many did to me.”

Putting herself down there … Emilia in that kind of hell hole … it filled her with hate … precisely what it was designed to do. “Not just that … the pain you’d feel … the despair if you didn’t make it to the next level … that would crush me.”

Kari’s nose twisted. “If you’re too weak or small … the small clique you’re in might kick you out or kill you for food, feeding on more than just your spiritual energy. Mixed with the upper-level stuff … even worse than Fenris Wolves, congratulations.”

Hallaway took a shuddering breath to continue … even more. “It is as you say, and yet you cannot blame the Vulpes … they are conditioned to feed into the depravity, influenced to further perpetuate it and delve even beyond their predecessors. To be hooked on the first taste of the energies a Vulpes can take from a man … the flavors she could extract by various methods and tiers were developed over time.

“Hierarchy evolved within each district, broke apart with revolts, reformed under new leadership … a constant cycle of violence, sexual desire, and fueled by the demand for strength to rise to the next level until you reached the Yellow Seat.”

Sora’s hands were tightened in her lap. “I can’t believe it … Niomie had to be planning the whole thing with Nephesh from the start … this is just horrifying.”

Loral’s soft voice caught her off-guard. “I’m afraid the terrifying part is the opposite, Sora … I assure you, Niomie is not so cunning for such a devious act … she is purely a puppet to her own megalomania … finally a ruler over an entire Realm, and this is what that power has revealed … who she truly was from the start that I could not curb. She is my greatest failure,” she whispered.

“A young Vulpes with such a powerful inferiority complex that without the stern hand of an opposing force has let her become an unchecked tyrant … and this broken … slowly corrupted Realm is the product,” she said, looking down at the Yellow Section of the city from an aerial view.

Sora couldn’t really see anything in particular from this distance, but the point was made … Loral didn’t want to show her what it would be like yet; she would let her mentally prepare herself.

“So,” Kari spoke up, scratching the back of her neck with irritation, “basically, Niomie’s more gratified by her power over the Council and this Realm or the crack in the Sea of Spirits, the Vulpes, or anything else? You and Sora already took everything from her … so how does she feel about that?”

“Good point,” Loral replied, staring down with a sad expression. “She’s bitter and buying her time to retake control, plotting to use whatever she can, but I’ve already taken care of Niomie … there’s no need to worry about her actions. What else can they expect, Hallaway?”

“More?” Sora asked, already emotionally fried.

“Many more … the few male Vulpes that are born here are given special treatment for more exotic sexual exchanges, human women tormented with horrific visions, crushing their psyche.”

“Why?” Sora asked, now seeing Ashley or Mary strung up in some dungeon, mind wracked with magical torture.

Hallaway shook her head, eyes closed again while hugging herself, just thinking about it. “The intense jealousy Niomie placed in their minds … feeding them the lie that by their very nature, human females will take their men away if given a chance.”

She continued as if in some kind of confessional. “When men reach a certain age … if they survive, they are sent to Niomie’s assistants, who are trained to wipe their memories and send them to the human breeding camps … but they’re never the same after everything that’s been done to their Cores.

“Throughout the year, the male number is replenished … imported from around the world on a set schedule. Most are kept within the Tower at first, then passed down to the lower levels…”

“Like scraps of meat,” Kari mumbled.

Loral pushed forward. “Hallaway, we have a limited time before it begins.”

“I know,” she mumbled, “it’s just … nothing makes sense anymore…”

When Hallaway got to the process of actually making it to a new level, Sora already saw Niomie as a monster … how anyone could methodically develop something like this … cultivate it like she was taking care of an ant farm … it was repugnant, and she was relieved she’d sent Emilia to Wendy before her daughter heard this.

 Any Vulpes could attempt to advance to the following levels, but unless they had reached three tails, then it was suicide … simple as that, which many tried … they’d probably die that year anyway. The competition to just get the 6th Level was intense, and it only grew more challenging, each sector having more powerful Vulpes with expanding abilities.

Sora could participate in the event, rising to each level, and just as Loral wanted, it would be met with scorn, and eventually, contempt. The more progress she made, the more jaded they’d feel, and if she mocked them by saying they weren’t even worth killing … in a society that was kill or be killed, it would further build the storm they wanted to generate.

The contest was displayed to every Vulpes not participating, even the lower-levels, to see what they’d missed, to know a safe spot away from their horror-filled life had been taken by a foreign Vulpes, and worse, non-Vulpes … it was horrifying.

Sora could practically feel the odium … it would be palpable through the blood-soaked streets. Yet, if they wanted to tie Loral’s spell to the amalgamation towering over the Sea of Spirits, then they would need every inhumane drop of negative energy.

It wasn’t right to Sora … and she actually hated it, but there wasn’t any better method that could generate the kind of power they needed … to get her family back and fix this broken system; she had to participate in something she despised.

Sora was sure the Human Realm’s negative emotions could provide it forever, but that wasn’t an option with the forces waiting for them outside.

Feeling trapped and frustrated, Sora asked, “Has there ever been friends … anyone that helped one another?”

Hallaway’s closed eyes trembled a bit before shaking her head. “Not that I’m aware … if there were, then they would have stabbed them in the back. Friendship doesn’t mean anything in that kind of environment because it makes you vulnerable … by design. A group only accepts you if you contribute … don’t bring back enough food or water … pay the price. If you did not cause enough damage to the opposing group … they don’t need another body to feed.”

Kari had taken the news a lot better than her … it wasn’t all that different from where she’d lived; her brother had killed Lori in front of her, stabbing the 16-year-old girl through the heart to simply teach his sister a lesson.

By her glances, though, she knew Sora wasn’t accustomed to that level of brutality, so she pushed forward. “Okay … what do we need to do? When it starts, what are the rules?”

“Right…” Hallaway opened her eyes, wiping at her wet cheeks; this wasn’t the only horrific thing she’d done throughout the ages, Sora was sure, and the green-furred Vulpes was having to deal with all of those tragic, naive actions of believing in Niomie since her youth. “There are only a set number of spots available that are announced by the Area Boss, starting in Sector 6.

“Over the past few days, Vulpes have been gathering at the outer wall of Sector 7, fighting for the closest spot to the center … the cleanest route to Sector 6’s gate. Once the Area Boss gives the signal, a magical mark will appear on anyone touching the wall, and if they make it to the gate and touch it, then they will be teleported across.”

Jin huffed, arms held against the back of her head. “Heh, it’s not a simple race, though. Anything goes … including their group homies selecting one person to get across and doing their best to get them there?”

“Why?” Sora asked. “No one’s friends, so…”

Kari leaned forward with a sad sigh. “A deal … we get you across, and you throw us down food. It’s the only thing some Vulpes can do if they’re too weak to participate outright, and so they focus on acting as a group to take out stronger individuals … you’d think that would form a bond, though.”

“Perhaps,” Hallaway whispered, “but from what I have seen … which is limited because I could not stomach it, those types of bonds rarely last more than a year in that kind of environment, and deals for food thrown down forgotten amongst the pleasures and power above.”

“No honor…” Eyia stated with scorn.

Loral released a regretful hum. “They were never taught it.”

Sora sat back, feeling a bit spent from the amount of energy she exerted just listening to Hallaway. “So … we get there and make it to the 6th gate as fast as possible. It shouldn’t be that hard, to be honest…”

That couldn’t be said the same about the weight that pressed against her heart, and she tried to brace herself for how bad it would hurt, running through a warzone. Could she just abandon a child that was about to be killed? She couldn’t help but put Emilia in any of those Vulpes’s place … the pain that would rip her heart apart, but she couldn’t be every child’s savior … just like Nathan had counseled her after the Spiritual Worm fiasco, when she’d ran after Aiden to stop him from committing suicide.

 Her lip tucked under, trying to restrain her own tears while listening to Hallaway. “Once you reach the 6th Level, and when the last spot is filled, the next event will start very soon after to not lose enthusiasm, which will continue to the Tower.

“After the 7th Level free-for-all, each Vulpes that wishes to participate must put their hands on the wall again, and you will be assigned three random opponents. Each of them can attack you at the same time, but it is more balanced after this, and no one can intervene with the match unless appointed to you … or they shouldn’t; certain Sector Bosses may allow some types of interference.”

For the first time since her outburst, Tola joined in the conversation, voice drained. “The Sector Bosses can change the rules … if they each have nine-tails and are the strongest out of all the Vulpes, then could they join?”

Hallaway shook her head. “No, not unless Sora has made it to the Tower and challenges her there while the competition is still in effect.”

“Can they select Sora’s opponents … not by random.”

“... Yes,” Hallaway mumbled.

“Eh … not that bad,” Jin hummed. “I bet they won’t do it until much later.”

Eyia folded her fingers together atop the table. “I agree. Not until they have seen how powerful we are, which is why we must conserve our strength … we are in a battle of attrition against potentially powerful foes. We must be efficient. I believe once we reach the 4th Level is where the Sector Bosses will take particular notice of us, and the 3rd will be a single selected challenger.”

“How can you tell?” Tola asked, tails weaving uncomfortably to the opposite side of her chair.

“Experience,” Jin chuckled, running her hand through her hair, “with a bit of Valkyrie intuition … you blasted birds…”

“I am not a bird, friend,” Eyia huffed, glaring at the Dragon.

“Could have fooled me with those wings you get when…” She trailed off at Eyia’s icy glare. “Gah … you’re so stubborn, I get it … you wanna work on your dad’s stuff, but c’mon; we both know you’re holding yourself back, even against Bathin.”

“As were you.”

Jin popped her tongue. “Touché.”

“Okay,” Sora groaned, head popping onto the table while trying to get more in touch with Shadow for internal support. She’d need to let the devilish side of her come out if she hoped to survive this. “Are we ready?” She mumbled, hair curtaining around her face with her forehead against the cool table surface.

“We gotta go some time,” Kari murmured, stretching her arms left and right. “You’re going to get everyone together to tell them about all this?”

“Uh…” Sora glanced at Tola with a slight frown. “If I get everyone together, then can you break it down? I’d like to get as much practice as I can to prepare myself … mostly mentally … emotionally … I really don’t like this,” she finished, turning to Loral.

“If that is what I can do to support this plan, then I will,” Tola replied, perfectly hiding the hurricane raging within her breast.

Loral took a long breath. “... I understand, Sora … I understand what it is to make hard decisions … and to live with the consequences. Let us begin.”

At the end of this, Sora wondered how different she’d be, watching Loral vanish to continue her work.

Tapping into the Realm Core, Sora used it to spirit away Ashley and Mary from their study in the Purple Sector of the Tower, leaving Niomie trapped in the room with a seal; Sora had no clue where Phebe was. The things she wanted to say … to ponder how to react to Niomie surged in her chest, but Sora managed to temper herself; Tola was a good example.

She transported the two humans to the Blue Section’s living quarters Tola had given them to use; Sora had to wonder how they’d react to the news.

 

Using her master control over the Realm, Sora found Nathan and Aiden on a jog, and shockingly, both Liz and Alice, the first two Vulpes Sora first released from Nephesh’s Curse, were with them. She teleported them to the same location to get everyone in the same place.

The two Vulpes Kari wanted her to free came to her mind, but they wished to wash their hands clean of everything complicated involving them, so she respected their wish. The two had willfully been assigned duties that Tola’s aides had given them to do around the Blue Section of the Capital.

After everyone was in the room, Tola teleported in chairs for the group.

Emilia was a bit miffed about being shoved back to the others, but Sora calmed her down with a hug, taking a seat by her daughter. Kari took the place beside her, Eyia settling in by Emilia.

Sora smiled at everyone as they prepared themselves to get caught up on current events. She’d forgotten how big their group had become.

Brandon took the kids for a walk while Ashley stayed to get the information; Cedric and Josie made a bit of a fuss, but their dad made a tag game out of it that had them moving. The couple held hands and seemed to be in much brighter spirits after having the night alone with one another; their emotional energy was positively beaming. Sora had no illusions upon why the two had requested personal time … both bathing and sleeping.

Mary seemed to have had some kind of argument with Niomie about the psychological effects of a prolonged life that she’d moved to Ashley; Sora didn’t particularly follow it or find the topic particularly interesting with everything else on her mind.

Wendy sat beside Kari, probably trying to overcome her discomfort and fear of the Fenris Wolf.

Nathan and Aiden appeared to be getting along, and she aimed a curious stare between the two men and their Vulpes companions. Alice and Liz were many times older than the two, but to be fair, they’d lived a very simple and restricted life until Sora had shown up.

Taking a deep breath as everyone settled in, she did the quick rundown that Tola would be explaining the complicated mess they were involved in and the silver lining of what was to come if they succeeded; they didn’t have long to prepare themselves, but if everything went to plan … she’d have her family back.

However, without hearing a thing from Tola; Nathan, Alice, Liz, Emilia, Wendy, Mary, and Aiden, to her surprise, wanted to participate in a Core strengthening session, asking if she could facilitate the exercise for them.

Sora had no problems doing it, and the Realm could help enhance that to a degree she couldn’t even understand … so, she relented. Moving them to an isolated room, Sora had the Realm aid her in guiding them into their own Cores for the first time while Kari and Eyia did their own personal Core training without her.

With the Realm acting in her aunt’s place, they were able to scratch the surface of the Outer Body Technique; Aiden knew how to do much of it himself, and Emilia was close to being able to enter the surface level without help, but the other six wouldn’t be able to emulate the process on their own.

Once they were all set on their own paths, Sora dove down to meet with Shadow again … she needed advice that only she knew how to answer … the part of herself she shied away from.
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                Sora closed her eyes and entered the Outer Body Technique, delving into her spirit. The vision of the illuminated circular space opened up before her, and an inner peace filled her mind.

A small smile brightened her lips upon entering the controlled area, and she gripped her wrist behind her back, walking in a wide circle to gaze into the endless darkness surrounding her. 

With a desire, she activated her magic, pulling her thick copper hair into a perfect triple-layer braid while looking up at the brilliant rays shining upon her. Sora instinctively dimmed the lights, finally taking the time to do something for herself while she had the time.

A music video she loved to listen to a few months back played all around her, filling her heart with nostalgia of a time before Junior High when everything was less complicated.

Memories of the three-week-long trip her father, Wendy and she took to various parts of the United States filled the space; some of the most cherished memories she had were within those weeks … the last big trip they’d taken together. She had so much fun seeing New Orleans, The Grand Canyon, Telluride, Yellowstone National Park, and Yosemite.

It was comforting to experience the best parts of her life again, even if only for a short time to clear her heart and mind, which was certainly one of the greatest gifts of the Outer Body Technique.

She could go anytime she wanted to Disney World with Wendy; they often did before becoming teens, when Kari came between all of her friendships; there was also the pressure her best friend had from her mother that became a factor as they grew older. Without Wendy, it just wasn’t fun to go anywhere, and so she hid in her protective ivory tower.

A giggle slid through Sora’s throat while watching her own bright 10-year-old smile through her father’s eyes, and the recording her Core made of his spiritual reactions when near the man. All she could feel was the love and joy he got, but not from the Grand Canyon Sora was freaking out over, pulling a frightened 10-year-old Wendy closer to a safe spot designed to look down. He was happy seeing his daughter’s energy and excitement.

The memory of how they parted fought to take her peaceful joy away, but all it took was an active desire to keep the current scene in progress for the horrible thoughts to vanish.

Swapping to her own point of view, she skipped to the part of the trip when her little 10-year-old joyful self was able to just jump into her father’s open arms.

Sora copied her younger self’s words. “I love you, daddy.”

A hot pressure touched her breast, and she wiped a bitter-sweet tear away from her cheek, dispelling the scene and brightening the space again. Turning around, she smiled at a copy of her father that she conjured with magic. She just needed to say what was on her heart. He didn’t have to respond, only smile and nod.

“Wherever you are … I know you still love me, Dad.” An awkward smile touched her lips while her vision dropped, cheeks reddening. “I’ve got a daughter now … it’s not what you’d think, ya know … a lot’s happened, and well, I’m just trying to figure out all this parent stuff with all the other craziness in my life.”

Her focus returned to her father’s understanding expression, and she took in a shuddering breath before letting it out. “I know it was probably really hard for you … knowing all of that stuff with Mom and not being able to tell me. Heh … I definitely would have thought you were nuts if you told me my mom was a Vulpes and I’d grow tails and ears at some point.”

Tucking in her lips, she walked over and pulled him down a bit so she could kiss his cheek. “You did your best to handle being alone … I can see why you never tried to date or anything now, too. It … took a bit for me to kind of think about it, but … just having Emilia with me and thinking about living on Earth is just … it’s not a place I’d really like to expose her to.”

She sniffed, clearing her throat. “You know, I might be able to meet my mom’s side of the family,” she wiped a few tears from her eyes, “isn’t that awesome?”

He nodded with the dashing smile that always melted her heart; she’d seen him having an empty expression every so often when at home, but whenever she came in, it vanished, and a hopeful light brightened his face.

Stepping in close, her arms tightened around his sides, pressing against his chest while mumbling, “I know you did the best you could, Dad … and I know you’ll be by my side, forever and always … I can’t wait to see you again.”

Her lips tightened, more tears close to her eyes, and she took a deep, trembling breath. “I love you.” Sora released the magic, causing him to vanish in her arms like smoke. “I’ll love you forever and always,” she whispered.

She took a moment to clean her cheeks; it felt better doing it herself than simply making it disappear like her aunt, and once done, looked up with a weak laugh. “Why does it feel like it’s raining, but … it’s not that cold?”

Eyes closing, she hugged herself, remembering her father’s body heat against her skin; his protective embrace enclosed around her. Vision opening, she rubbed her shoulders and steeled her heart.

The deep-seated emotional struggle had been dealt with, and it was time to be an adult; she was forced to grow up, and it was time to meet Shadow again.

Looking at her feet, a swirl hit her stomach as the bright ground vanished, and she descended to the depths of her Intelligence to greet the part she hid away. Sora’s duplicate gave her a smirk upon landing in the darkness; all she could see was her clone in the fathomless dark.

“Welcome back to the pit.”

Sora glanced around, returning the expression. “Is decorating really not your strong suit?”

“Heh,” Shadow held her hands behind her head, following her gaze, “I’m not some split Intelligence that needs to have a living space; I don’t see you decorating that high pedestal you’re on.”

“True,” Sora snickered. “Okay, so … you know why I’m here?”

Shadow lifted her hand in a passive gesture, morphing her domain to represent what appeared to be a World War 2 battle-zone; boys that looked no older than 16 to 18 mixed among the ranks of both sides.

“...” Sora’s smile fell, crossing her arms while watching the battle play out, men crying, screaming, and dying, bodies broken, blown apart, and blood soaking the upturned dirt of dugouts.

“This is what you wanted. Right?” Shadow asked with a short chuckle, walking to a nearby boy with his arm blown off, white-faced from pain, and thrashing with the limb that remained, his buddy trying to stop the bleeding until a medic could get to them. “How to deal with the ugly.”

Sora waved the scene away, not amused. “Yes … I suppose. I don’t know how that was going to help me, though.”

“Heh,” Shadow’s tails flicked in the opposite direction while walking a bit away, creating the scene of the werewolf boy Sora nearly killed in her apartment when Devin kidnapped her father. “You’re going to see dying children or Vulpes that look like children, even if they’re much older than you, but do you really think this is a rare sight?”

Sora’s gut and face tightened; she didn’t want to see this again. Her tails wrapped around each other; just seeing the memory returned the horrifying emotions that flooded her heart in the incident.

The eleven-year-old werewolf boy already had deep burns across his chest from her earlier inferno. He leaped on top of her when Devin ordered it, pinning her to the ground with his damaged body; incensed, foxfire lit across her tail before she pressed the flames across the werewolf’s face, causing a sharp howl of pain as he shoved her away.

Ron was in the elevator, shattered chair leg piercing his stomach, blood leaking onto the floor, and the werewolf reverted back to his human form. Severe burns ran from his face to his small chest, staring blankly up at the ceiling while jerking unevenly, in shock from the sheer pain he was experiencing.

“I saved him…” Sora whispered.

Shadow cut her off. “Heh, you don’t seem to be getting what I’m showing you. Why did you, yes, you, allow me to do that to an eleven-year-old kid?”

A lump dropped down Sora’s throat before releasing a sigh, gripping her left bicep. “It’s not like I knew he was eleven…”

“Hmm?” Shadow asked with a lifted eyebrow. “What did you think he was?”

“...” Sora figured where she was going and averted her gaze; her much more innocent counterpart picked up the dying boy in her arms, rushing to escape Stephanie’s icy realm.

“A monster,” Shadow responded, “the answer is, a monster. You didn’t see a boy, and so you had no problems killing it … not him, but it. You stripped its life of any value, and that’s perfectly fine! You just need to realize it.” Her counterpart replied, walking around Sora to face her again

Sora shook her head, tucking her lip under. “What would I have done if I knew he was an eleven-year-old?”

“No! Wrong! What would you have done if he died?” Shadow countered with a tilted head and smile, her tails shifting to the opposite side again. “Would you have given up on recovering our father … broken down into tears and just lied down and cried?” She taunted.

A long puff of air shot through Sora’s throat. “I don’t know.”

“C’mon,” Shadow goaded, walking forward to flick her forehead; Sora glared at her, rubbing the spot. “You can’t tell you that; I’m you! What would we have done? I want to hear it from you.”

Sora’s gaze fell, knowing the answer, but Shadow pulled another scene into focus to illustrate her point.

They watched a memory at the underground base when she was running with two human scientists, and then two frenzied werewolves turned the corner, spotting them; they pounced toward the three, wild eyes and bloodied teeth trained on the weak humans.

Flipping in the air, her past self sent a combustion at one, causing Sora to wince, fire eating through its chest and burning organs, yet it no longer felt pain and would attack to its dying breath. Sora dodged the other’s attack and threw it back down the hall.

Soon after, Eric rushed out of nowhere, grabbing both by the neck and nearly taking their heads off by slamming the pair into the floor.

The scene repeated with the werewolves on one side, and on the other, Mary, Nathan, and Ashley, Sora’s magic breaking their curse; however, this time, the beasts Eric killed were replaced by humans, both women, crying for help.

The brown werewolf’s monstrous hands shot past Sora, gripping their throats, taking them off their feet before crushing their necks against the cold steel floor. Her past self felt nothing for the two, instantly focusing on Eric.

She had to avert her gaze from the graphic scene. “I…” She trailed off with guilt.

“What, you didn’t know?” Shadow snickered. “One got salvation while the other got oblivion, yet you haven’t thought about either of those incidents since, and it’s the same for the boy until I brought the memory back. If you had killed him, you would have simply buried it in your closet and moved on because that was all you could do. It’s not bad or wrong … it’s reality.”

“I don’t want that reality,” Sora mumbled.

Shadow rolled her eyes. “So you want fantasy? Look, do you think you’d be this shocked and frozen if you grew up in the 1200s or 8th century? No, because this whole fear of kill or be killed has all but been wiped out from man’s conquest of the world; it’s a social persona you’ve developed through a soft, cushy 1st World upbringing. Do you think the kids in the Africa wild would bat an eye to kill a person? No, and that’s because of social constructs.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Sora asked with a deep frown.

“Oh, dear, am I hitting a nerve? There’s nothing wrong with that!” Shadow scoffed, turning their surroundings to Miami. “When in Miami, do as those in Miami.” It shifted into the hot savanna of Africa, watching kids drive cars with fully automatic guns while transporting drugs in the back. “When in Africa, do as those in Africa … or die. Don’t be stupid; you’re still living in your 1st World bubble when you’re not there anymore.”

Sora watched the kids laugh while talking gibberish; she didn’t even know what language they spoke. “Why can’t we make things better?”

“There it is!” Shadow mused, clapping with mirth. “There’s that 1st World savior complex at work! Civilize the savages! Well, guess what? They don’t want what you want, and so you either die trying to convince them peacefully, like so many others have, or do what has been shown to work … conquer them and civilize the wild by force! Who’s going to defend your 1st World morals in a wild world, and who are you to tell them how to live?”

They don’t know any better, though. Sora thought with a low growl but realized she was injecting her own thoughts into it. Different cultures would live by certain rules, and Shadow wasn’t wrong; every peaceful society was made that way by forced conquest and suppression of any opposition.

In fact, she was planning on freeing the Vulpes in the Yellow Section of the Capital, yet that didn’t mean they would stop their brutal lifestyle; they could just spread it across the world if left unchecked … and there it was, social control, forcing her morals on others.

“So what … when in Rome, do as the Romans?” She mumbled. “Don’t try to make things better?”

Shadow shrugged, wiping away the scene. “I couldn’t care less. Humans put a social, ethical paradigm around everything in their own little sphere. In some places, slavery is great, and in others, it isn’t. There’s no way to get around it; Inari said if you want something, then you’ll need to sacrifice.

“Okay. What are you sacrificing to make a peaceful society? Killing all those that choose not to abide by your holy laws, or brainwashing them and calling it re-education camps, or torture by stealing years off their lives in prison.”

“Yeah,” Sora whispered, “but you can’t just have those people in society…”

“Exactly,” Shadow giggled, “the social, ethical construct or persona people develop, crushing their true desires while breaking them whenever someone isn’t looking. Oh, I’ll just steal some office supplies that I don’t really need, but I just want to steal something or taking the extra money a store accidentally gives you and not return it.

“People don’t really believe in the rules; they play a subtle game and break it when no one is looking, or it's convenient. Career hobo millionaires to 2nd class immigrant labor; everyone is fine breaking the rules they don’t like but perfectly fine advocating against it in public, and we’re no exception. Look at the werewolves you had no issue killing that you could have saved.”

Silence stretched as Sora looked into the darkness, thinking about Shadow’s words, and after a moment, she asked, “What am I willing to sacrifice to get my desired outcome?”

Shadow hummed. “People like to think all lives matter, but that’s not really true; at least, we don’t act like it is. It’s a rather ridiculous thing to say, really; it’s a signal to the social crowds because everyone has a pyramid with the lives of certain people they value more than others. A mother will more often than not put her daughter’s life above her own. You can’t get around that logic, yet in 1st World countries, they perpetuate the idea that everyone has the same intrinsic value … they don’t.”

Sora hugged herself. She didn’t like that train of thought, but she’d already proved Shadow’s point and knew her darker counterpart was itching to pull up multiple instances where she’d put someone else’s life above others, including putting Mimi above her own and Emilia’s; she could have made Emilia an orphan because of that decision.

“I … suppose I was kind of blinded by a lot of things in a safe society.”

“You think?” Shadow asked, sending a hiss of air through her lips. “Aunt Inari doesn’t get involved with humanity for many reasons, and the inability to agree on anything as a whole numbers among them.

“There will always be someone that says violence is acceptable to shut down certain types of people they disagree with, which is even present in every 1st World country. I mean, personally, I don’t find much of a problem with it, but others do. It’s an endless cycle. And so … why will you not help one starving Vulpes out of the countless others that will die in this competition?”

Sora breathed out a heavy sigh. “Because … well, it’s not like I don’t value their life…”

“Mhm…”

“It’s just … I value Emilia and my family more … I can’t be everyone’s savior.”

“There it is!” Shadow clapped. “Nathan told you the same thing when Aiden was going to commit suicide.”

A lightbulb flashed in Sora’s mind. “You’re right … if it came down to saving Emilia or a random child … I would always pick Emilia first. I do have a pyramid of value for life … we’d be lying to ourselves if we didn’t say that, but that doesn’t mean I can’t help those I’m able to offer a hand to.”

Determination set in her breast, and she smiled at Shadow. “What would you do if I gave you full control during the competition?”

“Seriously?” Shadow rolled her eyes. “You won’t do it.”

“Of course not,” Sora chuckled, “but what would you do?”

Shadow smirked. “Simple. I’d win. I’d kill anyone that got in our way without guilt.”

Sora’s lips fell. “Even if it was Emilia?”

“Hmm … turning it on me now, huh?” Shadow mumbled, expression falling with her eyes. “No … Emilia is more important to us than even returning all of our family back to life.”

A warmth spread through Sora’s body. “Good … exactly what I wanted to hear. I may feel sad about the place I enter, and maybe I can’t help everyone, but until I’m in that situation, I don’t know what I will do until I’m in that situation. That being said … I know my goal, and … I can say few things could get between me and it. I’ll do what I must.”

Sora began returning to what her Shadow called her high pedestal.

“Call when you need!” Shadow grinned, waving her off with a wink. “Oh, and let me have more fun; you’re still so stuffy and stiff!”

“Alright,” Sora chuckled. I want to help people, but that doesn’t mean I’m the savior of the world … I can only do so much.

Something Inari told Ashley returned to Sora as she reached her white platform, forcing her eyes to widen; her aunt’s voice spoke in her mind from the recollection.

“Can you push yourself to the peak every single day? You know it, I know it. You must decide to be better. To fight. To carve out a place for yourself in the world. There are no excuses; get it done. Do you think I became one of the most powerful beings in existence because of luck? Because of my birth? No, I sacrificed; I grew; only the successful will understand that.

“Today, you will make better decisions. Stay true to yourself and your beliefs. Stay true to what’s important to you. Understand that to have anything of significant value, you must suffer, endure, and sacrifice; think about that. Many do not realize it, but that combination of words, suffer, endure, sacrifice, mirror another combination, faith, hope, charity. You must take up responsibility, accountability, and pure hard work.

“There is nothing more satisfying than making it on your own terms, to be the fire that drives you to be self-made. Everything that will come to you in the future will be from your own actions, not Sora’s, not mine, but your own agency. Cowards never start. The weak never finish. The strong never quit. Respect is not given; it is earned. Be fearless. Be powerful. Sacrifice now, enjoy the reward later. You don’t need my opinion; you have your own opinion, your own heart, your own purpose. Sacrifice for it. Make it happen.”

She needed to take everything she’d learned from her aunt and apply it; it was time for her to put down the training wheels and ride the bike.

Sora conjured a chair, sitting down to meditate on all the magical skills she’d learned. She went through her transmutation skills, molding the elemental structure of things to create clothes; it could be utilized in so many other ways.

Her illusions, foxfire, advanced senses, spiritual defenses, and manipulations that could influence the Intelligence, body, and spirit. The physical enhancements she received, nail extensions, minor shapeshifting, such as erasing her human ears, heightened spiritual perception, danger sense, and natural predator instincts.

She studied her time in Eyia’s dreams, able to invade other creature’s sleep, night vision, the manipulation of raw magical energy that she’d first seen her aunt accomplish in the Spiritual Plane.

There were so many abilities she had at her fingertips; most of what she could do was only limited by her imagination, instinctual magical weave experience, and the amount of power she’d gained.

Once finished reflecting on her abilities, she prepared to spar against her past opponents, starting with Bathin. She tried, at least.

The demon crushed her into paper in the blink of an eye; she couldn’t even twitch a finger before Bathin’s grinning spiritual imprint teleported right in front of her stunned face and killed her.

It was the first time she’d experienced death in her Core training exercises; the process didn’t really hurt, but she was sent from the battlefield she’d created to the center of her white platform.

Annoyed, she tried it two more times before giving up.

She didn’t expect the Demon Lieutenant to be so far above her; it seemed like a lifetime ago since she last saw the creature. Yet, both Githa and him would eat her alive … literally, and the battle sessions proved it.

Trying to make herself feel better, she used a general imprint of Mofupsi, the Yellow Seat, to gauge the difference in power.

Folding her arms, she was at least a bit happier to see Githa and Bathin both crush the woman. It was a bit of a back and forth, unlike Sora, but she only had a very surface-level understanding of the blonde Vulpes based on her spiritual defense.

Trying to go up against Mofuspi herself landed her into a one-handed chokehold, feet dangling as the woman laughed and snapped her neck without effort. Any magic she used simply bounced off her defensive shield.

Sora growled while returning to life. She should have expected it since the woman was a nine-tailed Vulpes that had lived thousands of years, but it was just aggravating to know she was so far behind.

A sad chuckle passed through her lips, dropping back into her chair within her Core; Fen would have been yelling at how privileged she was to even think she had a chance against a nine-tailed Vulpes with two tails.

“I’m so weak! Gah … who should I try next, though … I’m not getting anywhere fighting creatures that school me in less than a second. Githa, Bathin, and Mofuspi are no-gos … but what about Eyia?” She mused, creating an image of her Valkyrie friend.

Eyia had shown an example of her fighting style during their escape, battling Bathin’s shadow creatures and restraining Jin.

Why don’t we go with … ah, the mist sword with the barbarian spirit women.

Creating the battle scenario, Sora readied herself.

Eyia gave her a bright smile. “Ah, so we fight to the death? I shall do my best to help you understand real combat, Sister!”

“Thanks!” Sora returned the grin. “We can go when…”

Sora trailed off as she blinked, and Eyia was gone; her instincts told her to duck, but her head was already flying off to the side, watching her copper hair spread across the air, body toppling to the floor. Eyia’s broadsword had cut right through her neck, her friend wearing a concerned frown.

Everything went black, and she was suddenly lying on the ground, hair fanned out above her with the Valkyrie standing over her. “I did not expect you to be so slow, Sister … hmm, we must work on your speed and perception.”

“I’m … slow?” Sora asked, utterly baffled by the blonde girl’s teleportation … it had to be teleportation. “What the crap am I supposed to do? I barely even sensed you behind me. No! I was dead when I sensed you behind me!”

I can’t believe this! She didn’t even use her barbarian spirits! How could I see Bathin’s movements and not Eyia’s?

Eyia nodded with a thoughtful hum. “You have no combat skills, Sister. I hid my spiritual presence before striking, and you could not follow my sword technique.”

“You can do that?” Sora grumbled. “I could follow you for the most part when you fought those shadow things, and Bathin, but I tried it again, and he just owned me…”

“Yes, you saw me use this against the Daēva,” Eyia stated with a bright tone. “However, you were slowly increasing your spiritual perception throughout every fight; it was only natural given your desires at the time, and each confrontation allowed you to continue gathering energy and focusing it into perception.”

“So,” Sora mumbled, getting to her feet while brushing back her hair, “you’re saying I need to go study my own spiritual mastery during those fights? Mmgh … great.”

Eyia waved as she vanished, and Sora released a long sigh; she hadn’t expected it to be so complicated, but it made sense; she was acting on pure instinct in that situation. It gave her hope that she could surpass her limits by feral instinct when needed, yet that could be so much more if she learned how to actively utilize those skills on the spot.

She spent a decent chunk of her time observing the fights that occurred in the demon’s base and began to notice several essential skills several of her teammates were using.

Jin’s mastery over her own energy was peculiar upon deep study; she didn’t actually use a lot of power in her attacks, even if it was massive for Sora at the time. The girl was very restrictive when using the explosive force inside her, which was likely connected with the Dragon’s unwilling transformation.

She had yet to reach maturity as a Korean Dragon, meaning her body couldn’t handle the raging energy within her Core; so, she was very detailed with her magical and spiritual weaves. When she entered the Dragon Rage state, the force she released cracked the pillars, floor and shattered the glass above.

Sora was stunned to discover that Eyia’s mist and icy atmosphere also served as a constraining bubble, absorbing the deadly waves that would have killed the humans in the room and even affected Sora. Just the full release of Jin’s aura required Eyia to dampen, which then put her at an even greater disadvantage against the Dragoons, Daēva, and Bathin near the end of that encounter.

It was no wonder Eyia had taken her head clean off within the fraction of a second; she really was just that good and might have been able to defend against Bathin or Githa if she was prepared.

“Gah … Eyia’s a no-go, too…” She groaned, running her hands over her bound hair in despair as she saw the girl kill the Blue Dragoon. “Who can I really train against that’s near my level?”

She’d just finished analyzing each of the fights and learned how to better spread her spiritual energy out like a net; it was like a spiritual zone that could be used as a map to track movements, linked with her vision, yet there was a deeper root to it.

Sora was a lot stronger than she initially thought when it came to the aura she could produce, yet the speed, strength, and understanding still wasn’t near the level of Jin or Eyia. Her two friends were far more versed in utilizing their skills for combat.

A sudden question crossed her mind, and she visualized the person she hated most in the entire world … Eric. The image of their first meeting appeared, and his whole pack circled her.

The tall man gave her a smug, infuriating smile. “Do you honestly believe you can fight me?”

Sora grinned. “Let’s see! I’ve gotten a lot stronger than when we last met!”

“A second tail, hmm?” He leered at her as if she were dirt. “The hubris; if you had five, it would mean nothing to me.”

He nudged his head, and his pack attacked.

They moved like sloths as she expanded her spiritual aura, and Eric’s brow furrowed with question, recognizing the more advanced spiritual technique.

Knowing this was just a mock battle to sharpen her skills in combat, Sora had no hesitation. This is more like it!

Foxfire lit across both her tails as she whipped them out, far quicker than the weak human werewolves, and slid her left hand down her fur, arching her flames across her front. Her foxfire mixed with her desires and magic, circling in a spiral around her form before exploding.

The expanding heat consumed everything around her, much hotter, aggressive, and larger than she’d ever produced before, leaving ashen corpses across the entire construction site.

Eric transformed into his brown werewolf form, arms covering his face as the fire passed over him. “Impossible!”

Sora’s grin brightened when he emerged, fur scorched but relatively unharmed; this was Eric after Aiden gave him his feather. Battling Eric would tell her how far she’d come, and before her training was finished, she’d kill the pompous man without remorse.

The battle went back and forth, Sora retreating, using illusionary tricks by subtly bypassing his defensive barriers ever so slightly, which wasn’t easy, sending deceptive energy into his Core through his Spiritual Network.

Red electricity forced him to keep his distance at times to avoid the deadly blasts that could penetrate his spiritual defense; it was here, with higher perception, that Sora realized its purpose wasn’t simply to zap someone but break barriers.

He landed beside a pile of heated construction beams, dodging a stream of fire Sora blew from her mouth, forcing him back; the whole of Miami would be up in intense flames with the wildfire she was spreading, melting everything.

However, the part Fenris Wolf's natural magical defenses could combat the heat, and he snatched one of the long pipes of steel, throwing it at her with a snarl; the true difficulty he was having was physically catching her or predicting her actions, given what she’d learned from Eyia’s example.

At the speed the beam was traveling, Sora could barely dodge it but instead opted to lift her hand and direct her desires while weaving her magic; the projectile split down the center as she manipulated its molecular bonds, sending the two parts smashing through several buildings.

He was powerful, fast, and durable, but she had a lot more tricks up her sleeve, and she could feel the difference.

She tested something she’d learned from her aunt and Bathin’s example; molding the magical energy she’d recorded within the area into thin webs, Sora reached out her hands and was able to gather enough raw magic to form it around the stunned Fenris Wolf, holding him in place like Bathin had done to her.

Red electricity sparked across her two tails as she gave him a wicked grin, sending the current at the trapped werewolf.

“Damn Fox … what are you?!”

Upon seeing her combination attack, he decided to go all-in, transforming into his Fenris state, breaking the magical bonds with ease; there wasn’t enough raw magic in the area for a human mage to contain him.

His speed increased dramatically, powering through her electricity to appear right in front of her; she could see it, but her reaction time wasn’t sufficient to escape, causing a smile to brighten his lips. She tried to make a protective barrier, and he shattered it with ease.

I lost round one…

Large jaws closed around her body, and everything went black.

Waking up in the same location with the werewolves and Eric frozen in space around her, Sora scratched the back of her head, bringing around her hair to glare at her braid for no particular reason.

I can push him into his full Fenris Form, but he’ll own me with raw speed and resistance to my magic … even my True Fox Magic has a hard time doing damage to him, which is why normal mages using the magical energy in the atmosphere get bodied by magic resistant monsters.

Hoisting herself up with a small grunt, she hummed. The werewolves aren’t an issue … they’re just fodder for my fire. Eric’s durability is my primary problem; Kari would be the same; I mean, I couldn’t do anything to her in the gym but trick her into giving up the fight to save Lori.

Elemental manipulation doesn’t work on living beings if I can’t get past their spiritual defenses, and at that point, I can just mind control them, but that does take a lot more energy than simply outright destroying their Core.

Her tails curved around her back to lie across her lap. The force I generate with the electricity is designed like a battering ram to penetrate spiritual defenses, which means if it doesn’t get past, then nothing else will, and Eric just powered right through it at the end. Did it do any damage at all?

Rewinding the scene, she got up and walked over to the frozen image of her preparing herself to die and Eric’s gaping mouth closing around her.

Further examining the damage to Eric, she noticed he had one eye closed; there had been an effect, even when he was at 100%. It wasn’t impossible to win; she just needed to land the attack when he wasn’t 100%, yet that didn’t sit right with her. Sora wanted to beat him at his best. How, though?

She retreated a few steps to drop to the ground, crossing her legs and supporting herself while looking up at the still scene. There has to be a way to enhance my lightning attack.

Figuring her connection to the Realm Core was still in effect within her own Core, she reached out and asked it to give her a magical recreation of a book within the library to guide her.

Her eyebrows lifted in surprise as a small scroll popped up in her lap; changing positions, she opened it and browsed the contents.

Basically, the force was composed of True Fox Magic and functionally acted as a spiritual structure disrupter, finding the weakest areas of a defense and exploiting those flaws. According to the volume, it was a natural effect of True Fox Magic that separated it from most magical weaves, much like her foxfire and illusions, which were some of the most simple things for her to produce.

To increase its potency, she had to increase the amount sent but to do the damage she wanted, Sora theorized it would take nearly everything she had and would need to strike the beast’s heart.

In other words, to beat Eric at his strongest, she had to play a perfect game of bait and strike.

The small piece of parchment vanished in smoke as she tossed it to the side, getting to her feet. “Alright, let’s do this again!”

It took her ten deaths to start memorizing Eric’s movements, and each time, she began at her top condition; the more she battled him, the more she understood his spiritual flow and where he would run. She recalled this type of spiritual perception just after waking up from Eyia’s dream, gaining her second tail, but the perceptive skill had receded since then without practice.

On the eleventh time, she did it. Positioning in a way to barely dodge his jaws, Sora ducked under him and sent a max-charged red bolt right through his chest.

Little physical damage could be seen, but the energy ruptured his heart, bypassing his spiritual defenses, and just as she predicted, learning from Jin’s attack on the Fenris Wolf, Eric funneled everything into a wall against her singular strike, but it just wasn’t enough.

Eric tumbled across the ground like a ragdoll, lying still as he stopped, eyes wide open.

Sora breathed out a loud sigh of relief before jumping up with a cheer. “Yes, I did it! I won, all by myself! I am making progress…”

She smiled with the exhilaration rushing through her shaking body; the fight was close … she’d never felt more alive, too.

A sheepish chuckle left Sora’s throat as she glanced around; most of the buildings were utterly destroyed by Eric’s powerful attacks or melted by the raging flames she’d generated. If she were to go all out like this, then she’d be on the ground defenseless after the final attack.

Still, Inari said she would be gaining a boost during this competition, which could make all the difference. She didn’t know how powerful one of these Vulpes would need to be to fight Eric, but she was also going into a type of match-up she was unfamiliar with … magic vs. magic.

Taking a deep breath, she exited the Outer Body Technique; Sora had taken everything she witnessed since transforming and did her best to emulate the strong people around her. She was as ready as she could be and felt more confident than ever.

Opening her eyes, she saw Eyia smiling at her, sitting three feet away. “Oh … heh, finish early, or am I just late?” Sora asked.

Eyia shook her head. “I am still preparing myself; however, we are reaching the end of our time to prepare.”

“Is that so?” Sora mumbles, vision narrowing while glancing over at Kari; she was still in her own highly defensive Core, and now that she was more proficient with her perception, she learned her new friend was possibly even stronger than the Eric she’d been fighting, putting things into perspective.

I’m so freaking behind … although, I mean, Kari has grown up around her mother from birth and learned from her. What secrets is she learning?

“Hmm…”

“Mmh?” Sora glanced back at Eyia as she studied her. “What’s up?”

“The ceiling, but the sky is behind the many rooms,” Eyia innocently replied. “I do believe you have become much stronger; you have greater control over your spiritual flow, and several defensive flaws have been patched.”

Patched … not fixed.

“Thanks!” Sora chuckled. “Umm … so, what have you been doing?”

A troubled look touched the Valkyrie’s face. “There is a part of myself that I … do not utilize to the greatest extent, and I have been endeavoring to overcome my … detest of its use.”

Kari’s amber eyes opened, glaring at the tall blonde. “Sounds a little too much like what I’m doing.”

Oh, great…

“Oh, c’mon,” Sora groaned, flaring out her copper hair, “what’s up with you two hating something about yourself? I like Kari’s cute wolf side, and I’m sure I’ll love every part of you, Eyia!”

“Hey…” Kari growled. “Look, I’m not so cute when I’ve got blood soaking my fur and leaking out of my mouth.”

Sora’s eyes widened with a teasing grin. “Mmh … did I just hear you call yourself cute?”

“Why did I say that?” Kari huffed, crossing her arms and rolling her eyes.

“I agree with the wolf,” Eyia grunted. “She is not cute but a killer.”

“Someone gets it,” Kari chuckled.

“Objection!” Sora stated, pointing at her long fluffy tail. “No one with something that cuddly cannot call themselves cute; I speak from experience!” She said, fanning her tails and motioning at Kari with them.

“Anyway,” Kari said, changing the subject, “when are we supposed to head out?”

“Soon,” Eyia stated.

Kari seemed to be getting a lot more confidence because Sora couldn’t get a blush out of her. “Alright, and how's your training going, Sora?”

“Gah,” Sora sighed, “I’m so much weaker than I thought! Although, I did manage to beat Eric at his strongest when we first fought him.”

“Wait … seriously?” Kari asked with a furrowed brow. “You beat my brother with Aiden’s feather with my help?”

Sora shook her head, hair fluttering with the motions. “Nope, all on my own. It took like eleven deaths to figure it out and a lot of study, by the way; thanks for showing me basically most of what I learned to survive, Eyia,” she chuckled.

Eyia’s sour blue irises lit. “Oh, you used me as a training assistant, Sister? We can experience real-world training together after this competition; much can be learned that cannot be within the technique.”

“Eh-heh, umm … yeah, I don’t know, Eyia … I just kind of studied how you fought against all the waves in that colosseum. I tried to fight you, and within like one-eighth of a second, you took my head off without me being able to do a thing!”

Eyia hummed with an understanding nod. “Indeed, we must start you off with the basics of raven catching; ah, such fun times!”

Raven catching … c’mon, I think I’m a little more advanced than that…

“To find and catch 10,000 ravens in an hour is an important feat.”

Sora’s lips tightened upon the number. “Ten … thousand … in an hour?”

“Mh-hmm! The tricky ones are the rockhoppers that phase through solid stone, hiding in the caves.”

I take it back; I’m not ready for the raven catching … basics my tails…

It took another three minutes of banter before Jin, Hallaway, and Tola joined them.

Sora made a quick trip to check up on everyone, noticing Liz and Alice were having a really rough time. However, from what Sora saw, they were making progress with overcoming the issues they were born with while dealing with the harsh world they were introduced to from innocence. Their Cores were healing and being reinforced with the Realm Core’s guiding aid.

In a way, they were meeting a small fragment of their Shadows, unlike Sora that had been thrown pretty far into the depths of her Intelligence, dealing with a far less forgiving version of herself. Still, Shadow was not the full breadth of the darkness within her; she was at least sure of that. Inari brought her just deep enough to get everything she needed.

The part of her that was actively seeking Lori’s death by tricking Kari into killing her friend was still buried deep within, locked behind the mental blocks she’d trapped it in. There was a savage hidden inside her mind, an inhuman beast willing to do anything for just a laugh.

Walking over to her kneeling daughter before leaving, Sora checked on her; Emilia was struggling with manipulating her own spiritual energy, looking for a better path to get into her Core.

Sora giggled at how frustrated she was, mirroring her own agitation in her own training; she kissed her forehead, and went to where the others waited.

Tola transported them to the Council Chamber where Mofuspi was waiting in her yellow seat, turning a curious smile to them. “What’s going on, Tola, Hallaway? The tournament is about to begin.”

Sora took a deep breath and nodded, stepping forward to speak for herself. “Mofuspi, I wish to compete with Eyia and Kari. We aim to make it from Levels Seven to the Tower.”

Mofupsi’s smile didn’t fade, vision shifting to the table with a low hum. “You wish to join … which would mean you want to test your combat skills, yet to make it to the Tower at two tails? I am a little confused about why you would wish to compete to that degree.”

Her gaze returned to Sora. “Although, I have been very curious about how powerful you really are as a Founder, Sora. You are willing to risk your life to make it all the way to me?”

Sora nodded, causing the Yellow Seat to chuckle.

“I cannot wait to see your progress myself! Do you realize I will not change the rules, even if you hold ultimate power over this Realm? The tournament is a show purely showcasing your own talents and skills in mortal combat. Can you make a covenant to me here and now that you will seal that connection until you can win against me in a straight fight?”

“Seal my connection to the Realm Core?” Sora asked, stomach tightening at the prospect.

Tola and Hallaway gave each other worried looks, knowing what Mofuspi was asking of Sora; her ultimate authority and protection in the Realm came from that bond.

However, after a moment’s thought, Sora nodded, calling upon her magic. “I will temporarily transfer all my authority over this Realm to Mary; she may return it to me by a desire and will be made aware of why I have done this. Mary and everyone I consider to be within my group, excluding Kari, Eyia, and I, who will be in this life and death competition, will have immutable Realm protection. When I beat you, I will have that authority returned.”

Mofupsi clapped her hands as Sora felt the complex magical weave be spun from the Realm, sealing Sora’s genetic key to the kingdom. Mary and Emilia would retain their link.

Once Mofupsi felt the magic end, she said, “Welcome to the fight,” before snapping her fingers; they were teleported to the wall to begin their climb.
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                Sora’s gut tightened as a soft breeze brushed up against her body, and she realized the sun was falling, light dimming across the city; it suddenly clicked in her brain how odd the match start was.

She did a slow turn, noting the massive breadth of the streets and height of the buildings. Thousands upon thousands of Vulpes were lined up across the wall, many showing signs of vicious battles in the past.

One of the biggest surprises was the fact more than half of them weren’t wearing clothes at all; scared, maimed, malnourished Vulpes with damage to their tails, ears, hair, and skin.

Her gaze fell upon one group of what appeared to be 11-year-old girls, naked and huddling together while glaring at a two-tailed Vulpes that had likely caused the severe gashes across their back, forcing them to tighten up against one another to give her enough room to place her palm on the wall.

It was clear that two-tailed Vulpes were the major predators with the distance many gave them.

Blood painted the polished marble roads; she could see signs of the city’s magic gradually cleaning the areas, but not fast enough to cover the struggle for all these foxes to battle their place on the wall.

The scene was right out of a nightmare, her green irises falling to groups of dead or dying Vulpes, missing tails or limbs, and left on the road; everyone was focused on the soon-to-start game and not the possible nourishment the bodies could provide.

Packs of Vulpes factions were dotted within doorways or rooftops, acting as a deterrent for their own pack leaders to get to the next area, passing on seniority and getting rid of their biggest rival within the group. The motivation to get your strongest person on the other side was considerable with the perks they could offer you once they made it.

Sora was more sickened by her own cold reaction to the horror than the scene itself; she’d prepared herself and had to sacrifice part of her human moral paradigm to be okay with this scenario. Emilia, her family, and finally having the trail of misfortune that followed her end, was worth struggling through this pit of blood. However, she made a promise in her heart.

This will be the last Harvest Festival.

Kari hummed, looking up at the colossal wall above them with a slight frown, clothes receding into her body as she changed into her Fenris Form. The display caused several dozen Vulpes’s muscles to tighten; they glared at the intruders yet didn’t move their hands from the wall.

Vulpes bodies littered the street, seemingly killed while touching the wall and thrown away for the butcherer to take their place. Her sharp nose caught the carnage for miles; hundreds upon hundreds of the corpses dirtying the immaculate city with blood.

It was like the African pictures she saw of the starving people, but it was so much more graphic in real life.

The swollen bellies and deathly thin limbs of a few small girls caused her jaw to tighten, and she was forced to turn away to not show weakness; these women would do absolutely anything to secure a place. She couldn’t make them innocent targets because of her own detest for what she was a part of.

Sora was reminded of the tirade Fen went on about how privileged she was as a Founder. She enjoyed the nourishment of multiple power sources that were all universally available and instantaneously absorbed, such as elemental attunement, which pulled in sunlight, moonlight, the force within the earth, among dozens of other types of food supplements.

She ate out of pleasure; it had no real nourishing effects on her, and if her throat was dry, it was from a mental impact, not a bodily reaction to any lack of resources.

She could draw upon the Spiritual Plane, one of many nigh-unlimited sources of sustenance she could naturally pull from, which was always within her grasp.

Eyia took one glance around and pointed up at the looming shadow of the wall above them. “We may use the free space above; it appears these Vulpes do not understand the many forms of flight.”

Sora groaned internally. I knew I should have practiced it!

Her lips pulled in as a shadowy substance began frothing off Kari’s fur, and she rose into the air with Eyia as a raven feathered cloak appeared on her back.

Clearing her throat while doing her best to ignore the tragic nature of her environment, Sora mumbled, “I … didn’t really practice that. What’re the basics again? I’ll do a quick study of it.”

Several three-tailed Vulpes within the area trained their ears on them; their entrance had been met with silent study, and the women with more tails seemed to know they were a threat to be tread lightly around.

She couldn’t help but linger on one small fox, probably still not old enough to properly transform like Luna and Rayla had been; her thin, raggedy tail was pressed between two legs, finding her own spot on the wall.

Eyia frowned. “It is a simple process for the level of control you have over your magic, Sister,” she stated, rising to join Kari. “Vulpes utilize their own spiritual energy, collect it around your body to act as a harness to be moved.”

Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes, knowing Eyia and Kari would watch over her as she entered the Outer Body Technique. It only took her an hour and a half to adapt to the proper method of forming the force.

Opening her eyes, she lifted into the air; less than a second passed from when she entered the state, causing whispers to spread through the ranks of naked Vulpes.

Sora’s focus darted to three Vulpes, all with a matching number of tails. They seemed to be together since they were next to each other, and the three actually took Eyia’s advice, trying to form their spiritual energy to fly.

No surprise, it was even cruder than what Sora had first attempted in the Outer Body Technique. At best, they could float a distance with the control they were demonstrating—still, something she didn’t expect.

The three were mumbling to one another, pointing out where the other was lacking to better increase their chances. They could have been friends, yet given what she’d been told, it was probably for another purpose.

Eyia lifted an eyebrow as Sora joined them, staring down at the three that had caught her attention, as well. “Impressive adaptability and willingness to learn from those around them; there is a high chance they will make it to the next level.”

They lifted their calm, hazel eyes to Eyia for a moment, and Sora wondered if they might have been sisters upon closer inspection. The three could have been triplets; it would explain their connection.

Judging by the defensive capabilities Sora saw, she could easily slip through without much issue, taking control of their Intelligence. The memorable bit was that each of the three was weak and strong in different areas, focusing on what the other lacked. It made her think they fought more as a unit, which would have been a pleasant surprise to what greeted her in the grim state of the 7th Level.

Sora created a simple noise cancelation weave, isolating their conversation. “Eyia … what do you think about their spiritual defenses?”

“Mmh? Weak,” She replied, blue globes analyzing them. “On Earth, they would be closer to newly awakened four-tailed Huli Jing, which is incredible, considering the other aspects I sense within them.”

Kari growled. “So, you’re saying they’re stronger than normal Vulpes on Earth?”

Eyia’s lips pulled together, glaring at the Fenris Wolf. “Yes. Although, if all the Vulpes in Level Seven were to attack you, it would be in vain, and you would consume them all. That is the terror of the brood of Fenrir.”

A hot stream of air huffed through Kari’s nostrils, her amber eyes glaring at the Valkyrie. “Why do I get the feeling you're dissing me?”

“A time and place,” Sora sighed, folding her arms under her breasts while watching the desperate and ravaged women below. “By the way, Kari … When did you learn how to fly?” She asked, brushing her hair back as a breeze caught it.

She distinctly remembered Kari being unable to fly around or have the shadowy stuff her fur was producing when they’d first fought; even their fight with Eric was firmly grounded.

“Hmm?” Kari’s eyes narrowed a bit, shifting to the right. “Umm … It was my Mom, after Inari brought her back. It was one of the first things she taught me.”

“Does this mean your mother will be returning to life?” Eyia asked with a deep frown, glaring at the sky as it lit up with a bright light, showing Mofupsi. “I was unaware of this fact.”

Kari ignored her question; obviously, her mother returning was not a pleasant thought for the Valkyrie.

The bright golden-haired Vulpes had a dazzling smile on her lips as she stared down at the stiff and confused throng. “Yes, normally you’d be seeing the 7th and 6th Level Boss introducing the games, but this time is special!”

A massive illusion of Sora, Eyia, and Kari’s in her Fenris Form appeared beside her. “We have new contestants, and two of them aren’t even Vulpes! Yup, you heard right, Warriors; there are creatures outside our Realm that will be participating. We have … Eyia … Kari … and Sora,” she stated, pointing at each of them before a sly smile lit her cheeks.

“A bonus round will be added to the fun; after all, I love violence and competition!” She licked her lips with anticipation, causing Sora’s gut to churn with uncertainty. “Anyone who manages to kill them will automatically obtain a spot in the next gate, and of course, the Level Bosses can come up with whatever fits the already established rules and the powers granted to them.”

Her gleaming teeth shone as she grinned. “Have a thrilling match!”

Sora was heated, but before she could respond, Eyia giggled, blue eyes glowing with anticipation. “She did as I suspected; perhaps this tournament will not be so boring.”

“Battle obsessed Valkyrie,” Kari rolled her eyes. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

Eyia smirked. “It was obvious for those that were not blind, but I suppose it makes sense, a Fenris Wolf would be the one to miss it.”

Sora practically bit her tongue as the harmful waves of energy flowed up to them; she had more than learned how to manage negative emotion at this point, but it was still a bit spooky to her. Great … Eyia’s gone into battle mode, and we’re up against an army…

However, Mofupsi wasn’t done. “Sora and her party are outsiders yet powerful additions to the contest, and I want to know exactly how far she can go as a Vulpes Founder … She is extremely young for her power … Beyond any Vulpes I have come across; she may have two tails, yet that is more representative of a five to six-tailed Vulpes. Will that help you, though? We shall see your determination and willpower!”

“Now!” She gestured to her side as a pretty gray-furred Vulpes took the place of Sora and her company’s illusions. “I will return the Festival to the 7th and 6th Level Boss, Kestirva.”

Mofupsi vanished with the woman’s slow bow, her succulent voice showing amusement upon the transfer. “Intriguing.” Her red eyes shifted to the three, her looming presence far above them. “If you say they are of quality stock, High Champion, then I will keep my eye on them. This Festival’s openings are … 100 slots for Level 6.”

A shiver ran through the crowds and down Sora’s own tails as she continued; it was probably a lower number than before by their reaction. “However … given the new format, and my ability to add my own flair to the proceedings…”

The sleeve of her delicate dress covered her hand as it rose to her lips, eyes smiling. “Entry to the 6th Level will be granted to any Vulpes that manages to cut five ounces of flesh off the three newcomers’ bodies. That is roughly … 182 spots off just Sora’s body alone. Oh, and if you manage to bring me a single tail … that girl will be put straight to the 5th Gate.”

Sora’s fists tightened, her mind turning cold at the incentives being levied against them; this system was cut-throat, and judging by the threatening waves pulsating up her tails and prickling her skin, they were now the prize.

The gate only allowed a hundred in … their bodies would bring hundreds more if they managed to get to them. However, a dark smile lit her lips, fingers easing; this was actually exactly what she wanted, but it could be so much more. Allowing her Shadow more access to her heart was the right play.

She was not the same frightened little girl that had just discovered her powers a little more than three weeks ago; Sora had trained for months, considering the time distorted methods she’d gone through, and Inari prepared her for this such event.

Tens of thousands of Vulpes leveled their malicious intent at her, yet it pales compared to creatures such as Bathin and Githa. In fact, Bathin wouldn’t have even considered this worth his time, summoning a small part of his legions to do the dirty work since his time was worth more than every Vulpes’s life in this area. Not to mention, the Eric she’d fought and killed would have slaughtered this entire city himself.

I’m no longer a helpless petite teenager.

This confidence was new with Sora as she turned to grin at Kari. She’d have to work extremely hard using her red lightning to hope to score a deadly blow against the girl beside her; she was practically Supergirl in wolf form at the level of magical strength these Vulpes possessed.

Eyia … Eyia was a walking angel of death to anyone that stepped up against her … literally.

“I think they’re underestimating us,” She snickered.

Kari grunted an amused chuckle while Eyia stretched out in the air. “Be on your guard at all times; those that do not expect to discover defeat often find it.”

“Note taken,” Sora mumbled, dropping the sound barrier.

No, Sora knew she was the weakest link in her party, yet what she lacked in physical aptitude, she made up for in raw magical utility.

Shadow pushed for more, though, and Sora wove the magic to project her voice across the city with a desire; her tone could have made Eric proud at the level of arrogance it held. “I am Sora Moore, Third Generation Vulpes Founder; my grandmother brought the entire Vulpes race out of the mud and into the realm of magic.

“Heh, think about that for a moment,” she giggled, “and just try to conceptualize it because your overlords have tasked you with the impossible. A child has a better chance at getting to the 6th Gate than any of you have at even discovering where I am.”

She smirked at the naked women glaring up at her, seemingly lost on parts of what she was telling them. “No, I have another idea, Kestirva … my own game.”

“Oh?” The woman asked with a thoughtful look; dozens upon dozens of other figures were now appearing around her, representing their actual size rather than the giant overhead. She was attracting the six to nine-tailed Vulpes’ attention. “Go on.”

“I won’t kill a single one of you … because you’re not worth it! He-he-he, seriously, though, you’re so weak that I don’t need to. The moment this game starts…” She leered at those below them. “You’ll know the difference in where we stand; hate me for being born better than you.”

Kari curled into a ball in the air, laughing her head off; she was probably more or less laughing at her total change in demeanor, though. Eyia was stoic as ever, preparing for combat.

“Hoh … what a bold statement,” Kestirva whispered, her large eyes narrowing. “It seems you have … quite the hate beginning to be built. How will you really fare?  Touch the wall … it starts in one minute.”

Sora could feel the animosity bubbling across tens of thousands of souls, directed right at her; she was now the target to every Vulpes that had an ego within the 7th Level.

“I’ll go further than you could imagine,” Sora whispered in response.

Eyia summoned her spear, armor sparkling into rainbow lights as it formed around her figure. “I trust your lead, Sister.”

Sora snickered. “It’ll be pretty obvious.”

As she waited for the countdown, she studied Kestirva in the sky; her focus was on them. The woman was able to conjure the huge illusion by herself, which was impressive on its own merits. Then again, she was a nine-tailed Kumiho, judging by her gray fur.

“Touch the wall,” She repeated, “and … begin.”

Sora wove the spell she’d prepared, instantaneously generating hundreds of magical illusions of her party that had one purpose … causing chaos. They shot in all directions, blurring them as the throng separated, which caused the stunned Vulpes to either freeze or panic.

In the mess of bodies, she cloaked her friends with an invisibility spell.

A sly grin moved Eyia’s expression as she generated a noise isolation field. “The trickster in you comes out, Sister. I am very proud of your progress! You managed to create quite similar spiritual identifiers within the weak illusions, giving all the indications of sound, scent, sight, and ethereal markers.”

Kari nodded. “When did you learn that?”

“Like … just before we came,” she chuckled. “Any spiritual attack will destroy them, but they’ve got to catch one first, and they’re acting like I would, so … fat chance on that.”

The Fenris Wolf’s amber eyes moved between packs of Vulpes that shot after her distractions, noticing the dozens staying behind; among them were the triplets. “How much energy did you use?”

“Mmh, not much at all…” She trailed off as a life-sized projection of Kestirva appeared within Eyia’s sound barrier; her colossal figure was still above following the match’s progress with amusement.

“My, my, my,” She whispered, eyeing Sora. “You really are something special; it would take a three-tailed Vulpes with decent perception at that level to penetrate those clones, and none of the contenders below are at the strength to penetrate this invisibility spell. Well done. I see why the High Champion is so intrigued by your existence.”

Her attention fell to the sisters, suddenly in motion, heading right for the gate. “Although, a few seem to have grasped the implication of such a display.”

“The smart ones,” Eyia replied, following their progress as they took to the sides of buildings to outpace the horde.

Kari’s tail slapped Kestirva’s illusion with an annoyed grunt, scattering the easily disreputable unguarded spell; the woman put no effort into it, which was probably the wiser move overall. “We should get going.”

“Rude,” Kestirva mumbled, rematerializing the disrupted force within a second.

Sora, Eyia, and Kari shot across the sky, moving just above the large six-story buildings.

Her ears burned with the sound of women dying in the streets, buildings, and sewage, hoping to gain an edge by jumping below into the winding grid. One particular cry caught her attention, though.

Sora’s head darted left as the terrified plea of a child cried out for help; six Vulpes of various tail-length barring down on her. “S-Sister … w-where are you … I … I’m scared…”

One woman giggled. “Did you think I’d forget about what your sister did to my left arm and chest?”

“W-Who are you … I just … I just want my sister…”

“You don’t remember me?” She growled, prowling forward with the others.

It was over twenty buildings ahead of where they currently were; it wouldn’t take long to get there, but should she interfere? She had to make a decision.

“Hmm … my, you are a pretty one,” Kestirva mused, floating beside her. “I do wonder what your plan is, though … perhaps you can make it to the 4th Level with your current strength, and yet … how will you contend with those that are much stronger within the 4th? Do you understand the advancement format at that Level … hmm?”

Sora branched away from the woman; Kari and Eyia reacted to her change of direction without hesitation.

One of her clones was using the 3rd-story of the buildings as a platform to escape the horde swarming her, but her focus was on the roof of the 6-story building above her where a crying child was falling.

The child had jumped off the ledge when she saw no one was coming to her rescue.

I can’t save everyone, but I can save one child … at least one. She determined, wrapping the raw magical energy inside the area around the little fox girl to provide her a protective cocoon.

Darting down the next street, she curved back to the center road that would take them to the 6th Gate; it grew closer by the second.

Eyia and Kari gave her an emotionless stare before returning their eyes to the front; Kestirva reappeared, and they didn’t know how Sora wanted to play her decision, which meant silence.

A passion burned in Sora’s breast; she had amazing friends that understood her.

Sora’s green irises fell on the tiny Vulpes, unable to take on human form; her fur was matted with blood, but not her own. She’d probably tumbled over pools of it on her escape from the six Vulpes, who were looking for revenge for whatever this girl’s sister had done to them.

Kari swapped the subject to pull the woman’s gaze. “What’s up with giving over four hundred spots to people that can take us down, but only one hundred for reaching the gate? Isn’t there a limit and stuff…”

The Level Boss shifted her questioning eyes from Sora to Kari. “Simple, really.”

“It really is,” Eyia mumbled, causing Kari to glare at her. “It was an impossible mission. False spots for those too blinded by hope for advancement which only leads to despair.”

“Indeed,” Kestirva whispered, focus on the Valkyrie. “If Mofuspi stated that you are of such attention, then you will not fall at this level, but it will cause quite the stir,” she giggled.

She wasn’t wrong; glancing back, Sora was reminded of a furious ant hill, insects pouring out across every available space while madly ripping at each other. “So … this is the Harvest Festival…” Sora replied, keeping emotion out of her voice.

“Is that what you call it?” Kestirva asked, cocking her head a little. “... You are quite peculiar. I suppose you could call this a Harvest; we are gathering the strong through a refining process that will allow the most capable to rise to the top. What I am curious about is your little side mission,” she hummed, vision shifting to the child.

The girl had fainted after jumping; her stress too high to sustain her frantic mind.

Out of the corner of her eye, Sora saw more and more high-tailed Vulpes tuning in to observe the unorthodox game. This had to be a trap but was it by Niomie’s design, Mofupsi, or someone else … she was supposed to give up her authority and struggle through this … Loral was even a suspect, yet she couldn’t detect any lies out of it, and even Githa was convinced.

She couldn’t put a finger on it … her gut was churning, yet it wasn’t immediately apparent what was wrong. Something wasn’t right, and it was eating at her the more she learned more about the setting they’d entered. Every Level would be set to Extreme Mode … even this super-easy free win had its challenges.

Sora turned her gaze to the confusion-filled eyes of the illusion next to her. “Why?” She asked, a smirk twisting her lips. “How mad would all of those ants below me feel knowing a child that any of them could wipe off the face of existence with a wave of their hand took their place in Level 6?”

Kestirva returned the expression. “Heh … wrathful.”

A thoughtful look moved Sora’s mouth. “Hmm … actually, how many children have made it to the 5th Gate?”

“Oh? My, you’re looking for enemies,” She mused. “I love it! Counting Jelixia’s youngest sister? Four sibling pairs, as far as my knowledge goes.”

“No others?” Kari probed.

“Mmh?” She shook her head. “Why would anyone bring a non-relative that holds no familiar attachments to be brought? They cannot siphon energy so freely from those not sharing their close spiritual heritage.”

Sora had to refrain from tightening her jaw. So … that’s the reason.

She turned around, magically taming her hair to look behind them as they went. The triplets were in the lead as far as she could tell with her senses; they were actually utilizing the basic information Eyia gave the throng to lighten themselves, jumping between buildings.

“... I’ll break all the norms here,” She whispered.

Far ahead of anyone, they arrived at the gate, Kestirva clapping with a cheery smile. “Well done … it’s a new record!”

Sora could see the crowds of Vulpes rushing through the streets toward the gate like ravenous wolves; the bloodbath within was sickening.

Turning to view the golden gate, gleaming in the dying light of the sun, she stared at the massive 0 on its front; no one had entered yet.

She manipulated the magic around the child, bringing her up to the door with Kari and Eyia studying the scene behind them. Her magic cut as the girl was teleported inside, causing the number to shine with a bright 1.

Sora’s attention moved to the sky, frowning as an illusion of the small, unconscious Vulpes displayed across the entire lower city, showing them the first to take a slot.

The battlefield slowed in shock, followed by confusion before ending in rage. Sora felt the death toll rise significantly, and she forced herself to smile. Her magic formed with her desires, and she made another announcement.

“How pathetic … no, it’s hilarious! He-he-he, you’re all such idiots! To think such a simple, low-level illusion would fool you … yet, here I stand, taking the weakest Vulpes in this entire city to claim one of your 100 slots.

“Think about that … I made it here without having to kill a single one of you weaklings and brought the weakest among you to the top without even taking a single step. I am so much better than all of you. It’s actually quite sad; you should all die. That is all! Enjoy your stay in Level 7.” She ended with a mirthful laugh.

Sora could practically taste the hate, anxiety, depression, death, and pain directed at her; she made her mark, but this was the sacrifice that had to be made to get everything she desired. It was the only way to make all of this right … her grandmother and aunts had to be revived. To end this.

Turning around, she went to Level 6. Their images popped up as they went.

“Number 2.”

“Number 3.”

“Number 4.”

“96 out of 100 remaining.”

Kestirva vanished with a low laugh. “This will be an interesting game.”
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                Sora appeared on the other side of the gate, blinking to regain focus while taking in her surroundings; Eyia and Kari joined her shortly after, following her actions.

The ragged furred pup she’d rescued from the fall was still passed out, lying on the floor in front of her. Sora’s heart went out to the child, and she wanted to bend down and hold her protectively against her chest but knew it would only hurt the girl in the long run and make her a target.

She lifted an eyebrow, smirk directed at several dozen Vulpes that had gathered to personally meet the victors of the First Level contestants. Judging by the strength she sensed from several key figures, it was mainly a pecking order thing.

Most of the present Vulpes had three tails, who wouldn’t likely be participating in this next challenge. The few that had four tails were noticeably stronger than the others in the throng; four-tailed Vulpes were the highest in the power ranks within the 6th Level.

It was a bit surreal to Sora, and she kept being reminded of Fen’s tirades about how blessed and oblivious she was to it.

True, she had been granted training by one of the most powerful Vulpes to have ever existed; Inari was revered and feared by everyone in the monster community. However, that only helped to teach her the innate potential she held.

The four-tailed Vulpes glaring at them were likely among the strongest within this part of the city, yet none of them could really scratch her on raw energy alone. They were over three hundred years old compared to her sixteen years, yet not one could so much as sense how powerful she truly was.

However, there were dirty tricks they could try to employ to force her hand, such as using the kid in front of her as a bargaining chip, and Sora had to shut that down quickly.

Sora’s gaze turned from their audience as Kestirva teleported to their location; this was the real nine-tailed leader of the 7th and 6th Levels.

The gray Vulpes wasn’t even in the same league as Tola, but it wasn’t like she could talk since it was still beyond her abilities. Still, since she could sense the crude magic and had the possibility to interrupt it, Sora concluded that her magical prowess was taking leaps and bounds.

Her aunt wasn’t wrong; the degree at which she’d mastered the Outer Body Technique was by far worth the time invested. It allowed her to basically practice complex weaves of magic inside of a safe, controlled environment that so happened to be in a time-dilated space.

The Vulpes around them swiftly bowed in shock, yet their spiritual energy made it clear the action was out of fear instead of respect.

“Well, well, well—I am most impressed by that performance,” she mused, one arm under her considerable bust while the other cupped her chin. “It will take at least thirty minutes for the next contestants to make it to the 6th Gate, and you even stole a spot with a child!” the woman giggled, giving the passed-out girl a curious grin.

Sora cracked her neck with a bored hum, barely acknowledging the leader with a glance before turning her attention to Eyia and Kari. “Mmgh … I couldn’t even stretch my legs. Ugh … wasn’t this supposed to be tough?”

Kari caught her mood like a disease, directing a leer at the women surrounding them with a mocking laugh that brought back chilling memories of the bully from her past. “You expected something out of those losers? Some of them didn’t even have an ounce of fat on their bodies, much less spiritual strength, and I can’t say these ugly hoes would do any better.”

Kestirva’s lips parted a bit as she shifted her hips and tails to the opposite direction, following their conversation, but the Vulpes they were openly dissing wore scowls. Although it was a bit surprising they weren’t speaking up, the nine-tailed fox might have been the cause of the hostile silence.

“Yeah, I get what you’re saying,” Sora sighed, bringing around her left tail to inspect how straight her fur was, practically ignoring the angered crowd. “I really shouldn’t have expected much from third-rate Vulpes—if I should call them that. I mean, you could probably kill any one of them by just wagging your bushy tail.”

Kari reverted back to her human form, clothes returning. She folded her arms underneath her bust, rolling her eyes while shifting her body weight to the right and glancing down at her long, thick furred tail. “Look, I’m not denying my tail could murder any of these weak Vulpes, but you don’t have to keep focusing on how much bushier mine is from yours.”

Eyia didn’t seem to catch the gist of the conversation, vision darting between them with lifted eyebrows. “... I do not see the appeal of tails myself,” she mumbled. “If we are discussing thickness of fur, then it is difficult to argue the raggedy mass of defensive hair a Fenris Wolf has, yet if my Sister were to combine her two tails, then it would be sufficiently puffy, and their soft sheen looks far healthier than the accursed wolf’s.”

Sora refrained from facepalming as Kari’s tail lifted a little, playful tone dropping significantly; Eyia and her would never be friends at this rate.

“Look, Eyia, there’s nothing wrong with my fur. In fact, I’d be worried about your own hair with how much care you give it.”

The Valkyrie smiled. “You are on the defensive, which means you feel threatened by my sister’s lustrous copper mane. It is okay to feel inferior for a Fenris Wolf; you should blame your grandfather for breeding.”

Kari’s frown turned to a smile that didn’t touch her eyes. “Right. Right … You know, Odin was a pretty liberal guy; how many siblings do you even have because I couldn’t keep count? How many others were exiled again … Hmm…”

Eyia’s expression became gloomy, left hand gripping her arm. “Not many, true … I have not set foot in Asgard since I was a very small child. I cannot say how many still survive after the last cycle concluded.”

“Last?” Kari hummed, giving Eyia a thoughtful leer. “How many cycles do you think have happened since you were exiled because it’s more than one?”

Sora knew Kari was attacking back after Eyia kept poking at her race, but she’d never seen the Valkyrie look so lost as Kari found a hole in the girl’s steel-like defense. The Vulpes were more angered by their blatant disregard than anything else at this point, and since Sora was dismissing the child for a decent time, it was adding more to the type of personality she wanted the group to perceive of her.

“More than one?” Eyia whispered, deep blue eyes falling to the glorious streets. “I—did not know of that … Why would Jin not tell me … Is my mother still on her throne?”

Kari’s composure began to crack a bit at her question, which was something new to the Fenris Wolf; bully Kari would have smelled blood and ripped Eyia’s heart out, but a sadness fell over the black-haired girl, ears falling back a little as she connected the question with her own experience. “Freyja is still alive—as far as I know. Few of the old guard remain, though.”

“I see…” Eyia’s demeanor lifted slightly at the news, and her hand slid up and down over her arm, not making eye contact with Kari. “I—did not expect a Fenris Wolf to not have a lying tongue, but I sense no malice in your response … It is good to know she is likely doing well.”

“...” Kari’s lips tightened, cheeks pushing to the left a bit, but she turned her attention to the crowd instead of pursuing the conversation. “So, what were your plans for this thing?” she mumbled, bringing her tail around to point at the pup.

Eyia’s calm demeanor returned, studying the girl. “Did not Sora say she would bring the pup with us to the finals to prove how laughable these contests are?”

Sora was getting a little worried about the two, but perhaps they’re making gradual headway toward at least accepting one another, which brightened her mood a bit. “Umm … Oh, right.”

She giggled with a short shrug. “It was kind of a spur of the moment thing. Why not? It’s not like it’ll be that difficult.”

One of the four-tailed Vulpes with dark gray fur and a semi-bright robe of yellows and pinks had had enough of their talk. “Lady Kestirva!” she said, trying to restrain the frustration in her tone. “May I be the first to face this—this two-tailed fool in the contest? She has run her mouth long enough to her betters and utterly disrespected your authority! She knows nothing of the honor this holy festival brings to us!”

Kestirva didn’t seem all that bothered by their flippant attitudes, watching Sora’s group smirk at the indignant woman. “Hmm … they are rather ignorant to the format.”

“Explain,” Eyia demanded. “What is expected of us?”

Another four-tailed Vulpes, this one with pinkish fur, pointed at the child with a wicked grin. “If you want to act as the stand-in for another contestant, then you’ll need to face nine Vulpes; three for yourself, three for them, and three more for disrespecting Lady Kestirva! Still feeling confident?”

“Heh, to think you’d give yourself names without completing the 5th Level, too—the arrogance,” a three-tailed Vulpes sneered.

Figuring it would incite them further and not really feeling all that challenged, Sora mirrored the woman’s expression. “Is that right? None of you have names … How sad and pitiful,” she snickered, causing the group to glare at them with contempt.

Kari was always quick to catch her direction, puffing out her chest and staring down at the much shorter nine-tailed Vulpes. “You know, I bet Sora could take on this competition for every Vulpes that makes it through from the 7th Level, and she’d do it within ten seconds.”

Every tail in the irritated throng stiffed, and Sora could hear laughter from the hundreds of Vulpes above them from higher tiers of the city, watching the festival with amusement and waiting for their turn. Sora caught Mofuspi’s real body sitting on a yellow throne high above her section of the capital, giving her a beaming smile.

Eyia chuckled, folding her arms while directing a questioning grin at Kari. “You underestimate my Sister, as is the custom of Fenris Wolves; she would subjugate them with one word. Her victory is assured in less than three.”

A nervous chuckle slid through a few of the four-tailed Vulpes as they glanced between each other, and the child began to stir in front of them, pinkish eyes opening to stare around in utter confusion.

Sora used the raw magic around them to lift the surprised pup, causing a weak squeak to pass through her throat as she slowly spun in the air to face Sora’s green irises. “I’m going to name you Niki.”

Kari nodded with a short nod. “Greek for Victory, huh? Figures, since she’s guaranteed to pass into the 4th Level.”

“Humph,” Eyia’s lips pulled to the side with a sad sigh. “Sigr would be a much stronger name, in my opinion, but Niki is not the worst name.”

“H-Huh?” Niki gasped, heart rate beginning to race. “I—I … Where am I?” she shuttered, turning to see the dagger-like eyes glaring at her. “S-Sister?”

Kestirva’s lips parted, tongue slowly sliding over them while giving Sora a questioning stare. “You honestly believe that you can overpower every Vulpes that is willing to attempt making it to the 5th Gate?”

Sora lifted an eyebrow, ignoring the pup’s dizzying bewilderment to level a smirk at the gathered throng. “The fact you ask that means you haven’t actually gauged my spiritual strength.”

“Heh, I didn’t want to spoil the fun,” Kestirva mused. “So, you’re willing to fight every Vulpes consecutively? It will be a long day.”

Shadow’s influence caused Sora’s deep green irises to become a reflection of how the darker half of her viewed the Vulpes around them. “He-he-he, you’re hilarious, Kestirva! When did I say I’d face them one by one?”

Kestirva’s brow furrowed in a questioning manner. “You mean to tell me you wish to fight all of them together?”

Sora slowly shook her head with a short chortle. “Fight is not the word I would use, but sure, let’s go with that.”

Her confidence and demeanor chilled the crowd, including Niki, the frightened pup floating in front of her.

Eyia and Kari were glancing around with a bored expression, and the Fenris Wolf yawned. “... So—are we going to make this happen, or is everyone on the 6th Level a coward?”

“Careful what you wish for,” Kestirva whispered, her vision narrowing with an ugly sneer. “So … you vs. every competing Vulpes on Level 6?”

“I’m waiting,” Sora replied, smirk turning innocent. “I hope they don’t disappoint everyone’s expectations.”

Kestirva lifted her fingers and snapped her thumb and index finger, transporting them all to what appeared to be a central gathering point near the left side of the city; every space surrounding them was filled with thousands of Vulpes, all with three to four tails.

Niki was forced out of her grip by the nine-tails own magic, transporting Eyia, Kari, and Niki inside the throng. Sora was beside the Level Leader, inside the center of the square.

The Vulpes’s voice was transmitted to every Vulpes as if she were right beside them, speaking in a normal tone. “Currently, only four individuals have advanced to the 6th Level, and Sora Moore, Third Generation Founder possessing two tails, has offered to stand in place of every 7th Level participant that passes.”

She paused, and whispers exploded above and around Sora, most expressing disbelief at the sheer audacity this two-tailed Vulpes had; she’d locked herself into an unbeatable contest.

Sora’s arrogant smile was back in place as she found Kari, Eyia, and Niki near the front of the masses. Using her magic to amplify her voice, Sora spoke up. “That is not all, Kestirva. No, didn’t Eyia tell you that I could subjugate them in less than three seconds?”

Kestirva continued in a calm and collected manner. “And if you don’t?”

“The fact you keep underestimating me is amusing,” Sora mocked. “How about a wager?” she stared at the nine-tailed Vulpes uncertain eyes, Shadow becoming more and more dominant within her. “If I succeed—heh, without killing a single Vulpes … You will bow down and lick the ground at my feet after apologizing for your arrogance, and should I fail—I’ll let you decide, but I highly advise to not bet your tails on it.”

“Damn…” Kari muttered, lifting an eyebrow at her change in demeanor.

In truth, these were fantasies she’d had of the Fenris Wolf in the crowd for years when she’d been a normal school girl, doing her best to just get from day to day; locked within her heart was a monster of demoralizing daydreams she’d play within her mind from time to time to just make it to her next class without bumping into the nightmare that was Kari.

The leader’s smile faded, cold irises turning into a stern glare at her impertinence at even suggesting she bow her head; a new level of animosity surged across the sections, but oddly, a new emotion was mingling with the bet—fear from those above and hope from those below.

“I will break you—Your jokes only go so far. How do you plan on executing such an act in the first place?” Kestirva asked, releasing a radiant wave of cold pressure as her wrath flared, but one voice silenced the nine-tailed rage.

“I’ll enforce that bet,” Mofuspi said from her throne on high, causing Kestirva’s ego to pop like a balloon, ears falling a little in surprise. “Let’s not keep the onlookers waiting—I’m also eager to see how Sora plans to execute such an incredible act; she has already shown me things I didn't know were possible. This should be fun!”

Kestirva’s head lifted to the sky to stare at the floating Yellow Councilwoman. “Lady Mofupsi—please reconsider … such a thing has never been done before—I am a Level Overseer.”

Sora could practically see the look on Mofupsi’s face. “And?”

“I—I understand…” her stiff nine tails loosened a bit, probably thinking it was impossible for her. Kestirva’s intense gaze moved to the crowd like a viper, the woman’s tone reminding Sora of a rattlesnake’s tail as if warning them not to allow her to lose this bet. “All those that wish to advance through the next gate … Step forward.”

What looked like a small army flooded the interior, separating from the throng.

Kestirva’s lips lifted with a pitying smirk as she observed those that fought on her behalf. “Two hundred and sixteen four-tailed Vulpes and five hundred three-tailed … It is too late to back out, Sora—I hope you do not regret this,” she replied with a short chuckle as she floated into the air to observe the conflict. “Are you ready?”

Sora put her left hand on her hip before examining the perfectly managed fingernails on her right. “This build-up is boring.”

Snorts were heard from above, and there were dozens of 3rd party bets that she heard passed around; Sora reminded herself that this was for Emilia and her aunt—for herself—yes, this was a selfish decision, and she embraced it.

“Then let the slaughter begin,” Kestirva laughed, waving her hand in a dismissive gesture. “Show her what it means to disrespect those in authority.”

Every Vulpes prepared to launch at Sora as she casually studied her hand, realizing how it had become more shapely and beautiful since her time as a human.

The moment Kestirva started the trial, she looked up with a look that said every Vulpes around her was less than dirt before extending the total weight of her spiritual pressure, following what came naturally to her as it slipped through the spiritual defenses of every woman about to pounce on her.

Lips parted in disbelief as Sora smirked, glowing green irises lifting to view those that stood against her and said a single word. “Kneel.”

Not one Vulpes’s rage-filled expression didn’t pacify as her command embedded into their Cores, infecting their Intelligence with the dominating influence that she had subconsciously suppressed.

Just like the bowling employee that she’d injected her will into when she was just learning her abilities, every Vulpes instantly dropped to their knees, bowing before her. The closest thing she could compare it to was the natural presence she’d felt from her aunt.

Sora’s wicked smile lifted to stare at Kestirva above her, shock turning to a sudden realization of what had just happened. “Can they really be called my opposition when they’ve lost all will to harm me? I could have them slit their own throats if I wished, but I’m not a fiend; I’ll settle with the bet we made, Kestirva.”

Cold sweats broke out across Kestirva’s rigid frame, ears pulling back as the enormous presence that was Mofuspi clapped far above her, the only sound across the entire shocked audience. “Well, well, well … What an impressive display of natural talent and a method of attack I was utterly unaware of—Kestirva…”

The woman’s fearful expression turned to stare up at the god-like figure above her. “Y-Yes, Lady Mofuspi?”

“I believe you lost your bet. Is that right?”

Sora’s stomach shook with low laughter. “Don’t worry, Kestirva; you’re just doing what comes naturally to you—now kiss the ground near my feet.”

The air in Kestirva’s lungs was trapped there, and the smug demeanor she’d shown since following Sora had evaporated like morning dew before the blazing sun as she slowly descended.

Her eyes were wide with disbelief as she stared into Sora’s unfazed gaze before lifting her head to look at Mofuspi one last time, ears and tails drooping. The woman’s chest fluttered with conflicting emotions as she opened her mouth, face red with tears welling up in her eyes, and she jerkily lowered herself to the ground.

Sora’s next words broke the dam in the nine-tailed Vulpes’s eyes, causing tears to slide down her cheeks and her nose to turn red. “Look at your leader, Level Seven and Six Vulpes. This is what will happen to you if you doubt my power again. I am Sora Moore, Third Generation Vulpes Founder, and I have powers you can’t so much as dream of—think carefully before becoming my enemy because I might not be so forgiving next time.”

Trying to hold back her low sniffles and shock, Kestirva mumbled, “I … I am s-sorry, Sora Moore…”

“Speak up,” Sora demanded. “How can those under you hear just a pitiful apology?”

She swallowed, reluctantly projecting her voice across the whole of the Yellow District. “I … am sorry, S-Sora Moore … Please … please forgive me…”

“Good,” Sora chuckled, enhancing her own words. “Now lick the ground at my feet, Kestirva.”

More and more Vulpes of various tail numbers appeared in the sky to see what was being broadcast, watching in disbelief as one of the most powerful Vulpes they’d ever known hesitantly stick out her tongue and submissively licked the ground in front of Sora; the woman’s ears were tightly pulled back, tails trembling with embarrassment against her side.

“Excellent,” Sora chimed. “Now, I’m going to advance to the 5th Level. You may guide the Vulpes from the 7th there as they make it through. At least you’ll be useful for something,” she finished, motioning for Kari and Eyia to follow her as she released control over the hundreds of three and four-tailed Vulpes around them, wrapping Niki in the atmospheric raw magic to drag her along.

Kari had her hands behind her head, leering at the Vulpes that parted to provide a path for them to reach Sora, and Eyia held a neutral expression as Niki floated with them to join her.

Sora turned to a nearby confused contestant; she’d already implanted defeat within their breasts, causing most to collapse to the ground in tears and horror at having their very willpower hijacked. “You—yes, you,” she repeated at the confused and frightened black-furred Vulpes nearby, “guide us to the next level.”

As she turned her back on Kestirva, the woman regained a semblance of her former self. “... Make it to the Tower, Sora Moore … So I can kill you myself,” she mumbled, but it didn’t hold the same weight with her cracked, emotional voice.

Sora ignored the comment as if it wasn’t even worth her time, causing the woman’s hatred to deepen; however, in her heart, she was praying that her aunt would come through with her power-up before that conflict because she was screwed otherwise.

Walking through the devastated mass of broken women, Sora acted as if they didn’t exist, proceeding to the 5th Gate with a spring in her step while following their numb guide, still trying to cope with what had just happened to her. “Do you think the next Level will actually offer us some challenges?” Sora asked.

Eyia shook her head. “No, and I will handle the next one. I need to warm up in any case; I must see if I have recovered sufficiently from Bathin’s crucible.”

Sora laughed. “Crucible is one word to describe it!”

She knew that Kari was probably worried about her, but she couldn’t show weakness now—there was too much on the line, and she might have to go even further with what was to come.

Her fights with Eric had given her a lot of control over her powers; he was far stronger than she initially thought, which made Jin’s domination of the man all more impressive, and she was just messing around. If Eyia said she’d handle the 5th Level, then they would pass without a doubt.

Niki’s uneasy gaze was fixated on her as they casually made their way through the city, and finally, she spoke up. “U-Umm … L-Lady Sora Moore—What are you going to do with me? D-Do you know where my sister is?”

Sora shrugged, jabbing her thumb back in the direction of the 7th Level. “Probably back there somewhere. I’m just taking you to the top to show Mofuspi how pointless this whole festival thing is; everyone here is worthless, and who knows, maybe your sister will be motivated to join us here if she saw you pass.”

“Y-You really think so?” Niki asked with tears in her eyes. “I—I just want to be with her—she takes care of me.”

“Huh…” The amount of Vulpes that looked like they had a caring heart on the 7th Level couldn’t be counted on one hand; hearing Niki’s claim made a question pop into her mind. “Are you two from some other place in the world?”

“Umm … Yes, my sister says we lived on a big mountain, but—but I don’t remember it.”

Sora released a low hum, probing the Fox’s Core; she found the taint most of the Vulpes in the Realm possessed wasn’t within the child. “Interesting … Is your sister strong?”

“Mhm!” she chimed, countenance brightening. “She’s super strong and finds me food and water and keeps all the mean girls away from me!”

“Is that right…” Sora mumbled. “I hope your sister makes it in the 96 other slots—I’d like to meet her.”

Not soon after their journey through the empty streets, images of the 7th Level Vulpes that managed to make it to the gates began appearing above them. You could see the thrill on their faces as they made it through, knowing Sora had secured their entrance through the 5th Gate, and this was only the beginning.

Twenty-three women made it into the 6th Level by the time they made it to the next, and after touching the polished white and gold surface, the four of them were transported to the other side.

What awaited her on the opposite side was a little unexpected; a single five-tailed Vulpes gave her a rigid bow before gesturing to their small party. “Hello, Lady Sora Moore; I am a representative of Lord Keizer, the 5th Level Overlord. He has asked that I escort you to have a meal with him.”

Sora lifted an eyebrow, looking up at the sky; the sun’s orange glow was just about completely gone at this point. “At this time?”

“Indeed,” she replied without emotion.

Kari’s critical eyes were sliding over her five puffy red tails, orange irises, and robe, comprising curved gold and white symbols; she was a Nogitsune. The woman was pretty, and unlike the previous Vulpes they’d seen, not a single mark marred her creamy skin.

Turning their attention to the surroundings, they discovered every building held the same color theme, and a fountain was in the center, releasing a milky spray.

The woman’s statement suddenly sunk in, causing Sora’s ears to stand up. “He … Keizer is a male Vulpes?”

“Yes?” the woman asked in a confused tone, finally showing a bit of emotion. “Is—that an issue?”

“Huh…” Kari smiled, leaning back to stare at Eyia. “Ever see a male Vulpes?”

“I have not,” Eyia replied in an interested tone. “They are quite rare.”

“Is—I do not understand your jest,” the woman replied with a forced smile. “Would you please follow me?”

Niki seemed utterly oblivious to the context of the whole discussion, head tilted in a cute, puzzled manner.

Sora shrugged. “Yeah … Why not? We need to wait for everyone to get to the 5th Gate, I assume?”

The woman nodded. “Among other things, yes.”

They moved behind their guide, examining the pristine buildings and relatively empty streets of the 5th Level; every so often, they’d find a critical eye staring at them through a building’s window, but most appeared to be away.

Niki’s chest fluttered, a gasp close to her lips as the 97th Vulpes appeared in the heavens. “T-That’s my sister! Lady Sora! Lady Sora! My sister!”

“Congratulations,” Eyia replied with a warm smile. “I am happy she made it in…”

However, the girl’s ears swiftly fell back as she got a closer look at the image, noticing something wrong. “Lady Sora … w-what happened to my sister’s arm and—and her tail?” she cried.

A frown fell over Sora’s countenance as she saw the pained smile on the girl’s face in the sky, no doubt happy she made it to the next Level to reunite with her cherished sister. The end of one of her tails was matted with red blood, one-fourth of it having been removed, and her left arm, from the bicep to fingers, was missing; she’d created some kind of tunicate for it to stem the bleeding.

The odd part that took her a bit by surprise was that Niki had gray fur, making her a Kumiho, while her sister had red, showing she was a Nogitsune.

Putting the observation in the back of her mind, Sora chuckled. “Well—look how hard she struggled to get you back … I can’t have one of the other contestants die, or else it could cause problems.”

Sora gave their escort an expected look. “If you could send someone to go fetch any of the Vulpes that were injured in their first trial, then I’ll heal them myself.”

The woman’s lips parted to say something but closed them soon after, replacing the confusion with a brilliant smile. “... If that is what you desire, I see no problems with that—although healing magic is quite rare—even among those in the 5th Level. Would it be an issue if I observed? Of course, Lord Keizer is also expecting you…”

Sora waved her hand dismissively. “Yes, yes, I understand. Bring them to wherever I am with Keizer, and I’ll heal them there.”

The woman gave her a respectful bow. “I look forward to the demonstration. Please excuse me.”

Moving to a nearby house, she entered without knocking and returned with a cute black-furred Vulpes with four tails that took one look at them before jogging toward the gate to the 6th Level.

Their guide motioned for them onward. “Those that are injured will arrive inside the 5th Level shortly.”

Sora nodded; the difference in treatment between levels was night and day, but the Vulpes’s feelings hadn’t changed much. There was a degree of curiosity hidden inside this woman’s Core, but resentment, jealousy, and fear made up the majority of her emotions that were hidden by the red-furred Vulpes’s persona.

“By the way, what’s your name again?” Kari grunted, her head turned to follow the four-tailed Vulpes’s retreat.

Their red-furred escort kept with her neutral tone. “Lissiri, Lady Kari.”

“A pretty name,” Eyia commented, which shocked Sora more than Lissiri.

She expected the Valkyrie to like more Norse names after everything she’d learned about her friend, but it seemed that wasn’t entirely the case.

It didn’t take them much longer to reach the extravagant palace-like structure that took up an entire city block, and Lissiri guided them through the polished gold and white double doors. Inside would be Sora’s first experience with a male Vulpes beside Hikaru, her aunt’s defected Kitsune.
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                Sora’s eyes narrowed while watching Lissiri manipulate the raw magical energies in their surroundings to open the posh doors of the Level’s Boss, which seemed far too thick and large for a normal person to operate on a day-to-day basis.

Upon entering, the passageway shut, dimming the bright exterior light and introducing an interior that focused on drawing the eye to various trophies and artwork around the exquisite interior.

However, Sora’s gaze went from the paintings and sculptures of ages past to a small fox with a cinnamon coat that was sitting in the middle of the room, which promptly turned into a cute boy, his hair matching the color of his single tail.

Sora was a little taken aback by the adorable smile he gave her, and the outfit he wore was something unique, compared to all the women she’d seen across the various layers.

He had a tight black cloth undershirt that showed off his slim upper chest and a dark velvet overcoat.  The black and white striped scarf matched his bracers and sash while his pants were made of the same material as his undershirt.  His sandals showed off his well-maintained toenails and delicate feet.

“Greetings, Lady Sora, Lady Kari, and Lady Eyia,” he chimed with a glowing tone.

Bubbling laughter caused Kari’s chest to quake as she doubled over, gripping her stomach.  “T-This is the—the Lord of this Level?!”

Eyia lifted a questioning blonde eyebrow.  “I was expecting a figure similar to the previous ruler…”

“W-What?!”  the boy gasped, hands tightened around his frame as he took a step back.  “N-No!”

Lissiri’s continence darkened, directing a glare at the laughing Fenris Wolf.  “How ins…”  She took a controlled breath before her fake smile returned.  “You would be wrong … This is Zeri; he acts as Lord Keizer’s personal attendant.”

Zeri’s forced smile softened as he recomposed himself, large fox ears giving a cute twitch at Kari’s assumption.  “That is correct!  I have been asked to direct you three lovely ladies into a meeting room to await his Lord’s arrival—he’s fairly busy speaking to the other Level Lords at the moment.”

A small smile brightened Sora’s lips as Niki gasped, “Wow … it’s a boy—Sora, it’s a boy…”

Veiling the child’s mind with her magic, she forced the emotionally exhausted girl to drift into sleep.  “I’ll wake you up when your sister arrives, but until then … rest.”

She couldn’t even mumble a question as the fox drifted into her dreams.

Sora turned back to the cute boy; he looked like the hot Japanese teens she saw across Instagram—just with fox ears, cinnamon brown hair, and a tail.  “So … where are we going?”

“Right … Right…”  he whispered, giving their five-tailed guide a thoughtful hum.  “Is … there anything else, Lady Lissiri?  I can take care of their needs from here.”

Lissiri had a swirl of hidden emotions raging below the surface of her cool demeanor, but she managed to keep her voice even.  “Lady Sora has invited me to witness the healing of a two-tailed Vulpes from the 7th Level that will be joining us shortly.”

“Oh,” his countenance fell, sadness radiating from him.  “I do hate to see the injuries some of the Vulpes that come to the 5th Level receive, but the Lord makes them better.  I was unaware that two-tailed Vulpes could utilize healing magic,” he said with a thankful grin at Sora.

“Seeing others having their scars healed is such a wonderful feeling, and they’re always smiling at the end!  Ahem, excuse my slothful behavior,” he chuckled, scratching the back of his neck.  “Please, right this way!”  he chimed, ushering their group to follow him up the fancy gold and white staircase.

Kari was the first to comply, watching his weaving fluffy tail with a slight smirk, probably still laughing at the reaction she got from the two Vulpes.  “I thought only four to five-tailed Vulpes were allowed on the 5th Level.”

Eyia nodded, arms folded across her front while glancing at the works of art they passed along the brightly lit 2nd-floor hallway.  “It is a little strange.”

“Is that right?”  Zeri questioned, turning to give them an innocent look.  “I’m not that acquainted with what happens on any of the other levels, so I couldn’t say.”

“Humph … Hard to believe that,” Kari mumbled, amber irises shifting to Sora.

She’d been more focused on Lissiri than the boy, but his Core was practically inviting someone to invade it, showing his purity; she hadn’t sensed a less defended Vulpes since Luna and Rayla, the twins they met upon entering the Realm’s entrance.

Zeri was somewhat unique compared to the other Vulpes in the Realm, and far more controlled in his transformation, even having the skill to bring his clothes into his change.  He was also the most pure-hearted and innocent boy she’d ever seen, considering his open Core; he was completely sheltered from what happened around him, which was a bit confusing to her.

On the other hand, the five-tailed Nogitsune reaction was anything but clean; lust burned in her heart upon her first glimpse of the boy when they entered the manor—it was a wonder she hadn’t already lept on the unsuspecting teen and stripped him bare.

The 5th Level was nothing like the 6th and 7th, and the more she looked into the libidinous Vulpes’s heart, the more questions she had—it was as if Lissiri had trekked three days through a blazing desert and Zeri was a pristine oasis—the depths of thirst was unreal, using the healing of Niki’s sister to allow her to spend more time with this boy.

Lissiri was supposed to leave us at the door … I was manipulated … But for something like this?!  That’s a little ridiculous.  Something’s way wrong with Level 5 if the women are this bad … And the poor guy doesn’t even realize it.

Kari rolled her eyes upon catching onto what Sora was focusing on, but Eyia didn’t appear to be drawn to their line of thinking, her blue irises shifting between the works of art.

I should probably take a note from her book, though—I need to be smarter with the upcoming fights … Things will only get harder from here.

Passing through several corridors, Sora was beginning to wonder how far away a room they could use was—there were dozens of doors Zeri led them past, but eventually, they made it to a large room, filled with strange clothes from long ago, shown off by realistic mannequins.

Paintings adorned the walls, and a picture that moved between various scenes from before the fall of the other planets showed groups of laughing Vulpes, humans, and other creatures Sora didn’t recognize eating with one another—everything spoke of luxury.

Not a single couch was in the room, instead armchairs were the item of choice, each having a place for them to extend their tail through the back.

She sat the sleeping child on the chair to her right, Kari and Eyia taking the opposite seats.  Directing a smile at Zeri as he adjusted his posture on the chair opposite her, Sora asked, “How long will Lord Keizer be?”

His fingers tightened across his lap, clearly nervous by his smile.  “I cannot say, Lady Sora.  The Lord directed me to entertain the new guests until he arrived.”

A smirk creased Kari’s eyes.  “Oh … And how are you going to keep us company?  Sora, what are you getting from him?”

Lissiri tried to hide a mild glare but couldn’t hold back for long.  “... Surely, there must be something the three of you wish to know which could pass the time?”

Sora leaned back, tails shifting to the left and right as her gaze moved between the two Vulpes; Lissiri was sitting properly, but the twist to her nose was not directed at Kari—the heat in her mind was on Lord Keizer … The woman hated the overlord of the area.

Thinking back on what she knew so far, Sora refrained from sighing; this house alone was at least ten times larger than the shared, multi-leveled homes she’d seen along their path here.  Keizer had taken the most prominent place in the entire level, and that wasn’t all.

Eyia changed the attitude on a dime.  “Hmm … How old are you, Zeri?  You seem to be fairly young, and are there more male Vulpes on this level?”

He laughed, trying to shake off the tension slowly, compressing the room.  “Umm … I was told by the Lord that I am 18 years old.  We have a celebration each year, which is so fun!  Everyone joins in, and we play games and have a wonderful time.”

Sora couldn’t help her heart thump at the purity in the boy’s innocent smile and emotions; he truly thought of everything here as a paradise, friends all around him, yet he had no clue what the women wanted to do to him—Lissiri’s eyes were bordering on madness for a split second before she managed to hide it.

“I’m the only other male Vulpes on the 5th Level; heh, sometimes I feel a little lonely, but there’s always people around that offer to help me with Lord Kizer’s tasks.”  he turned to give the five-tailed Nogitsune a warm grin.  “Thank you for all the hard work, Lissiri; the Lord loved the stew we made together two days ago.”

“Y-Yeah,” she said, muscles tight.  “We’ll have to do it again—maybe tonight!”  Her thumping heart was practically pleading to be noticed by the boy.

“Aww … I’d love that, but I promised Malinda, Rimina, and Emika tonight.”

“Right…”  Her expression was understanding—murder was in her Core.

Sora was beginning to get what was so different about the 5th Level than the previous two … deprive women of the very existence of men for over three hundred years, and then give them a single, innocent boy’s adoring attention that you had to share with thousands of other girls—it spelled disaster, but they couldn’t ruin him—there was also the Lord to contend with.

The blistering lust was choking, and the negative emotions it bred undoubtedly would produce a potent wave that could be collected.

She could see why the boy was kept somewhat distant from the raving female desires of the Vulpes women, prowling, deceiving, and kneecapping each other to get even a single moment with the teenage boy—these were all 300 to 400-year-old women, pining after the affection of an 18-year-old boy.

He was another reminder of what they could see but couldn’t have on the 5th Level, prompting the masses to shoot further.  It was a devious scheme to motivate the Vulpes to advance and contend with one another, causing dark thoughts to twist Sora’s mind at her Shadow’s surfacing influence.

Keizer, Keizer, Keizer … trying to wave this innocent, defenseless, single-tailed, cute little male Vulpes in front of me as a taunt before swooping in … Is it revenge for what I did to Kestirva?  “Mmh…”  Maybe … But this can backfire spectacularly!

Kari gave her a questioning look at the hidden smirk that crossed her eyes, but Sora spoke her question aloud.  “Zeri … tell me more about yourself.”

“Hoh…”  Zeri took a deep, forced breath before letting it out.  “Heh, what should I say?  I, umm … I do a lot of errands for the Lord around the city … delivering messages, spending time with the other ladies, and sometimes, when Lord Keizer is in a good mood, he’ll let me go out and watch them practice their magic!  It’s so fun—everyone’s just so happy,” he whispered with a small, adorable smile.

Kari looked a bit conflicted; it was funny to her that he was so naive, but at the same time, he was so cute and sincere that she couldn’t laugh at him—he genuinely enjoyed spending time with the women—if only he knew the fever that boiled within the thirsty masses that surrounded him.

Eyia couldn’t hide her smile, expression saying, ‘he’s precious!’

The electric pulse thumping through Lissiris’s veins was intoxicating to Sora’s sharp emotional sense—infecting her a little and raising her blood pressure.  She had to admit … Zeri certainly was an entrancing boy; if nothing else, his purity was blinding.

“Mhm…”  Sora responded, Shadow pulling her further into the darkness.

“Were you born here?”  Eyia asked.

Zeri shook his head.  “No, Lord Keizer brought me here when I was very young—all I know are the wonderful Vulpes here in the 5th Level…”  His smile fell a little, rubbing his arm as his ears drooped.  “It’s always so sad when … when they go—after the festival—but … we get new Ladies that I get to make memories with, and the others are going to a better place.”

“You know that, huh?”  Kari mumbled, her arms folded tightly under her breasts.  “How can you be sure?”

“Lord Keizer told me that!”  he quickly replied with complete trust.  “I know … the lower-levels can be a bit harsher than we have it here—so, I’m happy to see the Ladies that make it here,” he said with a sad smile.

Sora’s own heart thumped a little—he really was something special in a world so cruel—it was no wonder the women that had gone through hundreds of years of torment clung to his precious soul.  However, without Keizer’s protection, they’d rip and devour this poor boy beyond repair.

By the tightness of Lissiri’s thighs and arms as Zeri talked about each Vulpes by name, listing off the things they’d done recently; cooking appeared to be a favorite of his, spending time with the women to select ingredients from the Main Square when it was teleported in, and preparing the dishes together.  It was obviously a treat provided by Keizer for those Vulpes that pleased him—personal time with Zeri.

“... Oh, and there’s this new recipe that the Lord taught me that I wanted to try!  You three will be the first to try it out; I hope it’ll be good,” he laughed.

Ignoring the subtle murderous gaze Lissiri sent her, Sora giggled.  “I look forward to it!  By the way, were there any other male Vulpes here before you?”

Lissiri shifted uncomfortably at her question, pulling her focus.  “Mmh … Yes, there were … Two since I’ve been on the 5th Level.”

“Yes, there were some before me,” Zeri confirmed.  “After I gain my second tail, like the male Vulpes before me, I’ll be able to go to the 4th Level!  It’s exciting, and … Well,” his cheer settled a bit, “I’m kind of torn, really…”

Ah … graduating from innocent pets to … something … probably much worse.  Vulpes rise from literal hell in Level 7 to a somewhat more peaceful place with food, shelter … rules in Level 6.  Then, in Level 5, their first introduction to the opposite sex, which Vulpes naturally crave—that opposing spiritual energy.

The thought randomly came to her—she’d never been taught it, but the answer seemed obvious once it entered her mind.  In fact, maybe that connection changed in male Vulpes as they gained their second tail, which was why they were moved out.

“Mmh,” Eyia nodded.  “Since you will need to leave the friends you have made here?”

Zeri’s eyes widened, tears gathering in them as he stared at the Valkyrie.  “What … was that word?”

“Friends?”  Kari asked, causing Lissiri’s eyes to fall to the carpet in confusion.

“... F-Friends … I’ve never heard of such a beautiful word…”  he whispered, hand pressing against his breast.  “Friends…”

He trailed off as the door opened; Sora hadn’t heard anyone outside, and Lord Keizer made his appearance.  Keizer wore a white robe and sash, in a similar design to Zeri’s, and by his gray fur, his mother was likely a Kumiho.  He was handsome, but after seeing Nephesh in Loral’s vision, it didn’t take long for Sora to think ‘Meh’—Zeri was in another category than the other two.

Keizer frowned, seemingly knowing Lissiri was present and not happy about it.

She instantly rose into a bow, promptly explaining without prompt—the woman was really milking Sora’s offer.  “Lord Keizer, Lady Sora has invited me to witness a healing weave she is going to perform.”

Zeri smoothly followed her reverent example; Sora, Kari, and Eyia made no attempt to placate the man’s ego, silently watching the exchange.

Keizer’s left eye lifted with a half-smile, golden eyes turning to Sora.  “Healing, you say … It is not commonplace among five-tailed Vulpes … Unheard of in two-tailed.  Although, from the powers I’ve seen you perform in the 6th Trial, I would not doubt it.”

He smoothly took the seat beside Zeri, causing the other two to mirror his action; however, he showed Sora something new—his nine tails phased through the chair, settling into the outlet.  “You are quite the enigma, Sora—a fascinating and darling mystery.

“She’s not an object to put on a pedestal for everyone to gawk at,” Kari grunted, leaning against the side of her chair with a sharp glare.

Kari’s defensive words caused several pieces to snap into place for Sora that she hadn’t considered.—the Fenris Wolf wasn’t wrong to address the comment.  This man is a collector … Zeri is unique … Everything in this manor is … The three of us are, too.

Keizer laughed, dismissively waving his hand, and Zeri chuckled, clearly thinking it was a joke.  “A pedestal for all to see?  Hmm … it hasn’t crossed my mind, but … it’s not a bad idea, my black-haired girl … My, you do have the finest locks I’ve ever seen.”

Kari’s arms unlatched to close around her thick mane, draped over her shoulders.  “I’m not for sale, either!”

“I’m sure,” he whispered, and a small, wicked smile moved his lips before shifting his focus back to Sora.  “If you are going to perform a healing weave, then the new Vulpes to my area that is being led to my palace must be the one in question—the others are not moving this way.  Yet … the injuries upon the girl are something fierce—not something even the 4th Level Vulpes would be able to restore.”

“No…”  Zeri mumbled in horror.  “Lord, surely your powers are sufficient.”

Sora folded her fingers together, lips mirroring the man across from her.  “Of course, he could, but I will demonstrate that I am no ordinary two-tailed Vulpes … I am a Founder, and you will learn what that means.”

“Indeed, they shall,” Eyia chuckled.  “Although, my sister’s earlier demonstration should have been a feat worthy of praise!”

Keizer’s lower lips pulled in a little with an interested grin.  “... It certainly wet my appetite … I look forward to more.”

Sora could sense him dissecting and examining her spiritual defenses, causing her skin to prickle with his searching gaze as he spoke.

“Your barriers are quite strong—potentially rivaling a young eight-tailed Vulpes I once knew, and … Hmm … Something is chilling, deep inside you—warning those that would inquire further … The energy you release … truly unique—pure … refined … holy would even be used to describe it.  The strength within is … staggering,” he wet his lips.  “I get the feeling that even you do not know how to tap into it … Intriguing…”

“Again,” Kari growled, ears pulled back in a threatening manner, “Sora isn’t an object you can just take!”

“... Don’t you enjoy bets, Sora Moore?”  he asked, ignoring Kari’s remark.  “I bet regularly with the Vulpes in the Tower … And the manner you demonstrated against Kestirva … it put a flame in my chest.  Surely, you know what I mean?”

Eyia’s silent frown flipped into a proud grin.  “I am always looking for a challenge!”

“In time,” he chuckled, giving her a wary glance, obviously sensing the power she was withholding.

Sora was rather enjoying how things were playing out, though—it was exactly how she imagined this meeting would go, and she embraced it.

The gleam in Keizer’s gaze as he leaned forward was much like Bathin’s as the Lord asked, “Sora … Are you willing to put forward a bet?  Stay in the 5th Level—service under me.”

“On this next Trial?”  Sora asked, noticing Zeri’s questioning glance between them and Lissiri’s worry, likely concerned her continued presence would pull the boy’s attention away.

Kari snorted.  “Right … look, pal, Sora’s not going to be your slave!”

A secretive smile moved Sora’s lips as she leaned forward, holding her hand up to stop Kari’s outburst, drawing her confused amber irises.  However, before she could continue, Niki’s sister came stumbling in with the four-tailed Vulpes behind her; Sora planned for the timing, having heard the pair coming.

Half-delirious from blood loss, the girl stumbled forward, seeing Niki sleeping peacefully in the seat next to Sora.  “S-Sister…”

She grunted as the four-tailed Vulpes leaped forward to slam her to the carpeted stone floor.  “H-Hey!  Show some respect for the Lord!”

Niki’s sister cried out, jaw locking as she caught herself with her right elbow, gripping her left, bloody stump as tears streamed down her face.  They appeared to have found more cloth to wrap around what was left of her left hand and half-cut second tail to not drip crimson across the Lord’s manor.

The Lord leered across the room at the panting and sweating two-tailed Vulpes, and Zeri turned sheet white, fainting on the spot upon seeing the state of the woman.

Lissiri’s heart thumped with hope as she jumped to her feet to stabilize the boy before he fell, but Lord Keizer practically teleported to Zeri’s side before the woman even had a chance to touch him.  “He … is not accustomed to such sights…”  Keizer mumbled, transporting him away.  “I will send him back to his room to…”

Sora’s focus was on the dying woman, sobbing on the floor; Kari instantly jumped to her feet, and Sora was scared she was going to take the four-tailed Vulpes’s head off by the glare she was giving the assailant, likely having flashbacks of Eric killing Lori.

Eyia’s cool blue eyes appraised the situation without much emotion, knowing Sora would handle it; her gaze was leveled on the nine-tailed Vulpes rather than the girl on the floor.

“S-Sister … Please, let me see my sister…”  she wept, unable to break free from the much stronger Vulpes’s grip on top of her; that all changed as Sora’s magic exploded around the room, drawing everyone’s attention.

Instead of forcing the woman to the ground, the four-tailed Nogistune swapped stances to caringly lift the one-armed Vulpes into her arms, fully aware of her actions as Sora wordlessly hijacked her willpower.

Still needing to play her persona, Sora gave Keizer a smug smirk as she positioned her two tails over the stunned woman.  “Are you watching?  I won’t repeat it,” she stated, bright blue light surrounding her tails before transferring to Niki’s sister.

The light filled the missing parts, materializing into perfect matches, healing every other scar and wound on her body.  “Stupid girls—waiting even a moment before seeking me out.  If they had waited any longer, I would have been forced to bring her back to life, which would have been mildly annoying … This is True Vulpes Magic … the purest form it can possibly take.”

Her actions forced Keizer’s explanation to trail off and pulled Lissiri’s disbelieving eyes.

Sending an awakening pulse to her sister, Niki slowly awoke as Sora had the terrified four-tailed Vulpes set the healed child on her feet.

“S-Sister?!”  Niki cried, noticing the stunned woman as she dropped to her knees, looking at her renewed hand.  “Sister!”

The woman fell back as the small fox tackled her in a fit of tears.  “S-Sora said she’d heal you!  Thank you!  Thank you, Sora!”

“Proof of my power,” Sora chuckled, waving her hand.

Lissiri was speechless, but Keizer’s questioning gaze burned with fire moments into the scene.  “... Remarkable … I’ve never even considered … The type of weave … No, I could never even … that purity is a necessary component.  It’s impossible … unique…”

Sora’s leer showed her pride, acting as if she’d utterly forgotten about the two reunited sisters while her Core burned with joy.  “I am the only 3rd Generation Founding Vulpes in existence … You like bets?  I have no issue betting my freedom, Keizer, and I won’t even participate in this next contest—Eyia will stand in for every Vulpes that came through the 6th Gate.”

Keizer’s thrill fell a bit, calculating eyes darting to the Valkyrie as she rose with a confident smile.

“I’ll take the challenge, Sister; you have nothing to fear!”

“Hmm…”  The man folded his arms, studying the blonde warrior.  “Your defenses are solid—without a doubt … In fact, your unique spirit is too unfamiliar for me to fully gauge—trying to see through that mirror-like wall is … difficult.”

Sora had no clue what he was talking about, but a dark smile soon lifted his handsome face.  “... Interesting … I’m curious to know what terms you have for me,” he pushed, sharp gaze returning to Sora.

Quickly catching on, Kari snorted.  “Oh … You’re not going to live that open … Not confident, huh?”

“Heh … I am not as naive as Kestirva, my lovely—I like to know what is on the line.”

“Simple,” Sora replied, a challenge in her tone.  “... You want my freedom?  I take the boy—my freedom versus the 18-year-old male Vulpes you keep locked up in this city.”

His smile didn’t falter, but a glare appeared as he studied her.  “Perhaps showing him was a mistake … It certainly would be a worthy bet—a serious one … Agreed.  After all, without true stakes, what is a bet worth?”

Lissiri fell to her knees in shock and horror.  “L-Lord … Please, reconsider … H-He cannot leave us…”

Her reaction told just how much sway a single boy could have on a sexually deprived host of women, starved of male attention—he was their drug.

“He-he-he…”  Keizer knelt down, staring directly into the woman’s trembling eyes.  “That isn’t up to me, Dear … if you wish to keep Zeri inside the 5th Level, you must succeed … Isn’t it the perfect incentive for you all?  Ah … How about a reward.”

He rose to his feet, tails pointing at their target.  “Whoever kills this creature known as Eyia … Will have an entire day to spend with Zeri.”

Obsessive impulses shot across the woman’s tense muscles, an unhealthy bud blooming inside her Core—Sora was shocked drool wasn’t dripping out of her gaping lips as the daydream flashed across her mind.

In an instant, her face hardened, murder in them while turning to the Valkyrie.  “... I will spread the word, Lord Keizer…”

She didn’t waste a moment, leaving at a swift pace with the terrified four-tailed Vulpes, giving Sora fearful glances as she retreated.

Sora smiled after her, having complete faith in Eyia’s abilities; the real question wasn’t if they’d win the boy, but what she’d do with him after he’d fallen under her influence.
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                Eyia watched the five-tailed Vulpes leave with a neutral expression; the fox believed herself powerful—Jin would laugh, but it wasn’t funny to Eyia.  If her sister hadn’t made the promise that not a single Vulpes would be felled by their hands, then she would have no one to blame for her slit throat but herself.

She hated places like this—full of false confidence and bravado.  An Asgardian knew when a fight was hopeless and faced it with courage … This was not that.  

The creatures of this Realm have lived in a bubble for too long.  Blissful ignorance ensnares the minds of those outside these walls, and it is the same within.  What awaits in the rift below this city will ravage them.

Of course, her sister was trying to liberate them of their false sense of security.

A portion of the blame could be put upon the individual; the curse could be overcome, given the desire and will to push outside of one’s comfort zone, yet so few appeared to achieve it.

Sora or Tola had to break the illusion for them to face the uncertainty of this world and expose the dangers therein.  The few her sister had touched proved how insecure and unprepared for reality these Vulpes were.

If it weren’t for Sora’s heart, they would be victims of natural selection, and this entire Realm would be decimated.  The Vulpes Council—supposed to be filled by wise leaders to direct and teach—had long since been corrupted, and it would take a significant amount of work to cure the poison.

She glanced over at her sister, concern pricking Eyia’s heart.  Sora was compassionate and somewhat innocent herself; although, she had been exposed to the accursed Fenris Wolves that had opened her eyes to the terrors inhabiting their existence.

Sister, do you know how difficult this task is?

Eyia’s mind had been in a storm as their time here went on.  In her sister’s heart, Eyia knew she wished to fix all the issues that plagued this Realm, but a task such as that was not corrected so easily.

As aged and caring Tola was, she did not have the capabilities to heal these people, and when it came to Founders, it was never so simple to deal with their schemes, which was why most avoided them at all cost.

Eventually, Eyia knew Sora would be faced with a situation where there is nothing she can do to save the hundreds of millions of Vulpes across this planet.  It might be possible her family was fully restored, and proper order was restored, yet such happy tales were rarely sung among her own people’s history.

Still, there was the chance, and that meant she had to try … Eyia understood that.

On the other hand, she couldn’t understand creatures like Kestirva and those she’d seen in the Yellow District.  They were filled with envy—a worthless emotion that overshadowed gratitude and poisoned the soul.  Hate could be channeled—envy could not because those envious can never truly acknowledge it without great sacrifice … and few sacrificed to bridge that gap.

Her gaze shifted to Keizer as he gave her an appraising look.  “How about a bet between the two of us?”

“What are you scheming?”  Kari growled.  “You’ve already made a deal with Sora.  Do you want her freedom, too?”

Sora’s tails shifted the opposite way, smiling at the male fox with a leer.  “Losing faith in the Vulpes in your District?”

“Oh, Dear,” he walked to his chair and sat again, resting the back of his hand against his cheek.  “That would imply I have faith in them, to begin with.  The only faith worth anything is the one placed in one’s self.”

“Sad,” Kari mumbled.

Keizer’s amused, calculating eyes slid back to Eyia; she’d been patiently waiting for the dull posturing to end to hear his offer.  “How about I open up another, oh … a hundred spots seems appropriate … All for Sora Moore to take with her to the next level—Surely, that will infuriate Bietria, the Overlord of the 4th-Level.”

Eyia’s head shifted to her sister for a response; it was up to her in the end since this was entirely her plan.  It made little difference to Eyia either way.  Although she was sure, there was a trick, and Sora posed the question that surfaced in Eyia’s mind.

“Hmm … two-hundred?  Does that mean Eyia will need to face two hundred of your Vulpes … And, of course, you wouldn't happen to have beef with the 4th-Level?”

Keizer’s grin twisted a bit.  “I might, and wouldn’t it only be fair to the past contestants to keep things equalized?”

Sora sat back, glaring at the man, her arms folded under her breasts.  “Hmm … What’s the condition?”

He twisted his wrist dismissively.  “Nothing, really … I saw this creature call a weapon to her side earlier.  Would it not be interesting to see her combat potential without the instrument?”

Kari lifted an eyebrow, leaning forward to give Eyia a small smirk.  “You want a Valkyrie to fight without her weapons?  Huh.  Interesting choice.”

“What do you think, Eyia?”  Sora asked.

She could feel the confidence in her sister’s aura, which caused a great deal of happiness to bloom in Eyia’s chest.  “It has been some time since I have battled solely with my body as a weapon.  I have no quarrel with the suggestion.  Although, my methods will be far rougher on the Vulpes of your District.”

“Fascinating,” he mumbled, rubbing his chin.  “Very well, it’s a deal.  Would you be willing to start at this moment?”

“Now?”  Kari whispered, her amber eyes darting to the door where the Lissiri only just recently left through.  “How long will it take for everyone to be ready?”

“The women?”  Keizer’s deep chuckles shook his body.  “... I could care less about if they are ready or not—Motivation is best served in the heat of the moment.”

Eyia brushed back her thick blonde locks, stretching out a little as a small smile brightened her lips.  “I am Eyia, a Valkyrie, Chooser of the Slain, Battlefield Maiden of the Great Wars of Asgard, and I am bound by my word—the expansion of one hundred defeated five-tailed Vulpes for binding my arsenal in the contest—safe passage of two hundred of my sister’s choosing, including the boy.”

Her mother’s necklace appeared at her throat along with Gram, causing the Vulpes’s posture to straighten as he cautiously watched her.  The gold, gleaming sheath of the mystical weapon caused the room to shimmer, and an offensive aura of chilled energy leaked out of Eyia’s body, causing her frame and irises to radiate sapphire light.  “This contract includes my armor as it is also a weapon I use.  Do you agree, Keizer?”

She held the hilt for him to take; it symbolized how serious she was taking this battle and would complete the ritual contract.

“... What is this?”  he asked, staring at the gleaming weapon.  “I’ve … never seen something so … brilliant.”

“Eyia,” Sora forced a laugh, getting to her feet, “do you really need to go this far?”

“I do,” she replied.  “Gram was fashioned by the greatest Dwarves in their Realm, rune imbued by my father’s own hands, and contracted with the Immortal Oath Tree, Barnstokkr.  By taking the hilt, we are both oathbound.”

“... And if one of us were to break that oath?”  Keizer whispered, vision narrowing to slits.

“Barnstokkr will enact her punishment upon the guilty party.”

“Hmm … Scared?”  Kari teased.

“Heh—I fear nothing, girl,” he stated, holding out his hand to grasp it.  “... Although, this is certainly a first for me—perhaps, if you were to die, I could use such an item.”

“You would need to speak to my father to make that deal,” Eyia replied.  “My weapons are bound to me by ancient rites that I cannot remove.”

“A shame,” he sighed, fingers clasping around the edge.  “I accept!”

The other two took a step back as the weapon’s dazzling light intensified, gold chains wrapping around both their hands before being sealed by a white lock.

“Amazing…”  Keizer whispered, freehand grasping his chest.  “I … have never felt such overwhelming power…”

All of her weapons were far more powerful than Eyia, and she couldn’t so much as pull out a fraction of their full capabilities, but it was the reason they were entrusted to her.

Her father’s voice returned to her mind as the chains wove around her entire being; it left a burning heat that couldn’t be stopped.  “Eyia, my daughter.  When you master these artifacts, you will be ready to return to Asgard—you will be our Realm’s greatest hope, yet once the fight is finished, your death is written.”

Eyia brushed aside the bitter memory of her fate as the chains vanished in a flash of light, signaling the completion.  Barnstokkr was also known as the ‘Guardian Tree,’ ‘Binding Tree,’ and ‘Mother Tree,’ since it was used as a conduit by women during childbirth to cry out and pray to the gods for their child’s future, offering some form of personal sacrifice as payment for their hopes.

“It is finished.”  She let go of the blade with Keizer, and the weapon straightened in the air, sheath rising a little.  “The sword will remain in this spot until the oath is fulfilled.”

“Excellent!”  Keizer clapped with his greedy eyes on the floating mystical metal.  “We begin at once!  The contest will be held at the center square, and the task…”  A wicked grin split his lips.  “As is custom, you must strip the opposing Vulpes of their fur.”

“Dirty bastard,” Kari growled.  “I knew there was some trick at play!  You took away her weapons to make it more difficult.”

By looking at her sister’s face, Eyia knew she was beating herself up for not probing deeper into the actual content on this level.  “I assume most of the time, the Vulpes are killed … and skinned by the opponent?”

“‘Skinned’ … I like that word,” he mused.  “Indeed.  I have an entire museum dedicated to chronicling each year’s contestants.  It serves as a reminder to the women.”

“Gross … You’re a psychopath.  What does the boy think of it?”  Kari asked.

He gave her a confused smile.  “I am unfamiliar with that word—What a strange connotation—No, laughable!”

Eyia giggled, pulling their attention; the only issue she had with his ‘collection’ was that they were not his own trophies.  “He-he-he.  Is that all?  I believed this to be a much more challenging trial.  Let us go—It will not take long.”

“Oh?  Is it confidence, arrogance—or ignorance?”  he mumbled, walking to the door for it to open with his magic.  “... In any case, this is sure to be entertaining, and I look forward to Sora’s company.”

“Not even in your dreams,” Kari snarled.

Eyia’s eyes narrowed at the statement, knowing the meaning.  “It seems you do place faith in your people, after all.  Let us continue.”

She caught Sora’s shiver, even if she was trying to hide it.  “Worry not, Sister … This will be over soon.”

Her chilling aura deepened as she followed the fixated male Vulpes out of his building, tiny flakes of snow following their passing.  Niki and her older sister trailed after them, keeping a small distance while mumbling to one another.

Niki was crying over her sister’s recovery, but the older sibling focused more on figuring out what was happening.  Sora ignored the pair to keep up appearances, but Eyia was a bit suspicious of Kari—the Fenris Wolf was far more focused on the girls than she should have been, and with the unusually soft stare, she gave them unnerved Eyia.

What is she thinking … Surely, she would refrain from eating the pair since Sora saved them.  Although … She is a Fenris Wolf.

Hundreds of Vulpes were now gathering outside, following them; it appeared that the throng had some way to communicate because every envious gaze slid from Keizer to her.

When they arrived at the square, several dozen more blurred figures materialized in the sky to watch the upcoming challenge.  A few of the two and three-tailed Vulpes that made it out of the 7th-Level had made it to the square as they did, likely guided there by others.

The much younger Vulpes were staring around uncertainly at the groups of four and five-tailed—their elders, and seeing the vitriol and envy in their heated glares.  Every look screamed murder, which was likely not what the young foxes expected from their heavenly utopia on the upper levels.

Eyia made it to the center of the cleared-out square; it was large, and most of the five-tailed Vulpes were floating in the air, leaving the tops of buildings, windows, and streets for those that couldn’t.

Sora, Kari, Niki, and her sister stopped at the edge where the triplet Vulpes with three tails jogged toward, engaging them with bows and questions.  Eyia turned her attention to the crowd, though, analyzing everyone present at a glance—observation of spiritual Cores was a specialty of Valkyrie, able to catalog and determine vast amounts of data on battlefields with a single look.

Precisely as she expected.

Hiding her hands behind her back, Eyia spun in a slow circle before Kaizer could introduce them, enhancing her voice.  “I am Eyia, your opponent.  Your Overlord has made a covenant with me—Zeri, the teenage male Vulpes, the one hundred Vulpes from the 7th-Level, with an additional one hundred of my sister, Sora Moore’s, choosing, will be leaving the 5th-Level with us.”

Hatred flared to life as the Vulpes’s voices increased in volume.

“You won’t take Zeri away from us!”

“You’re the greediest thing in existence!”

“She’s worse than Kaizer!”

“Kill her!”

“... P-Pick me…”

“Shut up!”

“Typical,” Eyia breathed in a deep, calming breath before getting into a combat position.  “Two hundred opponents—I do not care how you attack, I will not use my weapons—only what I can do with my own body, spirit, and mind … Come and face defeat.”

The raging Vulpes didn’t need a second invitation, and they dove at her just as Eyia saw Kaizer’s amused grin above them, staring down.  “Vulpes of the 5th-Level—Prove to me what Zeri means to you.”

Thirty Nogitsune whipped their red tails around, calling upon Foxfire; an inferno of magical orange flames fell on her as forty Kumiho channeled the magic in the area as a collective unit, generating a blazing cyclone to encircle her.

Working as a group.  Not terrible, and so suddenly.  I suppose learning to share a single boy comes with some cooperation benefits, even if it’s forced.

Gathering her own magical energy around herself, Eyia generated a frigid shell of repulsing waves that quickly counteracted the gale.  Bending her legs, she kicked off the ground, shooting through the flames to the nearest five-tailed Vulpes.

Creating a spiritual platform at the woman’s back to stop herself, Eyia touched her back, instantly freezing her with the injected offensive pressure that cut through her defenses like a precision needle before the other Vulpes knew what was happening.

Her fingers slid down to the base of her tails, ice coating it and breaking away as she stripped all the hair off the Nogitsune’s tail, leaving her in shock to fall to the ground below.

Eyia darted down as more elemental attacks were thrown at her, far too weak to penetrate her shield since it was the simple atmospheric magic that humans typically utilized; they’d need to pull from a much wider area to gather enough to harm her with such a spread out form of energy such as Foxfire.

Landing on the ground, she caught the Vulpes she’d stripped of fur, stiff as a board in her arms.  “The paralysis will pass in time—the sting you will remember for life,” Eyia explained, returning to the air to continue her assault.

The Vulpes were getting a bit desperate and confused as she ignored the attacks, her chilling light blue aura repelling everything they were throwing at her.

It was quicker and more efficient to use spiritual platforms instead of flying, and she was effortlessly outmaneuvering the Vulpes that were trying their best to keep their distance.  Eyia bypassed the illusions from the Húli Jīng, practically useless if their opponent could penetrate their visual manipulations, and instead focused on the Nogistune and Kumiho.

A gray-furred Vulpes ran at her, claws extended as she lashed out like an animal, showing no form or technique with her movements.

Eyia increased her pace, sprinting at the panicked fox.  Deflecting her slash, she used her momentum to close-line her, sending the woman spinning to slide across her belly against the rough cobblestone, ripping much of her robe, and as she turned, Eyia snatched the Vulpes’s clumped tails, stripping them to the skin.

In a single minute, she’d frozen and exposed sixty Vulpes; the others were growing desperate, hurting each other with their elemental attacks or shoving women aside to get to her.  The battlefield was becoming hazed by the blizzard she was generating, further confusing her opponents with the spiritually laced, biting chill that conflicted with their senses.  They were forced to combat every flake so it wouldn’t spread the ice into their spiritual network and Core.

She kept track of every move, and made sure no one died, which included saving them from their own team’s wild attacks, hoping to get her when distracted—she was rarely distracted.

Twisting around a Húli Jīng she’d just subdued, ice crystals flurrying around her, Eyia sent a burst of frigid energy at the inferno a Nogitsune sent at them both, forcing it to curve around them rather than completely overwhelm it.

The blast forced the red-haired woman back, disrupting her control over the energies keeping her in the air, which was followed by Eyia’s palm on her face, forcing her unconscious before freezing her beautiful fur and fragmenting it along her skin.

“Is this all you can do?!”  Kaizer yelled from above.  “It is one creature!  Fight as a unit…”

It was far too late for that; she’d broken their ranks, finished key figures off that held sway over the rest, and made it nearly impossible to find her in the blizzard of spiritual force she was whipping up, which wasn’t that costly since no one knew how to contest her spiritual manipulations of the environment.

It was probably one of the easiest contests she’d had in her life—maybe some of the weak Draugar she faced when a child, but those were starved and manic.

By the fourth minute, she’d taken down a hundred and seventy-three of the Vulpes, causing Kaizer’s amusement to vanish entirely; he’d done everything in his power to give them the edge, and this was everything they could accomplish.

Eyia smiled at Lissiri’s feverish attempts to cut through the environment, one of the first to attempt the act, but it was to be expected; how many of their opponents over the centuries utilized her style of attack?  Likely very few, given their response.

Still, Eyia wasn’t one to play around—this was a contest, and she was there to show how simple their system was; it promoted raw strength over finesse.

Grabbing Lissiri’s wrist, she spun her around, hand sliding down her lower back to her tails as she cried, tears freezing on her cheeks.  “N-No!  P-Please—Don’t take him away from…”

“You were not strong enough to ever have him,” Eyia stated, her tone as cold as the icicles forming across the woman’s tails.

Eyia dropped her to the ground, causing the woman to stumble forward and fall to the ground, bald five tails wrapping around her front to hug them close to her breasts, eyes bugging out.  “No … No … No…”

A frown touched Eyia’s lips as she noticed a sudden change in their spiritual flow.  At first, it was hate and determination, but now, hopelessness was setting in among the Vulpes, trapped and trying to fight their way through the blizzard to find her.

“I … I can’t live without him…”  Lissiri whimpered, hugging herself.  “B-But maybe—maybe if he’s still here when I … Yeah … if I die, then…”

Her trembling claws darting to her throat went limp as Eyia’s hand enclosed the back of her skull, forcing her unconscious.

Devious foxes…  She glared up at Kaizer, able to see him perfectly fine through her own veil of snow.  He knew that if they grew desperate enough, they’d take their own lives—It could be seen as a breach in contract since no one is supposed to die in this contest.  To be so attached to someone that you’d give your own life—having no sense of self-identity without them … What a disgusting place.

Eyia spent the next two minutes incapacitating the rest of the Vulpes; every woman eventually reached the conclusion Lissiri did, forcing her to knock them out with her suppressed spiritual pressure.

Once it was done and the snow died down, what was left in the night was a field of still bodies, suspended in time from her innate Valkyrie abilities.  “I am victorious, Kaizer.”

He lowered himself to the ground, glaring at the slowly melting field of white covering the Vulpes.  “You—have extraordinary talents—What were you again, a Valkyrie?  Yes … And this time distortion … Not even Mofupsi can make these types of temporal warps, and the number  … You are hiding your true strength,” he growled.

“Doesn’t matter!”  Kari yelled from the stunned crowd observing the last remains of powder falling from the sky.  “We won!  Suck it up, ‘cause we got places to be!”

Eyia frowned at the glaring Fenris Wolf, but it soon turned to the man.  “Will you hold your end of the oath?”

“Oath?”

Eyia’s gaze darted to Mofupsi as she appeared out of shimmering light between them, floating in the air with her legs crossed.  Her blonde hair was twisting around her fingers while studying Eyia’s own locks.  “Hmm … a natural blonde color—lovely.  In any case, what is this about an oath, Kaizer?”  she asked, intense yellow irises fixating on the male Vulpes.

The throng of stunned Vulpes dropped to their faces with the mustard-haired Vulpes council member standing before them.

“Hmm … About that,” his composure returned, hands resting behind his back.  “I had this little bet with the girls here … Zeri would be given to Sora, and a hundred more Vulpes could be added to the 4th-Level.”

“Heh-he-he-he-he,” Mofuspi’s sharp eyes narrowed with her quivering stomach.  “I … I can’t believe you would—What could possibly get you to make such a bet … Oh…”  Her wicked grin shifted to Sora.  “... You wanted to have her all to yourself … Typical.  So … What will you do?”  she asked, nine-tails fanning out behind her and weaving back and forth with anticipation.

“Well—I sealed it with this magical sword this Valkyrie has—She said there would be consequences if I failed to adhere to the conditions.  I’m a little curious about what this ‘Barnstokkr’ tree’s punishment will be.”

Eyia’s countenance fell.  “Do not test the Barnstokkr tree; she will have what is owed.”

His down darkened considerably.  “Do not tell me what to do, creature—You may be powerful, but I am by far your better.”

“I ask you this once,” Eyia returned the tone, causing a chill to sweep through the atmosphere; only Sora, Kari, and Mofuspi were watching.  “Will you honor the Barnstokkr’s Oath?”

“Hmm?”  Mofupsi’s irises settled on her subordinate.  “Will you?  I know you tend to push back against authority, but if you have made some kind of covenant with this—tree, heh-heh, then would it not be prudent to comply?”

“Mmh…”  he gave her a dismissive shrug.  “I am more curious about this artifact than the oath itself, really … So, no…”

Eyia took a step back from the man, folding her hands in front of her lap.  “The oath is broken—payment is due to the binder.”

“What is this tree going…”

Mofupsi and Kaizer’s grins faded as a radiant light illuminated the area, driving the councilwoman back.

Kaizer’s mouth was open, eyes lowering to his chest where Gram’s unsheathed blade penetrated.  “Wha…”

“... Incredible,” Mofupsi mumbled in disbelief as white roots poked through various points of the male Vulpes’s body, sticking through his skin; he appeared frozen in time, and in a radiance, he was transported to face trial before the Barnstokkr tree.  “Where … did he go?”

“... A Realm far distant from this one,” Eyia responded in a grave tone.  “I have no control over the Oath Keeper.  He must face the Barnstokkr tree herself—He will not return.”

“I … don’t know how I should take this,” Mofupsi laughed, looking somewhat confused as she stared at the empty spot, and Eyia could see every Vulpes above them just as stunned as their leader—an artifact had just kidnapped one of their most powerful Vulpes before their eyes.

Eyia held up her hand, causing the golden blade’s sheath to appear, and it smoothly slid back into place.  “There is nothing to be done.  Kaizer will not return; he has sealed his own fate—by the oath and the breaking thereof.  He brought this fate upon himself.”

Mofupsi watched the blade vanish in golden rays, cupping the side of her face.  “Hmm … Still, it leaves a significant power vacuum to be filled—many Vulpes are likely cheering at this prospect.  Is he dead?”  she asked with a sad look.  “He really was a good lover.”

“Eww…”  Kari mumbled, walking forward with Sora.  “I didn’t need to hear that.”

Sora’s arms were crossed.  “Yeah … Is he dead, Eyia?”

Knowing her sister wished to complete this without death, Eyia shook her head.  “I cannot say, Sister.  The Barnstokkr tree is a strict Oath Keeper—I suspect his fate is worse than death.”

“Serves him right,” Kari snickered, eyeing the collapsed five-tailed Vulpes around the area, still entangled in Eyia’s distortion.  “Guy was a creep.”

“His touch, though,” Mofupsi mumbled, giving a sad sigh after a moment.  “It is what it is, I suppose—He did bring it upon himself.  Very well, a new contest will be held in the Tower to determine a replacement during the festival.”

Her countenance brightened in an instant.  “Congratulations, Sora Moore, Eyia, Kari.  I will honor the deal he has failed to comply with as the acting Ruler over this Level until a new one can be found.  Until a new one is determined, the proceeding trials shall be postponed.  Now, get some rest in the 4th-Level with those you choose; it shouldn’t take that long to find a replacement … Hopefully,” she mumbled, vanishing in golden light.

Sora sighed.  “Why’d he have to mess everything up … What a bother.”

“You didn’t see this coming?”  Kari asked with a laugh.  “He screamed Oath Breaker!”

“I hoped that was not the case,” Eyia replied.  “Barnstokkr does not enjoy it when an Oath is broken—even if I did not cause the void in our agreement, I chose to enter into the bond with him.  I will need to improve my standing with her at some point because of this breach.”

“Asgardian Realm crap is always insane,” Kari grumbled.  “Whatever—What’s up next, Sora?  Oh, and I want to do the next one!”

“You sure?”  Sora asked, glancing back at the utterly confused throng; apparently, a few were sneaking looks because they were whiter than the snow around them.

“What—No!  Are you worried about me?”  she asked in feigned shock.

“What would give you that thought?”  Sora forced a laugh.  “Anyway—ahem … Hey, you lot!  Get in line.  I need to figure out who I’m taking to the 4th-Level!”

Eyia smiled after her sister, getting back in character—Still, the Barnstokkr would call upon her when she next slept, and it would be a stern conversation she was not looking forward to.

She couldn’t even summon the strength to get angry at the Fenris Wolf as she followed Sora, instead, pondering on how she should respond to the ancient figure.  It had been reckless of her to invoke the contract, but she had felt it was necessary.

How could he be of such low intelligence—His time with Barnstokkr will not be pleasant.
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                Kari glanced back at the stoic Valkyrie that had grown silent after the dumb male Vulpes broke a contract with the Barnstokkr tree.  Of course, she’d heard of the legends; her family had made the Asgardian interwoven realms their home for eons, which meant her mother naturally recounted tales to them before bed.

It was a rather stupid thing for him to do, but considering he’d never experienced anything outside of this messed-up city, Kari was more surprised at Eyia.  Surely, she should have been more intelligent than this … She certainly acted high and mighty.

According to her mother’s stories, the Barnstokkr required a complete account from both parties before judgment was cast.  Eyia would likely be cross-examined by the ancient wooden being when she next slept, bringing to question her own decision to enter into a binding agreement with the Vulpes.  If she’d done it simply to invoke the Barnstokkr’s contract with the knowledge he would break the bond, then she would not be let off so easily.

Kari’s mouth creased, her dull amber irises returning to Sora as she acted tough and uncaring.  Mofuspi vanished in golden light, working on conducting her little competition to fill Kaizer’s place among the Yellow Faction’s hierarchy.

You’re getting over your head … again, she wanted to say, but ever since she’d connected with Sora’s Core, it had been difficult to speak in general.  There was so much she wanted to say—to apologize for, and learn about Sora—to yell at her and tell the overcaring fox she’s stupid—to get her to knock off her ridiculous fox games, but she couldn’t.

Sora gave her a sly smirk, probably thinking Kari was judging her performance as an A-grade performance … not that it took much to convince people to do what you say when you have the power to blow up their entire Realm.

“Humph…”  Kari stood off to the side with the two Vulpes brats Sora had saved.  

Niki had been enchanted by Eyia’s performance, more interested in the ice than her trained movements, but her older sister was more starstruck by Sora’s take-charge attitude—which was totally new to her, and having touched the girl’s Core, she knew her friend was playing with fire by tapping further into her Shadow.

Still, some parts of her change Kari approved of—the teasing and constant jabs she could do without.

A low growl rumbled in her throat, and her thick black tail swished to the opposite side as Sora calculatingly went down the line of Vulpes that had gathered, scanning their Cores to determine who she’d bring to the next level.  Predictably, she found a lot she didn’t like about the women, walking up and down the lines without selecting a single one.

You’re not gonna find a perfectly innocent Vulpes among this crowd—Just pick some at random, geez … it’s not complicated.  The real problem’s about to arrive, though…

Kari’s lips tightened, focus darting to her left as everyone jumped; Mofupsi was back—and she’d brought Sora’s winnings.

She could sense Sora’s uncertainty through the slight twitch her ear gave and how her tail lifted two centimeters.  Sora, Sora, Sora … You really had no clue what you would do with the boy when you ‘won’ him … In Mofuspi’s eyes, he’s basically your slave now.

Mofupsi couldn’t have missed the small hints of discomfort that Sora exhibited, but perhaps she was just too in-tuned to it since they’d shared that brief bonding moment.  Although, if Sora did know, then why would she keep teasing her?

The yellow-furred Vulpes gave no indication she could see Sora’s unease, plopping the confused and disoriented boy on his butt atop the immaculate stone floor.  “Here’s your prize, Sora!  Oh, I’ve gotta get back to the other stuff—Heh, don’t be too rough with him!”

Really…  Kari glared at the snickering nine-tailed Vulpes.  “Hold up.”

“W-What’s happening?”  Zeri whispered, cinnamon-colored fluffy tail shifting left and right while turning to understand what was happening.  “I was … There was so much red, and … You…”  he stopped on Niki’s sister, fixated on her arm.  “You’re…”

“She’s healed!”  Niki squealed; the small fox child was wiggling back and forth in her sister’s tight embrace.  “Lady Sora healed my sister!”

Mofupsi’s mouth fell, turning her attention to Kari as Eyia released all of the Vulpes in her spiritual prison.  “Oh?  Is there something you need … Your name was…”

Sora’s brow furrowed, two tails doing their best not to twist around each other while her scattered brain tried to process which thing she should focus on.  “Kari…”

She held up her hand.  “No—I have this…”  Someone has to because you can’t think clearly when it comes to innocent kids like this.

Her friend’s green eyes creased, adding a clearly forced smirk, turning away with a shrug.  “Eh … yeah … whatever…”  she tried to play it off.

Sora … No, she grew up in a totally different environment than I did…

Sighing, Kari glanced over at the defeated Vulpes; they were numb, minds slow-moving gears as they tried to come to terms with the results of their failure.  On the other hand, Zeri, the poor innocent boy, was slowly regaining his bearings—judging by his reaction, the yellow-furred Vulpes had forced him away with magic and teleported them here.

“Where … Oh, are we in the square for the test … I’ve never seen the Fur Stripping Ceremony … Is that Eselia, and…”

Zeri’s mouth dropped open as he saw Mofupsi floating behind him with her legs crossed, but anything anyone would have said was drowned out by the sudden screams of the furless Vulpes as they caught sight of the cinnamon-tailed boy.

“Goodness…”  Mofuspi muttered, leaning back to glare at the fleeing women, all hugging their hairless tails from the embarrassment of being seen by their idol.

Expectedly, given the chaotic emotions flooding the atmosphere, Sora’s expression started to crack—Vulpes, more than 400 years old, couldn’t live with the fact a 17-year-old boy had seen their naked tails—Kari knew it would come to this with the boy leaving them.

Kari enhanced her voice, volume normal to those around her.  “Mofuspi, if you could allow Mary into the 5th-Level, then we’d leave Zeri here for the time being.”

All the four and five-tailed Vulpes froze at her comment; she instantly became the center of attention.

“Fenris Wolf,” Eyia icy spheres hounded her, a dangerous aura expelling from the girl as Kari folded her arms and shifted her hips to return the glare, “what are you scheming?”

Sora hid her shock and concern with a hum.  “... What purpose would that serve, Kari?”

Mofupsi’s tails stilled as she listened, tapping her lips with interest.

“Simple,” Kari’s hard amber irises settled on the Asgardian warrior, “if you could thaw that frozen heart and brain for a moment to think.”

“Guys…”  Sora moaned, scratching both of her ears.  “Can you two get along for a single minute?”

“Unfortunately, it is unlikely, Sister,” Eyia stated.  “Fenris Wolves cannot be trusted.”

“Ha!”  Kari rolled her eyes.  “Yeah, just like Asgardians can be trusted to screw everything up—the vicious cycle, right?”  she snapped, taking a note from Jin’s example.  “Stupidity running around a hamster cage!”

“... I am not a hamster cage…”  Eyia mumbled, vision hazing over with confusion as she tried to understand the comparison and failed.  “My … people are not hamsters .. cages, or stupidity!”

“Heh … uh-huh—I’m just recounting history, you overgrown popsicle!”

“P-Popsicle…”  Eyia growled.  “I am not flavorful ice on a stick!”

Kari smirked, giving her a short shrug.  “I suppose you’re right—at least popsicles taste good.”

Eyia’s spear appeared in her hand.  “Are you threatening to eat me?!”

Sora jumped between them, but Kari knew she would, and the Valkyrie would back down—it was just one small way she could get back at the stupid Nordic girl.  “Hey!  Hey!  Cut it out … Seriously—We’re in this together.”

“Whatever…”  Kari mumbled, jabbing her finger at the cowering teenage Vulpes.  “Anyway—the boy’s dead weight.”  Her statement caused every four and five-tailed Vulpes’ eyes to level poison-coated daggers at her, yet she continued anyway, ignoring Eyia.

“Mary’s stronger than this entire district combined—There’s no chance anyone could lay a finger on her, and you know it.  She’ll keep an eye on the boy—We can’t have anyone else watch your winnings, or they might ‘gobble’ him up,” she mumbled, rolling her eyes again.

“Oh … True, I guess…”  Sora whispered, folding her arms while still giving Eyia and her a leery gaze; at least Eyia put away her weapon.

Mofupsi clasped her hands together while leaning forward to study them.  “How … fascinating!  Perhaps the two of you can enter the ring against one another at one point,” she chortled.  “It certainly seems both of you need it.”

“We’ll stay in our own lane,” Sora growled.  “Heh, you would need that to actually cause some damage, though.  Right, Kari?”

Kari huffed, walking away to meditate in the tiny bit of free time they’d been given.  “As if that would be a competition at all.”

“So you do admit your head would be on my spear,” Eyia laughed.

“Heh … Typical Asgardian—dream big and die lonely.”

The retort had more effect than Kari anticipated because the blonde girl’s jaw snapped shut.

“My … Your group is just throwing my whole district into chaos.  He-he-he,” Mofupsi grinned, glancing around at the hopeful and apprehensive Vulpes.  “Hmm … You understand, these Vulpes have never even seen a human, Sora … That’s not until the 4th-Level, but I suppose it’s acceptable, for now.”

She snapped her finger as the crowd parted for Kari.  “Tola, if you could be so kind as to join me for a moment!”

The blue-furred Vulpes appeared out of shimmer light, scanning the field with a disapproving expression.  “... Has something come up, Mofupsi?”

Every fox’s head fell to the smooth stone ground again.

Sora promptly took over, if for no other reason than to get Kari and Eyia’s focus off each other, which was precisely what Kari wanted—to be alone for a while.  Plus, she’d provided Sora with just the slight nudge she needed to get out of her little mental trap.

Of course, Eyia’s fixated, hateful look was uncomfortable.

Kari needed time alone, and Sora would be fine, especially if Mary was coming to take over babysitting duties; the human had the full authority and protection of the entire Realm, temporarily granted to her by Sora.

She had to prepare—Eyia showed off on this level, and it would be her turn next … If there was just one thing she could be helpful to Sora in, then it was this … she knew how to make people hate her, and while leaving him here would stop the Vulpes from committing suicide, the moment that small string was pulled away again, the murder in their hearts would have cemented.

It was honestly the best play to maximize their negative emotional generator, and it came naturally to her.  Although … It had become more challenging to act that way.

She reached up to vehemently scratch her large, twitching ears.  Their next challenge was going to be her show, and her mother was helping her prepare in so many ways.

“... H-Hey!”  Reaching the edge of the square as Sora, Mofupsi, and Tola discussed how the 5th-Level would take the human and boy, Kari’s eyebrows came together—Niki and her sister were running after her.  “Hey!”

The elder sister’s legs locked up at the dirty look Kari gave her, almost causing the girl to trip, yet Kari’s attention was drawn to the Valkyrie’s intense, fixated blue irises.  Geez … Can you chill for like five minutes … I’m not going to eat them … although…

She grimaced, thinking about the rest of her family; in Kari’s heart, she couldn’t blame Eyia for the way she acted—before, the Valkyrie was insufferable, but after gaining a small piece of self-reflection, Kari realized she wasn’t all that different from her uncles after all … Look what she did to Sora and so many other girls.

“What…”

Her expression further frightening the Vulpes.  Niki’s sister swallowed a lump in her throat, two tails tucked under and tightly betwixt.  “I—I just wanted to say t-thank you f-for…”

“I’m busy,” Kari dismissed them, brushing back her absurdly thick black hair, her tail flicking to the right with annoyance.  “Go bother the blue bitch.”

“You are the filthy female dog,” Eyia shot back in a whisper across the square; the fact she heard her told her all she needed to know.

“Umm … I—I can wait until you’re not busy,” the girl hesitantly whispered, following after her.

“Sis,” Niki hissed, looking up at her.  “This one’s the angry one…”

Her sister slowly shook her head, large ears laying back.  “No … I—I know she’s not a bad person.”

Kari’s gut tightened, fingers slowly closing into fists as her lips became a line.  … I’m not a bad person … I’m not a bad person…  “What do you know about me?  What’s there to even thank me about…”  She growled, storming off.

The few Vulpes ahead of her swiftly parted, leaving her a clear path to the 4th-Level’s gate beyond them … The sisters followed.

Kari wanted to yell at them, chase them off, but she bit her tongue—it just didn’t feel right to shout the foxes down, which caused her temper to further flare.

… What’s wrong with them—with me?!  Gah … I totally hate being followed—I hate it!  Why is it so hard to tell the stupid kids to back off?  Kids? … one chick is like … over a hundred!  She’s over five times my age!  Shouldn’t she know when to just leave things be … I need to focus…

She stormed through the city streets, finding her way to the gate and sitting outside of it; not a person was in sight, all in attendance at the square to see what would happen to their beloved Zeri.

Trying to work around her feelings, Kari transformed into her Fenris Form, towering over the tiny foxes, which did elicit a frightful shiver from them, but they were far braver than Kari gave them credit for.

She sat down in front of the glistening golden gates, wrapping her tail around her base and closing her eyes to concentrate; the two Vulpes sat across from her, both in their original fox forms.  … Are they making fun of me … copying me … How annoying … cool it … calm … deep breaths … tune them out.  Nobody’s…

Niki sneezed, sniffing and looking over at her sister.  “Psst … Hey!  You know, Sora gave me a name—She called me Niki!”  she squealed.  “Oh!  What’s your name again?  Didn’t Mom and Dad give you one a long time ago?”

“... Not that long ago … Umm, it was Yeven…”

“Oh, that’s right!  Yuphon…”

Yeven smiled, and Kari had a hard time restraining a smile herself.

“Yeah, Niki … yeah, Yuphon works, too…”

“We both have names!”

Unable to find her balance with the distracting pair, Kari cracked open an eye.  “... Gmmmgghh…”

They both froze, ears back while staring into her singular, large amber eye that was fixated on them.  Finally, a hot, drawn-out puff of air passed through her wolf-like teeth.

“... I can’t concentrate with the two of you flapping your gums … Okay, Yeven … What do you want so you’ll leave me alone?”

Yeven took a deep breath herself, puffing it out before sitting up.  “Umm … First, I wanted to thank you for the thing you said on our way to the square.”

Kari’s eyes furrowed.  “Thing I said … Oh.  When I told you how we found your sister?”

She nodded, eyes utterly serious.  “Yes … I was separated from her in the chaos before the rush to the wall—Sora helped her,” her focus fell to the stone, “but … I feel that you had a larger role in that than anyone’s said.”

“Pfft … he-he-he-he,” Kari’s stomach rumbled, her chest heaving.  “Bigger—bigger part?  I literally did nothing!  What are you talking about?”

Yeven cautiously shook her head.  “... I don’t think that’s true.”

Falling to her belly to better see them, Kari crossed her front paws, tail swishing back and forth as her mood brightened; she didn’t laugh too often, but this fox was delusional.  “Why?  Am I lying to you?”

“... I don’t know,” Yeven mumbled.  “It doesn’t sound like it—which is confusing.”

“Yuphon … Let’s go see what Sora’s doing—she’s so much nicer.”

Yeven’s two tails shifted over to stroke her sister’s tiny back.  “Be patient, Niki.”

“I love that name,” the girl giggled.  “Say it again, Yuphon!”

“Niki … Now, give me a second, okay?”

“Okay.”

The red-furred older sister gave her a puzzling look.  “... I get these feelings, and I think you had a big part in why Sora saved my sister—That’s all I know, and … and I just wanted to say thank you.”

Kari shook her head.  “For real—you’re more of a dreaming kid than your little sister.  I’m a Fenris Wolf—do you know what that means?”

She shook her head.  “No … I don’t know what a Founder is either … What I do know is that you’re a nice creature—You haven’t even thought about eating us like that other woman said.”

Growing less happy about the direction this was going, Kari grunted.  “Why did you follow me in the first place … Just to say that?”

Yeven’s chin lowered to her paws, depression in her whispering voice  “... I’m afraid, Kari…”

“Nu-uh!”  Niki said, scooting over to nudge her side.  “Yuphon’s not scared of nothing!  My sister’s invincible!”

She wrapped her tails around her sister, snuggling closer to her, yet her voice was still sad.  “... I’ve been afraid ever since we woke up in this place—I don’t know how we got here or what we did to deserve this punishment … I just want to feel safe, and—and I feel safe with you,” she smiled, tears coming to her eyes.  “I’m sorry we’re bothersome…”

S-Stupid … They’re so stupid … crying—stupid—foxes…

Kari’s throat seized up, unwanted tears wetting her own fur as they ran down her face.  “... You think … You feel safe with me?”  she choked, desperately trying to understand why her body was breaking down.

Yeven sniffed, her sister now crying as she tuned into the mood.  “Y-Yes … I’m sorry, Kari…”

“Why … Why now…”  she sobbed, burying her face in her paws.

All Kari wanted was a place to feel safe—to build a home that was safe.  She tried at school—to protect the girls under her—failed miserably at it—they hated her—feared her, but here were two random Vulpes she’d barely known existed for more than a few hours, following her around to feel secure.

Is … Is that why I’m still here … Still with Sora?  … Sora makes me feel safe … secure … like I shouldn’t hate myself…

“W-Why … Why is life so hard?”  Kari cried.

Yeven’s frame trembled next to her sister.  “I—I don’t know … It’s always so hard…”

“Why are you crying…”  Niki whimpered.  “I—I’m sad now … D-Don’t cry, Yuphon…”

It hurt—it hurt worse than the beatings her brother gave her—the hate everyone gave her—everything went back to her brother standing over their mother’s corpse, her flesh and blood glistening on his smiling, tear struck face … she was a naked pup, lying on a mountain of the dead that was the Fenris Curse.

“... I just want my family back…”  she whimpered.  “... Tiri … Mom … Aiden … Even Eric … I just want my family…”

“M-Me, too…”  Yeven cried.  “I … I just want to be back home—helping to mine the rocks—I don’t even care about the new stuff…”

It took time for Kari to calm down; the walls she’d built were collapsing—and it was with two random Vulpes.  How did it turn out like this?

A shiver ran down her frame as she slowed the burning air pumping out of her throat.  “... Stay as long as you like—okay?”

“Mhm…”  Yeven smiled.  “T-Thank you, Kari.”

“I-Is she nice?”  Niki asked, trying to stop her own tears.

Yeven nuzzled her head.  “... Really nice.”

“Okay … I like her more.”

“He-he-he…”  Kari sniffed, clearing her throat before focusing.  “Okay … I’m going to start meditating.”

“We’ll be quiet,” Yeven assured.  “It’s time for Niki to sleep, anyways…”

The small child yawned, her small frame spent after crying.  “Y-Yeah … I’m sleepy … T-thank you, Yuphon … Khri…”

She gets her own name but no one else’s … Wait, she did get Sora’s right … figures.

Taking a deep breath, Kari retreated into her Core; she couldn’t bring herself to ask for Sora’s help to advance to the next stage of the Outer Body Technique like her mother kept pestering her about—what she did know was enough to get by—she didn’t have to bother Sora.

Her mother was waiting to wrap her arms around her.  “I know it’s unfair, Kari … You’re paying for my mistakes and errors … You all are, but you’re not alone anymore.”

“M-Mom … I just stopped crying,” Kari moaned, chest heaving against her mother, trying to feel the heartbeat that no longer existed in her world.

“I know,” she whispered, arms tightening around her.  “I know … It may hurt knowing Sora can get her family back while I’m destined to fade away … but you can grow beyond me with her, Kari.  There are so many loving, supportive people that are waiting to hold you.”

“... Eyia will never accept me…”

“Kari…”

“What?”  she mumbled as Alva pulled her back to give her a motherly stare.

“... Eyia is dealing with her own pain and hurt … You all are, and in time, she’ll have no one to rely on but you.”

“I don’t want that responsibility,” Kari mumbled, head falling against her mother’s bosom.  “... I’m so tired, Mom…”

“Day by day,” she returned, lifting her chin up to look at her smiling face.

“... Day by day … What?”

“Your life is getting better.  Tell me I’m wrong,” she challenged.

Kari wanted to, but she couldn’t lie to her mom.  “... I know … It doesn’t make it easier, though.”

“A better life is not an easy one, my daughter,” Alva whispered, gentle arms embracing her again.  “Now … You must dig deeper and find the power sleeping within you—your mother mistakenly believed his power lay in the rage, hatred, dominance, and pride.”

“... Pride is a component,” Kari mumbled, brow creasing as her mother turned her attention to a past memory.

It was the first and only time Alva had shown their family the legacy they’d inherited.  Her mother’s sleek, silver-furred form radiated with crimson light as she grew, expanding to the size of a small planet in the dimensional plane she’d created.

“It is not pride, my daughter, but courage that is the true source of strength of our family—fear is what restricts us, which is why my brothers will never be our father, no matter how much they consume.  To keep up with Sora … You will need to face your own inner demons, Kari.”

“... My own inner demons…”  It sounded easy, yet her cut churned at the very thought.  “... How can I if…”  Kari’s wet eyes widened.  “...”

“You understand?”  Alva sighed.

A clamp squeezed her heart as she realized why she’d always lost.  “... I’m afraid of Eric…”

Her brother’s cocky, looming face leered down at her from a few feet away, causing Kari to whimper and tighten her grip around her mother’s back.  “M-Mom…”

Alva soothingly rubbed her back.  “Shh … shh … Kari, it’s not going to be easy—but you need to talk to your brother … To understand him … at least a little if you hope to do what you’ve set in your heart.”

Kari couldn’t even look at him, her head buried in her mother’s chest; she couldn’t talk.  No … I … I was brave … I faced him … I fought him … I’m strong…  Yet, she couldn’t stop trembling.

“No, Kari … You acted out of desperation, which is associated with courage, but far from the real thing—it’s fleeting—temporary, and you do not need to defeat your brother with strength … Remember that.”

“Eh … Mom … Mom?!”  she stumbled forward as Alva vanished, leaving her with Eric’s imposing presence standing several feet behind her.

Quakes ran down her frame as she hugged herself, slowly turning to face her pompous brother—this was Eric before that strange change in him … The demon in her heart.

“Now, is that the proper look to be giving your Alpha, Sister?”
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                Kari stumbled back in the white space of her Core, throat catching as her brother’s stone brown eyes leered from his towering position over her.

“E-Eric?”  she gasped, reflexively stepping back before tripping; she landed on her butt as everything her mother said was instantly replaced by years of trauma.

A questioning grin spread across his strong jaw.  “What’s with that reaction … Don’t remember me?”

Kari’s eyes quivered, falling from his cruel face to the worn leather skins of the various great animals he’d killed in their mother’s sanctum, ferocious creatures that dominated their previous habitat before she removed them, yet they hadn’t stood a chance against her vicious brother … This was her 12-year-old demon returned to life.

Her heart shrank as his lips tilted.  “Hmm … Did you think you could just run away to the human world, and I wouldn’t know … Huh?”

Air wouldn’t fill her lungs as her brother’s horrifying visage hung over her; Kari’s bones trembled, remembering the breaks her 12-year-old body received when she’d first tried to fight her brother—she didn’t know what she was doing at the time; it was a reaction when seeing him standing over their dead mother, her flesh in his mouth, but her muscles would never forget the pain.

He stepped forward, left eye narrowing with agitation, causing her to flinch and shrink back a little.  “Hmm?  Thought running away with Jenny would change the fact Mom is dead?  Did I give you permission to leave the pack?”

“I … I’m not af-afraid of you,” she mumbled, unable to stop the quakes in her voice, which only made him smile.

“What … You expect me to believe that?  You’ve practically pissed yourself … Who are you trying to convince, because it’s not working for you.  Let’s play this game, though,” he stepped forward, reaching out to grab her face in a split second.

His impossibly powerful fingers tightened against her cheeks and forehead, and in the next moment, her thick black hair was flying forward as he sent her rocketing into the blackness of her Core.

She couldn’t think as darkness swallowed her, falling into an abyss with her brother standing at the edge of the white platform above her, growing more distant by the second.  Soon snapping to her senses, she tried to gather her spirit to float when a foot smashed into her face, breaking all movement in her brain.

The air in her lungs was forced out as Eric put weight on her head, eyes swimming as he kicked her side with his free leg; she tried to curl in, gasping for air, but the excessive force he was using to keep the side of her face against the ground was limiting her movements.

“W-What are—E-Eric!”  she wheezed, trembling fingers gripping her side; nothing in her memory hurt more than her brother’s blows.  

“Hmm?  I couldn’t hear you following my orders, Kari … Where do you belong?”  He put his weight on her temple while bending down to slap her hair out of her face to look her dead in the eyes.  “I’m waiting.”

“T-This isn’t real … You’re—You’re in hell!”

His foot lifted before his kick sent all the air from her already struggling lungs, propelling her through the infinite darkness; she gagged upon hitting the metal plate of a large bulldozer, causing the brakes to snap and the heavy vehicle to flip over.

She didn’t know exactly what happened after that, but her wild eyes soon adjusted to the construction zone Sora, and she had tag-teamed her brother in—however, this time, it was only her and Eric.

The man was now older, somehow even more arrogant, and dangerous; he was reverting back from his brown Werewolf Form, shoving the tipped-over bulldozer to the side with a wicked grin she knew all too well.

“What are you waiting for, Kari?  Stand up, or bow your head and tail … How many times have you shown me that bushy black tail before?  He-he-he … I’ve lost count.”

Kari’s tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth, her throat frozen with the overwhelming fear of being utterly alone with her brother.  

“Did that Vulpes take your tongue, Sister?  Maybe I can help you find it again.”

“N-No … Please, Eric, I’m … I … I don’t want to fight…”

She struggled to her feet, turning to run … only to run into her brother’s immovable chest, stumbling back to the ground again.

“You know you’re not strong enough … yet you still refuse to follow my orders, Sister … I love you—so much …  But you’ve been trying my patience.”

Faltering to her feet, Kari shook her head while cradling her throbbing side, she shook her head.  “No … no, you’re not here!  Go away!  Leave me alone,” she sobbed, shuffling away from him.

Eric laughed, following after her at a stalking pace.  “Where are you going, Kari?  You know you can’t escape me.  Are you trying to play tag like we’re kids again?  Because we aren’t kids, and you will recognize my supremacy!”

She couldn’t do anything but run, cry, and whimper—for some reason, she was stuck—she didn’t know how to escape wherever she was inside of her own Core, and facing him was impossible … It was instinctual … imprinted into her very soul.

Eric vanished as she ran around a corner, but she could feel his words rippling through her muscles.  “You think you’re strong enough to enter this world without me?  If you can’t beat me, then you’re as good as dead, Sister; I am trying to help you … protect you!  You never appreciated what I do for you!  You cannot survive without my protection!”

She flinched, hands tightened against her chest as she reached the river, Eric somehow right behind her.  “You’re weak!  Look at you, Sister … pathetic, groveling, and yet you have the purest blood out of all our entire family … Grandpa would be ashamed.”

“... I … I don’t care w-what he’d think … What anyone thinks!”

“Of course not; Mother always coddled you!”  he shouted, looming over her with fire in his amber eyes; just his presence was enough to make her mind blank.

“The moment you saw opposition, where did you go?”  he asked, gesturing around them at Miami.  “To the weak humans, where even you could act strong … You’ve always been a miserable shell of a Fenris Wolf.”

“I … I…”

“You what?”  he demanded.  “You couldn’t cut it back home—couldn’t even cut a single hair from my body over months of beatings, and so you ran like the cowardly pup you are.”

Kari’s lip tucked under to stop its quivers, her thighs pressing against each other.  “I—I’m nothing like you … I’m not like Mom or Grandpa!  I don’t want it…”

“Obviously not; that’s the problem!”  he shouted, reaching down to pick her up by the front of her black crop top and pull her up; she was stunned, mind wildly hoping the fabric would break, but Sora’s magically enhanced clothing was far more durable than she realized.

“E-Eric … please…”  she whimpered as the scene melted into the old construction site again—Sora still wasn’t there.

Her feet flailed, too panicked to even try to float with her spiritual powers as her brother dangled her over eight floors of open-air, standing on the edge of a half-finished parking complex—his grip was unbreakable.

“You are the most pitiful excuse for a wolf in history…”

Kari’s tail stiffened as he let go, thick black locks rising as the wind rushed around her, staring up at his disgusting leer while in freefall.  She winced as she struck the solid concrete; gravity wasn’t nearly as bad as being kicked.

A slight jarring sensation spread across her body, but it soon passed, and the concrete remained perfectly intact.  Still, she couldn’t believe it; Eric dropped her from the building—she didn’t even know why it was so surprising.  All she could do was stare up at the dark, cloudless sky in numb panic.  I’m trapped … I’m trapped in my own mind with Eric … How much more?

Moments later, he jumped down, landing beside her.  “I have to fight every second to keep my Fenris Blood pumping through my veins—I had to eat mom’s flesh, but you … you get it handed to you on a silver platter and do nothing but disgrace our family!”

Kari took a shuddering breath, the first since she’d landed, and stumbled to her feet.  “You were beaten … Sora and I…”

“Did nothing!”  Eric growled, stepping forward and making her trip on an edge again, falling to her butt.  “All you did was annoy me to the point that I actually did something about it, but did I ever really tap into my Fenris Wolf blood when you were prancing around with that filthy Vulpes?”

Tingles cascaded down Kari’s spine to her tail, any breath she had hoped to take stuck in her throat.  “... No…”

“What was that?”  he asked with a nasty smile.  “No … No, what?”

“You … you didn’t,” she mumbled, eyes falling with her ears as she looked away, fingers tightening around her arms.

Coward … I’m such a coward.

A part of her was yelling to jump up and attack him, but she’d done it so many times before for the same result—her body broken, bleeding, and spirit crushed on the floor with his foot on her face, pressing it into the dirt as her bones and muscles recovered, sharp words more damaging than his blows.

For months she’d tried to stand up to him, but she couldn’t help herself … She was terrified of her older brother, and the thrashing he gave her daily, recovering for it to happen again, only reinforced that.  He put her in her place every time.

She didn’t know when, exactly, but eventually, she’d lost hope and ran, bringing Jenny with her … or so she’d thought her friend willingly went … She sometimes wondered if Jenny was ever her friend.

“Hmm?  He-he-he.  Did you think because some tiny dragon girl beat me once that you were strong?  No!  You’ve always been weak, and you think you can actually fight now … When have you ever fought anything that wasn’t so insignificant even your trash ass tail could kill it?!  Huh?”

Kari had nothing to say in return … he wasn’t wrong.

“Never, and the insane part is that you haven’t even eaten a single creature that wasn’t something I, Mom, or even Tiri killed and brought back for you!”

She flinched at the comment.

“Yeah, a Fenris Wolf that’s never killed in her life!  A Fenris Wolf that’s never tasted raw, pumping blood in her mouth!  How … How could YOU get something I was made for?  You tried to be human!  Human, Kari … powerful, invincible, blood unmatched in raw power, and it’s wasted on you!  I … I can’t even imagine!  I can’t!”

Huddling into a ball and closing her eyes, Kari prayed he would go away; his voice shattered any thought other than the oppressive hell she’d experienced in their mother’s dying Realm after her death.  “Go away … Please; I just want to be alone…”

He didn’t go; instead, he changed his approach.  “Then that Fox shows up and makes you look like a fool!  At least you were herding humans around, beating them into submission—I could work with that—you were exerting a fraction of effort to progress, but then … you let a stupid, weak Vulpes destroy everything you’d built—Lori told me all about it.”

“Not here … You’re not here…”

Her eyes snapped open, fingers tightening against his hand as it closed around her neck, and he lifted her up.  “I’m not really here … Pathetic as ever, Sister … as delusional as ever…”

Kari’s tail lashed left and right; she tried to turn into her true Fenris Form, but she couldn’t … her fear was blocking her.  “E-Eric … I … I’m sorry…”   she gagged, tears streaming down her cheeks.

The desperate words were a betrayal to everything she wanted to be, but there was nothing she could latch onto to pull any scrap of pride she’d shredded long ago—everything she was had been a lie … a persona to give her any semblance of control in her hellish life.

Eric snarled at her wet, puffy cheeks, trembling fingers desperately trying to remove his hands while her legs uselessly bouncing off of his knees and crotch.

“You had no faith in yourself … No pride … Empty … So pathetic that you actually took help from a Vulpes … joining forces with a worthless Vulpes!  For what?  Were you hoping she would save you from me?  You cowardly bitch … leashed to a fox—call your master for help.”

His words pierced Kari’s chest; her black crop top and Jersey shorts pulled into her skin as thick hair sprouted from her body.  Eric was forced to let her go as she transformed.  However, her body wouldn’t stop quivering, and her wild eyes jumped between areas to escape—something he said gave her a modicum of strength to resist, but only just barely.

“I … I’m not leashed to Sora!”  she hesitantly barked.

Eric smirked, rubbing his wrist a little; in his human transformed state, he had to be cautious of her unleashed Fenris powers.

“Oh … Have I finally found something that makes you fight again, Sister?  It was Lori before … Remember?”

“S-Shut-up!”

“Hmm … Sora, right … that was the name of that pitiful Vulpes, crying about her poor, dying father … Has she put a collar on you like the human bitch you want to be?”

“No!  I’m not her b—I’m no one’s dog!”  Kari growled, finding a shaky platform to put up a fight against the fear her brother instilled.  “I’m not calling for Sora’s help … EVER!”

Eric folded his arms with a loathsome tone in his throat.  “Mmh … the dog will protect her smelly, Vulpes master.  Is that it?  There was this word I heard humans say … heh, maybe she hasn’t housebroken you yet.”

Kari took a step forward, but the next was agonizingly impossible; she was staring into her brother’s fathomless amber eyes—a strength within them she could never match.  Still, she bore her teeth, even if her legs were frozen.

Move … Dammit!  I’m not helpless … I can’t be.

Eric’s smiling eyes were an open fire against her retina as he took another step forward, making her legs twitch; still, she refused to look away.  “Hmm … Is there a hint of pride left inside you, after all?”

He took another step—she reacted on instinct, stepping back, tail lowering slightly.

NO!!!  Don’t back down … please … please … please…  Her heart was shrinking by the second, skin aflame with her pounding heart as her nerves flinched out of impulse.

The air in her lungs caught as Eric motioned to the left.  “Mmh … maybe you need an incentive again … You remember Lori … How long has it been for you?”

A bloodied corpse of Lori was spontaneously four feet to her right, causing all four of Kari’s legs to tremble, quakes cascading up her frame in horror as she saw the gaping hole in the teenage girl’s breast.  “N-No—you … mmghmmgmm…”

Closing her eyes, Kari shook her head.  “It’s not real…”  It’s not real … It’s not real … This is all in my head!  “No?”  Her nose creased, vision opening in horror to see her brother holding Lori’s ravaged figure in front of her, dead eyes open with horror, surprise, and pain.

“Are you sure?”

She whimpered, faltering back.  “P-Put her down,” Kari squeaked, tail falling further.  “S-Stop … S-She’s already dead…”

Eric lifted an eyebrow, pulling back his arm to stare into Lori’s senseless face, a grin forming as he stopped to think.  “... You’re right … Humans are such weak things,” he grunted, tossing her limp body to the side like garbage.

Kari’s gaze followed her old friend’s frame rag-doll across the construction site in numb shock, but this really was the version of Eric that caused every fiber in her soul to scream … She’d almost forgotten how callous and terrifying he was since spending so much time with Sora.

Without warning, Eric gripped her chest with his Werewolf Form’s clawed fingers and threw her through the 3rd story rail guard; the steel beams of the 3rd-floor ceiling stopped her, crumbling concrete falling with her to pile atop her.

It was happening again.  N-Nothing’s changed … Have I really not changed?  I can hardly stand when he’s…

“How long are you going to make me wait?”  Eric growled.  “Get down on your belly and submit or get up and look me in the eye like a wolf would—quit cowering in the rubble and wasting my time.”

“M-Mom…”  she whimpered.  “What … What am I supposed to do, Mom—”

Eric snarled, shoving the pile off of her.  Grabbing her tail, he smashed her back against a support pillar, crumbling part of it and taking the air out of Kari’s lungs.  “What?!  You’re calling for Mom … again?  She’s dead, Kari!  Grow up, and face the facts!  She was weak!”

Kari threw up, but before she could recover, the wind was whistling past her ears, and she was sent through the floor to the lower level.  A kick to her gut sent her through the side of the construction zone, spiraling to Miami’s streets to stop against a fire hydrant.

Her chest convulsed with dry heaves.  “... E-Eric … It … it hurts,” she cried, mind reliving her brother’s first outlash after their mother’s death.  “Please…”

“Am I the only strong one in this family?!”

Her mother’s words echoed as a distant memory in her foggy brain.  “You do not need to defeat your brother with strength … You just need to understand him … at least a little if you hope to do what you desire.”

H-How … Mom?  How can I understand this … this monster?

“Kari…”

“Mmmhm-hm-hm…”  She sobbed, struggling to her feet before limping through a revolving door of a store, trailing water from the broken hydrant spraying a fountain into the sky; her bones and muscles were healing but at a slower pace than usual.

Mom … How do I do it?  H-He just hurts me…

Her mind froze as a car smashed through the wall, sending shattered glass, splintered chairs, and twisted metal across the tile floor; the vehicle displaced the desks and chairs while sliding further into the hotel lobby.

“There isn’t a place in any Realm where I can’t find you, Kari!”  he said, stepping through the rubble.  “Did you really think you could escape me?”

Unable to run, Kari collapsed on the floor, unable to move her legs.  “N-No … I … I’m just so scared of you…”

He paused, baleful expression lingering on her.  “Then submit!”

Kari’s chest convulsed.  “I can’t, Eric!  I … I can’t … I just … I just need to feel safe … to feel at home…”

Eric’s lips and demeanor slowly relaxed as he took a long breath, dark brown eyes studying her curling into a ball, hiccupping on the ground.  “... You are safe, Kari … What do you mean you ‘want’ to feel safe?  I’ve kept you safe … That’s ALL I’ve done!  Kari … Kari!”

He stormed over to her, causing Kari to curl into a tighter ball.  “P-Please don’t kick me, Eric…”

“What is this, Kari?  Fight back … stand up to me and fight back … beat me!”

She shook her head, sniffing back her snot.  “I … I can’t Eric … I can’t … You’re just … I can’t…”

Eric screamed, fists sending rippling shockwaves through the earth and shattering the tile and concrete underneath as he ripped into the foundations.  “You … You can’t give up!  That … That doesn’t make sense!  You’re a Fenris Wolf!  Fight me!  Claim your superiority!  Get … Get stronger so you can avenge Tiri…”  He growled, breathing heavily as he leaned against the massive crater he’d created in the space.

Kari only flinched and quivered in her ball through his outburst, but for the first time, her mind clicked the pieces into place.  “S-Stronger to … to avenge Tiri?”

“Who else!”  Eric yelled, and as Kari shifted to peek out, she saw tears of frustration in her brother’s eyes.  “I can’t kill our uncles!  I’m not a Fenris Wolf!  I’m not!  You are, but—but you’ve always been so weak!  I … I don’t understand!  You fought so hard at first … then you quit and went to the humans!  Abandoning us, Aiden … me!”

“N-No!  You were just … I thought…”  Kari’s fear turned into confused rage.  “You told me you killed Tiri!  You killed Mom!”

“To get you to beat me!”  Eric shot back, screaming again before punching the side of the concrete in the hole he’d created; fissures erupted out of it to travel up a support pillar.  “You were always so spoiled and … and you weren’t strong enough … hard enough to do what needed to be done!  I had to … I HAD TO!  It was the only way to keep you safe from them … What they had planned for you!  I had to get you to start killing and eating things!”

“Y-You beat me … every day!”  Kari cried.  “I … I couldn’t even recover…”

“To increase your recovery!  To build the Fenris Force within you—Mom told us that pressure and damage build a Fenris Wolf's strength over time!”

“A-All I knew was that…”  Kari’s nose was flaming as she hid her burning face with her paw, shaking her head.  “My whole world fell apart … Everything was … I had no one but Jenny … And you sent her to … to spy on me … I had no one … no one … but you had Aiden … Stupid Aiden…”

“Ties would only hold you back … You had to kill, but you wouldn’t do it!  No matter how many wolves I sent to hunt you or … or creatures to attack you!  You just ran!”

“I … I didn’t know anything else!”  Kari shot back, struggling back to her feet.  “I was just trying to live…”

“That’s all I’ve been trying to do!”  Eric roared, pounding his chest.  “I have … Do you have any idea how much pain I’m in … Every moment of every day … The fire of Mom’s blood and flesh conflicting with the Werewolf side of me?!  The rage and … and hatred … You’re everything I wanted to be … I tried everything to push you, but … but you rejected everything!”

“You rejected me!”  Kari yelled, teary eyes glaring at him.  “You were supposed to be my brother … like … like take me to stupid boy movies and … and buy me food, and all the other things other brothers do!”

“Stupid human things!”  Eric shouted, waving at the severely damaged building around them.  “Weak … worthless things that come and go like the wind, but your strength will never leave you!  If you could just tap into the tiniest fraction of a—just a sliver of what is in your blood—you could wipe out this entire universe with a whisper!”

“I never wanted that!  You wanted that!”

“Grah!”  He threw a chunk of concrete through the wall.  “I wanted you to be safe!  To be able to take care of yourself when Mom’s blood eventually kills me!  To have Aiden there to keep Sköll and Hati away from you … To live without being a Pup Slave to feed their insatiable need to strengthen their Fenris Blood!”

“... I just needed a brother…”  Kari whimpered.

“I am your brother!”

She backed away.  “No … That’s … You’re mind’s all wrong, Eric … I didn’t need you to be my pack leader or Alpha … I needed you to help me cope with our family falling apart … Instead, I had no one … no one … so … so I tried to find someone in the human world … and I messed everything up there…”

Kari collapsed on her side.  “... Maybe our whole family’s just messed up … No, what family?  Nothing makes any sense.”

Eric took a low, frustrated breath before slowly climbing out of the hole to sit at the edge.  “... I won’t deny that … We do have a rather messed up family.”

“Tch … You think?  I’ve got uncles that want to make me a baby factory … a Mom that left a half-broken Intelligent Construct in me that Inari, of all Founders, had to fix … and a brother that thought pounding his little sister into the dirt would make her stronger.”

“It’s what my father did to me,” Eric mumbled.  “... It worked on me.”

“I’m not you!”

“Heh.  Obviously not…”

Her gaze returned to her brother as he put his hands behind his head and fell to his back on the dusty floor, brushing his long hair out of the way.  “... Mom’s blood is burning through my veins … sometimes it’s like this fever rushing through my veins … it drives me insane … her memories flashing through my eyes … the poison that’s killing me.  It gave me the strength to kill my father before he could get to you…”

Kari’s eyebrows pulled together.  “He was trying to kidnap me?”

“Of course … He was obsessed with Fenris Wolves after spending time with Mom, and when she banished him, he had to fill that void somehow.”

“Wait…”  Kari slowly returned to her human form, sitting cross-legged.  “Are you saying Mom’s to blame for this?”

 Eric was silent for a moment, lips pulling in before shaking his head.  “... At first, I thought it was, but … No … No, Mom should have known exactly what kind of person Trovaith was, which means there was interference.”

Kari’s gut tightened.  “Why didn’t you share any of this with me before … been open about it?”

“Right,” Eric growled, “tell my traumatized sister that our uncles want to have sex with her for all eternity … I was doing what I thought was right … What would help you … Give you a face to hate … I don’t know … That’s just what I thought was the best thing to do!”  he growled, the heat in his voice rising for a moment.

He took a deep breath, trying to calm his blood.  “... I … I don’t know if what I did was right or wrong, Kari … I did what I thought would help you be safe and prepare you because … whoever set all this in motion is stronger and more cunning than our uncles … which means Aiden is our only defense until you’re strong enough to figure things out, and Mom knew it.”

Several minutes of silence passed, and the fear of her brother slowly faded … for the first time, she was having an actual conversation with her brother … Even if it was…

“... Mom…”

Her mother appeared several feet to her right, sad eyes on her as Eric faded.  “Yes, Kari.”

Swallowing the lump in her throat, Kari’s brow set; the question burned in the back of her mind as long as the events happened, but she couldn’t bring them to the surface until now.  “... Did you know what Eric would do to me when … when you killed yourself?”

Alva’s amber irises fell to the ground.  “I did.”

“...”  Kari tucked her lip under.

Against her will, Emilia and Sora’s relationship came to mind; she couldn’t imagine Sora ever thinking about putting her through that kind of thing.  Yet, the things Sora had been subjected to that Mia allowed could be seen as the same circumstance from a psychological perspective as what Kari had done to the fox.

“... I don’t see Inari doing that to her daughter,” Kari mumbled, causing her mother’s eyes to close with a painful look.

Alva slowly nodded.  “Yes … Inari might have done something entirely different—she has many more options available to her than I had … far more power given the eons she’d prepared and stored for her revenge.  I did fail you as a mother; of that, there is no doubt, Kari.”

Cold air filled her hot lungs before streaming out with more tears; she tried blinking them away while whipping at her cheeks.  “Still … I can’t not love you … and it hurts … it hurts so much that you would … you’d let that happen, but … but I’ve learned that sometimes … sometimes things happen we can’t avoid.”

Her mother’s mournful eyes returned to her, knowing Kari both wished to be held by her and rebuke her mother at the same time.  “I know all too well … However, there are things you can avoid, and should … I am not a perfect mother, Kari, and I allowed horrible things to happen in the ‘hope’ that a far more positive outcome would occur.”

Kari steeled her heart, rubbing her arms before clearing her throat and rising.  “I … Has it been worth it?”

“So far … I am grateful and indebted to Inari for helping to correct a few miscalculations on my part … They are at least not as dire as they could have been, and Sora has proven to be a powerful force for good within your life.”

“She ... she’s okay…”

“He-he-he,” her mother gave her a sad, dubious smile.  “Kari, the one thing that snapped you out of that paralyzing fear Eric had over you was the thought of being a burden on Sora and the embarrassment of wearing a collar around her.  She’s helped you when you were in a very vulnerable place and has not taken advantage of you.”

“... You’d be surprised,” Kari mumbled, thinking about how easy it was for Sora to tease her.  “She’s … she’s my first friend—at least, I think she is.”

“You were able to open up to her … to show her your vulnerable side, and that is not easy.  Now, to grow stronger, you must build your courage and confidence back … to stand on your own feet rather than rely on Sora.”

Rubbing her left arm, Kari nervously licked her lips, looking up at her mother.  “I’m scared…”

Her mother slowly moved in, holding out her arms; Kari hesitated but entered her loving arms after a moment.  “... I know, Kari … but nothing will be as terrifying as facing your brother—you are ready to progress.”

“It … It still hurts…”

“Mhm,” Alva’s hands pressed her against her breast.  “It does, yet you’re not only willing to face it but push toward the unknown paths ahead, and that, Kari, is courage … I love you and only want to help you move past this horror as quickly as possible.”

Taking a shuddering breath, Kari’s grip tightened around her mother, lips trembling.  “... Just … Just not too fast … I’m not strong enough to do this without you yet.”

“... In time … In time,” she soothed.  “Still … I am here for as long as you need me.”

Kari was a little frightened of the ‘need’ part in her mother’s words, knowing it was inevitable; she’d cherish this time with her mother that Inari gave her as long as she possibly could.
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                Kari stayed in her mother’s comforting arms, allowing her broken heart to rest for at least a short while, but eventually, Alva pulled her away with an encouraging smile.

“Kari … all good things come to an end … to be replaced by a new event of life that brings with it the unknown.”

A lump formed in Kari’s throat as she held her mother’s hand. “But … But does it have to come so soon?”

“Always,” Alva replied, forming a chair to allow them both to sit. Her smooth fingers rubbing the back of Kari’s hand. “The possibility for growth, healing, and solace is built in the present with an expectation for it to rise into a solid tower in the future.”

Kari’s eyes fixated on her mother’s fingers, taking a deep breath between words. “I can … kind of understand where Eric was coming from—and it helps me not feel so scared of him—even if he’s just so messed up and wrong … I kind of get it.”

Alva lifted their arms to draw Kari’s attention to her compassionate face. “Kari, who was Sora’s monster?”

Her lips tightened, quickly diverting eye contact as her muscles tightened. “... Me,” she whispered.

“Has she been able to overcome that?”

Kari hesitated, eyes scanning the broken Miami building that surrounded them. “I … don’t know … She acts like it.”

“He-he-he,” her mother’s laughter caused a low groan to pass through Kari’s throat as she glared at the gray-haired woman before her.

“What?”

“Kari…” Alva scooted forward a little in her chair, her sizeable puffy tail swinging around the open back to lift her chin. “You cannot lie to me. What do you know about Sora?”

Waving her mother’s tail away, she scratched her tickling neck while avoiding her mother’s amber irises again. “I ... guess you’re right … Sora overcame her fear of me and … and asked me to be her friend—but … humph, but she’s so aggravating sometimes.”

“Why?” her mother pushed, head tilting to the side a little, which shifted her wild gray hair against her shoulders and neck.

“She teases me when she knows I’m not comfortable with some things!” Kari growled, thinking about their time in the spa with the other Vulpes, Eyia, and Jin. “Sora just keeps making fun of me, and … and…”

“Embarrassing you?” Alva giggled.

“Yes! It’s—It’s humiliating, Mom…”

Her mother shook her head. “Kari, do you honestly believe Sora really has any room to even consider anything romantic or if she is even attracted to you in that manner?”

“I don’t know…” Kari mumbled, thighs tightening uncomfortably while having this conversation with her mother. “She’s a Vulpes—a Vulpes Founder, at that.”

“Exactly,” Alva whispered, creating an image of Sora’s smiling face next to them. “Sora releases stress in a different way than you … The girl hasn’t even had the chance to explore what she needs in a romantic companion, much less knows what she likes—you’re both sixteen years old, and you have an eternity to figure that part out.”

Emilia appeared beside Sora, fidgeting and looking around in the awkward manner that characterized her; the girl’s much more womanly figure was in stark contrast next to her mother.

“Sora doesn’t have the luxury of such feelings and thoughts because of the complicated mess that is her life. You’re resisting out of instinct on something that isn’t even there, Kari,” Alva whispered.

Kari’s brow furrowed, licking her lips and pressing a hand against her stomach. “You mean…”

“No … Sora needs a best friend—someone who can lighten her heart and help shoulder the burden of the hardships that compress her—not a romantic companion. I know you aren’t attracted to her in that way, which isn’t bad,” Alva urged. “She’s your first ‘real’ friend, though, and you’re scared of everything you do around her—you’ve never practiced before. All you’ve had are siblings and an annoying adopted brother.”

A long puff of air shot past Kari’s lips. “... It’s just so hard to tell sometimes … That stupid fox flirty nature of hers is just … too much sometimes.”

The back of her mother’s chair materialized, allowing space for her tail as she leaned against it and crossed her legs. “For the last three years, the only ‘friends’ you’ve had were human girls, terrified of upsetting you—of course, you’d be uncomfortable having an equal relationship with someone, Kari. Sora is trying to help you open up in her own way.”

“What should I do?” she mumbled, shoulders and ears drooping a little. “I ... I feel so useless … I cause issues with Eyia and her, which forces her to play mediator—and I know she hates that … she has enough on her plate.”

“See?” Alva returned.

Kari’s eyebrows pulled together. “See … See what?”

“You’re only thinking about how she feels … I have to pull your teeth to focus on anything else because you still haven’t forgiven yourself for what you did to her. Sora’s been trying her hardest to bridge that last gap to be real friends with you, but you keep smothering it.”

“But I ... Right … So, what should I do?” she asked in frustration. “She wants to make me a part of her little circle but … I don’t know how to talk to those other girls, and a few of them hate my guts—Eyia would have already killed me had Sora not stepped in … every time.”

Her mother smirked, resting her cheek against the back of her hand. “Laugh.”

“Uh-huh…”

“Really, Kari. Sora wants to hear you laugh because she gets enjoyment out of emotion—she feeds off of it. When you’re down and apprehensive, she feels it, and it subconsciously affects her. Laugh … play the stupid games she wants to get into because that’s it … She’s not serious; she’s trying to release stress in a positive way.”

Alva’s lips fell, and she glared at Emilia. “Honestly … I’m concerned about Sora, Kari.”

“Why?” Kari asked, following her gaze. “... Emilia?”

Her mother was silent for a moment while studying the awkward girl. “I am indebted to Inari and have no doubt you are correct; she has far more of a scheming mind than I, out of necessity with the opponents she’s had to deal with over the eons.

“However … I believe her desire to have some hand in creating a new family member has caused consequences that she may have seen and been willing to deal with in her own mind, yet that Sora was not prepared for.”

“...” Kari’s gut tightened; her folded arms pressed against her chest. She couldn’t have an opinion on it … it didn’t feel right to her.

Alva nodded. “I know, Kari, but it is something you need to be aware of. Sora was, by no means, ready to be a mother, and Inari may have the knowledge that one’s views change once having a child, yet lacks the true understanding of what that means within her Core.”

Kari could see what her mother was saying; it was so outside of her own comfort zone that she realized that Alva’s concern wasn’t only for Sora but for herself. “Are you saying I should do something?”

“No … not necessarily,” her mother whispered. “I’m just warning you. Sora will need someone to be there to help her through the trials that are to come, and to do that—to beat this next event, and the powers I am going to be releasing within you as you progress, you must accomplish one of the most difficult tasks for any intelligent creature.”

Kari’s skin prickled at Alva’s concerned tone and eyes as they turned to her. “What ... Who do I need to face?”

“No one,” her mother lifted a finger to point at Kari’s chest, “but yourself … If you want to continue to build this friendship with Sora, you must discard your self-hatred.”

Sweat broke out across her forehead, and a shiver ran down her spine to her tail. It sounded so ridiculous … but she didn’t know if it was possible. “I … Mom, I don’t love myself … How can I?” she asked, hands slowly closing around her shoulders as a shiver ran down her frame.

Her mother shook her head. “No, Kari … you don’t have to love yourself … You just can’t hate yourself.”

Kari’s voice was a squeak. “How?”

“Sora’s already helped you through much of it, my daughter,” Alva replied, leaning forward to put a hand on her knee. “Your life was unmanageable … and you finally broke down and accepted that, which is why you’ve clung to Sora … She’s helped restore comfort and solace to your life when she’s around.”

“Mmrmm ... Okay…” Kari whispered, trying to ease her tight muscles. “N-Next?”

“You’ve already been over everything wrong you’ve ever done to Sora and seen the torturous things you’ve done to the humans.”

A tear ran down Kari’s cheek as she looked at the shattered floor. “... I brought Eric into Lori’s life … I made her a target … all the girls that Jenny infected. I used them to make myself feel something … something better than the hell Eric put me through.”

Alva’s hand tightened against her knee. “Right … And did Sora forgive you?”

Her heart and mind returned to the time Sora and her Cores temporarily bonded, more tears falling around her trembling lip. “M-Mhm … I—I don’t know how … but she did.”

“Will punishing yourself return anything those girls lost or the damage you caused to Sora?”

“... No.”

“No … It’s only to try and make yourself feel better … to seek a justice that can never be brought.” Her mother leaned forward to kiss her forehead. “Kari … have you asked Sora to forgive you?”

“W-Why? Didn’t … Didn’t she forgive me?” Kari asked between sniffs.

“That’s not the point … Have you asked?”

She shook her head.

“No … It may be hard … harder than you realize, but it is the only way for you to move forward—my darling little pup—to mend your broken heart, and begin healing, to have relief and peace for both Sora and you … you must ask for her forgiveness.”

Kari wanted to deny her mother’s words on instinct but knew she was right in her thrashed heart; still, her mind returned to the last time she’d bullied Sora. In a panic, she watched the scene around them change to Miami High’s gymnasium, girls surrounding the exits as Sora was guided through the doors by Kayla and Violet.

She could smell the fear leaking out of Sora’s skin … see her trying to stop her shaking hands by gripping her backpack … the way her muscles tightened. Sora looked so much younger and vulnerable, yet Kari knew it was the girl’s spirit influencing her perception—this Sora was innocent of anything related to her heritage and what her future held.

“I … I can’t,” Kari cried, getting to her feet and walking to the wall while hugging herself; her memories played out regardless.

“I didn’t see you at lunch, Sora.” Kari’s ears twitched as she heard herself scratch the back of her head. “I was hoping to catch you before the school day ended, but I got a call that pissed me off—so I had to cool down a bit.”

She still remembered Eric’s smug tone on the phone one of the girls paid for, recalling how angry something sacred as a cellphone, a way to communicate that had nothing to do with her brother, had been tainted, and to learn about Sora’s trip to the police from Eric almost put her over the edge.

Really, this had nothing to do with Sora; somehow, she thought forcing the stupid fox to go home with nothing on but a towel—dominating her would get back at her brother … it sounded so dumb now.

“Why did you bring this up?” her mother asked; she’d moved from her chair to stand beside her, watching her bully Sora.

“Y-You know…” Kari whimpered, holding her ears down as Sora’s pleading voice punched her chest.

“Please, Kari, you can’t—if the hotel tenants see me like that, security—they’ll call my dad…”

Lori ticked her tongue. “Kari’s thinking, Sora; you need to be quiet. The whole psychologist thing probably made him think you’re an attention whore anyways—not like your mom’s around either.”

“No … no…” Kari softly cried. “I was … I was so bad to her, and I was just using her as a punching bag to … to ease my stress. How could I ever be forgiven for something like that?”

Her mother hummed, fingers gently rubbing her back. “... Yet she did, Kari. Sora released every ounce of fear and hate she felt toward you … It is you that has absorbed it … a necessity, of sorts; a dissolution of your former self, yet it has left you broken, and try as she might, Sora cannot help you if you do not allow her to bridge your division … It must start with you, allowing the light of mercy to mend your fractured soul.”

“How can I when … when I did that to her?” Kari wept. They were moved inside of the bathroom, girls assaulting Sora, holding her down as Lori used the scissors her best friend had given them to shred her clothes and hair, leaving her naked and traumatized on the floor. Wendy charged to clean up their mess to just cut Sora a little more—calculated. “I was Eric … ME!”

Alva stepped forward, cupping Kari’s face in her hands. “Kari … do you realize you’re continuing to hurt Sora by repeatedly slapping away her extended hand?”

Kari flinched, but her mother reached out to hug her. “M-Mom, but … but I don’t … how can I face her, and—and ask her to f-forgive that … That’s like … like Eric asking me to—to forgive him … I just … I can’t…”

“I know … I know,” Alva whispered, her fingers slowly combing through her thick locks. “However, there’s one important difference between Eric and you, Kari … Sora has asked you to forgive yourself—she wants to start fresh with you, and punishing her by doing this to yourself is precisely what is hurting you so much.”

“M-Mom … I don’t know what to do … I don’t … I can’t love … love this … me … what’s there to love?”

“What’s there to love?” Alva asked, falling with her to her knees as Kari’s trembling legs collapsed. She smoothed back her bangs, tenderly clearing her cheeks. “My beautiful little girl, more than you could possibly understand … Is Sora stupid?”

“H-Heh,” she sniffed, “yeah … yeah, sometimes.”

Alva chuckled, holding her head with both hands. “Maybe you’re right, but she isn’t all that naive … there’s something inside you that Sora sees … something she wants to befriend … Don’t you owe her that?”

Kari’s eyes widened. “Mom … t-that’s not fair! I can’t … You can’t tell me that!”

“Isn’t it true?” Alva asked, motherly smile in place. “Allow Sora the agency to forgive you, Kari, and by asking for forgiveness yourself, you will open the doors to discover what worth ‘she’ has found in you.”

The air in Kari’s lungs locked in place as she slowly fell forward into her mother’s bosom, her strong and comforting arms closing around her.

“But ... I really don’t think there’s anything good in me, Mom … No one should want to get close to me.”

“He-he-he,” Alva’s chest shook against Kari’s left ear. “Darling, isolating yourself doesn’t feel good … it puts you in a sense of comfort that numbs you … You’ve already done the hardest part, though.”

“... Doing the whole Core bonding thing with Sora?”

“Yes. You’ve taken the first step, and now you must commit. Everyone knows you're not perfect, Kari. Do you expect Sora to be perfect?”

“No.”

“Exactly. Don’t expect it of yourself … it’s not worth it. Stop destroying yourself, and start building again with those surrounding you … even Eyia, in time. You’re the one hurting Little Wolf … allow others to show you what they see in you before judging yourself for what you cannot see; honestly, I don’t know what else to say—you’ve been running from yourself, afraid of what you’d find.”

Taking in a deep breath, Kari let it rattle through her chest on the way out, arms cold in her mother’s arms. “I just … I feel what’s broken can’t be whole anymore … How can I even love anyone when I just can’t love myself?”

“Kari,” her mother’s voice quaked, liquid dropping on the top of her head. “No one can ever hurt you like you hurt yourself … How can anyone show you they love you when you only give them half of who you are? You are not beyond help,” she whispered, arms squeezing her shoulders. “Allow Sora to be living proof that you’re lovable.”

“... I’ll try.”

Her mother pulled her on top of her, allowing Kari to look into her eyes as their hair fanned around them. “My gorgeous little girl … Until you hold your own child in her arms, you will never know the depths of what love really means … To feel their soul blooming with your tender care, and then you’ll know that there will always be someone that loves you … no matter what … I love you, Kari.”

“Mom…” She fell atop her mother, crying in her arms. “I’m sorry … for everything I’ve done … I’m sorry.”

She laid with her mother for what seemed an eternity until she could get ahold of herself. Clearing her throat and cheeks of liquid, Kari rolled to the side of her mother, staring up at the girl’s locker room ceiling.

“... What do I need to do, Mom?”

Alva found her hand, interlinking fingers to hold their arms in the air. “The most courageous thing you could possibly do … ask Sora for forgiveness and release the vitriol in your heart … allow yourself to start building a foundation for your powers to stand upon, and then … then you will find friendship.”

“You ... you make it sound so easy,” Kari mumbled, left arm falling across her eyes to blot out the bright lights. “I’ll at least be somewhat useful to Sora, though … if I can’t do anything for her, then I can’t be a friend.”

A sad laugh shook her mother’s stomach. “Oh, Kari … in time, you’ll learn what real friendship is. Sora will need your help, and you’re right; this is the next step that will allow you to be there for her.”

“Okay.” Kari sat up, a mountain on her chest, yet her legs and arms felt lighter than ever. “What about my powers? All I know how to do is transform, bite, and slam things with my body. I told Sora I’d handle this next trial, but honestly, I don’t know what I’m doing.”

Her mother joined her, giving her a smug look. “That’s the easy part, honey. You may think you have tapped into your powers in the past, but you really haven’t—you’ve never been in the state of mind to accomplish it, and the moment you do, it’ll become crystal clear why Fenris Wolves are universally feared.”

Kari’s head drooped, tail smacking her face. “Really, great talk, Mom, but could you be less vague?”

“There’s the Kari I remember,” Alva snickered, leaning over to kiss her forehead again. “Blegh—are you shedding again?”

“M-Mom!” Kari mumbled, cheeks darkening.

“He-he-he. Alright. You know what to do,” she whispered, fussing with her hair again. “If you do this, you open the gate to your powers, but you’re still on the kitty level here.”

“K-Kitty-level?!”

Alva snickered. “Yup, not even a puppy, my little kitty wolf.”

“T-That’s so mean!” Kari gasped, never expecting those words out of her mother’s mouth.

“The truth hurts,” Alva replied, getting up and helping Kari to her feet. “Vulpes have a very different approach to their power than Fenris Wolves, and Sora’s had to go through a score of training that should have been natural to her when still a little pup with her mom, but she’s making progress.

“On the other hand, Fenrir was the King of Beasts, and only the bonds fashioned of materials beyond understanding could restrain him … A plot was spun against your grandfather that began with the Primordials who feared him, and the very pride that gave him his incomprehensible strength was the thing that ultimately confined him.”

Kari scooted back against the bench to face her mother. “... Courage is a Fenris Wolf’s power … Grandpa allowed himself to be bound to prove his strength, but he tried to take precautions.”

Her mother nodded, shifting her legs to the side while using the lockers to support her. “Indeed. Bravery is the confronting of something without fear; courage is the quality of facing something despite your fears—such as asking Sora to forgive you.”

“Right…” Kari cleared her throat, feeling sweat move through her pores at the very thought. “What does that have to do with Grandpa, though?”

“Confidence is the feeling of trust or the belief in one’s own abilities … which your uncles have in spades, but that has limits because confidence has a base in prior knowledge as opposed to tilling new ground as those that have courage produce.

“While your grandfather was courageous, he had too much trust in our enemies to play by the rules … Something, many of the Founders, learned after the truce was our differing natures. The Asgardians worshiped the Primordials as their creators, and in proxy, a plot had been schemed to trap your grandfather that didn’t break the conditions … Which sparked Ragnarök … And your grandfather couldn’t let that slight go, breaking the treaty and going against the Primordials on his own.”

Kari’s hands tightened in her lap. “Oh…”

“Mhm … He wasn’t the only one that was tricked by their plots to divide and conquer, which is one reason why Gloria has such vitriol. Trust in Sora, but be cautious, my daughter … forces are watching that want nothing more than to claim everything the Founders safeguard.”

A small smile lifted Kari’s lips as she looked up. “... I really can’t believe it—that I get to talk to you like this … It really is a miracle.”

Alva's face softened. “I know … Inari certainly has done something I could never repay … Yet, she did it because she knows the effect you will have on Sora.”

A sad look moved her mother’s face. “The Second Generation Founders were close at one time … The aftermath of the war really tore us apart, but I could have reached out … yet I didn’t, and everyone branched into our own isolated directions—I sometimes wonder if it’s just circumstance or calculated on the Primordial’s part … It could just be paranoia from my isolation … Who knows. And yet, we fought their war for them … And I got left behind.”

She glanced up at something unseen. “To wake up alone … another midafternoon, the sun in the sky, but night’s closing in, and another day looking into a hollow mirror … It haunted me.”

“Mom…”

“The truth is…” Alva chuckled, lifting a hand to show an image of her old sanctuary. “I created my own little place, filled with substances to dull the pain … pools of liquid so toxic it would even affect my body … I never had a place to go once your grandfather was trapped, shortly after the war—life grows harder when you love nothing else.

“I didn’t have many answers other than numbing my heart once I learned about my brother’s theory—I wasn’t going to be a part of it, and I walked this path against your uncles for so long … Preventing me from having a family … For what seemed eternity … And time just … just seemed to go on and on … on and on … and on and on … Life, stuck inside a bottle—all alone.”

Kari crawled over to her mother, lying on her back while staring up at the darkening illusionary skies of the world she fashioned before her birth; she’d never heard her mother so sound detached.

“Heh,” Alva held out an arm for Kari to lie atop it. “I know what it’s like to be depressed, Kari … knees too tired to pray to … whoever … whatever can open some path before me … a way out … and another empty pool of toxin … I've finished the entire batch.

“And it’s time to make another … One more experimental substance to somehow bypass my insane resilience to numb a pain nothing else could match … One more prayer for the child in me that dreamed of a family … And eventually, I found myself at the end of the road … unable to bear it … so tired … I tried to have a family,” she mumbled.

Her mother’s chest convulsed against Kari’s hand. “... All while trying to convince myself I’m not just a woman with broken dreams … Once … just once … let me feel what it’s like to have a child of my own, and … just like my father … one stupid, trusting decision … and I ruin my children’s lives before they even start.”

Kari cuddled next to her mother’s quivering body. “... I never knew how lonely you were.”

“Eons … ages without end of trying to deny the one thing you want, and when you finally work up the courage to do it … everything falls apart. All I’m trying to say, Kari … is that things could have been so much more different had I allowed someone to help me before things got too far … Don’t make my mistake … don’t let fear of rejection block every bridge … Break free of these oppressive bonds that I couldn’t.”

Kari took a deep breath, feeling the hurt in her mother’s words. “... Mom … if I can’t stop Sora from forgiving me … then you can’t stop me from forgiving you.”

Her mother’s shaking fingers pressed against Kari’s hand on her chest. “Oh-ho-ho-ho … no,” she painfully laughed. “Turning this around on me certainly hurts … Kari.” She turned her slick face to smile at Kari, cheeks shining in the orange glow of the sun. “You know how much that means to me … and the pain I feel … Thank you, my little kitten wolf.”

Kari’s eyes set. “You didn’t ruin our lives, Mom … It wasn’t you, and I couldn’t blame you,” she cried, “ever. So … So, don’t blame yourself … We all make mistakes,” she whispered, looking up at the burning heavens. “... I’m not just a girl with broken dreams, either … Am I a mistake?” she asked with a grin.

“No! Of course not,” Alva mumbled, pulling her into her arms again. “Oh … little kitten wolf … the teacher becomes the student. Who knows what will happen … All I know is that I love you more than life itself,” she choked. “I could never let you go … Thank you, Kari … Thank you for being my daughter.”

“A-And thank you for being my mom, Mom!”

“Oh … if only I could have had this moment with you when … No, this is enough,” Alva whispered. “Now … are you ready?”

Kari’s arms tightened. “Just a bit longer … just a little bit.”

“Heh … you’re spoiling me,” Alva giggled. “Just a little longer … then, we’ll go together; just know, Kari … you’re never alone.”

“Mhm!”

 

* * *

 

Sora groaned, stretching left and right as she filled the final position of the Vulpes that would be going to the next level with her; honestly, all the women here were kind of Zeri crazy. The innocent cinnamon fox boy was among ravenous harpies, ready to pluck every hair from his tail as a souvenir … In fact, many had fur collections of previous male Vulpes … personal shrines of the last male Vulpes that they carried with them to the next level.

Mary was going to stay behind, and the Vulpes were absolutely mystified by her lack of tails, having never seen a living human before, but the simple fact she was a woman put her on their hit-list.

A slight smirk lifted Sora’s lips as she cleared her throat, walking through the parting crowd to meet up with Mary and Zeri around the crying throng of Vulpes that had been selected to leave; an example had to be made to show ‘human power.’

“Mary!”

“... Mhm. Oh, yes, Sora?” Mary asked, leaning to the side to see her; she’d already given her a memory infusion filled with all the details surrounding the districts and her thoughts, but the woman still wanted to gain her own impression of the women and Zeri.

“Could you show them with ‘just a desire’ you could create an iceberg the size of this entire district … just above all those onlookers to show them just how powerful a human can be?”

“Eh … sure?” Mary mumbled, likely doubting her ability, yet the Realm Core responded to her desire in kind, and a swirl of frigid air expelled across the entire city as a colossal block of solid ice instantly generated over the city. “Oh … OH!” Mary began to panic as all the Vulpes’s tails drooped, eyes wide as it broke apart in the air from its mass, beginning its descent.

“And now make it turn to smoke!”

“Y-Yeah!” Mary stammered, lifting her arms in a slight panic. “B-Be gone! Smoke!”

More than one illusionary Vulpes, observing the trials, vanished at the sight of the block, and the single-tailed to five all dropped to their butts in astonishment as mist obscured the whole sky in a thick fog, rushing below. Mary forced a chuckle. “Snap … eh, and that, be gone, too!”

“Good!” Sora said with a bright smile. “Now, you all know that Mary can wipe you all out with a single thought, so, be on your best behavior!”

Kari slowly walked back into the square by the whispers passing through the Vulpes; she’d lost track of her wolf friend for a while, leaving to calm down after Eyia and her got into it, which was good. Sora was a little worried that someone tried something to mess with her, but the Fenris Wolf wasn’t easy to handle; she knew from experience, and with her mother involved in helping her, she dismissed the concern of foul play.

Most of the Vulpes were still stunned at the display, and she half expected Mofupsi to show back up; it was a little shocking when she didn’t.

Eyia’s frosty eyes shifted to Kari as she walked around a few of the foxes too paralyzed by the display to move, still looking up at the sky, likely wondering if it had been an illusion, but unable to deny the dread the sight instilled.

“Kari!” Sora cheered. “How are you … Are you okay?” she asked, eyes pulling together as she saw the conflicting emotions across the girl’s face.

“H-Hey, Sora … Can I talk to you in private?”

Her tone brought Sora’s lips together; there was a subtle feeling emanating from Kari that she’d never felt before, but it wasn’t nefarious; Niki and Yeven were behind her, looking happy. “Umm … Sure? We’re just waiting for Mofuspi to come back to get the next thing going.”

“Right … Umm, can you two stay here?” she asked, looking back at the two Vulpes that followed her.

“You’ve got it, Big Sis-Sis!” Zeri replied.

Yeven giggled. “Yeah, we’ll be here. Thank you, Kari.”

“He-he,” Zeri poked her sister’s back, “Yuphon’s gonna cry again!”

“N-no, I’m not!” she defended.

Sora snickered. “Looks like you two are doing better, and Big Sis-Sis, huh?” she asked with a questioning grin moving to the Fenris Wolf.

“Yeah … it’s a … not really a long story, but … Yeah, I just needed to talk to you.”

“For?” Eyia asked, folding her arms.

Sora resisted a sigh, waving Eyia’s objection away while dancing forward to grab Kari’s arm and pull her out of the throng. “Oh, yeah, it’s totally fine, Eyia! We’ll be right back … Watch Mary for me; heh, we don’t want her to wipe out all the Vulpes!”

“Sora,” Mary huffed, “that is not a good way for me to build rapport!”

“Sorry!”

She winked at Kari while jogging away from the group, Kari allowing herself to be pulled along. Making it a few blocks away, Sora gave her a thoughtful look, letting go of her arm to hold her hands behind her back. “Heh, man, I’ve been feeling a bit under pressure back there; thanks for saving me! Uh, so … What’s up?”

Her eyebrows drew together as Kari rubbed her left hand, took a deep breath, and let it go in a long stream before giving her a sad smile. “Sora … I’ve been struggling with … a lot.”

“Okay?” Sora frowned; Kari was serious, and this was the first time she’d ever confided in her like this. “Umm … do you want to sit down?”

Kari’s expression became strained. “Eh, yeah … that might help, but … but I don’t know if I can sit.”

Now thoroughly confused, Sora’s mind looked for answers. “Uh-huh … Umm, are … is it … urinary problems?” she slowly asked.

“W-What? No…” Kari replied, now sounding more confused than her. “I … We’re Founders … Humans have those.”

“Oh … Yeah, right, right,” Sora mumbled, combing back her copper locks. “Uh, yeah, right, umm … Sorry, so … what’s up?”

“Gloria,” Kari hissed, running her fingers through her hair and shaking it out with a low moan.

“Uh ... Gloria?” Sora’s eyes darted to the left. “You’re gonna have to be more specific … What about Gloria?”

“No, gah … I’m just … You can make things so weird!”

A small smirk moved Sora’s lips. “Uh-huh, and who’s the one talking about Fairy Founders and random stuff?”

“Oh, like urinary infections … that we can’t have?” Kari challenged with a short huff.

Sora nodded. “Touché! Touché! Okay, yeah, heh, I can be random, but you gotta expect that from me! What’s up with you, though?”

“I just … I wanted to say I’m … I’m sorry!” she blurted.

Silence followed as Sora’s mind blanked.

“W-Well?” Kari mumbled, rubbing her arm and shifting uncomfortably.

“... Mhm…” Sora slowly nodded. “Yeah … I—I totally know what you’re saying … me shaking my head means I don’t, by the way,” she laughed. “Uh … cool? We’re good? What are you sorry about … Kari?” she asked in concern as the girl’s shoulders slumped. “What’s going on?”

Kari tucked her lip under, running her hand across her neck while holding her elbow. “Sora … I know I did so…” Her voice caught, and a lump dropped down her throat before she was able to take a shuddering breath. “I hurt you … for years, and I don’t … I don’t know how to handle that,” she whispered, her face coloring as tears welled up in her eyes.

“Kari … didn’t we already go through this?” Sora mumbled.

She shook her head, nose turning bright red. “No … Not really on m-my part … I c-can’t really f-forgive myself … I just see everything I did to you when I close my eyes…”

“Kari…” Sora moved forward to hug her, but Kari took a step back and took a deep breath while holding up her hands.

“N-No, I … I need to do this…”

Sora’s left arm tightened across her stomach as she held her wrist. “O-Okay? I … I’m really okay with it, though.”

“T-That’s the problem,” Kari cried, trying to clear her throat. “I’m not … And—And I know I don’t deserve … I don’t … but … but will you f-f-forgive m-me, Sora … I … I don’t…”

Sora’s eyes widened as Kari broke down again in front of her, nose burning at the radiating emotions the broken girl’s spirit radiated, and she fought past Kari’s arms to embrace her. “Of course … Kari, I told you, and I’ll tell you every time … We’re friends … I forgive you!”

“W-Why…” Kari wept, arm refusing to close around her back, lying stiffly against her sides. “Why would you … How could you…”

“Because … we shared each other’s pain,” Sora sniffed. “I know what Eric did to you … those terrible, terrible things … a brother should … should never do to their sister! I … I want to be there for you since … Well, you don’t have anyone, and … and I felt that way for so long, too—praying someone would be there for me. Will you let me be here for you?”

“I … I don’t deserve it!”

“And I don’t care if you do! I’ll be there anyway!”

“I … I do want it,” Kari cried, fingers twitching before slowly rising to wrap around her back. “I do … I’m just … I hated myself for so long…”

“... You don’t have to anymore … I’ll take it all away because—because that’s what friends do.”

“T-Thank you, Sora … I don’t know how to be a friend, though.”

“Then we’ll learn together, huh? I’m not an expert, but we’ll figure it out!”

Kari’s chest fluttered against her’s. “I felt so alone.”

“Never again,” Sora assured. “If you’re feeling like this … ever, then just let me know, or … or give me a sign, or something because I want to be there for you. Oh, you—you did!” She hugged her tighter. “You came and got me … See, we’re friends!”

“Friends … forgive one another?”

“Of course.”

“... Thank you,” Kari squeaked. “I don’t know why … but thank you.”

They sat that way for several minutes before Kari pulled back.

“U-Umm … I need to—ahem—get ready for my fight.”

“Are you sure? I can do it,” Sora whispered, clearing her cheeks with her hand.

Kari shook her head with a bright, red-faced smile. “No … No, this is something I have to do … really, Sora … I don’t know how you can forgive me, but … but I’ll accept it and try to not make you regret it.”

“Never. I’m not going to regret it!”

“He-he-he … I’m going to go, and … what would you say, freshen up?”

“I would not say that,” Sora chuckled.

“Yeah … Okay, rich girl…”

The joke came out of left-field, and Kari certainly sounded awkward saying it, but it was the first attempt the wolf had made at actually telling one. “Wow! Look at you!” Sora laughed. “That joke sucked!”

“H-Hey, I’m trying…” Kari mumbled, looking away with a pained smile.

“I know, which is awesome!” She cheered, jumping forward to hug her again. “Alright! You go huff and puff and blow their clothes off for me!”

“W-what?!” Kari stammered. “You have the weirdest jokes, too…”

“Big bad wolf?” Sora asked, pulling away to lift an eyebrow.

“Eh … never heard of him,” Kari mumbled.

“Oof … yeah, we got some work to do, girl,” Sora giggled. “Okay, so, what do you need to do to get ready? I’ll help!”

“Umm … well, to be honest,” Kari scratched her neck. “This is something I need to figure out myself.”

“Cool! Still, seriously, Kari, if you need—no, even if you would like some company, then I’m always game … well unless Emilia’s got her claws in me,” she chuckled. “I do need to spend some more personal time with her.”

Kari smiled. “You really do, and I’ll pester you about it.”

“Finally!” Sora sighed. “Someone has to knock some sense into me because I’m little Miss Hypocrite here, wanting to spend time with my parents while going off on all these distractions when my not-so-little girl is pleading for my attention. Please, knock me upside the head whenever you can!”

“Literally?”

“Eh, he-he-he … Let’s not go that far!”

Kari laughed, brightening Sora’s mood. “Alright. Give me five minutes, and I’ll be ready.”

“I’m looking forward to it! Dazzle me with the strength of Fenrir!”

“... Something like that,” Kari mumbled, waving her off before running back toward the gates. “See you in a second.”

“Sure thing!” She frowned, putting her hands on her hips, tails flicking to the left while glaring up at the sky. Now … what is keeping Mofupsi?
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                Sora watched Kari leave with a smile; she was still in a state of shock.

Kari … asked for my forgiveness?

She turned her gaze toward the heavens, eyes hardening; a wave of negative emotion was flowing like a tsunami, and she was beginning to see it being channeled into the City Tower.  A question surfaced in her mind as she returned to the square.

We’re making progress … But how can these Vulpes survive with such concentrated harmful energy permeating their lives?

Mary came into view as the Vulpes opened up a path for her; thousands were congested into the area, whispers passing between them about the results.  Mofupsi was floating nearby, giving her a small smile as a red-furred, nine-tailed fox hovered beside her.

Eyia was keeping a watchful eye on the pair while sticking by Mary.  The psychiatrist was trying to ignore the throng while getting a better understanding of Zeri, and from what Sora could distinguish from her lightly guarded spirit, her heart went out to the innocent, bright-eyed boy.

Letting Mary do what she loved, Sora motioned to Eyia to join her; the human had the entire Realm as her shield and was fairly reserved and critical, which gave Sora confidence in leaving her to her own devices—Bathin was enough of a scare to have the woman on-guard.

“Where is the Fenris Wolf?”  Eyia asked, tone letting Sora know she was suspicious.

Sora sighed.  “Kari’s preparing herself—speaking about that,” her inquisitive green irises turned to Mofuspi.  “Are you already done selecting who’s going to take over?”

Mofupsi weaved behind the charming red-furred Vulpes with a soft giggle.  “Well, when you’ve reached the higher-tiers, there is a very small list of candidates, and Juliana managed to kill her competition without so much as a scratch!  You’ve been practicing while I’ve been busy,” she pouted.

The redhead giggled, pulling back her long locks to follow Mofuspi’s movements.  “I must if I ever want to face you.  I still have much to learn, but there is a shocking amount of information in the library.”

Sora folded her arms; the Vulpes around them were listening intently to the two nine-tailed women.  “And will she be able to keep up the status quo in the fifth level?”

Juliana folded her hands across her lap and hummed, giving Zeri’s back a slight smirk.  “Oh, I have lived here and know it very well.  I have my own thoughts on a few things … Once you reach the Tower, you are given, heh, quite the awakening.  Speaking of which…”

Mofupsi folded her hands behind her back, doing a slow twirl in the air while staring up at the sky at the onlookers.  “Indeed, Juliana … I have been speaking to the Area Supervisors, and, of course, you Outsiders managed to not only humiliate one but kill another—so far as I am aware, which has questions being asked.”

Eyia huffed.  “It is not my fault that your supervisor broke the contract we formed.”

“It is not,” Mofuspi whispered, her yellow irises studying Eyia with a small smile.  “However, it certainly has changed some of the thoughts of where you should be placed within this contest; after all, you are not normal contestants.”

“We have our own objectives,” Eyia replied with a dismissive wave.  “We are progressing as the format dictates, or are you telling us they have forfeited?”

Juliana shook her head.  “On the contrary, they have asked for a rather interesting assessment to be done.”

“Which is?”  Sora asked.

Mofupsi put a finger to her lips as she winked.  “That will be our fun little secret; we can’t ruin the surprise!  I have been closely monitoring your progress.”  Her vision narrowed with a thoughtful smirk, creating a barrier around the four of them so no one could listen in.

“You’re such a tease,” Juliana giggled, studying the confused and wide-eyed Vulpes surrounding them.  “Maybe I should distract them a little myself.”  She gave Sora a thoughtful look, focus sliding to her two tails.  “A Vulpes Founder … I am looking forward to what is to come—Still, I cannot comprehend how you will fight our Grand Champion.”

With that, the woman rose into the sky with magic blooming around the area to lift every four and five-tailed Vulpes into the air to introduce herself.

Mofuspi followed their rise, her smile continuing to rise.  “She’s such a sharp Vulpes—young, considering where she’s landed.  In fact, she reminds me of myself a little.”

Eyia released a low sigh, brushing back her bound blonde hair.  “It is already well into the night; are you going to have these slow proceedings postponed for tomorrow?”

A surprised look passed over the woman’s face.  “Postpone?  Absolutely not!  No, we are just getting into the interesting parts.  We have seen you perform, Eyia … When Kari passes the next level’s test, then there will be a change.”

Sora’s eyebrows furrowed.  “When?”

“When.”  Mofupsi’s eyes pulled in a little as her lips lifted.  “As I said, I have been keeping close track of the three of you.  I am an outstanding judge of strength—it is how I am in my position, and I know the other Vulpes Council Members are beyond my capabilities.  I am there to perform a simple task … An honorary member if you will, which I suppose everyone else was, too, and I am grateful for you exposing the truth.”

Pressure rose in Sora’s chest as she realized Mofupsi wasn’t just the battle junkie the others made her out to be; she was cunning and recognized something was off from the start yet played her part.  “Why did you want to fight me yourself?”

“Hmm…”  Mofupsi looked up at the sky, her vision moving between every floating Vulpes.  “I suppose you could say I am chasing colors, and it’s taken a lot to get this far—how I’ve been pulled into this game … There’s always an end goal … I need to understand what that is.”  Her face brightened as her teeth flashed.  “See?  I can’t wait to see how you sparkle, and I have no doubt you will reach me at this point.”

Sora turned her gaze to Eyia when a grin split her lips.  “I … see.  You wish to grow.”

The woman’s tongue slid across her lips as she laughed.  “Time has slowed for me since I’ve taken this position, and I’ve read all the books Juliana spoke of … There is a limit to the power a Vulpes can reach in this area—My dream is to find a reason not to fight.”

“A reason not to fight…”  Sora slowly repeated.  Mofupsi wasn’t talking about a peaceful solution but being so overwhelmed that she couldn’t push forward.  It sounded ridiculous, but she wanted to be broken.  “What are you exactly searching for?”

Mofupsi’s hands tightened around her back.  “I … can’t say.  Hmm … I’m searching for something that might not exist, and I’ve wondered if that makes me a dreamer or … just a fool … I don’t know.  What if it’s a wish and my heart betrays me—if I’m never satisfied … to scream until my heart comes out of my chest.  Can I ever be satisfied?” 

Eyia seemed to instantly catch the implication because her stern complexion had softened with understanding, listening intently.  “Ragnarök … the climatic end of the turning that is the height of one’s life.”

Silence followed as they watched the silent speech of the new leader over the level address the apprehensive Vulpes; a change in leadership was another form of anxiety and negative emotion that would have an effect, and Sora realized the Founder’s energy in the earth was protecting them against it—it had to in order to feed upon their self-sustaining Core strength that the Tanuki needed.

After a time, Sora’s fingers curled into a fist; her aunt was working at unlocking her father’s side of her powers, which she believed would be enough to combat Mofupsi.  At least, she hoped that was her aunt’s plan because she could never tell.

Wait … How does my Father’s spiritual genetics affect Emilia?  Can she have that part unlocked, and when is that appropriate?

She shook her head, scratching her temple with a low groan as Mofupsi and Eyia tore their eyes away from the silent speech and their own thoughts to look at her.

“Something wrong, Sister?”

“No … kind of,” she mumbled, releasing a long puff of air.  “It doesn’t matter in the end—Just silly thoughts.”

Mofupsi chuckled.  “Well … I am glad I am not the only one!  Now, I will teleport all of you to the next stage when Kari has returned, which should be in the next minute.”  A curious curve shifted her smile at Eyia’s dampening expression.  “I felt another flutter in my heart … She has made a drastic internal change since I first became aware of your party, Sora … And I do not understand how you are accomplishing it.”

Sora’s hands tightened around her back.  “If I accomplish what I want … Mofupsi, I am going to make you a promise.”

“Oh?  I’m listening.”

Eyia’s eyebrows pulled together.  “Sister—you cannot mean … I do not believe it is a wise promise.”

A pained laugh rumbled in Sora’s throat.  “Already caught on?  I guess I am pretty predictable, but … This is what I want to do, and I don’t have to put on an act if we’re in this little soundproof bubble!  Mofupsi!”

Her head tilted to the left.  “He-he-he … Yes?”

“I will not kill you but force you to submit!”

Eyia’s lips drew together.  “It … will not be easy, Sister; she could pose a significant threat to me and Jin.”

A weight lifted off her chest as she redoubled her decision.  “I don’t say this lightly, Eyia,” she returned with a confident smile.  “I put my faith in my Aunt and my pride as a Founder—and whatever else I am,” she giggled.

Mofupsi wore a charming poker face as she studied her for several seconds.  “Mhm … I can see you are determined to make this happen.  I look forward to the confrontation.  Show me how quickly a Vulpes Founder can rise to power … It is time to move onto the next stage.”

 

* * *

 

Kari took a deep breath as she entered the plaza, forehead creasing while looking at the thousands of Vulpes, floating around as some nine-tailed woman Juliana spoke about introducing ‘two’ new male Vulpes into the mix—twins.

It was a sick addition in Kari’s mind, and the news overwhelmed many of the Vulpes to the point of fainting.  She’d be glad when they left this twisted Realm.  Still, this place couldn’t compare to the swamp in her heart that she’d waded through over the past few days.

You have to work for your prize, Kari told herself as she cracked her neck and managed her bangs.  For the first time in years, she was ‘okay’ with who she was, and as her mother said, it wasn’t who she was but who she was becoming that mattered.  It’s not where I’m at … It’s where I’m facing.

She was building block upon block to get closer to the goal; to get to know this new her that was slowly taking bloom … It was a mystery that terrified her, but despite that fear, she had the courage to take the step forward—everyone began their journey at the starting line, and this was finally the time for her to start the marathon.

Kari made peace with Sora, and to a degree, herself, but now she had to accept what she was—a Fenris Wolf.

She focused on Sora, standing beside Eyia and Mofupsi; their voices were being subdued by a sound barrier, but she wasn’t concerned.  Seeing a smile on Sora’s face made Kari happy, though.  Stepping through the sound shell, Kari’s brow instantly pulled together as Sora clapped her hands.

“Right!  You ready, Kari?  Mofupsi is going to teleport all of us to the next area, and ‘when’ you dominate the fourth level, she’ll have a surprise for us!”

“Umm … I’m a little lost,” Kari mumbled, catching Eyia’s worried frown.  “What’s this surprise?”

Mofupsi flashed her teeth with a wink.  “He-he!  You gotta play the game to find out.  I can sense something crawling inside of you to get out … Something dreadful!  I can’t wait to see.”  She put a hand on her hip before looking Kari up and down.  “... Do you fear death, Kari?”

“Death?”  Kari snickered, and a newfound strength bloomed in her chest as she recalled everything she’d learned from humanity, her experience, and the time she’d spent with her mother.  “People can list reasons without end to be afraid because at the most fundamental level, ‘comfort’ leads to ‘life,’ but is a comfortable life without struggle worth living?”

“Huh … An interesting answer.”  Mofupsi mused, but Kari wasn’t finished.

“Am I afraid?  Yes.  Fear is like an open flame … If you cannot control it, it will burn your world to ash and leave you in ruin … Learn how to control it—that fire can cook for you—provide nutrients, and warm you on a cold night.   Fear is your best friend or your worst enemy, but in the end, fear and confidence are necessary for evolution—the fear that you could die at any moment makes life worth living.  Satisfied?”

Sora seemed to be puzzling through her statement while Eyia was giving her a brooding look.

Mofupsi slowly nodded.  “Fear … can make you strong … brave, and even wiser.  You are not wrong.  Hmm … fear and confidence are what make life worth living?”

Kari wouldn’t back down from the Vulpes’s searching yellow eyes, recounting some of the human motivational sayings she’d memorized during her time on the sports teams in Miami.  “If I’m in pain, it means I’m growing … If I’m afraid, it proves there’s a risk … It matters to me if I cry … I take what hurts me and use it to drive me forward.”  She felt awkward spouting what would have been written on a refrigerator magnet, but Mofupsi seemed to eat it up.

“Interesting … the climax of life … To have the best death, you must honor life—the addiction … the friction of the uncertainty … obsession and perception.  Something drastic has changed on an emotional level within you.  I look forward to seeing the results.”

In a flash of yellow light, all 200 Vulpes that were selected to progress to the next level were teleported with them; she allowed the magic to carry her to the new area rather than fighting it, and when her vision cleared, she was in the middle of a stadium, built to accommodate 2,000 Vulpes.

50 Vulpes of various shades and colors surrounded her; each of them had six tails and were floating in the air, opulent robes swaying with their movements as they leaned over to whisper to one another.

Kari looked up to see Sora and the 200 Vulpes she’d selected above her.  A black-furred nine-tailed Vulpes appeared beside her, arms folded under her bust; she hid part of her face with her bangs, her visible lips giving her a half-smile.

“Kari, I gather.”

She grunted in response, groaning a little while stretching left and right.  “I’m … ready whenever.  Wait…”  Her eyes narrowed while looking closer at the stands where hundreds of male humans were being kept by specific Vulpes, using them as chairs, carving various symbols in their bodies before healing them, or in general, entertaining themselves at their expense.

Seeing the humans abused by the Vulpes made her angry; they were defenseless, just like so many lives she and Eric touched.

“Oh … admiring the male population?  We’ve just recently had a new influx due to the competition.  We need a few more to make the newcomers salivate a little,” she giggled.  “Oh, the things you can do with their backside—they are fascinating tools that can be trained in the most fascinating ways.  Do you have any of them where you live?”

She settled on one particular man in his early thirties that was doing a back bridge, and the woman didn’t miss it.  “Ah … we call him ‘Shaky’ because he’s only been able to last an hour in that position.”

“I see…”  A wicked smile lifted Kari’s lips as she turned to face the woman.  “How do you obtain one of these men?”

Sora's face was stony while looking across the stands and seeing the naked, abused men that fulfilled every lustful, twisted, and horrific desire that entered these warped Vulpes’ hearts.

“Hmm?  Well, to challenge the current owner, of course,” the woman giggled.  “Competition is fierce, and the rules are simple,” she stated, holding out her hands at the arena.  “However, the true prize is beyond them and what lies in the next…”

She trailed off as Kari turned away from her and magnified her voice.  “I’m a rather greedy wolf,” she grinned, making sure to show her teeth in a manner she hoped was intimidating, amber eyes staring around at the throng “… I challenge every Vulpes here.  I’ll show you what an ‘Apex Predator’ means.”

“What?”  Her confused silver eyes darted to the heavens as Mofupsi laughed, clutching her stomach.

“I … cannot be more … excited!  An Apex Predator?  Show me … Mikala, a challenge has been issued.”

Mikala’s tails lowered a little with her cheer, giving Kari a questioning look.  “You … wish to challenge every Vulpes with a human?”

“No,” Kari smirked.  “I believe I said I’d challenge ‘every’ Vulpes here.”  She turned her attention back to the stiff crowd; the humans appeared just as confused as everyone else.

Eyia’s frozen globes were the only thing that put a shiver in her, but she was prepared for the Valkyrie’s intense emotions.  “Your true colors emerge, Kari … The Fenris Wolf’s greed knows no bounds.”  Her icy tone sold the mood as her vitriol oozed from her spirit.

Kari leveled with her.  “I am not here to win … I am here for one thing—to get stronger, and not a single Vulpes here can hurt me … not one hair on my body.  Heh … I won’t even move,” her amber irises illuminated as a low growl rumbled through the air and made the Vulpes step back as a small portion of her tightly suppressed power leaked out.  “Breathe fire at me, claw me, try to gouge out my eyes … I will give you five minutes to scratch me.”

She could practically hear the blood pumping in their ears as her confident words reached them, and Mikala folded her arms, looking up at her leader.  “Is … What will they get in return for participating?”

“Me.”  Kari instantly replied.  “You enjoy slaves?  Make me submit … before I do it to you.”

Mofupsi waved her hand.  “There you have it, Mikala.  I wouldn’t hold back if I were you, girls,” she said, giving the women a secretive smile.  “Remember, all you have to do is pull one hair, cut one layer of skin … And you have a new toy.”

The confidence in them built again, whispers sweeping the crowd.

Mikala’s lips pulled in, likely sensing something off with her.  “It … has been sanctioned by the highest authority.  Begin.”

Three Vulpes darted forward in an instant, each grabbing a clump of her hair and tugging; Kari kept herself grounded with her spiritual force, unmoved by their tugs and gravity—not a hair was damaged.

More soon joined, claws ripping at the clothes Sora made her and tearing sections out; a few even tried biting her, which had no effect.  It was clear they weren’t going to win this way and thousands were floating into the ring within ten seconds.  Of course, the strongest ones made it to the front with the others left to support.

However, one Vulpes in-particularly parted the groups as she walked across the stage; a red-furred, six-tailed Vulpes gave her an appraising smile.  Several cheers went out from the others; she was clearly the big dog on the level.

“Show her who’s the strongest, Yusui!”

“Burn her to ash!”

“No, we need her as a slave!”

“She’ll be fun to play with,” a black-furred Vulpes whispered, eyeing her up and down.  “Jesebia’s men have some interesting tools they showed her that could be fun to watch.”

Kari loosely held her hands behind her back, not saying a word as she slowly channeled more and more of her power—in truth, it took a bit to call since she’d buried this side of her for so long.  A condescending smile was centered on their leader.

“I wonder,” Yusui whispered, walking around her.  “Some of the men have fragile ears … what if I put my nail…”  A thin, sharp appendage grew from her finger as she lifted herself into the air to hover around Kari’s head.  “Oh, you are the tallest creature I’ve ever seen … Can I just … penetrate this little membrane…”

Her ear didn’t twitch as her nail tried to insert into her ear; nothing this arrogant Vulpes did could hurt her.

“I … Can’t?”  Yusui growled, arm tensing and shaking a little as she put more strength into it.  “What about the nose?  Hmm … ugh … eye it is … What are your eyes made of … Stop looking at me like that!”  she shouted, causing several Vulpes to back away with their tails falling between their legs.

Fire birthed along the woman’s six tails, and the orange flames roared around her; in a bit of agitation, she felt her clothes melt in the heat, leaving her naked.

Standing in the flames that cracked the tile underneath her feet, Kari slowly shook her head.  “Four minutes left … Is this the best you can offer?”

“You … Your hair must have been damaged!  Overseer Mikala?!”

The black-haired woman shook her head above them with Mofupsi.

“Nothing.”

“N-Nothing?”  she repeated, looking at the fire continuing to rage around Kari’s naked body; her eyes continued to brighten.

“Time’s ticking—Can’t you do linked spells, or have you lost all of that over a hundred years of drowning in your pleasures?”

Hot air seethed through Yusui’s teeth.  “If you want to be ash on the wind, then so be it…”

She retreated, motioning for everyone to back off, with herself acting as a medium, two hundred Vulpes linked to the magic, and funneled as much power as they could into the woman’s Foxfire as she hovered in the sky.  The blaze of her tails increased until it lit up the arena with orange light and forced Vulpes back; the flare rising from her six tails was the size of a swimming pool.

Unfortunately, it was poorly controlled and not all that more powerful.  “Disappointing,” Kari mumbled after watching her gather the energy over the past three minutes.  “Is this the best six-tailed Vulpes can offer?  My brother would have had every single one of you for breakfast.”

Sora’s eyes were practically sparkling.  “You’re so strong, Kari!  That’s … I’ve never sensed that energy inside of you before … Is that…”

“No, Sister,” Eyia mumbled, “she has yet to even release the power of a Fenris Wolf.”

“No way … Kari, you’re so cool!”

Kari’s ear twitched; if there was one thing she hadn’t expected, it was someone calling her ‘cool,’ but she swiftly regained her composure upon seeing the men.  The humans were watching in disbelief; of course, most of them were probably traumatized for life.  There were probably things that could be done to help, but Kari figured they’d be just as lost as her when freed.

Yusui’s ears twitched with annoyance.  “I am the strongest Vulpes!  I’ve been the strongest Vulpes for five-hundred years!”

“You’re weak,” Kari scoffed.

Flipping in the air, her long flames blazed through the air, leaving a trail of flickering light as it whipped across the cleared stage; stone exploded from the rapid moisture that was vaporized within its structure, causing dust to erupt around her.

Yusui was breathing heavily after handling so much energy that didn’t add to her power but simply provided fuel to widen its scope—she wasn’t skilled enough to use it as a multiplier.

Taking a deep breath, the time ended, and Kari called upon the power she’d rejected for years.  A strength she’d never felt grew in her chest as fur sprouted across her skin.  Her senses sharpened, durability amplified leagues beyond anything she’d felt before, and every fiber of her being infused with an intoxicating, indomitable will made manifest—a chaotic force followed.

 

* * *

 

Sora’s mouth dropped open as her sharp eyes scanned the dust, spiritual eyes studying the change that came over Kari.

A red aura of what she could only describe as ‘disaster incarnate’ bubbled to the surface in the form of a rippling wave that pulsed the environment, sending shockwaves across every atom.

“What … is she…”  Mikala whispered.

“A Fenris Wolf, and my friend!”  Sora’s grin turned forced as a sense of danger quaked through her bones from a dangerous predatory aura that exploded with the rest of Kari’s hidden strength.  “Just … Just don’t make her mad!”

Eyia wasn’t smiling; her cold blue eyes appraised Kari in a way she’d never seen before.  “You okay … Eyia?”

“... I’m fine,” she replied in a monotone voice.

Sora hugged herself as an offensive wave of energy like Eyia’s cold pressure exploded from Kari, and a shiver ran through her skin; she was forced to strengthen her spiritual defenses as the oppressive weight of the energy dug into her veins.

Every Vulpes froze in place; it was as if a natural calamity had descended upon them once the dust cleared to reveal Kari, four meters tall, the air vibrating with the overpowering sense of domination her aura emitted in waves of traumatizing realization that death was near.

The humans only barely brushed against the cataclysmic compulsion, which Kari swiftly redirected to not permanently scar their souls by the intense force.  Half the Vulpes lost control of their muscles on instinct, unable to breathe from the magisterial pressure constricting their Core—it was as if Kari’s jaws were locked around every one of them.

Her voice was still the same to Sora, but she had no doubt the horrified women heard a demon ripping into their hearts.  “I am a Fenris Wolf … The Walking Calamity … Cataclysm made flesh … Alva is my mother … Fenrir, my grandfather.  I will no longer hide from what I am.”

Her head lifted to Mofupsi as she slowly clapped, her smile, which seemed to have frozen for a second, now widening.  “... Clearly, you have won this contest—if you were not holding back, they would have died, voiding Sora’s rule … To generate such an aura of fear that you can literally kill is … new to me.  My deduction was correct.  Sora…”

“Hmm?”

Kari rose into the air, crimson aura licking off her dark black fur as she stood before the Vulpes; Mikala was more terrified of the idea she represented than her power itself since she was too strong to be affected by it at this stage.

“What deduction?”  Kari growled, trying not to make eye contact with the Valkyrie, who hadn’t even blinked since her transformation.

“You three are advancing so quickly that I want to see if it can be accelerated even further … I’m taking you to Level 1.  You will now be facing those that have recently received their ninth tail, and if you manage that … the Tower is beyond, and three Vulpes are waiting to test your strength for themselves.”

Eyia’s frozen eyes moved to her for the first time.  “I will handle the next area myself.”

Kari’s jaw tightened, knowing the Valkyrie was using every ounce of her discipline to not strike her down where she stood, and this was a means for her to focus on something else.

“Are you sure … Okay…”  Sora mumbled, catching Eyia’s gaze.  “All the humans?”  she asked.

Kari looked down to see the Vulpes still catatonic.  “Hmm … take them to a place away from the Vulpes.  I don’t need them tainting what is now mine.”

“Done,” Mofupsi said with a snap of her finger.  “Now … Let’s get to the final challenges!  I’m itching to test you out myself, Sora … What will you show me next?”

Sora couldn’t help but feel so proud of Kari.  Yes!  She internally screamed.  Kari’s finally accepting who she really is!  Oof … No hugs yet, though … We’re still pretending to be douche-gang ultra.  Once we get in private, though; I’m going to … How soft is her fur now?  “Hmm…”

“What are you looking at?”  Kari mumbled.

“Nothing!  He-he-he…”
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                Sora spun in a slow circle as Mofupsi teleported them to the 1st Level, allowing the Councilwoman to move them without resistance.

They appeared inside a glamorous hall with gold, onyx, and extravagant designs engraved into the polished granite pillars and ceiling; blue flames burned in huge brackets, releasing a chilling aura that cooled the large walking area.  Eyia’s glowing blue irises turned to the opening in the wall to their right that displayed a colossal stadium—no crowd could be seen from their angle.

Kari stepped to the side, still in her massive Fenris Form as she studied the distant stands across from them.  “How many Vulpes actually live here?”

“Irrelevant,” Eyia stated; her frigid aura grazed against Sora’s skin, causing goosebumps to break out across her skin.  “Send me to the arena and whoever will be my opponent—I am done with this weak excuse of a contest.”

“Eyia…”  Sora whispered in concern.

The Valkyrie closed her eyes, fingers tightening into a fist as she took a deep breath.  “I apologize, Sister, but … I am neither impressed nor amused by what we have been forced to tolerate.  All of this … formality business has done is waste our time.”  Opening her icy spheres, she stared at Mofupsi.  “If we require negative emotion, then broadcast this across your entire district.”

The yellow-haired Vulpes hummed, arms crossed as she studied Eyia.  “I am confused.”  Her irises darted to Sora and Kari.  “I am positive you will be able to prevail against nine-tailed Vulpes that are just learning how to utilize their magic—however, doing so would instantly put Sora against me, and the two of you against much stronger opponents.  I thought you would enjoy a stage to advance a little further before that time.”

Eyia’s jaw locked.  “It is true … however, I have faith in my sister and her aunt—you will see defeat.”

Sora knew she wasn’t thinking properly after seeing Kari.  Of course, the thought of her accelerating things in the hopes Kari would die in the final challenge did cross her mind.

Kari absently took in their surroundings, looking anywhere but at Eyia.  “I can handle whatever—if she wants to solo a bunch of bumbling foxes, then be my guest.”

“Hmm…”  Sora sucked on her lower lip as everyone turned to look at her; Eyia certainly did have a lot of faith in her, but Sora had to believe her aunt would unlock her father’s side to give her the strength needed to compete.  “I do need to meditate,” she admitted, deciding to try and contact her aunt and speak privately to Kari.

She gave Eyia a bright smile and moved over to hug her; the icy aura caused her to wince, but the action melted the Valkyrie’s frigid attitude.  “I have trust in you, too, Eyia!  I’m sure you’ll steal the show again and keep every eye on you.  Thanks for offering to give us time,” purposefully using the plural to indicate she appreciated what Eyia was doing for Kari, too, even if it wasn’t her intention.

“Yeah…”  Eyia returned the hug, somewhat put-off by her addition of Kari in that statement.  “It will be swift.”

Sora brushed back her bangs while stepping back.  “No doubts here!  And Mofupsi…”

“Hmm?”  The woman’s head tilted slightly.

“I’m going to win—and when I do, without killing you, will you recognize my authority since this is a society based on strength … right?”

Mofupsi giggled, pulling out some kind of black pipe that she channeled her magic through; sucking in at the tip, she released bright blue flames from her lips as her eyes flashed the same color—Sora could feel an unfamiliar magical pulse and her irises returned to their yellow tint.  The Vulpes’s nine tails curving to hide her lips as she appraised her from between their weaves.  “If you manage to subdue me, then I will become your servant.”

“Huh?”  Sora’s ears pulled back.  “W-What do you mean by that—how did that even come up?”

“Oh?  Your friend is growing impatient,” she whispered in a mysterious way.  “Go ahead and do whatever it is you wish to do—Milia will start the trial without me.”   Waving her hand, Eyia was teleported away, causing both Kari and Sora to lift their eyebrows in surprise, it was hard to believe she could overcome Eyia’s defenses so easily, even with consent.  “Sora, do you have a moment to talk?”

Sora’s brow pulled together, glancing to the open window; a young woman’s voice began to speak to the onlookers above.  “I’m … a little confused.  You want to talk to me?”

Mofupsi’s eyes dulled as she put the pipe to her lips, irises flashing blue again while drifting to the edge.  Pulling her free arm under her ample breasts, she spoke in a tone that Sora had trouble recognizing from the woman’s veiling emotional state—something was up, and each of her interactions around the Council Woman seemed to paint a different picture.  “I only wish to take a few minutes of your time.”

Is she drugged?

Sora sniffed the air, but the smoke was something spiritual and didn’t register as a scent.

Does she actually want to talk to me … like, for real talk?  She’s thousands of years old and I’m only sixteen.  What in the world could she want … Advice?

The woman’s sudden change in demeanor utterly threw her off, but she didn’t really feel like shutting her down; in fact, she was curious about the direction she’d go with this and had a suspicion it had something to do with why she’d advanced them a few levels on the spur of a moment.

Turning to her friend, Sora licked her lips before asking, “Kari?”

Shrugging her massive shoulders, the Fenris Wolf grunted.  “Whatever, but umm … could I get some clothes?”

A small smirk lifted her lips, remembering how the Vulpes in the last match had incinerated her outfit, leaving the black-haired wolf-girl butt-naked.  No wonder she hasn’t changed back!

Snickering while examining the fidgeting wolf, Sora tapped her chin.  “You have kind of changed sizes—I might need to resize you…”

“I have not,” Kari growled, narrow amber eyes giving her a dirty look.  “My original body, sure, but…”

“Original—human Kari is the original Kari to me,” Sora hummed with a mischievous tone.  “It would only take a second.”

“Sora…”

“He-he-he!  Okay!  Okay!” she wheezed.  “How about a Sunday dress?  A nice belt, maybe some earrings … Can I make lipstick?”

Kari rolled her eyes.  “Anything’s fine.”

“Aww, no fun,” Sora chuckled, glancing back at Mofupsi.  “Do you have any random cloth or something I could have to make something?”

“By all means.”  Mofupsi waved her free hand for dozens of extravagant outfits to fall out of the sky in a pile.  “I rarely wear the old Councilwoman attire, in any case.  It feels wrong.”

“Mhm…”  Sora absently replied, trying to mentally picture some of the outfits Kari would look good in; she’d transform into her Fenris Form to fight, so it really didn’t matter what type it was, and so cuteness was the key.  “Okay, I’ve got it!  C’mon, transform back so I can weave it around you.”

“Really, Sora?”  Kari gave her a dull look.

She absently waved her hand.  “Nothing I haven’t seen before—don’t be so embarrassed!”

Kari released a sad sigh while closing her eyes.  “Did you really just say that … fine.”

Sora wove her magic around the pile on the ground with Mofupsi watching.  Kari was looking away with a hand on her hip, her absurdly thick, long black hair covering her front.  A smile brightened Sora’s cheeks as she crafted black undergarments, a grayish-brown skirt, a white u-neck shirt, and an open overcoat to match her bottoms.  The gray 4-inch heels were an added touch since she’d never seen the wolf in the shoes.

“Adorable!”  Sora chimed.  “You really should wear girly clothes more … Do you have any idea how many boys found you attractive at school?”

A hiss passed through Kari’s teeth as she brushed the skirt from side to side while lifting a leg to look at the heels; she almost tripped, trying to balance.  “I-I’ve never worn these—these things … Why do human women use these horrible things?”

“It’s all about the butt, and with that tail … I’m tellin’ you!”

“Meh … it’ll work,” Kari mumbled, attempting to walk a few awkward steps while pulling back her hair.  “Go do your … whatever.  I’ll be here—learning to use these human death devices … How many humans die from these things a year?”

Sora glanced up at the ceiling.  “Good question.  I’ve never actually thought about that.  Huh.”  She heard the young woman’s voice commentating to start the special trial, making it clear that everyone in the Yellow District would witness the fight.  “You ready, Mofupsi?”

Mofupsi withdrew the pipe from her lips; she’d been passively listening without expression.  “We will return shortly, I expect.”

Eyes widening, Sora held up her hand.  “Oh!  One last thing!”

Darting left, she jumped on a stunned Fenris Wolf; she had to help Kari as she stumbled to the left with a bark of surprise.  “H-Hey!  I don’t know how to … what are you doing?!”

“He-he-he!”  Sora squeezed her back and pulled away with a wink.  “I just wanted to give you a hug!  Later!”  Mofupsi promptly teleported them out, leaving a flustered Fenris Wolf to pick up her scattered brain.

A little curious as to why the Yellow Council Member was trying to make the slave-bet and speak one-on-one, Sora folded her hands behind her back as she looked around at the top floor of the coliseum; they were at least ten massive floors above ground.  Above them was a magical shell that only allowed enough heat to keep the area temperate while providing enough wind to be perfect.

“Should we walk?”  Sora asked, following the Vulpes to the edge to look down.  “Oh, we’re just going to be standing here and looking down, huh?  Cool.  Cool.  Hmm…”

Mofupsi didn’t respond, continuing to puff on her pipe while likely compiling her thoughts.  Extending her perception, Sora could see a hundred Vulpes sitting across the stadium; all of them were fixated on the ring where ten Vulpes hovered around Eyia.

The Valkyrie was annoyed, waiting for the announcer to stop talking and setting things up for the audience—she doubted something like this had ever been publicly broadcast to the lower levels.

After several seconds, Sora leaned against the stone rail guard to stare at the emotionless woman, occasionally drawing from her pipe.  “Mofupsi…”

“Hmm?”  Her passive gaze shifted to her; everything about her smiling, cheery atmosphere had evaporated to be filled with this lifeless stare.

“Are you okay?”

“Okay?  Hmm … everything’s going pretty good, I suppose,” she whispered, flashing blue irises returning to the stage below as Eyia made her speech about how weak the Vulpes were and how useless their desire was to climb to such pitiful ranks.  “Everything’s fine.”

“Umm, uh-huh,” Sora’s lips pulled in as she folded her arms.  “You’re not sounding all that convincing.  What’s going on?  You’ve been all over the place, and—no, why did you even come down to be a part of all this?” she asked, realizing the Vulpes was supposed to be chilling behind the scenes until the final test.

“Why am I here?  That really is the question,” Mofupsi mumbled, pulling back her blonde locks with a short chuckle.  “Why did I even come here?  I don’t even want to make small talk—yet I go to those silly council meetings.  I sit alone, listen to random orders from those stronger than me and come back … to be alone in this isolated tower.”

Sudden waves of loneliness escaped the woman’s impenetrable Core in torrents, causing the air in Sora’s lungs to freeze.  Mofupsi breathed out a sad sigh, shaking her head.  “I’ve been lying to myself for over five thousand years—lying to everyone, but they all believe me when I say ‘everything’s fine’ when it’s not.”

Sora cleared her throat, fingers tightening around her wrist.  “Umm, I don’t know what’s going on, but it’ll be alright.”  She paused, fidgeting with her nails.  “Do you want to talk about it?”

Mofupsi’s yellow eyes returned as she leveled a stern glare at her.  “Don’t tell me that it’s alright—you don’t know what it feels like … how I feel.  You don’t know what it’s like to be me.”

She didn’t know how to respond, vision falling to the ground as the woman released a weak chuckle between puffs of her pipe.  Sora stayed silent; it soon became clear the woman just wanted to release what she’d bottled up longer than she could imagine.

“That’s the first time I’ve said that … spoken to someone like this.  Why do I feel like such a mess … like I’m being tested, and if I wake up in the morning, I guess I passed?  To wonder if this life is going to continue on forever … because I don’t want to feel like this forever,” she pulled in her lips, closing her eyes and leaning her head back to face the heavens.

“Everything’s the same … imagine yourself growing up,” she smiled, “surrounded by death as a constant—to struggle every moment to live in the chaos, yet every time you grow, stability and a life of mediocrity inches ever closer.  It wasn’t until I reached the top that I realized a life of purpose was the sacrifice for ultimate strength inside my little world.”

She slowly hovered up to stare across the buildings of the Yellow District, with Sora hesitantly following, analyzing what the woman was trying to convey.  “I’ve lived the same life endlessly—and no one can offer me anything.  I’m too weak to fight the other council members, I’m too strong for anyone in the Yellow District—for thousands of years, and I can’t learn anything else from reading the same books for the ten-thousandth time, and unlike the other members, I’m not allowed to leave my area.”

Mofupsi turned a solemn look to her, arm tightening against her body.  “It took your appearance for me to realize how utterly stupid I’d been … locked in my little cage … I’m an idiot … a hopeless fool that let such an incompetent Vulpes lead me by the nose, and only now do I understand why I’ve spent so many years screaming in my own head at my hollow heart.”

Sora’s lower lip tucked under, eyebrows pulling together in concern as the blonde Vulpes hugged her shaking body, laughing at herself.  “The only thing that even slightly helped was the strange sexual games Keizer came up with, but your little friend clipped that fix—leaving me with this magical concoction I learned in a book to just feel a little happy,” she mumbled, holding up her pipe.  “Why do I want to make the slave bet?”

“For something new,” Sora whispered.  Her heart went out to the isolated Vulpes; she had no idea what was under the perfect mask Mofupsi crafted around her heart.  “And if I lose … you have me to fill that void.”

“Hm-hm-hm-hmm,” her chest shook with laughter, “yes, Sora, I want to end this endless cycle, and you’re the first lifeline that has entered my life.  Honestly, I couldn’t care less about anyone else—it takes enough effort just to care for myself and look into a mirror.  See?”

Sora’s hands tightened around her arms as Mofupsi transported them to what appeared to be her luxurious room, where hundreds of mirrors hung along the walls, all shattered.  “How can looking into a shattered mirror help … It’s so odd,” she mused.

The place was a mess, and it looked like the woman slept in a corner, on sheets and blankets that she could wrap herself in as some kind of shield.  Damage was evident across the room, with claw marks everywhere across the walls.

Spinning in a slow circle, Mofupsi pointed at the x-marks and single lines.  “Every x was a day I felt something new … for three thousand years … only twenty-three, heh, and most of them were emotions felt from interacting with the council or with Keizer … imagine that.  A thousand years of emotional struggle … triumph, and failure to be reduced to … this mess.”

Her golden eyes were practically spinning as the crippling depression inside of her pressed in on Sora like a vice; thousands of years worth of emotional weight proved too powerful for her spiritual shields, causing her to shiver as the chill sank into her breast.

Mofupsi turned to give her a genuine smile that was probably her first in ages.  “So … win or lose, one of us will become slaves, and I’ll be free.  Do you accept the proposal?  I’ve been somewhat fascinated by this slave concept from a manuscript within my library—so little excites me anymore—I couldn’t help but be a part of this new addition to the festival.”

Sora didn’t respond at first, trying to combat the needle-like depression, but soon realized she was simply experiencing the excess amount; most of it was being drawn in by the negative emotion crystal—she couldn’t fathom the depths of this woman’s lonely and lifeless existence—it must not feel like living at all.

Swallowing the saliva that had gathered in her mouth, Sora cleared her throat.  “I-I’m still trying to process all of that … you don’t have to go the slave route … No, maybe you do,” she mumbled, realizing she’d had the fantasy for thousands of years, and it was likely one of the few things left that kept her somewhat sane.

“Hmm?”

Intaking a deep breath, she released it in a slow stream before adding a smile.  “Heh—would you be willing to wear a collar?”

Mofupsi blinked, head tilting to the side.  “Collar?”

“Uh … nevermind, it’s a joke!”  She laughed, but Mofupsi wouldn’t let it pass.

“You brought it up for a reason,” she smirked.  “I have no issues with it—whatever it is, your question has me intrigued.”

“Eh, heh, a strap of leather or something that—well, you put it around your ‘ahem’ pet’s throat,” she blushed, scratching her neck as it itched, “to show ownership.”

Mofupsi glanced toward a cracked mirror with an amused smile.  Pulling back her blonde locks to expose her slender neck, she hummed.  “A collar to show ownership of a pet?”  Puffing on her pipe, she giggled.  “I like the idea … It's something new.”  Her flashing blue irises slid to her, long tails hiding part of her body.  “Of course, if I should win, you would become my pet—which is something like the younger girls do to the human males.  Yes?”

“Eh … kind of … not really,” Sora said, recalling how the men were treated.  “I’ll … teach you.”

“Wonderful!”  She clapped her hands, and the wave of depression started to evaporate to be replaced by a glimmer of hope.

“Mofupsi?”

“Mhm?”  she asked, glancing at the mirror again to study her complexion.

“You’re going to try to beat me?”

“Of course,” her lips curved mischievously.  “I’m so looking forward to seeing how you can bridge the gap between us—I cannot see you trying without the confidence to accomplish it.  I will be trying my hardest … It is the only way I can be certain about the adaptability and growth of Founders.”

She adjusted her robe a little while moving to look her in the eyes.  “I worked tirelessly to reach my strength … two thousand years of throwing everything I was into study, practice, and death to sit upon my throne of skulls—powerless to defeat one foe … myself.”

Sora wasn’t sure of the woman at first; she seemed like a battle-hungry overlord over the evilest part of this Vulpes society, yet in the end, she was just as caged as everyone else, and Niomie was once again pulling her strings.

“Mofupsi,” Sora held out a hand, to which the woman returned a quizzical look, hesitantly following her lead, “I promise you when I beat you, you won’t feel alone anymore … Oh, and the first thing we do is hug—and I get to brush your tails with my daughter!”

“Brush … my tails?”  Mofupsi asked, pulling around the fluffy blonde appendages.  “I can’t say I’ve had anyone offer to brush my tails before, but … heh, that sounds wonderful.  Another new experience.”

“Yup!  We’ll go over clothes, give you a make-over, and … well, Eyia will hug you, but Kari … probably not.  Emilia will LOVE you, just … just don’t teach her any scary spells or anything—I’m starting her slow … what?”

A small tear fell down Mofupsi’s soft expression.  “I … just need to mark another x on the wall,” she chuckled.  “Now, I will prepare for our match.  Your friend has already frozen every Vulpes in space-time after shaving their tails and hair—quite vicious tactics, exposing their tails to apply binding locks to their spiritual production and stabilization networks.  Don’t disappoint me!”

She couldn’t respond in time as the blonde Vulpes waved and teleported her back to Kari.  Unfortunately, the girl was currently sitting cross-legged, inside her own Core, to speak to her mother.

Folding her legs across from her, Sora brushed back her bangs with wholesome feelings blooming in her chest—in a way, she saw a little of Kari in the youngest Vulpes councilwoman.  “Everything will be alright—everything, once my grandmother and aunts are back.”

Eyia was drawing gasps and mumbles from the Vulpes announcer, but there wasn’t a doubt in her mind that the Asgardian warrior would win without trouble; she was onto bigger things, though.

It all led here, and without everything her aunt had done for her, Sora knew she would have failed.  Now, one last task awaited her, and even if it should have felt impossible to beat the Vulpes over three-hundred and seventy-five times her age, she wasn’t worried.

Closing her eyes, she slipped into the Outer Body Technique.  Standing inside the glowing platform that was her Core, she created two seats and took the nearest to wait for her aunt.

It wasn’t long until the gorgeous Vulpes appeared upon the comfortable cushions out of thin air.  “My, aren’t you learning quickly!”  she chimed.

“Heh, I had a good teacher—wow, that’s generic!”

Her aunt’s smile turned inward.  “Generic it may sound … Yet the emotion expressed is heartwarming beyond words.  I have prepared you in every way possible, my darling little niece … Are you ready to do this without me because the moment I unlock this part of you, I must return to your aunt so that she may prepare for what is to come.”

Sora brushed back her copper hair, releasing a low groan.  “I don’t want you to go … but I get it.  Just … will things work out with resurrecting grandma and … and everyone?”

Inari slowly shook her head.  “Hopefully … yet not likely.  Whenever dealing with so many colossal forces, there is always the chance of one thing spiraling all plans out of control, but I have tried diligently to make this happen … It all depends on how your aunt responds once I unite with her, bringing everything I’ve done and learned.”

“Mmh,” Sora’s gaze fell to the floor, thinking about the little snake goddess they’d helped to emotionally recover.  “Didn’t Qebhet give her a lot of information when you sent her to find my aunt?”

“A good amount, but much has changed from what we learned after … Nilly, and especially all Loral revealed.  I knew a little about a tiny piece of Tsukuyomi’s essence being brought here by Nephesh but not his purpose—it should have been impossible after what I did to him, yet … my mother was known to scoff at the impossible, and such is the magic she left.”

“Okay … And Mofupsi with the whole servant stuff?”

Her aunt chortled.  “The Vulpes is quite young.”

“To you, everyone’s young,” Sora mumbled.

“True,” Inari smirked, leaning a little to the left of her chair.  “Her natural growth through talent and raw practice was accelerated by her environment, yet she only has what would have been seen as the bare minimum of education in this Realm’s distant past … Niomie made sure none of the Vulpes could hope to catch up to her out of fear.  She will be happy with you and will, in a way, be my replacement—for a time.  She will be your first follower…”

She created an image of her Kitsune.  “You see, the problem will come the moment Mofupsi relinquishes her power as a member of the Council to follow you—she will age and die within a week without its regenerative properties; it was designed with the purpose of not granting immortality since that was a test my mother left for the Vulpes to discover.  If they desired life eternal, they would need to learn the cost of such magic before performing it.”

“But … I have to do that for Mofupsi if she’s going to live?”

Inari shook her head, turning the Kitsune around for her to transform into the yellow-furred Vulpes; her hair slowly faded from yellow to a rugged red.  “She is a Nogitsune by birth, and I suspect she enjoys being blonde, which you can accommodate, if you like—your Aunt Nari would approve.  My Kitsune tend to enjoy the white symbol they represent, but any color will do.  You just need to provide a similar effect as the charm she’s bound to.”

Sora scratched her temple.  “Am I strong enough?  That seems pretty advanced.”

“He-he-he, no, Sora, it is not difficult for us.  You see, the issue Vulpes like Hikaru have with developing these types of weaves is simple—True Vulpes Magic, which is why he steals the gifts I grant his former brothers and sisters, transferring them to others or himself while tampering with the weave—he’s grown quite addicted to the debauchery the ritual creates within the handler.”

She rose, motioning for Sora to do the same.  Directing her attention to Mofupsi’s tails, she folded her hands behind her back.  “Now, can you tell me which was her first tail?”

“No,” Sora flatly stated.  “They all look the same.”

 “It’s in their flow of spiritual energy.  Focus, and you’ll find the number of each is indicated in how quickly the force is moving.”

Leaning left and right as she dodged the weaving tails, Sora discovered what her aunt was trying to show her.  “Oh … this one,” she smiled, reaching out to gently stroke the soft fur; the illusion didn’t react, which was disappointing, but she suspected Inari made it that way to not distract her.

“Good.  You have phenomenal power, Sora, and what you are lacking is the knowledge on how to utilize it; make no mistake, you will need to overpower Mofupsi, not out-skill her.  In addition, you can do something I cannot … grant your father’s powers to your followers.”

“What?!  You’re joking.”  Sora smiled.  “You mean, she can become even stronger than me when I empower her because … well, because I’m empowered?”

“Yes.  Although how that power will manifest is utterly beyond me at this point—It’s so unusual and potent that it leaves me speechless.  However, I suspect the base element is very similar to your mother’s specialty … fire … energy that radiates an unbelievable amount of accelerating force.  I have no idea how these two genetic powers will fuse, but you will temporarily receive the force required to subdue Mofupsi.  Act quickly when you transcend.”

Sora’s mind flashed back to the last day of her Vulpes transformation.  “I see … like when I gained all nine of my tails before it was locked away?”

“Precisely.  Now, let’s move back to creating your first follower … seed the desire into her first tail to empower her with your own little genetic powers and to slow her aging to a near standstill.”

Weaving the magic with her desire, Sora was a bit stunned as the test was completed.  “Eh … if I did that, I’d be down for like a week!  It would completely drain my energy.”

“As you are, yes,” her aunt winked.

“Ah … okay, yeah, I’ll be stronger.”

“Which will?”  her aunt asked with a wry grin.

“Which will … Ugh, drain me hard still because I’m not just doing it with my Vulpes side but my dad’s, too.”

“Mhm!  Still, it shouldn’t be nearly as bad as before, and you can mitigate the use of your own magic through the Realm Core.”  Inari’s face softened.  “It will also save another lost little fox, my little overly-caring niece—when you leave this Realm, you must say goodbye to a few of the friends you’ve made.”

“Wait!  What?  Who?”  Sora asked, mind flashing between everyone she’d brought with her.  “Not Kari, Wendy, Eyia, or … is it Jin … it couldn’t be … please, don’t tell me it’s Emilia!  I haven’t even had the chance to be a mother!”  she asked in a panic.

“No, of course, it’s not Emilia.  Still … you gain some and lose others, Sora, and such is the life we live … you will not see them again.  Your life is too long and theirs short—make peace with that fact and that not everyone wishes for immortality.  Life—and death are very different adventures.”

Sora scratched her arm while dropping into her chair.  “I … guess I haven’t really had the chance to even spend much time with anyone.”  She bent over to rest her elbows on her knees, her copper hair veiling her face.  “I wanted to spend more time with some of them … sacrifices, I suppose,” she whispered, “and I guess I’ll have others to learn about, too.”

A loud groan rumbled in her throat as she sat back, combing her locks to the side while flicking her tails in annoyance.  “It feels like years since we were kidnapped from Miami by that shady organization … my life’s such a mess.”

“It really has been,” Inari mused, smoothly retaking her seat.

“Huh…”  She stretched her arms out.  “You know, even if it’s been bad … so much good has come from it, too … Just look at Kari!  She’s healing, and I can feel it—we’re becoming closer friends every day.”

Guilt suddenly tainted her heart as she leaned against the chair’s arm, tucking her legs under.  “I have been pretty distant to Wendy … I bet she’s been feeling kind of abandoned by me, too—playing second fiddle to Kari and Emilia.”

Her aunt gave her an understanding look.  “Before judging yourself harshly, talk to her about it.  Now, I must prepare myself, Sora—you have learned everything you need from me, and now, Mofupsi can become your temporary tutor to help advance you to her own league.  Listen to her because she will have helpful advice, and so will Eyia, Jin, Kari, and Wendy.  You are blazing the trail for your daughter to follow—be a light to her.”

Inari’s lips brightened while getting to her feet and holding out her arms.  “One last hug?”

Sora’s heart burned as she jumped up and ran into her aunt’s soft yet strong arms.  “I love you … Thank you—I know it kind of hurts you and my mom, probably, but … but you really have been the mother I’ve always wished I had.”

The woman that had guided her through the roughest parts of her life stroked her hair, fingers sliding through her locks.  “It does hurt, Sora … and to me, feels somewhat unfair for your mother’s situation, yet I understand, and so does she.  I love you more than life itself … And I can say that without hesitation, my lovely niece.  Now, be the beautiful, amazing, little Vulpes you are, and touch fate with your caring hands.”

Mixed feelings filled Sora’s breast as her aunt vanished in her arms, and she stood there for a minute, wearing a sad smile.  “... Thank you, Aunt Inari.”

Steeling her heart, she prepared herself to face Mofupsi, and thereby, change her fate for the better—she’d make sure of it.
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                Sora opened her eyes, drawing in a long breath while pressing her palm against her breast; her aunt was still with her, and that gave her comfort, but she knew the moment her powers awakened, her aunt’s Intelligent Construct would return to her host.

It was a little strange to think about, yet she couldn’t deny her emotions; this magical copy of her aunt was everything she needed and more.  From the moment she first encountered her aunt in the Spirit Realm, a piece of her had been with her—someone that could give her any answer, comfort her in ways no one was able, and direct her in the best direction.

Glancing around the lavish stadium, she saw that Kari was still in an internal discussion with her mother, but a brilliant red aura radiated from the teenage Fenris Wolf.

Sora couldn’t help but smile a little.  Kari had been so venomous toward herself and how she was a descendent of Fenrir—something she couldn’t change, and it was killing her.  Now, through her mother’s efforts, just like Inari had done for her, she was learning to accept the good and bad that came with exploring what you were.

Getting to her feet, Sora moved to the railing, realizing not much time had passed since she’d talked to her aunt.  Eyia was below, standing amongst a flurry of falling snow that would have obscured Sora’s view of the Valkyrie had she not been looking with her spiritual senses.

The arena was blanketed by a thick layer of ice and dozens upon dozens of nine-tailed Vulpes were frozen in blocks of ice with the Valkyrie’s fingers gripped around the glorious two-handed blade of Skofnung.  Within the dense mist and blizzard, Sora could see the twelve barbarian women, subduing the foxes in ice; the cutting spiritual wind cut into their spiritual networks, slowing their reactions and allowing Eyia to stand at the ring’s center, frigid gaze following her warrior’s movements.

All Sora could hear was silence from the onlookers, a chill running down their spines; Eyia’s vitriol for Fenris Wolves was being deflected to her opponents, utterly shutting down her competition.  Watching how effortlessly her biting hail consumed the Vulpes’s magic, shredding it the moment they tried to form any kind of defense helped remind Sora how frightening Eyia could be.

The blonde Asgardian had been able to defend them against Bathin’s crucible after coming out of a hyper drug-induced state, sealed with Diane’s stuff, and being disoriented.  It was only after studying the past battles she’d been around that Sora realized how outclassed they were by the Daēva.

Defeating the unified attacks of the Dragoons was far more troublesome than these nine-tailed Vulpes, and it put things into perspective for her.

The organization that had trapped them sent some of their strongest creatures and safety measures to lock them down until Bathin could arrive, and without Jin and Eyia, they would have been crushed.  Sora had to wonder how much energy Maiden’s Call was to her because whatever Eyia did to the Blue Dragoon still chilled and confused her, no matter how she looked at it, it was unnatural.  She rubbed her arms as her hair stood on end just thinking about it.

Multiple Daēva had descended upon Eyia and she still managed to defend herself; they acknowledged her as a threat, and it was Jin using their own attack against them that caused enough of a distraction for Sora to use their weakness to disperse them for a short period.

Eyia certainly was powerful; perhaps, if prepared, she could even take Bathin.

A low sigh puffed out of Sora’s lips as more nine-tailed Vulpes took the stage.  An open invitation for them to do their worst, I guess, she thought ruefully.  Not like it’ll help.  Jin scales to Eyia, too … just in a different way.  Mofupsi is the peak of what a normal nine-tailed Vulpes can get on their own, which is a threat to Eyia.

“Hmm…”

“Something up?”

Sora flipped her back to the railing with a small grin as Kari opened her eyes, stretched out, and walked over to join her.  “Umm … I suppose you could say that,” she whispered, studying the wolf girl.

Kari stumbled once in her heels, making Sora giggle as she let out a curse, her thick black tail flicked to the side as she caught the ledge and brushed her butt-length messy locks over her shoulders.  “Geez … seriously, are you trying to torture me in these things … And where are you looking?”  she grumbled, plucking at her skirt while twisting her foot out to display the shoes.

“Your tail!”  Sora chuckled with a wink.  “Oh, and your hair—I swear, every time you transform and turn back, it gets thicker!  I swear, it’s as thick as Iris’s at this point.”

Kari lifted a handful of her locks with a low grunt.  “Who?”

“Pokemon.”

“Meh, I think I’ve heard of it … something fighting cartoons?”

“Eh … sure,” Sora forced a laugh.  “Seriously, though.  It’s getting thick—I’m kind of jealous,” she whispered, bringing around her own silky locks.  “Maybe I should try and change it a bit.  Oh, do you think I can turn into a real fox?!”

Kari lifted an eyebrow, dropping her hair to her front with a shrug.  “Sure, why not?  I don’t know about it getting denser, though.  Why are you so obsessed with my looks?  Weirdo.”

“Pfft!”  Sora gripped her gut and doubled over.  “I-I never thought I’d hear you say that w-word in my life!”

“Weirdo?”  Kari scratched her nose, looking away with a small smile.  “I mean, I’m not wrong.  You’re super weird sometimes.”

“Heh, maybe so, but I’m just happy I can be myself!  As to why I’m obsessed with your looks?  I have to be!”  she huffed, shifting her weight against the ledge to glare at her.  “You rag on yourself so much that someone has to say you’re pretty or you’ll get everyone to think … eh, no, heh, I guess there’s no way someone could say you’re ugly.  It’s like saying the moon doesn’t glow!”

Kari shook her head, eyes on the ceiling.  “I get it; I’m hot.”

“Woah!  Woah!  Woah!”  Sora laughed.  “I wouldn’t go that far, but okay, have an ego,” she tittered, nudging her side with her tails.  “Seriously, though, I’m happy you’re becoming happy—you know … I used to question how I looked.”

Tone lowering with her gaze, Kari hummed.  “Because of everything I did.”

Sora played with a lock of hair, twisting it around her fingers.  “Sure, there was that, but every girl has moments they look at a pimple or something and think, ‘God, I’m disgusting!’ and try to drown themselves in sweets to just feel a little better … never works, though, and you feel even worse after—”  Eyes widening, Sora twisted and pointed at her butt.  “You know, my first pimple ever was right here!  I was so mortified!”

Kari’s amber irises dulled.  “Mhm … I never got that whole human pimple thing.  I’ve never had a pimple in my life.”

Sora threw her elbows back over the railing with a sour grunt.  “Lucky.  I wasn’t born with my Founder blood active, okay?  I was gross and sweaty and had period issues, and everything hurt sometimes, and it just sucked.  Congrats on skipping puberty and growing pains.”

“Oh, I had those,” Kari returned, studying her perfect fingernails.  “My human transformation is literal, too, unlike most other creatures.  It really hurt changing my body the first few hundred times, which is why my mother made us do it dozens of times a day to get used to it—get used to pain since it’s a necessary part of life.”

“Mhm…”  Sora’s eyebrows turned dubious.  “I don’t know how I should feel about that, but okay—a different culture.  So … did you finish spending time with your mom … Is she going to stay?”

Kari slowly shook her head, arms tightening under her chest.  “To fight this next Vulpes, she’s going to have to do something … I don’t know,” she grumbled, giving her heels a dirty look.  “We’re only sixteen, I guess, even if we’re Founders—our growth is insane, but … we still need time to grow or something like that.”

Sora flipped around to look down at Eyia breaking out each Vulpes and allowing them to individually attack her before effortlessly stripping them of small chunks of hair—she was humiliating them in front of every Vulpes in the Yellow District.  “What … do you think about her leaving?”

The wolf girl didn’t respond for a time, tapping the stone railing with her fingernail.  “What do I think … It’s more like how do I feel, and it sucks.  Do I want her to go?  No … I hate it, and … and I don’t get it—not really.  She says everything will be alright, though.”

“Mmh,” Sora rubbed her left arm while needles moved down her spine, causing her to shiver.  “My aunt told me that I’ll need Mofupsi.”

Kari’s head jerked in her direction.  “You can’t be serious?  That…”  she trailed off, trying to find the right word.  “That … creepy Vulpes with corn for hair wants to join us … follow us?”

“Rude,” Sora smiled.  “Corn for hair?  I mean, sure, she’s a little bit creepy—and you should see her room!  Talk about problems.”

Kari turned to face her with concern.  “Room?  When did you go into her room—why—do you know how that sounds?  What stuff did she have in there?”

“Woah!”  Sora chortled, taking a step back while raising her hands in protest.  “What kind of kinky things are you thinking about?!  Geez, heh, I didn’t think you were that kind of girl!  No, seriously, what are you thinking about?  I’m super curious—there’s that blush!”

“Shut up,” Kari grunted, scratching her left ear as it twitched and looked away.  “I was actually worried about you for a second, yet you can turn anything into a sexual joke.”

“Aww,” Sora smiled.  “It’s just the easiest thing to get you out of your shell!  If you don’t want me to poke, then don’t react!”

A doubtful tone rumbled in Kari’s throat.  “Oh, I see how it is.  If a guy slaps your butt, then don’t react if you don’t want him to poke.”

“Oof,” Sora winced.  “I felt that one, but, heh, I guess I deserve it with that logic.  You like it … Oof … again!  Oh, no, you have me second-guessing myself!”  she moaned, folding down her ears.

Kari shrugged.  “I’m just sayin’ how it is.  I’m perfectly happy with joking around, but I’m totally not into all that stuff; it’s just not me, but I get it, you’re a Vulpes.”

Realizing she was serious, Sora hummed, resituating herself against the stone barrier.  “I get that, and let me be clear, heh, I’m not saying I like you in that way, you know, but it’s just fun for me—I don’t know, maybe it does have something to do with me being a Vulpes.  Huh … I’ve never thought about it, but when did I start making jokes like that?”

Kari scratched her ear again.  “I don’t know … sometime after we came into this world, but I wasn’t really around you that often before.”

“Hmm…”  A spark flashed across her mind, and she let out a sad chuckle.  “Shadow.  It was after I met with Shadow.”

“Again,” Kari sighed, “I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

“My inner Shadow,” Sora mumbled, rubbing her right arm.  “I guess it was when I embraced more of my Vulpes nature … wow, I honestly didn’t even notice.  Isn’t that a good thing?”

A resigned laugh bubbled up Kari’s chest.  “Well … heh, honestly, I’m happy you told me that.  My mom told me you’d say that, but I didn’t really believe her, I guess.  I just … I felt so conflicted because I owe you so much, and I couldn’t return something that’s fake—I was going crazy whenever you’d make remarks about my body and stuff because … well, yeah.”

Sora’s lips fell a bit.  “Sorry … I didn’t know I was causing you that much trouble.  I just wanted to lighten your mood a bit—you’re always so serious and down on yourself.”

“That’s true,” Kari whispered.  She flicked around her tail to stare at the bristling fur.  “I just felt like you were pulling our relationship down this super complicated path that … I was kind of scared—of how it would end, and all.  I want to be your friend, Sora … I really do, and if those kinds of jokes are just that—jokes, then I’m totally fine with that.  I was scared.”

“Scared, huh?”  Sora asked, following Eyia’s twelfth Vulpes domination; more than a few were simply falling to the ground and hugging themselves while crying in the blizzard under her intense hatred that wasn’t meant for them.  A shiver ran down her spine to the tips of her tails.  “I can see that—I wasn’t taking into consideration why you were freaking out about my comments.  Still, heh, you admitting you were afraid?  That’s huge.”

Kari slowly walked forward, brow showing concentration as she tried to balance in the shoes Sora had purposefully made uneven to trip her up.  “I haven’t thought about that, either … I guess … dammit, these things suck,” she mumbled, dropping to a knee and flashing her undies with her flaring skirt.

“Here…”  Sora sighed, weaving the desire to fix the heels.  “My bad—I was playing another trick on you.  That should be better.”

Kari shot a dirty look up at her, still kneeling on the ground before a small smile softened her features.  “Really?”

“Meh, I thought it would be funny to see you stumbling around—cute even.  Watching you act, well—more girly tickles me to no end.  I mean, you know what kind of image I had of you going through school.  This is a whole new you that I’m thoroughly enjoying!”

Hesitantly rising to her feet, she tested her balance with a short shake of her head.  “Okay … I can see your perspective, too.  Gah, these things still suck, even when they’re done right,” she turned a shady gaze her way, causing Sora to raise her hands.

“No, really, I fixed them!  Here…”  Sora changed her own shoes into black heels and walked around her.  “It just takes some practice—see how it changes my gait and posture—throws my tails … oh, my, I’ve got more curves than I thought!”  she mused.  “Look at my tails pop!  Swing those hips!”

Kari watched her with a slight frown.  “... You walk like a duck.”

“Rude!”  Sora glared at her.  “I’m totally sexy!”

“If you say so,” Kari rolled her eyes, “but I’m not seeing it.  All I see is you trying not to fall on your face.  I think you look better without them.”

“Oh?”  Sora hummed, returning to her sneakers.  “You really think so?”

“Mhm,” Kari mumbled, kicking off her heels before pointing an expectant finger at them.  “Way better.”

Eying the footwear uncertainly, Sora wondered if she was saying that to get her to change them or if she really meant it; the question was only passing before she decided Kari was being genuine.  “Fine … I guess a wolf girl has different tastes than men—and many women.”

“Humans are weird sometimes—same as Vulpes,” Kari replied, fitting into her new sports shoes after Sora transmuted them.  “Hmm … perfect!”  She hopped up and down while testing the items, causing her skirt to bounce a little with her hair.

“Want a hair tie?”  Sora asked, studying her wild locks.

“Finally!”  Kari huffed, pulling her hair around.  “I was wondering when you’d bring it up—you talk about it enough without getting to the useful stuff.”

“He-he-he.”  Sora took from Kari’s jacket thread count to create the white tie.  “It’ll contrast that black.”

“Whatever, I’m not picky … for practical stuff,” she added with Sora’s lifted eyebrow.  “Anyway, how long do you think Eyia’s going to be playing with them?”

  “Not long, I think,” Sora said, staring down at the winter wasteland below.  “She’s blowing off steam at this point—taking on anyone that will so much as look at her.”

Kari was silent for several seconds, still refusing to make eye contact with the Valkyrie.  “Sora…”

At her tone, Sora turned.  “Hmm?”

“Do you think … Will Eyia ever accept me?”

A quiet sigh shot through Sora’s teeth, and she flipped around, closing her eyes.  “I don’t know … I hope so,” she mumbled, stretching out her neck.  “I’m just glad she’s so disciplined … How long she’s fantasized about what Fenrir took from her—I can’t even imagine, and I don’t know the real context, so I can’t really have an opinion.  We’re growing as friends … let’s just take it one step at a time.”

Vision opening, she smirked at the girl that gave her PTSD for years of abuse.  “Heh, I couldn’t imagine being friends with you, but…”

“Here we are,” Kari whispered.  “I couldn’t dream of … of where I am now, and it’s all thanks to you.”

Sora shook her head.  “C’mon, we can’t give anyone but Aiden credit after everything we’ve seen.  He bought time and caused so many things to happen—I bet I would be dead if he didn’t show up and make your brother go on a rampage and really hurt you … giving me room to run for Jin and Eyia to find me.”

“I was unconscious during all that,” Kari sighed, pulling her hair into a low ponytail, which made Sora smile; it was so close to Iris’s hairstyle.  “I wish I got to see Eric plowed into the ground.  Eh, what’s up with that room of Mofupsi’s or whatever her name is?”

Pointing at her head, Sora snickered.  “I’ll show you some time; we’ll make a movie night out of it.  Oh, I’ll show you the embarrassing fails of me trying to beat him!  Gah, I was creamed so many times!”

“I’d like that,” Kari smiled.

Sora’s smile became forced.  “Right, the room, eh … heh, you see, she has claw-marks all over it … literally, everywhere … everywhere, everywhere!  It’s her counting thousands of years feeling empty.  It’s a total dump—hundreds of mirrors all shattered, and I’m pretty sure she sleeps in a corner, wrapped in blankets … kind of sad if you ask me.”

“Sad?”  Kari snorted, but her face showed concern.  “I’d go with red flags … a lot of them.  That sounds like the serial killer movie stuff the humans make.”

“Not wrong,” Sora hissed, brushing back her bangs.  “I mean, she has been kind of isolated and directionless for basically the majority of her life.”

Kari’s expression fell a little.  “I guess … I can relate.  Still, that doesn’t sound good.”

“No, heh, it does not after I said it!”  Sora mumbled.

The two of them watched Eyia challenge every Vulpes left until no one stood against her, crying their utter defeat while groveling before her.

“Hmm,” Kari’s fingers tightened against the railing.  “So, Mofupsi will be joining us?”

They turned as the Vulpes in question appeared behind them with another red-furred fox, Eyia floating up to land on the rail guard shortly after.

“Have you not told them, Sora?”  Mofupsi asked.

Sora’s chest tightened from the focused waves of energy radiating out of the Yellow Councilwoman; she was in a whole different league after preparing herself for what she thought could be her last battle.

“Told us what?”  Eyia growled, refusing to look at Kari or even acknowledge her existence as she held her shimmering crystal blade over her shoulders, protected by her aura from the edge.  “Is there another trick or game you wish to subject us to?”

“No,” Sora groaned, eyeing the new Vulpes beside the blonde woman; the elder Vulpes’s pipe was gone, and her yellow eyes were back.  “Mofupsi has made a bet with me.  If I can dominate her, then she will become my slave, and if she dominates me…”

“You become hers, huh?”  Kari mumbled, her amber eyes narrowing.  “Well … I suppose you will be joining us, Mofupsi.  Is there anything else?”

A charming smile lifted the woman’s cheeks.  “Indeed!  Sora has asked the loser to wear a collar and leash.”

Kari choked.  “W-What?  Sora … I knew it.”

“No!”  Sora squawked.  “No!  It’s not what you think!  I swear!  I just … it was a joke, and she took it waaay too far!  She’s totally into it!  I’m not—I’m good!”

“It fascinates me to no end!”  Mofupsi brazenly admitted.  “I look forward to the experience as a slave.  Please, do not disappoint me.  Now, to business.”

“Mmm…”  Kari made a sound in her throat that said she wasn’t going to be convinced.

Eyia’s fingers were held into an iron fist, and not a twitch moved her lips.  “Who is my next opponent … Surely the Vulpes next to you is not her.”

Mofupsi smirked as the woman stiffened.  “Jemissa?”

The red-furred fox shook her head.  “As … much as I would love to make you eat your own hair, I have been selected to fight the four-legged creature called Kari.”

Kari ignored the declaration, skeptical gaze still on Sora.  “You were the one that brought it up.”

“Again, it was a joke!”

“That you used twice?  Wasn’t there a human saying about that?”

“No!  No!  It’s three times!  Not, two!”  Sora defended.

Eyia was oblivious to the conversation.  “Send me to them.”

Sora puffed out a hot breath; she couldn’t remember feeling so embarrassed, but Kari’s doubtful, accusatory dirty look made her flustered.  “Look, I’ll explain, okay?  She pulled it in that direction.”

Mofupsi waved her hand, teleporting Eyia away while listening with an engaged grin.  “I do not believe I pushed any direction.  Perhaps I’m wrong, though.”

“I’m just saying,” Kari mumbled, “it’s just a little iffy.”

“I’m not sus!  I’m not!”  Sora protested.  “Uh … let’s just … let’s get to the fight!”

Kari rolled her eyes.  “Fine … a collar.  A freakin’ collar—with a leash.”

Sora opened her mouth, but their environment instantly changed.  “I said I would … shoot.”

“Will it matter?”  Mofupsi asked, standing a little ways away; her pipe was back in her hand, and she took one thoughtful look at it before tossing it to the side.  “If you become my slave, then will they honestly stay—oh, will they try to fight me for your freedom?  That would be interesting … I just thought of that—how fun!”

Sora pulled her fingers through her hair, closing her eyes to pray to her aunt for support.  Please … help me.

Inari’s voice spoke in a soft tone in her mind, calming her pounding heart.  “Be at ease, Sora.  Unlike your Vulpes powers, this will be a slow burn.  It will rise and then fall to a constant … You will be unable to utilize your Founder magic for some time after this.”

What!  Her heart stopped; this was not what she expected.  I won’t … What do you mean I can’t use my Founder powers?  I can’t use True Fox Magic?

“No.  I tried to find a workaround, but it is impossible, and why it was sealed away until a future date.  However, I confirmed the details with Frankenstein when we met—I just hoped to find a way around it, but he explicitly told me it was impossible.  Your Founder powers will return and in force, but this new power must stabilize before that can happen.”

Mofupsi gave her a confused smile.  “Has something happened?  You look shaken.”

“I … give me a second,” Sora gasped as a fearful quiver ran through her bones.  “I’m … I’m dealing with something right now.”

Aunt Inari!  What do you mean?  I’m going to lose all my Vulpes powers?  What about … How am I supposed to do the whole Kitsune thing with her after then?

“No, not all of them … Just your Founder magic.  This is why Mofupsi’s aid will be needed, and Emilia’s Founder magic to act as the bonding agent; she will show you how to use the limited magic non-Founder Vulpes possess, which will help your overall growth.”

Great … Just great … I … I just learned how to use all my powers and now they’re being stripped from me?!  This sucks!

“Ugh…”  Sora moaned, running her fingers through her copper hair.  “This sucks!  Grrargh … mmgmgm … fine … fine.  Okay, I’m ready,” she sighed, allowing her Shadow to help her through the frightening transformation.

Mofupsi’s head tilted to the side with a questioning look.  “Have you … gone insane?”

Wait … How will I help Emilia?  She needs to learn, and I’ve never done the Kitsune thing…

“It’s like riding a bike without the bike, Sora; you’ll know how to guide her, and it will help the two of you bond.  Now … it’s starting.”

An ember lit in Sora’s chest as pins and needles ran down her spine to her tails; a blazing white flame engulfed her frame with such an intoxicating intensity that it froze her lungs.  Every beat of her heart sent a sweet, fiery liquor raging through her veins.

Mofupsi took a step back.  “This … What is this … this inferno?”  Her lips parted in shock.  “Your tails…”

Stumbling back a little, Sora caught herself.  She pulled her tails around in shock; two new brilliant flames followed her two copper appendages.  In excitement, she watched her orange coat seethe with an ivory flare, removing the color—she had four tails, and her whole body was changing—height, bust size, hips, and waist.

Two perfectly circular elemental bracelets enclosed her wrists.  The jewelry was like a part of her soul that she could feel, and in an instant, she knew their purpose and abilities.

If her Vulpes Founder abilities gave her endless possibilities to adapt with her malleable magic, this was raw power at its finest.  Her fur flickered—everything, her clothes, eyebrows, and hair were now coated her in a luminosity that was the definition of holocaust.

The flames were slowly eating away at the impossibly complex weaves of Vulpes Founder magic infusing the room under her feet; it would take a long time, but she’d destroy it by simply being in its proximity.

Laughter brought Sora’s focus back to the councilwoman.  “Yes … I would be smiling, too, if I produced such … chaos.  You aren’t like other Vulpes, Sora!  This is what I want!”

Flexing her fingers, Sora’s blazing white bracelets expanded to hover in front of her fingers.  “It’s like there’s a supernova in my chest…”  She took a shuddering breath as her smiling silver eyes focused on the Vulpes.  Never had she felt such confidence—or was it recklessness?  She didn’t care.  “Let’s fight.”
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                Testing her weapon, Sora flicked her hand toward the Vulpes; it blazed forward at an incredible speed, leaving behind a trail of white flames that lingered for several seconds.

It won’t reach her…

Mofupsi didn’t move, arms folded under her chest while studying its approach.  “Hasty,” she mused as the item collapsed to appear around her wrist, reaching four feet from the woman.  “You haven’t completed your transformation yet, my Founder.”

Sora grimaced, raising her arm to expand it again and call it to her fingertips.  “Not attacking me right away?  That’s … presumptuous.”

She didn’t like Mofupsi’s casual posture; they were supposed to be fighting for the rights of owning each other—the loser would become a slave.  However, the confusing part was that indignation filled her breast, not the angst of battle, which was new to her.

The blonde Vulpes hummed, shifting her weight to the opposite side and fanning her tails a little.  “I want a challenge, not a one-sided victory, and had your powers plateaued, then I would have made my move—they have not.  How long will it take?”

Sora’s jaw tightened, her vision falling to the circlets, hovering above the back of her left hand and at her right’s fingertips.  “Hmm … I wish I knew.”  Her focus moved to the woman with a sly smile.  “I can always test out…”

I’m a what?  No … No, that’s … that’s crazy…

She trailed off, smile falling as her father’s side started eradicating her physical form, and a third ring formed from the flames, enclosing her lengthening silver hair.  Her locks were pulled into a ponytail as her environment changed—Sora could feel the spatial flow and movement of time around her.

Aura increasing to wrap her in an achromic cloak, and she rose into the air, instinctual knowledge flooding her brain that was like breathing; she’d known these truths all her life.

If this is … Dad is like a Soul Weapon … His real body isn’t flesh and blood … My flesh and blood are being converted.

Her vision settled on the two chakrams as they slowly spun around her body, but it wasn’t her physical form—her frame was merely a mental representation her mother’s side wove into her Core.

Reaching up, Sora slid her fingers through her fiery locks, lingering on the ring enclosing them—her new body.  How can I be a chakram?  I don’t even have bones … No, I guess this weapon is me … I’m a weapon … What?

The weapons circling her were copied from the original, formed out of the chaotic power that infused the ring around her hair.  Her father’s race was weapon manifestations of the highest order; Soul Tools comprised their very essence.

When releasing her energy in this way, her physical Vulpes form was destroyed and would reconstitute itself when her spirit was at rest.  She wasn’t comprised of the matter found in this existence but of something entirely foreign that acted as a predator to this reality.  She wasn’t just breaking down the magical weaves around her but existence itself, yet she wasn’t strong enough to consume it.

Mofupsi was still studying her change to better understand what she had to do to defeat her while Sora prepared for battle.

A primal instinct to push her limits was infused inside her very Core, spreading out to mix and suppress her Founder side; it would take time for her mother’s genetics to properly weave through her fathers.  It now made perfect sense to her why her parents were incompatible.

How did Mom and Dad meet … How did they even grow to love each other if … No, Dad can take on a physical form, just like I am … How’s that make sense?  Why would they create a body to wield themselves?  What kind of creature am I?!

She could manifest as many copies of her soul as her current strength allowed, which at the moment was two.  Some weaknesses came with her father’s side, but it was more than acceptable, and the benefits she gained were incredible.

Controlling the chakram by instinct, she giggled, feeling invincible while spinning it through the air.  Her soul was under pressure—she was dying, yet her white flames were for more than just destruction; her spirit was being renewed quicker than it could be broken down.

A light frown touched Mofupsi’s lips.  “You’re rising energy isn’t slowing … it’s speeding up.  Fascinating.  He-he-he, well, let’s see how far I can push you until you can meet me on an even playing field,” Mofupsi laughed, spinning to release a wave of red flames before teleporting away.

Right, brilliant, fight my fire with yours…

Sora threw her chakram before Mofupsi vanished, tracking the Vulpes with her new spatial awareness fifty feet to her right.

Allowing her weakened flames to be harmlessly repelled by her fiery cloak, Sora laughed.  “That’s what I wanted from the start!”

 Mofupsi lifted an eyebrow upon seeing the swift-moving ring heading to her right, off course.  Sora launched at her like a bullet with her second ring circling her.

“Hmm?”  The Vulpes wove more magic to create mist that exploded across the entire area to test her senses.  Knowing the general basis of Vulpes spells, Sora could sense another style of magic was infused into the liquid filling the air, but it wasn’t dangerous or poisonous.

A setup spell, huh?

Her rings cut a radiant streak through the flames as the fog filled the colossal battle arena, but Sora was testing Mofuspi.  The chakram passed the woman, flipping in the air and expanding in conjunction with the one in front of her.  She dove through, grinning as Mofupsi’s mildly intrigued face turned to face her exit, and Sora’s flaming hand extended to grab the Vulpes’s face.

The one she’d left teleported to her side, both following Sora’s desire to attack the council woman's neck, but her joyful expression fell upon recognizing the style of magic the Vulpes was weaving—elemental.

Lightning?  Why … Oh, well, shoot…

Figuring she was trying to defend by attacking, Sora redirected her rings, causing one to pass through the center of the other, tripling its speed.

The councilwoman simply held out her magic-infused hand and caught it, tails batting the other away.  “Not strong enough.”

Sora felt so slow, watching the woman casually increase her movements to the next level to avoid Sora’s dive for her throat.  Processing all the new information her father’s side gave her, she was stunned upon realizing just how outclassed she still was, and it angered her—it wasn’t as if this level of attack would kill her either.

Spark of electricity filled the space, carried by the amplification and transferal spell written into the fog, leaving no opening.

That’s so overpowered…

“An interesting ability,” Mofupsi giggled, effortlessly crushing her halo as bolts of lightning erupting throughout the area with the mist as its medium; the fog was infused with an amplification and transferal spell.  “Do you have any weak spots?”

Sora’s cloak disrupted the energy as it struck but it wasn’t strong enough to handle the electricity, and it harmlessly passed through her flaming form.  Her physical form disrupted, she fell from the sky to reform upon the ground.

“It’s just—annoying,” Sora grunted, seeing her flickering arms construct themselves again while getting to her feet.  “I have to admit, that was an impressive combination.”

Mofupsi floated down to place a hand against her cheek.  “You weren’t even stunned—I see, you don’t have a physical body anymore.  Whatever you are, it’s very disruptive and hard to analyze with my magic.  Is this Founder magic in action … I wonder?”

Creasing her left eye, the core of Sora’s being radiated the desire to become stronger; she was more agitated with herself than Mofupsi.

I should be better than this … No … Why would I … Really, Dad?  Sora shook her head, rubbing her forehead; the fact she had some kind of body was evident but it was alien to this reality.  It hasn’t even been a full two minutes.  Fight the instincts…

“Grrahrggh!”  Sora scratched the side of her head.

“Hmm?”  A curious smile lifted Mofupsi's lips.  “Something the matter, Sora?”

Looking away while folding down her blazing left fox ear, Sora huffed.  “Just trying to work through some internal stuff—nothing new.”

“Mind sharing?”  she asked, taking a sitting position.  “You are still far from a challenge to me.”

Sora sighed, trying to interpret the base instincts of her father’s race compared to her Vulpes Founder.  I let Mom’s side rage unchecked before Aunt Inari stabilized the transformation.  Dad’s side has a superiority thing going on and the need for combat … I just need to learn how to express it without it taking over.

It was easier thought about than done; it took a considerable effort to refrain from charging the Vulpes.  I’m basically going through my childhood and teenage years in a matter of minutes with all these … whatever kind of hormones Dad’s side has.  I’ve got energy to burn … No, using the power will help me better understand it!

Mofupsi patiently waited, spinning her fingers around to play with the fog that lingered around the room.  “Discovered something?”

Sora smiled as her cloak intensified.  “I need to keep practicing to better grasp these powers.  Mind obliging?”

The Vulpes shrugged.  “I haven’t had something new spark my interest in ages; if it will provide more entertainment, then I don’t see why not.  However, the moment you plateau, I will take this fight seriously.”

I need inspiration to draw from … There’s gotta be something I can do with all this power … Gah, I’ll figure it out as I go.  It’s not like I’ll die.

“I can’t wait,” Sora said, reforming the chakram that was destroyed.  “You aren’t afraid you can’t kill me?”

Mofuspi smirked.  “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”  A complex spell wove around her, rendering the Vulpes invisible while simultaneously teleporting her away.

Sora’s weapon was already spinning to her location, sensing her through spatial distortions rather than by sight.

The second she let the tap loose on her power, strength filled her breast, increasing by the second; her abilities were instinctively flowing from the rising heat in her Core.  Just as her aunt said, her father’s power would slowly build into a finale before dying down, unlike her mother’s that flooded manifested in an instant.

A third chakram appeared around her left ankle, and teleported to her side, spinning ahead to continue chasing the Vulpes sightless movements.  The woman’s speed rose with every spike of power Sora felt.

Mofupsi soon abandoned the illusions with a smile on her lips, casually floated backward, evading every trap Sora tried to create with the three weapons.  “What is this unknown force that can disrupt my magic?  I’ve never experienced anything like it.”

Sora’s brow set with a grin as Mofupsi held out her hand, gathering magic around Sora’s body.  Can I break it?

Funneling strength to her cloak, the white flames erupted into an effulgence.  Her speed increased, a circlet returning for her to pass through, doubling her propulsion.  Wincing, she became a comet, bypassing Mofupsi’s spell entirely.

Sora’s body felt like it was breaking apart, unable to fully handle the amplification her chakram gave her yet.  She could hardly think, but Mofupsi easily floated around her.

The ring was positioned to teleport her back on track, yet it didn’t matter.  The woman’s chest shook with laughter, and in an instant, Mofupsi’s magic-infused hand closed around her face and passed right through, destroying her form with raw magic alone.

Dammit!  Condition stabilizing, Sora flipped around in the air, flames reigniting.

Mofupsi folded her hands inside her sleeves.  “I don’t deny you have a very potent source of chaotic force, yet all you do is teleport through your rings, throw them at me, and speed up with them.”

Dozens of flaming balls of foxfire summon around her.  “Do you have any other tricks?”

She’s right … I need different ways to use my powers.  I’m too…

Sora gasped, left hand clasping around the chakram tying her hair as a new pressure erupted within her Core and a fifth tail emerged.  Her weapon illuminated with black alien symbols around the inner Core, and she understood more about her transformation.

Her essence was being converted into a Soul Weapon, which meant she didn’t have access to everything from the start; the variety of attacks she could use would increase as more of her father’s side bloomed within her.  Two more chakrams manifested around her first two tails and a third at her ankle, making six in total.

The thrill in her heart was a roller coaster ride, pushing her to jump forward and telling her it wasn’t even worth trying, and her thoughts were anything but stable as she wistfully turned left and right to follow the weapons’ paths.

I’m a weapon … A very powerful weapon, sure, but do I really want to be a weapon?  Can I eat food?  Why do I even want to?  It’s not like I’ve had anything divine, and what does a universe taste like?  Oh, when do my baby teeth fall out so I can chomp down on a galaxy?  That’ll be interesting to flavor … Will it taste like a rabbit?

Mofupsi straightened a little.  “That was quite the power spike!  How can one tail provide so much?”  Snapping her fingers, another spell hidden in the mist activated, collecting into razor-thin crescent blades of water.  “There’s a possibility you could crack my shield … Such fascinating flames.”

Thousands of blades passed through Sora’s frame, cutting her into pieces, yet she didn’t feel a thing; the backlash of channeling too much of her own energy was more painful.

Within five seconds, her flaming cloak had reconstituted with her body, and her six chakrams shot forward, sawing into a golden shell the Vulpes created; it was damaging the weave itself rather than the completed spell.

Sora slowly rose back to her feet, looking down at the small puddle that had formed from what water wasn’t utterly consumed by her collecting aura.  “I’m practically invincible,” she whispered, flexing her fingers.

“Your weapons aren’t,” Mofupsi hummed, pointing a finger at one of the three circlets chewing through her barrier.  Lips tightening, she spread her fingers and created a dense gravitational field around the one that had made the most progress.

Interested herself, Sora put a hand on her hip and watched, pondering her growing strength; she wasn’t worried in the least.  So long as she didn’t reveal her true chakram, then it would take an incredible effort to hurt her.

If it is a copy, then does that mean she could crush the original?  Wait, it’s a copy of me … Oh!  Wait, no, no, no, no … I eat galaxies with my baby teeth; that’s like much … I think?  Why am I so confused?!  How long until I can eat a multiverse for breakfast?  No!  Think about the people … But will they really mind?  Oh … yeah, we’ll have to return to that topic later.  Dad was never this insane!  What’s wrong with me?!

Forcing her mind back to the matter at hand, she compared what she’d seen so far.  Sora’s real soul weapon could take an incredible amount of damage itself, as shown from Mofupsi’s previous spells, but it was linked to her soul—to hurt it was the equivalent of breaking a glass ball that held smoke, and if that gas left the sphere, she was dead.

The white flames slowly dimmed as Mofupsi’s magic increased in strength.  Sadly, it didn’t take long for the circlet to fracture, dispersing into wisps of white flame.

Sora’s gaze fell to the floor, suppressing the urge to press a hand against her breast.  A portion of her power collapsed in on itself.

Every copy is a representation of a portion of my energy output.  I could become exhausted if they’re all broken too many times—I’d be unable to fight back—returning to my flesh and blood state—or maybe my chakram state, which is another way to kill me.  That’s my lose-condition.

Luckily, because this was her first transformation and her entire spirit and intelligence were forming around this new type of force, what she lost was swiftly recovered.

“It doesn’t appear to do much,” Sora chuckled.

Mofupsi hummed upon seeing her left hand rise, spinning a finger to generate a replacement.  “Perhaps, yet your aura diminished significantly for a moment.  These certainly are a bother, though,” she sighed as Sora’s chakram broke through her shield.

The Vulpes casually snapped her fingers and her weapons were obliterated milliseconds before striking her; thankfully, Sora’s rising power covered the loss as her fifth tail completed its growth.

Sora pulled it around to stroke the incredibly soft flickering white inferno; the anxiety in her heart was swiftly fading by the second.  “How fast is my energy rising?  Can you tell when we will be equal?”

Cupping her chin, Mofupsi’s eyes narrowed with a small smile.  “I have yet to even use half of my true strength, yet that in itself is something in itself.  I never expected you to be this powerful … No one in the Yellow District could face you, and it’s not from finesse.  Your raw chaotic force would just overwhelm them.”

“Oh?”  Sora snickered, folding her arms and looking down at herself.  “I’m finding this new transformation rather intoxicating, really.  I’m no longer afraid of you.  How long do you suppose you can keep up—because I’m only getting started,” she mused, wistfully glancing around the colossal room.

“Hmm … as long as I’m enjoying myself,” Mofupsi chimed, holding her hands behind her back while floating back down.  “Honestly, at the moment, I’m more intrigued by your strange abilities than the fight itself.  You’re certainly durable, but I have a feeling it is limited in its application.  Also…”

“Also?”  Sora asked, her tails flicking back again.

Mofupsi’s mischievous lips tilted with her head, scanning her frame.  “Are you even the same Vulpes?  I haven’t sensed a single weave of magic from you.  Hmm … No, you’ve only shown rapid regeneration, matter destruction, and teleportation through those rings.  Is that the height of what a Founder can do?”

If only you knew … No, she should know!  This is nothing like my mother—could I beat myself … What kind of thought is that?  It is a good question, though … If I were to put a clone of Founder self … oh, that might be fun, but … Oh, no … can I even go into the Outer Body Technique like this?

Sora looked down at her glowing fingernails and shimmering skin underneath the cloak of fire flicking off her skin.  “Who said this was my Founder magic?  My mother is a Founder—my father … he’s something else.”

“Oh?  How beguiling,” she mused.  “I suppose if you gain another tail, I could be in trouble.  Although, I am confused.”

Sora rotated her neck while stretching out and checking her new appearance.  “Of?  Oh, maybe Emilia really does take after me … Look at my curves!  I think I’ve grown a little taller, too—what am I, five-nine?”

Mofupsi brushed back her bangs with a snicker.  “You should see your face; it is quite different.”

Sora’s tails went on end, fingers cupping her cheeks.  “What?!  How … I didn’t consent to my face changing!  Is it bad—good?”

“Mmh … he-he-he, I find it appealing, myself,” Mofupsi whispered.  “There’s a carefree authority in it, although your last look wasn’t bad by any means.  As to what confuses me … I wonder how it is you plan to keep me alive with such powers.  I look forward to the results, but I am about to become serious.  Prepare yourself, Sora…”

Eyes narrowing, Sora summoned her seventh chakram; her power was increasing rapidly now, and she’d bought enough time to close the gap.  It was the initial surprise and testing that had given her the chance to learn more about the abilities of her father’s side, and with every spike, she knew more.

“I have one way,” Sora replied with a secretive smile.  “Still, I’ve learned quite a lot in this little time we’ve chatted.  I’ve only scratched the surface of my father’s powers—I admit, I’m not nearly as elegant as my Founder side since this is all new, but given time, I’m sure you will be surprised—because I’m taking you out of this realm with me!”

Chuckling at her statement, Mofupsi touched her neck.  “With a collar around my neck … I look forward to it.” 

Sora shook her head while rolling her eyes.  “You are enjoying that line far too much.”  Lifting a hand into the air, she laughed.  “I think I might like that, too!”

Flames gathered in her palm, expanding into a pulsating white star and she used one of her new techniques, creating a reactor at the sun’s core.

Mofupsi’s eyes widened as she darted back.  “What is that?”

“Only the beginning!”  Sora grinned as her mind bloomed with possibilities upon remembering an old game she liked to play called Touhou.

It’s perfect!  It works!  I’m totally a … I can’t believe I didn’t think of it sooner!

“What’s that look on your face?”  Mofupsi hesitantly asked.

 “I just realized I don’t need to chase you—after all, you can’t leave this room since this is our battle stage, and I have a sneaking suspicion that without its protection, I’d destroy everything!  How will you handle a bullet hell?”

“A what?”  Two thick golden barriers encircled Mofupsi.  “Why does that feel like a second you?  It’s building energy at a…”

Twirling her finger, Sora set the sphere into a random attack pattern since she had no clue how it actually functioned.  The star shot into the center of the room, and Sora closed her fingers into a fist.  “Scatter!”

Mofupsi’s face paled as her barrier turned to swiss cheese from the hail of energy that showered out of the radiating sun in all directions, peppering the Founder Magic reinforced battle room.  

Sora folded her arms, laughing as the swirling mass of chaotic, alien force mottled the room in white flames, turning the space into a raging inferno with Sora walking through the wake of her destruction unfazed.

She could create reactors out of her energy to generate a never-ending barrage if held at a specific output, and with how quickly her power was growing, it would last forever.

Golden chains shot from the Vulpes’s tails, weaving through the complex mass of exploding flames to snake around Sora’s body, but her seven chakrams erupted with light, emitted beams of calamitous emanations that eviscerated the weaves of magic.

“C’mon, you can do better than that, Mofupsi!  I thought we were just getting started?”

The blonde teleported to the left corner of the room but found no reprieve as the glimmering emanations discharged in every direction, the pearly sun releasing streaks of destructive balls.

Sora couldn’t help but find the whole scene amusing.  “Ha-ha-ha!  I’ve really turned into a bullet hell boss!  This is great!”

Harmlessly passing through the fire that raged across the room, her chakram continued to search and destroy the Vulpes as she created five clones of herself.  One blurred in Sora’s vision, expertly evading the hundreds of spheres emitting from the sun; Mofupsi was getting serious.

 Twinkling rays of golden light erupted around the clone to focus over thirty yellow shafts of elemental force plunging into the star.  The core was penetrated and the reactor detonated, sending a short wave that destroyed the copy.

Sora giggled, putting a hand on her hip and looking at the four clones and original that took up a crescent formation around her, standing between the sea of flames.  “Finally ready to get serious?”

A smile brightened the Vulpes’s face.  “That … That is what I’m looking for, Sora.  I think it is time we get serious.”

Stretching a hand above her head, Sora smirked as her sixth tail began to grow; this one would take much longer to fully form, given the gap she felt was closing.  From where she started, as a Vulpes Founder with two tails, she’d been a drop of water to an ocean where she currently stood.

Fanning out her tails, Sora engineered six self-sustaining stars that grew at their tips, and her eighth chakram formed, hoving around her.  “I’m starting to get excited.  There’s so much to learn about my father’s side, and I’ve only scratched the surface.”

No longer did she feel like strategizing or thinking ahead; she just wanted to fight.  A storm was brewing within her that needed to be released—she’d reached some kind of limit break.  It was time to give in to the moment.
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                Sora hovered back while crossing her legs and sitting in the air; an odd feeling gripped her chest that made her lower her raised hand, condensing the sphere she’d created.

I can do so much more … I’m not this stupid.

Mofupsi watched in fascination as she smiled and reached out to touch the blazing star; it expanded into an array of squares with pyramids branching off of their sides, expanding with her growing strength.

“I must say,” the woman mumbled, cupping her chin and generating three small spheres of her own, “I find your changing attitude the most fascinating.  Aren’t you going to keep flying after me?”

“Humph,” Sora snickered, looking down at the alluring woman with a small leer; she flicked her finger into the air, causing the changing shape of the force she was manipulating to follow.  “Why should I ever chase you?  Running straight in is such a lousy strategy.”

“Strategy?”  Mofupsi asked, continuing to work on the glowing orbs in front of her like a master seamstress.  “You have been rather brash, I’d say.  Hmm … just throwing that destructive stuff around at random.”

Sora rolled her eyes.  “No, dropping you into a bullet hell is certainly a fun concept, if nothing else, and it isn’t as if I’m actually using anything but an infinitesimal amount of my stores of resources.”

Focusing on the design she was creating, she reformed the center on an impulse—there was a level of instinctual genius at work within her, much like a surrealist painter, interpreting reality in a unique fashion that shaped the final product of her work.

“You see, everything around us exists … Is that fair to say?”  she asked.

Her squares and triangles became eye-shaped, splitting off into various colors as they overlapped each other, and shimmering two-dimensional teardrops circled each one before hollowing out radiant diamonds at their center.

Mofupsi casually worked on her own weave, uniformly stitching the three burning globes together into a spell that would activate when Sora attacked.  “I suppose that is a correct assumption,” she mused.  “Hmm, you are giving me quite the light show, by the way; is there a point to the theatrics?”

Sora sucked on the roof of her mouth in distaste.  “Of course, you couldn’t see it … Well, it’s more of a work in progress, really,” she mumbled.  “It’s like putting together a puzzle while blindfolded … Ah, got it!”

The last diamond in the center twisted and changed into a translucent eight-pointed star before spinning rapidly.  Out of the center of every eye came a string of spiraling lasers that twinkled in and out of sight, bypassing physics and time as it shifted dimensional planes in a stutter-step.

Mofupsi’s lips parted.  “That’s—far more than I expected.”  She mumbled, suns erupting with sheens of light to intercept the twisting streaks, her artistic masterpiece, and Sora just watched it come, somehow knowing she’d be fine.

Half of her lasers were intercepted, but the others slipped dimensions to evade, returning to strike the golden barrier Mofupsi created; a third struck it, cracking the spell and nearly causing it to collapse—the rest skipped the shell entirely, passing right through her stunned face.

Sora clapped, slow laughter shaking her chest as her projected solar radiation eradicated her design and the six spheres on her tails—she didn’t even feel the heat of the spiritually charged particles disrupting her form as the new unknown runes on her chakram illuminated, generating an intense burst that protected her actual body.

The interference only lasted so long as the solar wave passed, and she returned to her light mirth, watching the image of the Vulpes fade; the woman appeared to the right outer edge of the barrier.  “Not bad, Mofupsi.  Not bad.”

The remaining two streaks hit the inside of the field, causing it to shatter; the nine-tailed Vulpes was tapping her lower lip with her thumb.  “I—haven’t seen a Vulpes inside the Yellow District ever use a dimensional attack to skirt physical boundaries.”

A sly smirk lifted Sora’s cheeks.  “I had a feeling you’d be able to escape it by shifting between the Spiritual and Physical form; not dimensional swapping, but the illusion was a masterful touch—of course, I knew.”

“Of course,” Mofulpsi snickered, pulling around her tails to hide part of her front.  “You are becoming stronger, but not quite where I’d like you to be for me to let loose.”

Sora’s smile fell in an instant, and she moved her hands to her lap.  “You still aren’t satisfied after seeing that?”

Mofupsi held up a hand in protest.  “By no means am I trying to downplay the achievement.  You are certainly drawing nearer with this sixth tail, yet it hasn’t fully solidified, as I can see,” she whispered, motioning to the subject matter.

“Humph…” 

Eyes narrowing, Sora flicked her tails to the side to observe it lengthening; Mofupsi wasn’t wrong, but it was still aggravating that the Vulpes thought she was on Sora’s level.  The sensation made her reflect on her emotional state, though.

When she was becoming a Vulpes, her change happened in momentary bursts through sleep that, with her expanding mind, she figured Frankenstein likely put into place to help her through the intense pain.  Every morning, she’d be a little different than who she’d been the day previous, and that had terrified her at the time.

Yet here, she could feel the insane ruptures that clashed with everything her Vulpes side was, and not an ounce of pain filled her Intelligence or spirit.

Mofupsi leaned forward and snapped her fingers, creating a weak, non-lethal magical weave that confused Sora.  “In light of what you’ve accomplished, why don’t we change this battlefield to a more, mmh—appropriate locale!”

When the instructional magic struck the walls, their entire environment changed; they were now in a rich valley with towering mountains and a rich, alien plane below them.  A vast, snaking river could be seen to their far right with marshes to their left, and everywhere Sora looked were towering gold, blue, and pink petaled trees in bloom.

A warm wind brushed back Mofupsi’s yellow locks, yet Sora’s charged cloak annihilated the very air around her, absorbing the substance as her powers grew.

The Vulpes breathed in the sweet scent that filled the area.  “I know what you’re thinking,” she mused, hiding a part of her face with her tails again while snickering, “I just did this to see something beautiful—you’d be right!”

Sora rolled her eyes, causing Mofupsi to actually blush a little.

“You cannot blame me!  I’ve been trapped inside this city for seven thousand years; this is the closest I've ever come to escaping this prison!”

“Are you done?”  Sora asked, yawning and scratching her flaming left ear.  “I’m not making fun of you, really—it’s just your mannerisms remind me of the old me.  And this … Mmh, is nice, I suppose; if you’ve been starved of unique beauty for millennia.  I’m not all that invested in that scenery, though—I have other things to think about.  Speaking of which…”

Sora glanced at the growing tail flickering at her side; she’d never experienced power like this, nor the detached or intense conflict-driven emotional shifts that were entirely opposed to Vulpes Founder nature.  Her mind reflected on it with a hint of agitation.

On my fourth tail, I was like living fire, wanting to throw it around and face anyone that so much as looked at me.

My fifth has me enjoying the fight, yet oddly removed from the experience of it—I’m more intrigued by exploring myself than whatever threat Mofupsi is, and I’m not scared of anything, really—why should I be?  Maybe I should be more proactive.

Looking up with a slight smirk as several blades of light cut through her, Sora saw Mofupi absently directing the constructs back and forth.  “You are still growing, but it has slowed a bit?  What is the cause?”

Crossing her legs in the opposite direction, Sora let a small smile lift her expression, increasing her cloak’s potency to feast upon the weaves of magic as they struck her again.  “You’ve hyped yourself up quite a bit!  Show me how strong a Vulpes can be after seven thousand years of conflict.”

Mofupsi brushed two of her tails out, a calmness returning to her countenance as her yellow eyes moved between the seven pulsating stars Sora generated.  “The same trick?”

Sora brought her own tails around to hide part of her face; her sixth was swiftly taking shape.  “Maybe.”

The woman rolled around her neck with a low groan.  “To be honest, Sora, I am impressed, but what strikes me the most is the powers of your family.”

An indigent heat rose in Sora’s chest; forehead furrowing, she allowed the spheres to die out, glaring at Mofupsi.  “My family?  You’re killing my mood … Out of all this—unknown force I’m unleashing,” she said, gesturing at herself, “you want to talk about my aunts and grandmother?”

A sharp snort shot through Mofupsi’s nose.  “Obviously.  Look at this glorious room,” she mumbled, examining the sky, trees, rivers, and mountains.  “This isn’t just some illusion—this is an entire dimensional space—an entire world generated by my desire.  That they’d have the compassion for someone like me that cannot use the type of magic these—these Vulpes Founders can utilize astonishes me!”  she mumbled, voice cracking a little as a tear fell down her cheek.

“It’s only by things like this that I’ve survived … And to know that it was your family that created this … The thoughtfulness of it all—I can’t express how I feel,” she laughed, rubbing away the tears wetting her cheek.

Sora’s expression dulled, slowly sucking on her lower lip.  “I’m mildly insulted.  My father could eat everything—erase all of this … My mother, bless her soul,” she grumbled, rolling her eyes again, “can’t even look at a map to know where I live, apparently!  My father stayed with me until he was taken away.”

She gestured at the sky with a growl.  “My mother—with all this compassion,” she spat, “has chosen to live in the clouds!  Who needs a mother, right?  No, I’m not sold on your whole compassion bit, and my aunt didn’t have anything to do with this place!  I don’t even know my grandma or what she’s like because she was weak and died.  Story of my life, huh?”

Her flaming cloak erupted, sending fallout around her and causing white flames to spread below; everything that burned was devoured and transferred to her as raw power to be used however she wished.

“I’m … sensing some animosity and bitterness,” Mofupsi hissed, pulling back a little while eyeing the inferno.

Several fist-sized balls from her outburst were inches away from assaulting her when Mofupsi faded, slipping through space in a spiritual state rather than teleporting to a new location, and a warm golden hue illuminated her frame.

“Hmm … I think we can have a little fun now.”

The Vulpes clapped her hands, sending out a magical wave that was powerful enough to disrupt the flames; Sora fell a little before reforming.  Her consciousness within her chakram, Sora watched the scene renew itself from Mofupsi’s actions.

“Oh, are you actually coming after me now?  Two of us can snap and clap,”  Sora said with a slight snicker; snapping her fingers, she recreated the shifting dimensional lasers in an instant.

The beams annihilate every tree, rock, and section of ground they touched in a volley of destruction that devastated the landscape Mofupsi loved so much and attributed to her family.

Mofupsi frowned.  “I can recreate it whenever I want.”

She sent the command below, causing Sora to grin.

“Are you sure?”

New knowledge was flooding Sora’s brain about her father’s abilities.

The teardrop shapes combined, pulling apart before instantly changing locations to the valley floor, bypassing dimensional boundaries to generate a flat ray more than a mile wide that moved from the ground up, absorbing everything it touched.

Mofupsi’s jaw locked, eyes flying open before rushing away in her spiritual state, yet Sora expected it, manipulating the energy to eat through physics itself.

Somewhat impressed, she watched her power eat through even a few dimensional boundaries in the process.  Mofupsi abandoned the escape and used a blast of magically laced foxfire to cut a small line in the surprise attack, creating an opening for her to pass through.

The world rumbled as magma rushed up from the opening she’d caused in the crust to the mantle; it would take a bit of time, considering the distance, but the released pressure was forcing it into an upward jet.

“He-he-he,” Sora watched it rise with interest; it wasn’t hazardous to her or Mofupsi at this level, but was something she’d thought about in science class once.  “I’m a little surprised you blocked that.”

Mofupsi was nibbling on her lower lip, looking somewhat concerned.  “I wonder what your aim is at this point?  You certainly aren’t the same Sora I came into this place with, but I will continue to honor our agreement.”

Sora’s lips fell a little; time seemed to slow as her mind expanded again; her sixth tail finishing its course.  She could grasp metaphysical phenomena that she’d never fully experienced until now.

Unlike her Vulpes transformation that had happened so fast, it was an incomprehensible rush; this gradual, ramping metamorphosis was allowing her Intelligence room to observe things it shouldn’t and wouldn’t once her father’s change completed—she could see Mofupsi’s actions before they happened and finally understood a portion of her father’s abilities.

A small smile lightened Mofupsi’s features as she folded her right arm under her ample bosom, still showing a considerable amount of cleavage by how she wore her kimono-like apparel.  “Your floating spheres certainly were fun little distractions, and these dimensional breaking attacks are—new, and far more dangerous than I think even the other Council Members could accomplish.”

The woman’s head tilted to the left, resting on her hand before a sharp snap of her fingers rippled through the air.

Gravitational pressure greater than the planet’s mantle exerted closed around Sora, causing a small degree of concern to form within her chest.

Blinking, she saw Mofupsi beginning her speech again.  I … can see the future?  No, is this what it’s like for Aunt Inari when she sees possible futures?  This is available with my fourth tail—my Intelligence is just beginning to catch up to that portion of my transformation.

In stunned fascination, Sora smiled as she manifested her aura into a solidified egg, condensing the power into a concentrated form.  Looking down at her naked and foreign spiritual body, Sora shook her head.  I’m so much more than I thought … There’s so much more to everything!  No wonder Aunt Inari couldn’t show me things like this … You have to experience it.

Running her hands across her chest and down to her stomach, she licked her lips.  “I’m composed of Void … Null Force—the predator of that which exists.”

Willing her egg to return to its original shape, Sora let waves of harmless spatial tears rip into her frame while keeping her chakram away from danger.  She was swiftly building in power on the way to her seventh tail, though.

Sora now stood in a white room—it wasn’t the one she’d come from; in fact, she wasn’t even in the same Vulpes Realm, and it was at this point, she realized her family had created eight Dimensional Realms adjacent to this one, yet none of them shared the same fate as what befell the one they’d entered.

Looking around, she giggled; just as her attack went out, the City Core in each of the Realms had teleported anyone inside away as a safety precaution, yet allowed her strike to happen; clearly, battles on this scale were woven into the magical weave of the dimensions.

One thing became crystal clear as her awareness continued to build at an exponential rate; there was no Sora in these eight other dimensions—since there was only one of her in all of existence.

Founders were truly unique by that very fact.  She’d entered an entirely different timeline where Kari, Aiden, and her never existed, and Wendy went on to live her life in a completely different manner.  The exciting part was that her fourth tail gave her this new dimensional traveling ability while her third gave her some degree of future sight.

Mofupsi joined her after several seconds, looking somewhat annoyed.  “Sora, it is not easy to transfer dimensions like this—even when broken, and considering the possible consequences of dimensional sharding if…”

“I’m not affected,” Sora laughed.  “I’m the only me—don’t you get it!  I’m the only Sora Moore—ever … that will ever be; that has ever been!  Ha-ha-ha!  I’m the only one!  I can see it…”

“What?”  Mofupsi asked, ears twitching a little.

Sora licked her lips while studying the Vulpes; waves of unique energy radiated out of her.  “Is that … I see your spirit … I can practically taste it with everything else around me.”

“I … don’t follow,” Mofupsi mumbled, causing Sora to sigh and rub the back of her neck.

“It won’t work, you know,” Sora mumbled, suddenly feeling somewhat pitiful toward the Vulpes.  “You waited too long.”

“Oh?”  she asked with an innocent smile, looking away while scratching her open neck.  “I don’t know; maybe you’re right.”

The emotional surge inside her was swiftly being replaced again.  Sora slowly shook her head, watching a future version of the Vulpes send torrents of magically laced thread that she’d been carefully weaving over the last minute to bind the chakram around her hair, but it was already too late.

“You figured out my chakram is my main body!  Congratulations on that,” Sora cheered, sitting down in the air again.  “Umm, but you see, really, the moment you should have sprung your trap was the second time I damaged the dimensional boundary—ah, it’s about to reform, actually,” she mumbled, glancing around.

Mofupsi sucked on her lower lip, studying her sudden change in demeanor.  “Are you even trying to fight me anymore?  You were so dedicated to finding new ways to attack me before.”

Sora sighed, rubbing her left arm.  “I hate to say this, but … I know everything you’re going to do—every way you’ll try to attack me is opening in front of me—all at once.  Your current method of choice is actually a perfect one!”  she chimed.

The woman’s eyes creased with uncertainty as she looked to the left and then back at her.  “What … do you think I’m going to do?  Certainly, you have grown very powerful, but I believe I can still win.”

Brushing through her hair, Sora realized it was practically as thick as Kari’s now and just as long.  Was I internally jealous?  Oh, no … I made this body based on my jealousy of other women … wonderful.

“Sora?”  Mofupsi tentatively asked.

“Hmm?  Oh!  Heh, just reflecting,” Sora mumbled, observing her spiritual responses; it was like watching an endless amount of cooking shows across timelines with every dish that could possibly be crafted being fashioned before her eyes.

Allowing her to try, Sora calmly waited in her sitting position until the moment came when the subatomic thread reached the very limit of her Null Cloak.  Flooding every ounce of magic she could summon into the weave, Mofupsi grinned as it shot like the head of a pin at her hairpiece.

Sora closed her eyes, and when she opened them, everything within the space was gone but Mofupsi and her, causing the woman’s vision to bug out.  Mofupsi gasped, unable to breathe; stuck in place, without any motion or senses, including spiritual—even the all-encompassing backdoor to the Spiritual Plane had been cut in the little space they were in.

“Indeed.  Nothing,” Sora whispered, projecting her voice through her own personal Null Void energy without space or time—as if it had always been there.  “I’ve actually consumed everything inside a fifty-meter radius over a minute ago; well, except for you and I—you just couldn’t comprehend it.”

Able to navigate perfectly well in the area, she felt entirely comfortable in a place without form, shape, dimension, time, matter, energy, distance, sound, motion, and concepts—her seventh tail was forming, which was a product of that.

“We are currently traveling through existence at a rate that honestly, you could not comprehend, nor fathom … A bubble of Null Void in the expanse of this infinitesimally small plane of existence.”

Without motion, Sora transported Mofupsi back into their version of the Vulpes Realm, leaving Existence to fill in the spot she’d taken them from.  The woman collapsed on the floor, sweat leaking out of her naked pores as she grasped her neck, shivering uncontrollably for half a second before her mind receded to not shatter from the experience.

Null Void didn’t allow a person to pass out while within it, which was a horrific state for anyone born in Existence to experience; a place that absorbed everything you were, are, and could be, converting it to itself.

Sora had protected her from the leeching affix of its effects, but it didn’t help with the unfathomable sense of total loss of the very fabric of what the concept of things was.

Her seventh tail had solidified, moving onto her eighth.

“We won,” she softly muttered, passing through Existence without movement to sit in space beside the passed-out Vulpes; she talked to herself just to have someone to experience this overwhelming moment with—a future version of her would understand.

“Sad.  Mofupsi should have tried stopping us the moment we started transforming.  The one advantage she had was the fusing of Dad’s properties with Mom’s in our intelligence.  Aunt Inari’s so smart … To think she’d plan so far ahead—it’s gonna be so tough, though … I fell for us—for everyone.”

Glancing around as countless timelines passed before her eyes, she shook her head.  “We can’t even see it all at this point—well, maybe you can since you’re at a different point,” she sighed, speaking to her future self, but something else snagged her mind like a hook in her mouth.

Pulling back from numberless infinities on top of infinities, Sora’s eyes widened as a copper-haired gorgeous woman suddenly stood before her with an awkward smile.

“Hmm … Mom?”

Her mother hesitantly brushed back her long locks and scratched the back of her neck.  “Hello, Sora … he-he-he, eh, it seems you’ve pierced the multiversal veil and entered its omniverse now—you’re a tenth-dimensional being and on your way up!  Wooh!”  she said, throwing a hand in the air as her nine tails twisted around each other.

“Well, not for long,” she mumbled, talking way faster than she needed to.  “I mean, you’ve only got another few minutes until you forget almost all of this.  Your aunt and I haven’t even reached our mother’s level yet—we’re only on the twelfth level.  Oh, and who can say how high you’ll go … but yeah, so you’ll be the first to reach the thirteenth … Even if only momentarily.  Ugh…”

Out of everything that Sora now knew, everything she’d seen with countless possibilities, this was not one of them.  Her mother might have even beat her aunt in beauty—she couldn’t even think of the infinite infinities that were passing around them as everything faded away but the two of them; nothing else mattered.

Mia trailed off, trying not to look at her daughter’s disbelieving face.  “Uh, so, umm … I’ve been thinking about this meeting for a while and—oh, this is so much harder than it should be.  Uh … yeah, Emilia’s a happy surprise,” she clapped, trying to look cheerful.  “I’m a grandma … yay.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    Real Support!:

I hope you've been enjoying the free entertainment, and I'd like as many to enjoy it as possible!  The internet is divided into different echo chambers; you have a specific group that only hovers around specific sites/content.  So, by recommending my serials to others, you give it more exposure to different echo chambers and help it grow.  Ratings are excellent, Trending is terrific, but it only will appeal to a specific echo chamber.  If you like my content, then please share it in your own unique way.

Normal Plugs:

Discord Link - Growing Community =D

Vote on Top Web Fictions

View and help contribute to the Wiki

Support me with Merch or on Patreon for up to:

10 Chapters ahead in A Tail's Misfortune.

11 Chapters in The Oscillation.

10 Chapters in Undying Empire.

10 Chapters in the Pokemon Fanfic

Mystery Wednesday Patreon Exclusive Chapters:

+ 8 Chapters in The Power Of Cuteness And Positivity

+ 13 Chapter in Soul's Requiem

All pictures are up for free download on Patreon with the artist I commissioned listed.



                



B4 — 32. Hi, Dear...


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    POV: 

1.Sora Moore (Sora is meeting her M-Mom?!?!)

Recap: 

Sora has been rising through Dimensions after unlocking her father's side, and let's be honest, she was struggling against Mofupsi until she just dominated her new little slave fox!  Bullet hell Sora's pretty insane, though!

Now, let's meet our girl's cute, awkward mother and finally get some answers!

I want to thank my patrons for continuing to support me:

Foolishman, AbrecanGhoul, Brimils, LurkerBelow, Drehaszar, Merpmerp, Brian, Lars Sprenger, John J Riggan, Denny Richter, and my other Patrons!



                

                Sora couldn’t speak as her mother’s twisted nine copper tails flicked to the other side; Mia’s ears twitched while trying her best not to avoid eye contact with Sora.

She’s … really here?  How can she be here … Why does she look like a girl on her first date?  What is going on?!

Her mother was young-looking and without the whisker markings of her sister, between twenty and twenty-three, and a lot shorter than Sora, given her slight height gains after transforming.  Sora would guess she was near Kari’s height now.

Her flaming hair wasn’t quite as coppery as Sora’s but was similar in every other way, and oddly, she had Irish characteristics, which threw her off a bit; she’d thought it was her father’s side that gave her the Irish looks, but Sora then remembered her mother could change into whatever she wanted.

Mia was wearing a more modern outfit; a green pleated dress, black tights, red shoes, and an orange cardigan.  It felt a little weird seeing her mother for the first time, and so unlike her more traditional Japanese-styled aunt.

Is she trying to appeal to my American culture?  Why this instead of how she looked in Dad’s vision?  Could she be trying to look more like me to make me feel less awkward?  This can’t be a coincidence!  This is all a big plot!  It has to be!

The first thing out of Sora’s mouth was, “Why … are you here?”

“Oh…”  Mia reached up to brush back her bangs that weren’t in her face.  “Hmm, that is a good question … Huh, well … I’ve been as close as I could get without … neglecting my obligations.  I’m … umm, thrilled you’re beyond your time as a human.  Heh, I … didn’t like knowing you’d go through that part in your life once Kari showed up.”

Sora’s chest and lips tightened, her vision narrowing while shifting to the only thing she could really focus on besides the strange chaotic mess of semi-liquid substance her multiverse floated within—the dot with a nigh-infinite mass of various universes within—anything was better than looking at her mother.

“Mhm … Yeah, you probably just thought it was a speck in the grand scheme of things.  Right?”

“Yes … I did,” she slowly replied, seemingly knowing it wasn’t a good response.  “I know that doesn’t sound easy to hear.”  Mia hissed out a breath, clearly not liking the way things were turning.  A nervous twitch passed through her left ear.  “You can see it was so small now … Even if it was big to you at the time.”

“That’s the point, Mom.”

Sora crossed her arms and glared at the multiverse; she might have had vast sensing capabilities as her Intelligence rapidly broke and renewed with her father’s abilities, but if she wanted to actually study it, then she’d need to metaphorically break out her microscope and really dig into the whole process, yet that wasn’t her priority.

Pressing a tongue against the side of her teeth, Sora huffed.  “You know exactly how I feel.  Yes, okay,” she growled, gesturing at the multiverse before them, “I can see a ton of stuff if I want to—it’s crazy, and I know I was just a tiny, hyperdimensional, or boundless creature living in an infinitely minuscule three-dimensional plane in a remote area of the multiverse you stuck Dad and me in, but to me … to me, I only have sixteen years of experience, Mom—less!  I needed you.”

Her mother’s vision fell with her shoulders.  “I know … I know.  Everything went off the rails three years ago—so much longer for me—but relative to your time when Aiden manipulated Alva’s pocket space to spit her out in your universe … to come to your city and school.  I saw a lot of things, but Homā’s children are very … elusive.”

“Mhm,” Sora rolled her eyes, “blame it on Aiden.  You chose to not be a part of my life, and don’t say it,” she snapped.

Mia’s fingers tightened around her arm, yet Sora wasn’t finished.  “I expect you had this big plan, but I’m not a science project!”  her voice cracked.  “I’m … I’m your daughter, and you abandoned me when my life was turning upside down!

“You could have sent an Intelligent Construct, like Aunt Inari did, or sent someone—anyone besides a stupid oblivious, practically dead, First Generation Founder cat to try and help me.  Yeah, I know, she did the whole thing with the Fenris Brothers, or whatever, but I needed more than just physical protection, Mom!  I needed you to be there like Aunt Inari was…”

Mia’s ears had long since fallen back as she listened to her rant, hands held tightly under her chest.  “I would have loved to, dear—I really would have had no greater pleasure than to be with you—to see you grow with me in your life…”

Sora took a deep breath, feeling a new sense of abandonment partially fueled by anger that lit inside her Core.

Then why weren’t you there?!

Even if her instincts told her to hate her mother, there was a piece of her heart that wanted a reason—for her to explain it—to do anything to reconcile the hurt she was suddenly experiencing.

Yeah … I see Dad and I would have had incredible lives had her plan worked out … It didn’t, though, and she was left panicking.  Aunt Inari figured it out, though, and in such a short time after figuring out I even existed.  Mom had … so long.  I need answers!

Doing her best to quell the storm in her soul, Sora took a sitting position in the swirl of formless goo that she mindlessly separated from herself via her Null-Void cloak.  She gestured for her mother to do the same.

“Fine.  We’re here—I don’t even know a fraction of what’s really happening to me, but I can tell our time is limited, so … tell me, why did my life turn out like this?  I see bits of Aunt Inari’s hand,” she mumbled, gesturing at the multiverse.  “Where’s yours?  Nilly?  Talking to random Primordials that are somehow friends with you … What’s up with that?  Huh?”

Her mother’s mournful eyes didn’t lift as she situated across from her, looking at something Sora couldn’t see.  “You’re right, Sora, we don’t have much time—not nearly as much as I’d like, but … but I see a future where we will, and—and I hope we will see it together.”

Right … Right, just like a super dimensional being, Mom.  Yeah, the future is where you’re looking; not at me…

Mia returned her focus to the multiverse.  “I’ll be as blunt and open as I can be,” she whispered, voice trembling with her closed fists.  “I have failed you, my daughter … in many ways.”

Tingles shot around Sora’s chakram and tails at her mother’s confession; she sounded solemn, but how could she trust a person that just sat up in these higher planes of Existence—just watched her go through so many trials without so much as showing a hint of helping her other than sending rather incompetent or very distracted people to aid her.

You just … admit it?  Tell me why?!  Stephanie was a Primordial; sure, a few people were around, but that was set up forever ago … Yeah, way long ago.  Nothing new after Kari came to the picture!  There’s also that time … Why?!

“Okay?”  Sora grunted, cloak flaring a bit.  “The only thing I know about is that Aunt Inari and you don’t get along all that well, and you interrupted my time with her when I first went to her shrine.  What’s the deal?”

Mia nibbled on her lower lip, closed fingers digging against her lap as she slowly nodded.  “Yes, I … I was overreacting a bit … envious and frightened, even,” she mumbled, hesitantly reaching up to rub her throat.  “I could see what her influence might lead to … Cutting you off from me.  Your aunt and I did get into a fight from it, which caused more issues … She’s hurt I would hide this from her, which I can understand.  As I said, I’ve failed you in many ways.”

Just … tell me it wasn’t your fault!  Yes, Aiden did mess everything up—everyone was worried about all the prominent Founders and Primordials showing up in the universe when Aiden started making waves that lead back to us that only they could detect … It’s tricky and not his fault, but whatever, Alva planned … That doesn’t explain her just sitting up here petrified!

It was hard to swallow, hearing her mother admit to her flaws, but she wasn’t finished.

“Your aunt and I haven’t seen eye-to-eye in many ways over the years … Umm, with the death of our family—she learned how to fill that void by turning to vengeance and creating her Kitsune, and I … I couldn’t do that.”

She shifted to the left, pulling around her knotted tails to hug them to her chest.  “I scoured the omniverses available to me—sought any measure of the possibility of developing a family of my own … I was obsessed … I really was … because it was the only thing I really had left beside your aunt, and she was busy with her own plans.”

The loneliness in her mother’s voice hit a cord in Sora’s chest, bringing her back to the time Kari drove Wendy and everyone she knew away, leaving her empty.  The hotel staff helped a bit, much like what Inari might have been for her mother, yet they were also distant, and if she was being honest, she didn’t allow them in, in the first place.

Right … Aunt Inari said Second Generation Founders aren’t exactly all that close to one another.  They band together for the cause, but that’s rallied by the First Generation … After the war, she was alone … Aunt Inari was moving on, and she was stuck.

“So,” Sora scratched her left ear and adjusted her chakram, “Aunt Inari and you … really aren’t very close?”

Her mother sighed, closing her eyes as her fingers clamped around her wrist; biting her lower lip, she reluctantly said, “I’ll … give her the green light to come and tell you herself…”

She’s really pushing herself … I suppose there’s millions of years of history … No, that’s only what I can see.  They’ve been through fights and arguments for … longer than I can see back right now.  Still … I needed a mom…

A private tingle pulsed out of her mother that resonated with Sora’s Vulpes genetic structure, and she realized only those that shared the same spiritual DNA could detect the weave of magic.  “Does…”

Inari appeared on the opposite side of the multiverse, between Sora and Mia.  “Well, I’m pleasantly surprised, Mia,” she smiled, looking at her sister before shifting her gaze.  “Yes, darling; Emilia would have felt that call; although, it would take some time to raise her up to this level, given her chaotic nature.”

Sora’s gut tightened, feeling a new level of protectiveness.  “Meaning?”

Mia’s displeased emerald irises fixated on Inari.  “Darling … Humph, the Intelligent Construct of your aunt has sent both her and me the information that has passed within our mother’s private Realm … A place that hurt too much to even look into, which seems to have been a major mistake on our part … She has yet to fill me in on the details of my granddaughter.”

Inari folded her legs with an uncomfortable expression.  “Yes, well … you are temperamental, sister … We established that in our last bout that nearly destroyed my Realm and caused me to miss critical details … I have no excuse for overlooking Hikaru getting wind of Sora’s existence, though, and I apologize for that.”

They really did fight over me … Is Mom really that insecure about losing me?  Hikaru … he’s so devious … Oh, no … he really could turn me against Aunt Inari if I don’t have the full context of the things she’s done in the past … How that plays out won’t be certain, though.

Mia’s jaw tightened.  “Apologize?  It could change everything, Inari; I kept Sora a secret from you because of the enemies you’ve made that now see Sora as a ticket for power.  You’ve put a target on her back as much as there’s one on Kari’s.”

Mom … Aunt Inari … I’m seeing more of history by the second, and I still can’t keep up with them.  I know I’ll still be a bit upset with Mom when I wake up, but … I have to at least keep the feeling that she’s trying.  I can see it … even if I don’t want to … but I do … It’s so confusing, but everything needs to be put on hold for Emilia.

Sora’s eyebrows continued to pull in as they spoke.  “Wait … what does Hikaru, and all of this, have to do with Emilia and her chaotic nature?  I can see he can turn me against Aunt Inari, but he doesn’t know anything about Emilia, unless … I can’t see into Grandma’s Realm?”

Inari and her mother sighed, expressions softening upon returning their focus to her.

“No, Sora … It is so far beyond our current ability after being isolated from the other dimensions.”  Mia paused, glancing toward the multiverse with a forced expression.  “I love what I’ve heard about Emilia—I’m a grandmother, which is … unexpected, to say the least, given your age, yet the circumstances in which your aunt has created her are … Well?”  she asked, turning her focus to the white-furred Vulpes while hardening her tone.

“What?”  Sora demanded.

“I…”  Inari’s cheeks sucked in, not looking at her sister’s face as she fidgeted with her hands; never had her aunt appeared so nervous and out of her serene character than in front of her mother.  “As you know, my Intelligent Construct decided to take the opportunity that presented itself in creating Emilia … And she didn’t have the full scope of Hikaru’s movements while isolated in our mother’s Realm.”

Her left ear twitched, staring at something beyond Sora’s sight.  “Yes, there were possibilities that could have happened to save the original Vulpes, but … it might have created other issues.”

Mia’s large eyes narrowed, lips twisting into an accusatory glare.  “You just wanted to have a hand in creating a family member of your own, even if not of your own unique genetics—you were jealous of me!” she snapped, causing Inari to flinch, yet she bit back.

“I can’t deny that was a prime motive for me; you can’t tell me you’d do differently, sister.”

What does this have to do with…

“My time’s limited,” Sora growled, still lost on why Emilia was trouble to them.  “Okay, so … I’m getting better at sensing things and grasping concepts, but I’m still not following, Mom, Aunt Inari.  Is she in danger?”

Mia pulled around a long lock of her hair to play with it, giving Inari a savage stare.  “Yes!  Yes, she is, and from so many complications that it’s thrown everything out of order that your aunt has set up … undoing so much work.  You are not the same as her, Sora,” she said, turning a concerned face to her.  “You have a daughter of your own, and…”

Inari hissed, fiddling with her tails.  “Yes, Mia, I didn’t even consider the consequences, and you wouldn’t either, in my position.  Emilia is not … complete, per se.”

Complete?  I’m not complete!

“An understatement, as usual,” Mia clicked her tongue, drawing Sora’s worried eyes.  “From what I understand of what your aunt has decided to show me, given my current position prevents me from looking further, Emilia is going through a process very different from yours, my daughter.”

The dots swiftly connected in her mind as the missing pieces of her own transformation filled in while observing the strings of history in her tiny universe.  “You’re saying … Frankenstein specially designed my transformation, but … but Emilia doesn’t have any of those safeguards?  Will my father’s side activate in her—will it conflict with her Vulpes side and shred each other like mine is doing?  Is she strong enough to survive it?”

Mia rose to sit beside her and hold her hand as panic gripped Sora’s chest; the rings on her chakram began to glow and vibrate.  “I would love nothing more than to comfort you with sweet lies, Sora, but I cannot.”

Inari’s fingers locked around each other, looking somewhat flustered.  “We have time to discover a way to allow her to transition; she has barely even scratched the full process of the Founder conversion.”

“Okay … Which will be?”  Sora asked, glancing between her mother and aunt.  “We can … Wait, what about Grandma, Aunt Nari, and Aunt Seiōbo … Can they help?”

Mia’s grip tightened around her’s, giving Inari a conflicted glance.  “Sora … my little girl,” she cried, “My hope is beyond measure that what you are doing will succeed.”

“I … can fail?”  Sora asked, glancing over at Inari with concern.

No … I’ve put everything into making this happen.  I went through the entire Yellow District … made people hate and fear me … terrified for their own lives to make this dream a reality.  It has to work…

Inari lifted her hand to reveal two swirling spheres of colorless energy.  “By no fault of your own, my niece … Much of this falls on your mother and my shoulders.”

Mia nodded.  “I’ve done what I can to help your aunt collect the essence necessary to trigger a proper revival—our mother’s magic is certainly powerful enough for it, and it contains her essence of the event, which means…”

“Huh…”  Sora looked up at the fathomless depths of the place they resided; inexplicably, it grew smaller, and she could see the sparkles of other multiverses blanketing the vastness of the area she was becoming aware of.  “Grandma … won’t have any memories of the Founder and Primordial War … will she?  Everything that happened after her nightmare will be gone.”

I can see the traces of war … scars left on Existence itself from the Founder and Primordial conflicts … numberless multiverses wiped out of existence.

A grimace touched Inari’s lips.  “She will be aware of a great deal of it by the magnitude of her perceptive scope of Existence, yet … yet it will not be the same as her own personal thoughts … She will be the Vulpes your mother and I knew as children.  The other Founders will not be happy about it, I’m sure; it’s a foundational part of our history that she was a major part in, and no one can replace that, given how none of them knew the depths of her true Core.”

That … doesn’t really matter, though.  She can make new memories … She’ll be alive.

Sora was confused again.  “So … you’re saying it’s going to be awkward for her to meet with the others?  I don’t feel it really matters all that much if she’s back.”

Her mother’s lips pulled in.  “It matters a great deal, and your aunts will be revived from earlier essence themselves.  In a manner, I will be much older than my two older siblings.  Your Aunt Nari will be in a particularly … troublesome point in her life that gave our mother a lot of grief, but it is the strongest measure of her magic that we were able to gather.”

A giggle slid through Sora’s throat.  “So, she’ll kind of be a teenager … I like that, but can they help Emilia?”

Inari gave her a weak shrug.  “We can’t really say, but … if anyone can get Frankenstein to aid us, it is our mother.”

He was so helpful when I met him … Wait, he can get into Grandma’s Realm, but Mom and Aunt Inari can’t?  I guess he really is different from the Founders … I can’t sense his presence in history at all.

Sora’s eyes drifted to another multiverse as her aunt and mother rose through dimensions with her transformation.  “He won’t help if we ask?  When I met him, he seemed kind of nice…”

Her mother played with the back of Sora’s hand, following the patterns at which her unique energy burned with experience.  “Frankenstein is a very business-like man that does things for reasons of his own … For your father and I, it was the opportunity to experiment with something entirely unique to him, which was your father, as you’re aware,” she whispered, leaning back to slide a finger across her chakram.  “As … as well as fulfilling a request from our mother.”

Sudden knowledge flooded her mind as Sora’s eighth tail finished growing.  I’m going to revert back to normal … I’ll only gain a single tail from this, and I’ll be locked out of my Vulpes Founder Magic?  No, that’s not … I don’t want to forget!

Fingers closing around her mother’s hand in panic, she shook her head.  “I won’t … remember any of this, Mom,” she mumbled in horror.  “I’ll only recall a vague feeling.”

Mia slowly rubbed the inner edge of her disk, providing a warm comfort that spread across her entire being; it was like she was hugging her close to her breast.

“I know … I know.  It’s scary, but for you to stabilize after experiencing so much and not feeling out of place in the 3rd Dimension, the process Frankenstein created will lock these memories away—including those that you see beyond the 12th Dimension.”

Inari changed positions to sit on her other side, placing a hand on her knee.  “I believe Gloria will be waiting for you whenever you reach the heights of … whichever Dimension you find yourself in … She hinted at it when you last met.”

Sora’s tails wrapped around each other, her mind and heart a flood of countless thoughts in her accelerated Intelligence, which was entirely focused on herself rather than Existence opening up before her.  “I want to … Mom?”

“Mhm?”

Visions of her mother’s tireless actions of mending various areas of Existence that would destroy her tiny multiverse in an instant had she not worked at stitching the fabric of their small portion of Reality back together flashed across her mind.

The damage to this area of Existence is the only reason I was so well hidden, and without Mom’s work, everyone I know would be destroyed … She’s doing this as a job, though … She’s working off something, but I can’t see who they are…

Knowing she was running out of time as her ninth tail began to grow, Sora sped through everything she wanted to be resolved; her mother’s past actions were telegraphed across the seemingly endless sphere of the omniverses she’d walked among, yet specific chunks weren’t visible, as if passed through a veil or burned from reality.

One fact hurt her more than any other.  “Founders … can’t time travel like we can do for other beings … I can change other people’s lives but not my own…”

“I’m afraid not,” a tear fell down Mia’s cheeks.  “I wish we could, but we are beings of an Existence level Dimension … That means time does not operate in the same manner as those below us.  We are singular beings in Existence, which gives us great power, yet also limits us in many ways, as well.”

Sora could see it; her life was a fixed point, and her very presence with Kari, Aiden, and to her shock, Jin’s life was unchangeable.

Eyia’s future spanned before her in vivid clarity, and she sucked in her left cheek.  “Aunt Inari … how can you move so many events to make these outcomes in our fixed lives … It’s so complicated when multiple Existence entities are involved.  I … can’t process it all.”

“Experience,” Inari smiled.  “Are you finally able to connect many of the dots?”

“Only so many,” she mumbled, looking at the future as her aunt and mother saw it.  “Aiden is such a wildcard … Anything could upset the next action, and there’s no going back when he’s involved.”

Mia’s tender care in mending the holes in Existence was a part of a bigger plan; she could see the work she’d done long before meeting her father, but still not the person involved.

Mom couldn’t stop her work to help me … All of her power is keeping my multiverse stable enough to survive.  She put everything in place beforehand to act as a safety measure, but Alva’s intervention with Aiden’s promise blew everything apart.

“I … I’m sorry, Mom,” she cried, reaching over to hug her.  “It’s been so hard on you … I love you…”

Her mother’s chest fluttered against her ears as she leaned into her embrace, sliding her free fingers down her intricate chakram as it took on more of its proper form.  “I can’t … I really can’t tell you how long I’ve waited for this moment…”

“I know.  I know,” Sora tearfully laughed, looking at the time her mother and father met.  “Dad was so … rotten!  He’s so mean, but you just play with him until … Why was he hurt?  You just found him falling between the omniverses … Where did he come from?”

Mia snickered.  “Yes, he was a bit rude when we first met, but I pestered him for a long while as I worked … I was going through a depressing moment in my life, as you can see…”

Inari gave them both an envious look.  “I haven’t been able to find those particular threads … Where am I missing them?”

Her mother gave her a wry smile.  “You won’t find them, Inari; she’s tuning in to her father’s side of it.  I’ve burned all mine away to leave no trace of Sora’s possible future, and Frankenstein was very thorough in hiding his involvement.”

“Saying my name?”  Inari whispered, and a tear of her own slid down her cheek.  “You’ve refused to identify me by name for … such a long time.”

Mia sighed, hugging Sora tighter.  “I can’t tell you how many mistakes I made that you righted … All the work I did, trying to buy myself time to help Sora … I threw it out the window in an envious tantrum to confront you … I couldn’t help myself.”

Inari shook her head, squishing Sora from the opposite side as she became an oreo, causing her to giggle.  “No … I purposefully taunted you … I knew what would press your buttons.”

“You’re both so bad!”  Sora frowned, shaking her head.  “Although … except Nilly knew about Dad and you?”  The cat suddenly showed up shortly after her parents discovered one another and began pestering them both; in fact, it seemed as if the common pest was what united them.  “She’s … terrifying … Dad’s concerned about her.”

Everyone shifted their gaze to their right, as expectedly, the Cat Founder made her appearance, but unlike the previous times, Sora had seen the feline.  Nilly was a mature woman in her original bloomers and Chinese-style dress that morphed with her grown figure.

The cat’s curved eyes held a mysterious, feral shine.  “Sora, welcome to the Grand Stage; want me to guide you to Goaria?  He-he-he, she hates that nickname; I think it fits her well, myself.”

“Nilly…”

Her mother tightened their grips around her shoulders, Inari doing the same on her knee; Sora could see everything from the patterns burned into Existence by her father; he wasn’t in it anymore but somewhere else, and she could see his path from meeting her mother as he was flung through their Existence.

Nilly was there … She watched him enter our Existence and followed, which is how she knows about Mom and Dad meeting.  She hid him from the other First Generation Founders and Primordials … She wants me to know that … leaving it open for me to see … Why?

The time with her mother had drawn to a close, so Sora rose to hug them; when she pulled away, she noticed parts of their clothing had been eaten away by her rapidly growing Null-Void cloak as they became unable to defend against it.

Her mother had tears running down her cheeks, hands gripped tightly against her bare thighs, and her aunt was comforting her.

My chest hurts … It’s like my chakram is breaking in two … I don’t want to leave Mom like this, but … I have to.  I can’t bring her with me.

“Thanks, Mom … I know you’re doing your best … I’m sorry for doubting you.  Umm,” her voice cracked, “I know Emilia is in danger—but I also know as a family, we can pull together and save her!”

“I’m looking into alternatives,” Inari replied, giving the smiling cat a distrustful look.  “I hope your plans are in line with ours, Nilly.”

Her fanged teeth gleamed as her lips pulled back.  “Some.  Some not.  I’m so looking forward to how things turn out … Oh, but we need to go now,” she chimed.

Seemingly vanishing and appearing beside Sora instantaneously, Nilly grabbed her hand and pulled her along; of course, the Cat was simply folding through some dimensional boundary above her.  “If we stay too long, you’ll start eating lots and lots of stuff!  Sora’s a glutton—fat, fat, big metal glutton!”

She knows she’s … What is her game?

  Knowing Nilly was just trying to elicit a response, and knowing she knew Sora knew that, Sora rolled her eyes and let the woman guide her away; there was something ominous about Nilly that her new senses told her, but an oddly familiar sensation she couldn’t explain.

Looking back, Sora gave her mother one last smile; it kind of felt like this was her first day in kindergarten as her mother sat back and forced herself to let her go on her own.

A thankful smile lifted Sora’s lips.  “I love you, Mom … And I won’t forget it!”

They faded away as Nilly and her passed through a thick, filmy veil onto a magnificent plane of countless omniverses of vastly different types of energy.  It was as if she’d entered a grand stage dubbed the Greatest Hall of Cuisine, where all the best chefs in Existence had gathered to create dishes to suit her every desire.

“Welcome to the 13th Dimension,” Nilly snickered, sharp feline eyes studying her as she let go and spun in a short circle.  “This is Existence!  It’s what you like to gobble up, and I totally get it!  You know, I even tried it once myself—oh, to a neighboring Existence, that is, he-he-he,” she said, pointing at something beyond her sight.  “Look, it’s still going through the stages of collapse; I had to eat the big things in there, too, but they weren’t too tasty.”

Sora was still speechless at the scope of it all; the dimensions she’d been on with her mother and aunt were like a slice of pizza in a multiverse.  “How … many more are there?”

“Hmm?”  Nilly’s long, red-tipped black tails swung with her short skips through the substance pressing in on the omniverses that would eventually stop their expansion and fold them back in on themselves.  “Oh, Existences?  Oh, like … forever amount?  I don’t know!  Too many … Oh, Dimensions!”  she laughed.  “Yeah, we’re goin’ all the way to the 15th to meet Gloria—I mean Goaria!  She’s so mad I came, too!  I mess everything up!”

“Great…”  Sora whispered, brushing back her hair.  “Will anyone else be there?”

“Maybe,” Nilly mused.  “Gloria’s tricky!  She might do something I don’t think she’ll do!  We do that to each other a lot!”

“I’m sure.”

“It’s super fun; I like our games.”

Sora looked down to see her mother and aunt still in the dimension below them, talking and catching up a little; they were healing, which warmed Sora’s heart.

Mom and Aunt Inari have been so broken since Grandma and their sisters died … Our family is coming together again—I can have everything I’ve ever wanted.

Nilly appeared in front of her out of nowhere, yet there were four of her walking around, peering into omniverses or swimming around the space like a pool.  “Oh!  Happy thoughts?  We like happy thoughts!  Oh!  Oh!  Let me show you Fenny while we’re here!  Over here!  Over here!”  she laughed, and without noticing, Nilly had taken her hand and was pulling her along.  “We’re not that far away!”

Nilly’s manipulating things … She’s buying time for something, but … what?  Should I go with her or resist?  I can’t tell...
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                Sora’s mind spun in circles as Nilly pulled her through an expanse of omniverses, forming dangerous vortexes that would eviscerate a 12th-dimensional being and omniversal supernovae at their passing, yet maneuvering safely to preserve the balance of every structure.

Insidious creatures engaged in horrors, heroic civilizations, individuals of virtue, and life developing throughout newly formed systems passed them like atoms of air to a human. The collapsing order of multiple, incompatible omniverses generated colossal waves of compelling force that drew in other energy and matter to form super systems of violent bodies, competing for dominance.

The number of actions taken didn’t happen in the quantum second or multiversal eons since the concept of time was constrained to such limited spheres that no longer had influence over her. Future, past, all was one-eternal-now before her Intelligence, and it overwhelmed her like a newborn waking up to a three-dimensional world for the first time.

Nilly jumped them through Existence with complex, zig-zagging motions that Sora didn’t quite understand, and the soup-like materials floating around Existence fed down to a single substance so fine that it made prions inside 3rd-dimensional universes the size of super multiverses.

How these Existent point particles were paired, positioned, tugged, spun, and pressured determined the outcome of how they would fit into the next structural expanse to generate byzantine arrangements so glorious it was mesmerizing to comprehend.

Interestingly, the first thing to form was dimension-0—the singularity point of such raw energy it was like gazing upon a live supernova as a human. From the start, it expanded instantaneously to the 12th-dimension of the omniverse before imploding again to smash and generate another effulgence of raw power that caused the next, which was the most basic formation.

Nilly giggled, and without Sora’s notice, four more catgirls were skipping, peering, and twisting through various areas of Existence. It was surreal, watching numberless versions of the feline occupying so many places that her fledgling 13th-dimensional mind couldn’t comprehend. Past, present, future—Nilly was everywhere and nowhere—existing and without substance.

Looking up in shock, Sora’s lips fell open upon seeing the broken path her father took through Existence that led behind them to a point beyond her sight. It was like she was in space, spinning around with a hyper-focused telescope, only able to see so much of a small pocket in Existence, but every moment her vision continued to expand.

“Nilly … what are you?”

The cat’s red-tip tail and black fur were swapping between various colors with her outfit as the illusionary outward appearance of the girl flickered, and a mischievous grin lifted her lips. Flipping their positions for Sora to be in front while still propelling them forward, Nilly made a small jump with a playful roar. “He-he-he … I’m Nilly, but not Nilly! I could eat you up, but you’re too cute!”

A cold spiral spun around Sora’s halo as a malevolent undertone radiated out of Nilly’s shifting eyes, and they became blood red. “Not all of me wants to keep you alive…”

The contrasting elements vanished the moment her eyes flashed yellow to be replaced by a playful fervor, and Sora saw fragments of various sides of the cat that transcended what she could see in the 13th Dimension; Nilly phased to her left, right, below, and behind before splitting into two or three different versions.

“I’m a patient kitty, though!”

“Killing things, eating, playing…

“Being petted is so lovely!

“Snuggling, hugging—I love everyone!”

“I hate them!”

“Everything should be fun because I like happy things!”

“Sora’s fun, but sometimes…”

“Sometimes you’re not…”

“Sometimes, she should die!”

“I saved Sora!”

“I kill her!”

“Nu-uh!”

“You’re my muse!”

“Beauty dies…”

“Death is life!”

“Life is death.”

The battles that claimed Nilly’s lives flashed before her eyes, and she could see Existence ripping apart through the scars of its past, yet only two instances were available to witness, which were her seventh and second deaths.

Sora could hardly even twitch, but Nilly was guiding her around terrifying natural phenomena that would require effort to survive through; the cat poked, pushed, and danced her through explosions of energy.

“Nilly … What else did Frankenstein infuse in you to keep you alive?” Sora mumbled, sensing something foreign to their Existence radiating from the cat.

The shifting feline fused into a bubbly woman, weaving back and forth, “I don’t know; I’m just a lil’ kitty cat … that likes to eat!”

The sporadic mannerisms were off-putting, and Nilly was literally everywhere she looked across time; if she wasn’t in a spot, then eventually she’d fill it.

Sora took a deep breath and forced a smile. “So … You saved my grandma once…”

Nilly grabbed her hand, and in an instant, they were at the edge of a colossal vortex of collecting mass; a singular version of the cat emerged with a soft smile on her lips. It was her 2nd incarnation—before she sacrificed herself to save several of the 1st Generation Founders during the War.

“Hello, Sora! Hmm, well, aren’t you a little snack!”

It soon became apparent that this would be the Nilly she stuck with for a while; finding the courage within herself, Sora returned the welcoming greeting. “I … suppose you’re one of the real Nilly … versions?”

“I am!” Nilly chimed, creating a copy of herself while pulling up on her black, close-fitting sweater neck in a playful gesture. “Oh, don’t I look pretty?”

Sora let the past chaos slide by, focusing more on the present cat while circling around her excited clone, waiting to be praised.

Nilly had black hair, but instead of red tips, she had more of a gradient black to faded black theme going for her hair. Her yellow eyes were bright with life, and curiosity was infused into her lovely expression. The blue jeans were a nice touch, but Sora knew it was mainly to be more appealing to the fashion she most understood.

“You really are … So, you wanted to show me Fenny’s grave?”

“Hmm? Fenny is a funny name,” she giggled, removing the clone as they both waved to each other. “Bye! Fenrir, huh?”

She followed Sora’s gaze to the vortex, tone turning somber. “So … that’s where I am now? It’s so hard to tell sometimes.”

Silence ensued as the two of them studied the fathomless depths of the colossal dimension that dwarfed anything Sora could imagine; it was practically the size of a galaxy to her when omniverses were no bigger than a marble.

It was magnificent, mysterious, and unknowable to Sora; there wasn’t color or shape but an emotion of loyalty, courage, and determination that filled her Core with strength. An unsung melody was on the edge of her consciousness radiating from the place, and Sora couldn’t help but follow the connection through the cosmos.

Sköll and Hati were peering through Existence, looking for her but keeping their distance from where she’d been with her mother and aunt; the shock of her appearance seemed to have caught them off-guard, and her ascension too unknown to appropriately intervene once leaving the Realm.

Of course, they weren’t the only ones to respond in that manner. Thousands of creatures had a stake in the game surrounding her, hovering around various places while watching her 3rd-dimensional body and little group, monitoring the situation. She confirmed a few things from that focused glance, allowing her to peer back into her grandmother’s Realm.

Jin is a Founder, but she doesn’t know there’s more to her than that … She won’t learn until her next birthday … So many things will come from that … Kari is … not 100% Fenris Wolf.

“Mmh?” Nilly’s eyes darted to her. “Discovering little secrets, are we? Alva was a bad girl; even Gloria couldn’t see that little fun thing, but I saw it … Well, not me,” she mumbled, playing with one of her locks, “but a part of me.”

Sora gripped her left arm, rubbing it as her skin prickled. “How is it buried in the 13th-dimension … How can Gloria not see it?”

Nilly snickered. “You and I can because we’re not entirely of this Existence, silly. Gloria, despite all her power, has some lacking traits, as small as that may be, which frustrates her to no end.”

“Is it … good?” Sora asked, unable to examine her friend’s inner Oltera Nexus past the unsettling truth. “I mean, she’s mostly Fenris Wolf, but that small bit … seems unusual.”

“Mmh, oh, it is,” Nilly mused. “Good? Hard to say, really.”

The cat generated a copy of her friend, spinning the lifeless copy in a circle to fan out her hair. “Defender or attacker? Only the future will tell … So, want to go in?”

Sora hissed; she wasn’t breathing air but generating a substance that allowed speech in the 13th-dimension on pure instinct. “Sure … I’m kind … ugh…”

Nilly gave her an apologetic grin. “Sorry! Did I make you lose track of your little universe? It is super-super-small.”

Rubbing the back of her neck, Sora shook her head. “It’s fine … I’ve already seen all of it anyway; it just helped to focus when I was looking at it. So … Fenrir?”

The cat held out her hand. “Let’s go to the real Asgard!”

Not knowing how to even begin to penetrate the colossal barrier surrounding the sphere, Sora accepted, fingers closing around the woman’s hand. An unusual folding shift twisted in a manner that had her thinking she’d turn inside-out.

Without warning, she was looking up at a fantastical land of mythical light that she’d never seen. She couldn’t describe the magnificence of the crystalline peaks, rich hews of impossible to imagine radiance.

“Where are we?” Sora breathed; it was like an Existence unto itself.

Nilly put a finger to her lips and winked. “Shhh! We’re above the Primordial Plane … We’re not supposed to be here.”

An invisible cloak separated her from everything around her, giving her a look at things as if through a paneled glass; Nilly motioned for her to follow away from the impossibly large city of grandeur to a storming area of monstrous energy that released calamitous noise.

Every step, Sora felt what it was like to be Nilly, folding through upper-tier space and time, splitting, rejoining, and scattering into numberless pieces. It was the most unusual sensation she’d ever experienced.

She was a little stunned when Nilly took them into the fog, dodging blasts of force that would instantly vaporize her and arriving in a ring of light extending across an entire valley. Below them was the monstrous black-furred wolf of Fenrir. His jaw had been split in two and the crimson liquid pouring out of the wound created the fog that surrounded them.

Sora shivered, feeling the intense urge to consume everything around her, but a part of her mother’s side calmed the ravenous beast within her. “If … If this is the real Asgard … Eyia doesn’t come from the real place … No, it’s in a dimension far below … connected to every universe in Existence…”

Nilly sighed, lowering them to the ground; a single hair of Fenrir was so large that Sora couldn’t put it into perspective. The cat stroked the side of a single strand. “Fenrir didn’t deserve this … It was his death that showed us how powerful the higher-tier Primordials are … Yes, Eyia is a descendant of the Primordials—as are all the Asgardians … Ýmir’s creation.”

With a bit of trouble, Sora peered through the dimensions in the murky landscape to spot Eyia’s homeworld. “So … When Fenrir died, it was the first great destruction of the gods … The Primordials fighting the Founders?”

“Heh,” Nilly snickered. “As if anything down there could even see Fenrir … No, their little tales come from legend, passed down through their feasts and gatherings. Ymir was the one that was killed by Fenrir at the start … creating an endless loop as a curse to his kin,” she spat with a smirk.

Sora’s eyes widened upon seeing what Nilly referenced. “Odin … was killed by the phantom of Fenrir … an imprint on Existence, and every cycle a new Odin is fashioned and slain … He sent Eyia away to try and break the loop … Aiden’s influence brought her to my universe,” she mumbled, following the threads of time back.

Nilly points up at the sky, shifting the energies around them in a manner for her to see a massive moon. “The thing that killed my best friend was not Ymir or his son … It was one of the four Primordial Gods, and she watches Fenrir bleed like this for amusement … retribution … a symbol to the Founders that we are not invulnerable, and that she weakened Fenrir enough to be ripped apart.”

The animosity Nilly felt for the celestial object above them couldn’t be measured to Sora; Nilly had died for the ninth time in the heart of this bloody War that spanned Existence and had brought that with her; what was sobering was that this was just the Nilly that could put all the pieces together and not her final incarnation or the one that witnessed Fenrir’s death.

“So … this is why Gloria hates the Primordials so much?”

“Mmh-hmh-hmh-hmm,” Nilly took a deep breath, obstructing the sky, “Gloria is … a mixed bag of emotions amongst the Founders. We are in a ceasefire with the Primordials because both sides have discovered challenges within our own areas, creating factions … The Primordials started the War by invading our Existence … He-he-he…”

Walking beside Nilly, Sora put her hand on Fenrir’s fur and closed her eyes, feeling the courage and raw power within him flow into her like a magnet. “He’s so warm.” She smiled. “Caring … His sons lost heart when he died … They lost their way without his strong presence.”

Nilly folded back her ears while studying her, eyes growing big. “Aww … That’s so sweet, Sora! Thanks for coming with me…” Her vision fell to the floor, sadness shifting her gaze. “This is the first time anyone’s been to Fenrir’s grave with me—besides Frankenstein.”

Sora reached over to hug the Founder of the Cats, experiencing the pain leaking from her Core. “If you ever want to come back … I promise I’ll come … If you need help, I’ll do what I can, too.”

Nilly’s hands tentatively closed around her back, unaffected by her Null-Void. “Thank you … I may ask for your help in the future … I just hope you will answer that call,” she whispered.

Sora’s lips pulled in as Nilly phased out of her arms, and suddenly they were outside the barrier to Asgard with the cat smiling at her, hands clasped behind her back. “Are you ready to meet Gloria?”

Despite what she saw of Nilly, and the horrifying insanity that was her fractured Core, held together by Frankenstein’s creation and an unknown binding force, Sora couldn’t help but feel for the Cat Founder.

She’s lonely and scared of so many things … furious—raging on the inside … abandoned by all her friends as Nilly fractured … Only a creature outside of her Existence offered his hand to her … Why?

Knowing she wouldn’t get the answer from the short time she had left in this state, Sora waited for her final transition as her growing power reached a new lock.

Sora floated away, closing off the world while releasing her projected body as her chakram took on another change. “Nilly … I want to be your friend.”

She couldn’t hear the cat’s response, energy erupting around her into radiant waves of Null-Void that would have echoed across Existence had Nilly not pulled her somewhere to protect the system.

Rough parts of herself broke apart to spiral into a raw mix of power, collecting and fusing her very essence into something complete … unifying with the foundation of her very being. 

Tinting black and gold with ruby-like gems from beyond this Existence, Sora’s chakram took shape into a complete form representing who she really was; life through death—the null of the end and the expanse of the void.

In its center was an eight-pointed pattern, surrounding a sun formed at the heart of her chakram before edges cut out of the sides in a full circle that could be further condensed into a gripping weapon to use in close-combat if she wished, and at its point was the symbol of life with the binding stone of unity before falling into the pointed arrow of death.

When Sora opened her eyes, her human form had rematerialized again, and in her hands was the proper form she’d inherited from her father. Her fingers tightened around the obsidian grip, experiencing the tingling sensation of having someone holding her waist.

Letting go, she allowed it to float in front of her before reverting to its ranged attack form, losing the grip and transforming into a sawing, circular shape with the same symbol in the cardinal positions.

Look at me…  she snickered. I’m an almighty chakram.

Nilly appeared beside her; they were in the Null-Void, and without direction was her Existence; within this space, directions meant nothing, which was why creatures of Existence found it so difficult to comprehend, but everything was in order to Sora’s very nature.

Speaking of her father, she saw his exit with her ever-expanding consciousness as Existence pulled away, and finally, she got her first glimpse of his true form … An unusual ax. 

Intricate curves and weaves flowed around the shaft that fused to a sleek, wicked angle at the end, and a sharp gnarled point at its butt would allow for penetration. It had the same gold and black theme yet held no jewel, like Sora’s.

She couldn’t track his movements outside of Existence because of her inexperience but knew he’d left to a place unknown.

Did he return to where he came from … or was it to a mission he had to fulfill?

“Sora! Sora!” Nilly giggled, spinning around her; she couldn’t randomly touch her anymore without being careful.

“Hmm? Oh, you’re going to take me to Gloria.”

“Ready? Or still lookin’ for your dad?” she asked with interest. “He went super far away! I don’t even know where he went … not close to any of the Existences around ours or further beyond them … Way, way, way far out there!”

Impressed that Nilly could still communicate with her in the Null-Void, Sora sighed. “I don’t have long … My ninth tail is just about complete. Let’s go.”

This time, Sora took Nilly’s hand as the Null-Void tried to swallow Nilly, and the cat pulled her into an artificial Existence that she hadn’t even detected. Inside, Sora found three figures in the expansive floral world that held monitoring mechanics to identify minute details in their surrounding Existences.

“Sora,” Gloria mused, sitting on a bloomed flower; its stem was as glorious as its petals and impossible colors. “I was expecting you sooner, but Nilly happened to interfere. No matter—although, I would rather you not call me Goaria…”

To her right was a shifting cloud of liquid that shimmered rays of heat that could harm the fabric of Existence had he not restrained himself; oddly, she got the distinct feeling he was more closely related to a male, but not entirely.

The thing standing to her left was a horrific creature of pulsating organs, dozens of legs, three mouths, and budding flower-like appendages around its core. It was surprisingly small, compared to the cloud, and only double the size of Gloria.

In comparison, she was fairly small, yet Sora could expand to be roughly any size she wished; this was comfortable, though, and she was only three feet shorter than the Fairy Queen. 

Nilly hummed a short tune Sora didn’t recognize, two tails spinning around her core as she surveyed the place. “Goaria? Why would I call you … Oh!” her ears twitched as she snickered. “I get it! He-he-he, clever me! Okay! Okay! Don’t get angry!”

Her lips parted in astonishment, hopping around while pointing at a massive purple orb in the sky. “Ooh! By the way, you’ve gotten so much better, Gloria! No one could make something like that when I was alive—oh, I like that touch,” she purred.

“We need to get on with it,” the horror rumbled, voice low and gravely. “She has little time.”

The Cat Founder twisted her nose while staring at the creature. “Really … A Mecroaf wiggly-thing, Gloria … You must be desperate, and you even brought one of those Transcendents! Is this what you’ve been up to? Do you like them? Hmm?” she teased. “C’mon, you can tell me!”

Gloria closed her eyes and waved her hand. “We’ll talk later, Nilly…”

“Sore loser!” Nilly huffed, sticking her tongue out before vanishing; Sora couldn’t sense her exit at all, showing her inexperience.

Sora knew she was mainly here to listen to the godly figures, and her new essence was to be scanned by the fog-like creature who had more unique senses than the Fairy; time would soon be up for what the Founder wanted to confirm, which meant Nilly had bought enough time to rush Gloria for whatever she was planning.

Gloria folded her arms under her considerable bust and looked down at her with a critical eye. “You owe me for using me as a teaching lesson for that Seedling girl ‘Apollo,’ so don’t skimp out on me.”

His voice was rich and pleasant to Sora’s ears as countless shimmering waves and intricate gems formed and disintegrated within his liquid figure as it swirled into riveting designs around her. “I would never dream of it, Gloria.”

The Mecroaf growled a guttural clicking sound that withered a few of the plants around it. “Null-Void touched … A union of Existence and Null-Void … Unprecedented … Untraceable.”

“We could, though, because of her mother’s side. Yes?” Gloria asked.

“Possible…” The Transcendent returned after analyzing her; Sora’s own Intelligence was reaching, searching for answers that she could bring back to her sealed state, yet it was like wading through a dense fog in this space. “I’m certain. Yosumika can use her as an anchor.”

The horror moaned and laughed at the same time. “I will get in contact with her … I had my doubts, but your plan just might work, Gloria … We are out of time.”

Sora’s ninth tail reached its entire length, and in that split second, she could see it; a beacon in Null-Void. She didn’t know where, but something was there calling for her, and her father had followed it.

Gloria smiled. “Well, Sora?”

The Fairy’s expression became a bit forced as Sora gave the woman a slight smirk. “What prize are you offering me for my compliance with coming to you?”

Gingerly rising from her flower, Gloria breathed out a tired sigh. “You will become quite the handful in the future.”

“Hmm? Only if you don’t hold your end of the bargain; we both know what it is I want, and you want something that’s very out of your reach.”

The Transcendent chuckled. “She wants your dust, Gloria? Have you ever even given that to your own daughters or sons?”

“Never…” she mumbled.

Sora shifted her hips to the left, tails flicking to the right. “If you want my help, you’re going to have to deal with the backlash of your own actions … It’s about time, Goaria.”

A hint of frustration crossed her lovely features. “Nilly can turn everything on its head…”

“She has her own needs,” Sora defended. “She’s frightening, yes, but that unpredictability is what gives her presence spice! Do we have a deal?”

Gloria lifted a hand and created a jar out of her own Existence, filling it with the unique powder that would solve the issues her aunt and mother were unaware of. “I am breaking a Founder’s Law in doing this, Sora … A Law I espoused.”

“Desperate times, Gloria,” the Mecroaf screamed and cried. “Light for Light.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” the Transcendent mused. “Understanding for all, and a bond of united purpose once the transition is complete.”

The Fairy Queen shot a sharp glare at the cloud. “It is not you that must sacrifice your morals … I have become rather pathetic,” she snarled, reluctantly maneuvering it to Sora. “So be it—perhaps that obnoxious girl was right—I did have to give up ground, in the end.”

“Much appreciated,” Sora laughed, taking it out of the air and fusing it inside of her chakram.

It’s done! Everything needed is complete … I get my family!

The overwhelming force spread within her, and at the exact same time, all that was open before her ever-expanding vision faded, and she returned to her sealed chakram body. With Gloria’s guiding hand, she was brought back to where Mofupsi had fallen; not a photon had moved since her departure from the Realm. 
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POV: 

1.Sora Moore (Sora is now learning about her father's side!)

Recap: 

Sora beat Mofupsi, which means our Yellow Council Member is now our girl's little fox slave, he-he-he.  Let's not forget the collar >.> ahem, of course, it's Mofupsi's little kink, not our foxes, but oh, what is Kari going to think about that?  xD

Sora went to True Asgard and saw what became of Fenrir, learning more about Nilly and how broken our First Generation Founder of the Cats really is.  After some fun and games, she learned about her father, being an ax, which is a surprise, to say the least!  Unfortunately, he's gone far outside this Existence, seemingly back to where he's from, so ... that sucks.

On the bright side, she's made up with her mother and strong-armed Gloria into a deal that should shock everyone ... Gloria going against her own principles is a HUGE deal, which shows how important this thing is to her.  We also met a new being from another Existence and Apollo's back (Undying Empire fans!) to sit on this little council with Gloria.

Now, what's our girl going to remember?!
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                “Mmgmhmm…”  A shallow moan rumbled through Sora’s frame as she stirred; vision cracking open; everything around her inside of three-hundred and sixty degrees slowly came into focus.  “Wha—Did I … Did I lose?”

Her confusion deepened upon seeing Mofupsi fully exposed on the ground; the woman’s tanned, smooth skin showed slight signs of color, expression utterly slack.  Her long, nine golden tails were spread out across the white floor of the Training Room.

Sora couldn’t remember anything of what happened, and her physical Vulpes form was gone—it now resembled some kind of metal ring with a black inner lining and gold symbols circling it.

Where … I was in a fight … I started to change … Right, Dad’s side … I’m a chakram … Mofupsi was playing around with me, and then…

Nothingness filled her mind, but a few things gradually came into focus as she hovered in the air.  The foreign sensations filled her Core with the shifting colors and shapes of the unseen elements Existence sustained around her.

Sora’s voice vibrated off the surface of her new body in all directions, which would make it easily heard on every side.  “Is this … I transitioned and returned to my normal state … just like I did when I became a Founder—no, not became … I unlocked my Founder side … So, I unlocked Dad’s side?”

She wasn’t sure how to exactly phrase the unusual conflicting sensations rolling through her very being, but things were slowly coming together.

White flames sparked out of her halo as her natural instincts helped guide her way back to a physical form; it created a strange duality between her unnaturally focused and broad visions.

Blinking a few times as her left ear twitched, she emphasized her Vulpes sight to not confuse her adapting Intelligence.  It would take a while to get used to the expansive view her chakram gave and the subtle strings that made up Existence around her—she would see it like looking at a phone, not that she could explain how the technology worked.

Sora tightened and loosened her fist a few times, adjusting to her new physique; her ears twitched and pulled back while twisting to examine her new figure.

Still somewhat lost in her current circumstance, she still managed to let out a short laugh; all the envy she’d grown up with when viewing curvy women had become a reality.  Now, people couldn’t give her a funny look when she introduced Emilia as her daughter—well, at least in the looks department—minus the silver-white hair—okay, yeah, they didn’t look all that alike yet, but someday Emilia should tap into this side of her Core.

The downside?  She was currently just as naked as Mofupsi; although, it was only a passing thought that didn’t particularly bother her all that much.

Shifting around in the air, she spread her legs, separating her three tails between them to examine their silvery-white aura—the loss of her red fur was a bit disappointing, but perhaps she could change it later.  There was a new sense of pride that was instilled inside her curved ring.

Well, yeah … I’m now a chakram fox mom … Who ever thought those words would come together?  Heh, I’m super hot, though; no one can deny that—literally in every way.

Holding out a hand, Sora lifted a finger to teleport her chakram above it, slowly spinning the object.  It was without contest; she was absolutely killing it in the attraction game with these symbols, sleek black inner zone, and silvery-white outer rim.

I’m a hot chakram?  A Vulpes Chakram … No, I’m a hot naked Vulkram!  I like that!  Vulpes and Chakram bonded together sounds about right … Vulkram!

“He-he-he…”  She pulled her thick, flaming hair to her front with an amused smile and smothered her Null-Void cloak before pulling the locks into a clump and bringing her chakram to enclose it; the weapon shrunk to the size of a hair tie, closing it in to create a long ponytail.

Her vision fell to her bust, fingers moving down her curves and pulling at her skin to test this new figure; she finished by maneuvering her tails to her front, brushing them out.  Overall, nothing felt off—it was no different from a body of flesh and blood besides her nervous system that had no pain sensation.

The pain was obsolete; instead, she had a complex matrix of receptors that instantly told her how she was interacting with Existence; she was a separate entity to the elements around her.

Licking her lips, Sora flipped her ponytail back, stretching left and right while floating in the air.  “What am I now?  A Founder … but something else…”

Null-Void was blocking much of her Vulpes Founder traits; it was in lockstep, attempting to bond with her father’s side, which was causing a sort of war between the two forces, yet neither could cancel each other out, leading Sora to conclude Frankenstein was making them link by brute force and when both equal sides broke down to a certain degree they would bond.

Her Intelligence was the same, but new elements were encroaching on it from her father’s side that detached her from specific human and Vulpes instincts.  I don’t have … fear … Well, much of it is being suppressed.  What is Shadow like now?

Straightening in the air, her ponytail fluttered as she dropped to the floor, easing herself back to the pull of gravity; her legs almost buckled, but she managed to strengthen them enough to stand.

A grin creased her eyes.  “That’s it … A chakram can learn to walk; I’ve done it before … just one step…”  Her hands went wild, trying to catch herself as she fell.  “Woah!  Woah!  Woah!”

She hissed, her nose four inches from the ground as she managed to stop herself in midair.  “Mmh … okay.”  Floating back to her feet with amusement, she stretched her arms across her chest, flexing her fingers and toes; she still had excellent flexibility.  “Mmgmm … Mmgmm … Okay … Let’s try this again…”

It took her a few minutes to just learn how to maneuver her new hip-width, leg length, foot size, and in general, correct her balance.  It hadn’t connected with her thoughts that changing her entire body might totally throw her equilibrium off.

Getting the basics down, she did a few easy acrobatics for the final test—it could use work, but she managed to accomplish all the movements in the end.

Sora took to the air, crossing her arms under her bust and staring down at her naked skin.

Crazy … I don’t ‘feel’ that letting everything hang out is technically wrong … It’s more like why should I even be putting energy into these thoughts, yet my brain tells me to shut up and get dressed.  Obviously, covering up is the natural thing to do, and it would give me strange looks by the others … It’s also not a good example to set in front of Emilia.

Her silvery eyes wandered to Mofupsi’s exposed figure.  Oddly, Sora found it more amusing that she was forcing herself to put more effort into dressing herself rather than other issues when it should have alarmed her.

Taking in a deep breath that filled her artificial lungs only to be absorbed, Sora grunted, creating the rippling soundwaves without air.  Fine.

Vision entirely going black, Sora tried to temper the driving flame inside her Core to enter the Outer Body Technique … It wasn’t working.  Forehead furrowing, Sora tried again, receiving the same results.

Lying flat in the air, Sora sucked in her cheeks; her hair and body defied gravity while she examined the super-dense threads of her grandmother’s weave of True Founder Magic shift, forming this private Existence inside of Existence.

I … can’t take the same route to my Core as I did as a Founder?

A small smirk brightened her cheeks at the challenge.

“Okay, if I can’t do it that way, then I’ll work my way through it outside!”  She pressed on her left breast with a critical eye.  “I mean, theoretically, if I can create this body, I should be able to generate clothes out of Null-Void.”

Spreading her hands apart, she funneled the energy out of them into a small sphere before twisting and shaping it; the process was slow, but Mofupsi was still unconscious, which gave her time to practice, and the space they were in was hyper-accelerated, which meant the standard, relative time outside would move at a snail’s pace.

After several minutes, Sora cheered, examining her first Null-Void underwear and bra—the issue, she could only generate a silvery-white color, at the moment.  Still, it was an excellent place to start.

She snickered.  “Great … I’m basically a ghost.  C’mon, colors … colors…”

Hovering down into a cross-legged sitting position beside the unconscious nine-tailed Vulpes, Sora spent the following several minutes testing out her new powers.  She could create almost anything she could imagine, but none of them had the same properties or abilities as her copied chakram.

Little by little, her color game was coming along; it all relied on her concentration and required the Null-Void to manipulate how electromagnetic waves interacted with it.  The process was incredibly challenging, but that only excited her to press forward.

The surprising part was what she learned through the experimentation.  Null-Void was a source unlike anything in Existence, which meant those within Existence only saw it as the author of destruction, yet Sora saw so much more that she could do with it.

She had an inherent tie to the substance; it dissolved Existent Energy to fuel its own growth.  In fact, the more she played with her new powers, the closer she came to realize a sort of symbiotic relationship the two shared, but it was utterly beyond her ability to explain.

Could she devour the very fabric of Existence?  Sure.  It was somewhat good, if not a little bland where she currently was; then again, she was coming off a major high after her potential rocketed to the top before dropping her on her face—it was kind of similar to how she felt after her Founder side’s full force was sealed away again.

Her exercises were interrupted when she saw Mofupsi waking up; several seconds later, the woman stirred.  A smile brightened Sora’s eyes; it was only for a brief moment, yet she’d managed to visualize the future.

This is a power I need to cultivate!  Breaking past the 4th Dimension will help me in so many ways.

Mofupsi's chest spasmed as she groaned, rolling to her side and coughing with her tails curling in to hide her front.  “What  … S-Sora?”

“Welcome back to the land of the living!”  Sora snickered, holding up an abomination of a t-shirt that was partially see-through with her failed attempts to make it purple.  “I’m doing better.  How are you?”

A quake ran through her bones as she pushed herself up and pressed her tails tightly against her chest.  “Nothingness—everything—I … I can’t even … I was lost in an endless death—unable to escape—to retreat, and yet—yet it was all around me—seeping into my Core with such violent pressure … It wasn’t black … Maybe white … No, that’s … I don’t know.”

Sora hummed, slowly nodding; her shirt wasn’t doing any better as the left side turned somewhat opaque from her efforts.  “Yeah, there’s really nothing to compare it to in Existence as far as I know.  Uh … probably the closest would be a place without form, shape, dimension, time, matter, energy, distance, sound, motion, and concepts—which contradicts the aspect of it not being a place among other things!”

She giggled at Mofupsi’s dumbfounded look.  “Mmh, it’s only defined by Existence—not being Existence,” she shrugged, “but … I can form stuff out of it that can interact with Existence!  Confusing, huh?”

Mofupsi looked at her flashing smile, still trying to find her grip on reality.  Seeing the woman wouldn’t be much company for a bit, Sora returned to her task.  

“Hmm … Yeah, I’ll just be working on this while you collect yourself,” she mumbled, glaring down at the pants she was attempting to fashion.  “I’d rather not leave my backside open for everyone to see.”  Releasing a low hiss, she scratched the back of her head.  “Heh, I guess—this is pretty troublesome, but I’ll get it eventually!”

The Yellow Council Member watched her work in silence; Sora wasn’t keeping track of time, too focused on her project.  Mofupsi regained her wits as Sora managed to get various shades of red down to a science.

Mofupsi took a deep, shuddering breath and puffed it out.  “Okay, Sora … so, I suppose I lost … Mmh … And in such a pathetic manner … How unexpected,” she mumbled, brushing back her blonde locks.

Studying the dress she’d moved to, Sora accepted her current progress and floated a little into the air, creating a blood-red dress to offset her silvery-white features.  As an afterthought, since she wasn’t really going through the inconvenience of walking in the items, she added heels for the fashion.  “I can’t comment.”

“No?”  Mofupsi asked, replacing her own garments in an instant, donning a similar outfit that she’d worn before Sora had annihilated it.  Adjusting it, the woman followed her into the air.

Sora crossed her legs, resting her arms against her thighs.  “To be honest, I can’t remember anything after … Hmm, I believe I was using my chakram as accelerators … Mhm!  My memories go blank after that.”

Lifting an eyebrow, Mofupsi’s head tilted with her lips.  “Surprising … You seem different … Although, given what I sense, you certainly couldn’t defeat me how you are right now.”

“I’d like to disagree … I might have a chance,” Sora shrugged.  “In any case, I won, which means…”

Mofupsi’s vision darted away while she cupped her chin.  “Believe what you will.  Hmm … I’m your slave, after all … Huh, so what does that entail, to be precise?  Of course, I will be leaving the Yellow District; I know that much.”

A half-smile lifted Sora’s lips.  “Mhm … I’m thinking you actually wanted to lose to escape this hell; were you holding back so long to have a better chance of that happening?”

The golden-furred Vulpes adjusted her robe, once again revealing much of her bust, and without a shred of shame said, “I won’t deny that there was a hope in my breast, but … I never actually thought it would happen.  I’m baffled—thrilled, absolutely!  Yet, baffled, all the same—my mind is utterly blank, which is a first in … in so long,” she moaned, hugging herself.

Sora’s thoughts pulled in, her focus wandering.  Why do I feel so at ease?  I’ve been filled with anxiety with so much pressure weighing me down, but now, it’s different … I’m different.

“Mofupsi?”

“Hmm?”

“Why don’t we talk a bit?  I’m working through my own feelings about this outcome, and taking might help.”  She sucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, making a noise.  “Ah, I’m so scatterbrained—heh, if I have a brain,” she mumbled.  “How are Eyia and Kari doing?”

Mofupsi glanced to the left, weaving magic in a complicated fashion around herself.  “The other two that were with you?  Hmm, it seems they have yet to start since I accelerated this space to such a high degree.  I was a bit impatient,” she giggled, “and wanted you to be able to see them fight, win or lose.”

“Thanks…”  Sora was a little taken aback by the feelings she experienced from the thoughtful gesture.  “I can’t … believe you’d do that for me.”

The woman yawned, shivering a little.  “It seemed like something you’d enjoy doing … Am I the only one that feels exhausted?”  she asked, her smile turning strained.  “Whatever you put me through was so … demanding.  Should we go now?”

Sora bit her lower lip, reaching back to slide her fingers down the rim of her chakram.  “No … I have this feeling that they’ll win … I should let them have the joy of explaining it to me.”

“If that’s what you wish … Master.”  Mofupsi tested it on her tongue, playing with the syllables in a delightful undertone.

A doubtful hum resonated in Sora’s throat as her thighs tightened against each other.  “Is it what I want, though?”

Mofupsi’s brow furrowed.  “You’re unclear what you want?  I’m confused now.”  

“You and me both,” Sora groaned, waving her hand.  “Is there a comfortable place we can talk?”

Spreading her arms, Mofupsi sent a pulse of magic to the floor.  “Heh, I told you before, but maybe you don’t remember … there is no better place in the Yellow District than here.”

Sora looked up in wonder as the white room melted away, revealing a wide-open area filled with amethyst mountains that sparkled under the distant sun; it was somewhat chilly, and what appeared to be blue snow covered the peaks, but Sora wasn’t bothered by the weather.

She spotted hundreds of packs of unique furry animals the size of elephants with a dozen legs; they grazed on the violet stones around them that grew into long, tree-like branches.  A massive palace made of jade was to their right, and various red and pink metallic trees dotted the landscape.

“Incredible,” she whispered, following the beams of light as they slowed inside of the crystal beneath them, twisting and turning into condensed lasers; they maneuvered through the various layers into orange mirrors lining the palace walls to reflect back into space, producing stunning visual displays of radiant waves.  “Is this here—on this planet?”

Mofuspi’s gaze softened, scanning the majestic canyons surrounding them.  “I wish … Although, after hearing Niomie’s confession, I suspect this is a past wonder of the Purple Planet.”

Manipulating the magic still connected to the room, the woman sped up time; as the night darkened, the lights changed colors, lowering to fill the canyons with a sea of rippling colors; the rays wove through the mountains, sending small streaks of light that illuminated the spiky fruit on the gem-like trees before fizzling out.

The sky opened above them, showing a massive planet dotted with color, which Sora assumed was the only sphere left untainted by Niomie’s blunder.

Sora could see the longing in Mofupsi’s eyes.  “I’ve dreamed of escaping this place … seeing these wonders with my own eyes, but a scene like this no longer exists because of what Niomie did…”

“Hmm…”  Sora pressed a hand against her breast; certain emotions were impressing on her at various moments that she assumed came from the knowledge she’d gained when ascending.  “I can’t say why, but I feel like everything wrong in this Realm will work out in the end.”

“Is that right?”  Mofupsi asked, floating a bit closer to stare into Sora’s silvery irises.  “What makes you so sure, Master?”

Sora shook her head.  “I can’t say.  Everything I want won’t go as we’ve planned; I’m sure … I know my mom and aunt will be a bit shocked … That’s okay, though, and it may be different, but it will work out.”

A short drew Sora’s gaze; Mofupsi’s solemn golden eyes revealed the bitterness she’d felt for her lot in life.  “It must be nice having those … comforting feelings,” she grumbled through clenched teeth.  “I haven’t felt comfort in … in so long … only fear, frustration … envy.”

“Even now?”  Sora asked, turning away from the fantastic scenery around them to focus on the Vulpes.  “You’re going to leave this place.”

“Humph,” Mofupsi’s lips pulled in, wanton eyes drifting to the sky, “for how long?  I am not fool enough to believe I will survive more than a month without this artifact in my hair,” she muttered, reaching up to press a hand against the floral hairpin.  “I’ve lived far longer than a Vulpes should … I often wonder if my predecessor allowed me to kill her to escape this endless cycle…”

The blonde’s nose creased while glaring at the jade palace.  “Heh, what does it say about me, Sora, that I survived five thousand years longer than her?  What kind of creature am I to endure such solitude and envy?”

“Strong,” Sora replied, recalling what Inari told her.  “In fact, I’d like you to be a tutor to Emilia and me.  We need to learn more traditional forms of Vulpes Magic.”

“Or a fool, my Master … and, of course, I’ll do any service you ask—my mind, body, and spirit are yours to play with,” she said, pressing her fingers against her breast.  “You need only ask, and I will obey; although, I do find it somewhat mysterious why you would need my help on such matters, seeing as you can perform adequate weaves on instinct without the slightest hint of skill.”

Sora’s lower lip tucked under while pondering her question.  “Hmm … Now that you say that, I … really don’t know … Perhaps, to understand the basics better?  My aunt mentioned it.”

“The mythical figure.”  Mofupsi chuckled, summoning her pipe again to draw upon the end and expelling wisps of blue flames; Sora couldn’t help but be drawn in, curious as to how the substance felt as her golden eyes flashed blue again.  “Hmm … In any case, I am your slave, and again, I’ll say that I am somewhat unclear on the specifics of what that means?”

Her free hand lifted from under her bust to press against the top of her partially exposed right breast.  “Do you mean to use me as a pleasure as some of the younger Vulpes do?  I cannot say I have seen many female Vulpes be attracted to another, but it is not unheard of—I certainly have dabbled a bit in everything to try and ease the hole in my chest.”

Sora’s arms tightened around her core.  “No … heh, no, Mofupsi!”  She forced a chuckle.  “You certainly are an attractive woman, but I don’t see myself … using you like that!  What example would I set for Emilia if I just turn you into a sex slave?”

Mofupsi’s blue eyes lit up with excitement.  “Oh, there’s a name for it … Sex slave?  Hmm…”  She popped her tongue.  “It does have a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”

“Eh, if you say so,” Sora mumbled, scratching her left ear; she wasn’t quite as embarrassed as she knew she would have been in her Vulpes form, which probably had something to do with her being a chakram now.  “Umm … In short, I want to make you my follower—like my aunt does for her Kitsune.  You’ll guide Emilia through the process.”

The blonde’s nose crinkled a bit.  “Follower … Kitsune?  I am unfamiliar with those terms or however it is being translated to me.  What is it that I am guiding your daughter through?  By the way, daughter is a somewhat … foreign idea to me—it’s not unheard of, but most Vulpes in the Yellow District, me included, are sterile.”

Sora’s heart filled with rage.  “Niomie, no doubt.”

Mofupsi drew in a few puffs from her pipe and let it out.  “Hallaway, actually; she was in charge of that area.”

Her gut twisted.  Hallaway?  So, the green fox was more involved than she let on … sterilizing the Vulpes?  Is it to further draw hatred by allowing some to procreate and others that were never given the option in the upper levels?  So much corruption.

“I see,” Sora growled.  “Well … luckily, I can fix that.”

Yellow eyes returning, the Vulpes’s pipe fell from her lips.  “Fix … that?  I am confused about the purpose, given my limited lifespan with you.”

Sora leaned forward, rubbing the inner lining of her chakram to calm herself.  Adding a small smile, she giggled.  “No, Mofupsi, when you become my follower, whatever I call you, you’ll be the first, by the way … you’ll live for as long as you want; I’ll make sure of it.”

Mofupsi’s lips parted, then closed, chin lowering to give the glimmering ocean of light below them a critical stare.  “Live as long as I like?  I do not think you understand the damage I have done to my own spirit, Master … This hair accessory is the only thing that keeps me alive after the harm I’ve inflicted on myself throughout the millennia … I am a broken Vulpes beneath this lovely exterior.”

“Maybe so,” Sora smiled, floating closer; a portion of her mother’s side was beginning to find a bit of ground in fusing with her father’s, “but we have as long as it takes to fix what is broken inside of you.”

The blonde gave her extended hand a hesitant stare, arms tightening under her breasts as Sora held out her fingers; uncertainty was in her yellow irises, tails twisting together and ears pulling back when Sora said, “All you need to do, is take my hand.”

“Master … if you order me…”

“No,” Sora shook her head, firming her tone.  “No, Mofupsi.  The only way this is going to work is if you trust me and want to heal.  I’m willing to take those steps with you, but you must walk with me; I can’t carry you the whole way…”

A sly smirk lifted her cheeks.  “Well, I mean, I could put a leash on you and walk you down to the park each day, if you’d like; we’ll need to talk about that outfit, though!”  she laughed.

“Why?”  Mofupsi asked, focus fixated on her open hand.  “Why go so far … No one has offered me anything without conditions … Why offer me so much?”

“Well,” Sora created a Null-Void choker that radiated a silvery-white luster, “heh, I never said there wouldn’t be any conditions.  I mean, we can even get little accessories for your tails and dress you up!  You’ll be the prettiest little recovering servant in history!”

She cheered as Mofupsi snorted, eyeing the item.  “Wow … he-he-he, I cannot say I’ve ever had someone offer me so much for so little, but I am already your servant, Master…”  

Sora’s own three tails intertwined as Mofupsi’s voice cracked, and a thin line of tears fell from the corner of her eyes as she hesitantly reached forward, dropping her pipe.

“If you … If you wish to offer your hand to rescue me from this prison … If you want to give me a life I do not deserve … I will take it, but just know … know that I am not like you … I’m not the kind of Vulpes you are.”

When her fingers closed around the choker, Sora teleported it up and reached forward to put it around her neck.  “I don’t expect you to be me, silly,” she chided.  “I want you to be who you want to be”

The choker fused around the woman’s exposed neck as Sora brushed back her blonde locks; she felt the lump and quiver that ran down Mofupsi’s hot skin.  “Within reason, of course!  Again, we gotta talk about your dressing habits around Emilia!  We can go through a bit of a wardrobe session as we teach her how to make clothes; I can already see how much fun we’ll have!”

Lurching forward as the stunned Vulpes touched her neck, Sora threw her arms around the woman, squeezing their bodies together.  “In a way, I’m welcoming you to the family, so, welcome, Mofupsi!  We’ll teach you all about what that means … I want you to be happy, too,” she whispered.

Voice thick with emotion, Mofupsi awkwardly closed her arms around her back.  “W-What are we doing … What is … this thing?”

“A hug?”  Sora asked in disbelief, pressing in tighter.  “Doesn’t it feel warm?”

Mofupsi’s chest fluttered.  “I … Why am I crying, Master … I’m not in pain?”

The heat in Sora’s chest reached new levels; this woman had never cried out of joy in over seven thousand years.  “It’s okay, Mofupsi … It’s going to be okay.”

Unable to restrain herself any longer, Mofupsi whimpered and leaned into the embrace, pressing her ears against the side of Sora’s neck as she released millennia of pain into Sora’s shoulder.

The bubbly emotions in Sora’s chest triggered another thought that brought artificial tears to her own eyes as her chakram’s black inner ring illuminated a dull gold.  She no longer hated her mother, and she didn’t know why, but it felt so liberating.

Mom … I love you … I can’t wait to see you.  Please, give me strength … There are so many broken people around me, and I want to help them.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    Real Support!:

I hope you've been enjoying the free entertainment, and I'd like as many to enjoy it as possible!  The internet is divided into different echo chambers; you have a specific group that only hovers around specific sites/content.  So, by recommending my serials to others, you give it more exposure to different echo chambers and help it grow.  Ratings are excellent, Trending is terrific, but it only will appeal to a specific echo chamber.  If you like my content, then please share it in your own unique way.

Normal Plugs:

Discord Link - Growing Community =D

Vote on Top Web Fictions

View and help contribute to the Wiki

Support me with Merch or on Patreon for up to:

10 Chapters ahead in A Tail's Misfortune.

11 Chapters in The Oscillation.

10 Chapters in Undying Empire.

10 Chapters in the Pokemon Fanfic

Mystery Wednesday Patreon Exclusive Chapters:

+ 8 Chapters in The Power Of Cuteness And Positivity

+ 17 Chapter in Soul's Requiem

All pictures are up for free download on Patreon with the artist I commissioned listed.



                



B4 — 35. Where Home Is, The Heart Rests


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    POV: 

1.Kari (Our Healing Wolf Girl)

Recap: 

The beaten Mofupsi showed her broken side for our girl to heal ... Thousands of years in isolation and forced to live an endless cycle of mediocrity and carnage ... without anything to show for thousands of years to gain so little strength in her little bubble.  Now, Sora has added her collar, to her slight discomfort—hey, it was supposed to be a joke but Mofupsi is totally into it...

Heh, so, now we have ourselves a little slave fox girl that seems to have a smoking addiction ... Hope that doesn't come back.  On the other hand, she finally was allowed to cry ... and have someone care enough to hold her.

Let's go to our healing wolf girl, now!  How will Kari's fight turn out?!
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                A low groan rumbled in Kari’s throat while she lazily glanced around at the white room Jemissa and her had entered after Mofupsi teleported them to their respective match-ups; the scenario reminded her of this human game one of her girl’s played in secret called Mortal Kombat.

The area was massive, rising over two hundred meters in the air, and if not for the indentations in the ground that gave a grid pattern to their environment, it would have been impossible to tell where the ceiling, walls, and floor began without aimlessly waving your arms around until finding them.

Her amber irises flicked to the red-furred Vulpes as she hovered nearby, studying her with a small smile. This fight itched at the back of her mind since agreeing to follow Sora into the dangerous game she was playing.

Ever since her brother beat how weak she was into her bones, Kari didn’t have confidence in her Fenris genetics; she’d been running from herself for years, but that was changing after Sora’s gentle nudges.

Kari was accepting what she couldn’t change about herself—she wasn’t human and never could be; she was a Fenris Wolf, and no amount of dreaming would change that.

However, it wasn’t until her mother forced her to confront her inner demons in the only possible shape they could take that she saw how trapped she was in fear and pain. Reconciling with her internal nightmare instantaneously opened a floodgate of her potential—at least enough to be convinced she could handle this challenge.

Kari crossed her arms, eyeing the floating woman. “So … this is the arena you foxes use for the big stuff, huh?”

Jemissa was one of the rare Vulpes she’d seen in this Realm with blue eyes, and at first, Kari didn’t put much weight in her unassuming appearance, given her petite figure and young face—she didn’t look like one of the more powerful foxes in the Yellow District—but here she was, facing one of the final bosses.

The woman held her elbow behind her back, spinning in a circle with her tails linking into one big fluffy tail. Kari couldn’t get over her childishly designed outfit that seemed more appropriate for an anime character.

“Hmm … It is pretty bare like this,” she muttered, combing through her long red locks. “You know, I could change it to look any way you’d like—oh, my favorite’s this quiet little mountain area with a lot of trees and grass, but maybe we should go to your favorite location! We mainly use it for passing the time, really … This is the ultimate gift of making it to the Tower…”

Her features softened, a fond tone catching in her throat. “It really was worth the sacrifices,” she whispered.

Not feeling it, a short yawn escaped Kari’s lungs, and she wiped the corners of her eyes, drawing the Vulpe’s gaze. “Meh.”

“No, really!” Jemissa urged, earnestness pulling Kari’s lips to the side. “Here, let me show you how wonderful this place is!”

Kari shifted her hips to the left to look at her sports shoes and remembering the heels Sora made her wear. “I don’t … Okay, and you just went ahead and did it anyway…”

Jemissa giggled, spreading her arms. “See … Isn’t this great?”

The room shifted in an instant, igniting shades to mold around them. At first, it wasn’t the scene itself but the power that made Kari take a step back and almost trip; it was far more powerful than she anticipated, and her arms soon drooped limply to her side, large ears pulling back as her body numbed.

No … It can’t be…

Every new splash of color reminded her of the personal dimension her mother created—an entire area given life, yet this wasn’t as simple as a standard third-dimensional replica but laced with every ounce of the higher elements that pulled and ripped at Kari’s heart.

“Wow!” Jemissa gasped with wonder. “Oh … What is this glorious … this feeling?”

The woman breathed deeply, pulling in the unique scent of otherworldly flowers that were only present in this plane across the omniverse.

Trees with black bark bloomed out of the soil in the distance, colossal canopy towered high into the heavens while leaving key locations open for light to reach the floor; Kari remembered chewing on their roots, which held powerful healing properties in their sap and various other chemical combinations so delicious that sometimes it was all she’d eat in a day until her mother chided her.

The higher-dimensional were creations woven into being through the magic of what remained of the Founding Mother of the Vulpes—Sora’s grandmother. It read her like a book, taking Jemissa’s request to mirror her desires, but it wasn’t so simple.

Kari’s legs buckled, unable to support her as the higher-tier equivalent of gravity pressed down on her body combined with the weight of the memories that flooded her mind, closing around her throat; it was like water spilling into her lungs—it was too sudden and felt too real.

“Ack! W-Woah … I’ve never felt something—like this … It’s so hard to move … my spirit? What incredible realms have you been to … Is this your favorite place?”

Kari couldn’t respond if she wanted to, thoughts receding from the colliding forces inside her Intelligence—she was slipping into a world she longed for and hated.

She couldn’t feel her heartbeat as sounds, flavors, scents, and warm or cold sensations glazed her skin. Everything she’d built turned fragile as glass that was dropped from heaven to fall through empty space to land in a volcano. 

A hole grew in her head and chest; Tiri giggling while carefully nibbling at her ear as she slept—the warm nights snuggling into her mother’s side as a young pup—the heat of her mother’s tongue, tickling her ears while cleaning mud off of her—her gentle jaws closing around her tail to drag her away from teasing Aiden as kids—Eric patiently instructing her on how to hunt when he knew she was just using it as a time to spend with him rather than the task at hand.

Quakes quivered through her frame, accompanied by the ice, fire, warmth, and tender, cherished moment every spot her shaking eyes wandered.

Meeting Aiden on his daze-like return to their hollowed-out tree, utterly lost after seeing Tiri being swallowed up by a white wolf, presuming it to be Eric, the closest person he trusted; learning about it only to rush to their home—a place of sanctuary—only to find her mother dead, brother’s dead eyes as he offered her their mother’s guts.

The pain of each blow against her emotions, spirit, and body as Eric beat her across these fields for weeks on-end—crushing her confidence, breaking any thought of revenge—running away with her tail between her legs, too terrified to go alone and the small glimmer of hope she felt that Jenny agreed to escape with her.

She’d been stupid to think Jenny would or even could defy Eric, but how was she supposed to know he’d already killed their father—all she saw was a friend that would carry her to the black trees to chew on the roots—a person trying to help her, yet to later learn that even those memories were just her naive, child-like mind looking for any light she could latch onto.

A time when she couldn’t move, temporarily paralyzed after the vicious final beating she’d received—the restorative energies in the flowers and roots around her that alleviated the physical pain but were unable to help her internal screams.

Her lip began to tremble as her focus lifted to the heavens; night falling over them as the black trunked trees fed the white petals, brightening the darkness—a specific memory she held onto where her family was whole, lying around her mother’s large wolf body while she told them stories.

Then, the empowering flowers gave her comfort, security, awe when they released the purple, butterfly-like pulses that filled the sky in dazzling lights that far outstripped any firework show that humans could create—now, beautiful sight reminding Kari how weak she was as the environment sprouted out of the earth 

However, what tore at the imperfections fracturing her heart and setting her face on fire was the powerful energies radiating in the pink-tinted atmosphere, eating her alive. Three full moons cast their flush light below, burning Kari’s breast like ash in the wind—the sky was falling with radiant gems of color from a meteor shower her mother created, creating explosions in the sky to make images to illustrate her story.

Her sanctuary and her hell, all wrapped into one complete package.

A tear slid down Kari’s cheek. “Why … Why did you take me here?”

“Hmm?” Jemissa’s baffled expression shifted between her and the magnificent display of raw power that came from an area far beyond what one could experience in a lower dimension; it released as an emotional force that interacted with your Intelligence and spirit. “I just … I asked it to take us to your favorite place … Where is this?”

Rubbing her arms to try and feel something, she stared down at her lap; the skirt Sora put her in had fanned around her. She couldn’t think like this, but there wasn’t a chance she could enter the Outer Body Technique in this state.

Kari closed her eyes and fell to her side, reverting into a Fenris Wolf; her clothes receded as she got small inside herself, hollowing out her core to block out the trauma from resurfacing—facing Eric himself had helped—but revisiting her home; it was her home, the space that should bring her the most comfort, and it did, in a way, yet in another, nothing else could hurt so much.

Time passed, yet everything was senseless in Kari’s Intelligence as she tightened into a protective ball, tail quivering against her nose, and eventually, she used an unexpected anchor to pull herself out—she was defenseless, yet Jemissa hadn’t attacked her.

Little by little, Kari’s eyes cracked open, chest fluttering as air filled it again.

The red-furred Vulpes was sitting cross-legged beside her, hands resting behind her back with a serene smile on her lips while watching the heavens illuminate with images. The woman’s red locks were coiled on the ground, and not a confrontational edge leaked from her peaceful spirit.

Gradually, Kari allowed her heart to feel again, and after several more minutes, she spoke; the Realm translated the Fenris tongue her mother taught her from a child. “You didn’t attack me?”

Jemissa’s head tilted to the left to look at her from the corner of her vision. “Mmh … typically, it would be something I would do,” she whispered, blue irises returning to the sky, “but there’s just something … captivating about this place I didn’t want to disturb.”

She held up her hand, staring between her fingers, and the Vulpes’s longing voice drew Kari in. “I’m the third oldest Vulpes in this district … I’m going to die soon, you know. Don’t you think that’s interesting?”

“Death?” Kari asked, returning to her human state to sit a few feet away from the woman; if she could just focus on Jemissa instead of the memories surrounding her, then maybe she could gather the courage to see what showered above them. “Aren’t you scared?”

A long puff of air pushed past the woman’s lips, vision creasing with exhaustion. “What do I normally do in a day? I aimlessly wander this big, empty tower … I still haven’t explored all of it in nearly a thousand years. There’s always something new, but it loses its shine after a while … companionship? Mmh, it’s too fleeting, and you never know what the other side might be plotting. I’ve seen many Vulpes die due to trickery of the heart.”

Kari’s hands pressed against her skirt before fidgeting with the hem. “You’re empty?”

“Heh,” Jemissa pulled her vision away from the heavens to look at her, “that’s a good word to describe it. I thought fighting one of you new creatures might give me something new … exciting.”

A mystified light brightened Jemissa’s face. “Isn’t it curious?”

“What?” Kari asked, not daring to spread her vision yet.

“These emotions that fill me?” she mumbled, glancing down at her breast to press a hand against it. “I thought excitement … thrill was the ultimate sensation that would carry me out of this world, yet here … surrounded by these … these forces … I cannot express it … more … it’s just … more than I could hope to expect.”

It took a few seconds for Kari to realize what the Vulpes were getting at. “You’re okay with dying? Are you seriously saying that this is … is what? It completed your life?” She asked, gesturing around them, which was the first time she’d been able to look at anything but her own lap and Jemissa. “It can’t be that great—I lived here for years.”

“Amazing … Wow. I couldn’t imagine experiencing this for years … My entire life couldn’t compare to a single second looking at this sky … It weaves through you like a needle and thread, pulling you into the realm of harmony.”

She held up a hand, tilting her head from side to side while pulling in the forces around them with gentle magical prompts, creating a radiant green and purple star. “These elements are beyond any I’ve had the pleasure of touching—brimming with so much fervor I can’t help but be enchanted … I could live forever here, yet I know I would not belong … Do you feel it?”

Kari’s eyebrows pulled together, trying to analyze herself to find what the Vulpes was referring to. “I … No, it all feels the same as I remember…”

“Hmm, he-he,” Jemissa breathed in through her nose and let it out. “There is some power lacing through my entire being—guiding—uplifting … No, that’s not the right word … Something is fusing with my entire existence—an empowering force that has become one … at one with … Yes,” a smile shone in her eyes, “something is at one with me … quickening every fiber of my existence to allow me to experience this place.”

A lump dropped down Kari’s throat, and she tried to look for that power yet couldn’t find it in herself. It might have been because she was born in this dimension; she naturally adapted to the various planes of existence she entered while other beings couldn’t survive without aid, and it appeared that Sora’s grandmother’s magic was acting as that catalyst for Jemissa.

It was a little depressing, knowing she couldn’t experience the same uplifting feeling, but in a way, it helped; there had to be a way she could have what this woman currently felt—she just needed to find it in herself, which was what her mother had been trying to teach her this entire time.

Jemissa had lived in the Yellow District her entire life, fighting, betraying others, and killing to prove she deserved to be alive; now, from near the top of that bloody path, she was empty, yet there was something here that washed away all the emptiness inside her … and that was all Kari wanted.

Pulling in her lips, she lifted her gaze to the heavens to see the largest visual movie display she’d ever witnessed as her mother played with the stars to illustrate the happy moments she shared with her father, Kari’s grandfather, as the old wolf taught her how to move between dimensions, and laughing when she spun into various Shadow Realms, missing the mark.

For the first time in a long time, she smiled upon remembering her grandfather, memories her mother told her about Fenrir showing her how to defend herself and the pranks she’d try to play on him—of course, it wasn’t as if he wouldn’t have known about her mischievous acts, yet always played into them.

The silence around them stretched as Jemissa shared in her memories, not understanding the context but reveling in the raw energy empowering her, and Kari found a new measure of recovery.

After a time, Kari chuckled, lying on her back with her hands behind her head; the sweet scents she remembered were now drowning out the negative memories to be replaced by positive ones, and she could practically hear the chirping of insects, birds, animals, and various other creatures that lived in her mother’s Realm.

“We were supposed to fight, weren’t we?”

Jemissa released a long sigh through her nose, lying beside her; the woman’s tails swayed side to side, sending more violet-colored butterflies to sparkle the atmosphere, little as they contributed. “It might sound odd … I know Mofupsi would likely be shocked, but … I don’t feel like fighting anymore … certainly not here, and I don’t want to leave.”

“Well, I think one of us has to be declared the winner for this to be over.”

“Huh. I suppose you’re right … We don’t need to focus on that right now, though,” Jemissa mumbled, resigning herself to silence again.

Kari pulled herself up; the pain she felt from her former home had long since vanished, and something else took its spot. Maybe I should show Sora around my old home … Would she want to? She is my first … Sora really is my first friend. Aren’t you supposed to share things like this with your friends?

Walking a few meters away, Kari slowly spun in a circle to take in one of her most precious memories. I can create this in my Core … Maybe I should bring Aiden, too … It could help him.

She stopped, realizing how much she was changing in such a short amount of time; it was like all the gears her mother had been lining up since first coming back were sliding into place.

“Hmm?” Jemissa rose to her feet, unable to properly utilize her spirit to float in this dimension. “Going somewhere?”

Stunned at the sensations radiating in her breast, Kari turned to stare at the Vulpes in disbelief. “I’m … Am I not disgusting?”

“What?” It was Jemissa’s turn to be confused, lips momentarily parting while her gaze shifted to the glowing trees. “I … wouldn’t call you disgusting … different … different is a good word—a little odd with the single tail, and big black angry beast transformation look, is surely unusual. Why?”

Kari shook her head, smiling a little as yet again, more weight lifted off her chest. “Maybe being a Fenris Wolf isn’t all that bad … There are humans that are bad, but that doesn’t mean all of humanity is bad … I could be a good Fenris Wolf.”

Jemissa scratched her scalp and combed out her hair. “Sure? Are you looking for a specific answer because … I’m losing track of this conversation.”

Power flooded Kari’s frame as the thousands of shattered pieces that had been her life reunited, and she transformed into her Fenris form to look up at the brilliant sky. Thank you, Mom … I think … I think I’m ready to move forward.

Closing her eyes as the warmth of her family lineage flooded her blood, she experienced a new sensation that was separate from everything her mother taught her—a darkness so complete it absorbed everything around her, yet it wasn’t nefarious, but gentle, like the strong, protective arms of a father wrapping his arms around his frightened daughter’s body and pulling her close.

When opening her eyes, she’d entered utter darkness; she wasn’t alone. “My daughter—tranquility has found its way into your heart—reconcile with yourself and grow. Soon … very soon, we will meet.”

Without warning, she was back in the replica of her mother’s Realm; Jemissa had retreated a dozen meters, lips parted in disbelief.

Was that … My father? We’ll meet soon, huh…

All that filled Kari’s being was baffling peace; she didn’t need to know when—just knowing she had a father that communicated with her was enough for her—it had to be because it was more than she ever thought she’d have. “W-What happened?”

Jemissa released a confused chuckle, scratching the back of her neck. “You … exploded.”

“I what?” Kari glanced down, not finding anything wrong with herself; she shook her head. “How did I explode?”

The Vulpes pulled in her lips. “One minute … let me see if I can make an illusion of it … It was like … yeah, a big red light, and then … smoke … blackness … puffy black clouds—I don’t know?”

Finding it a little funny how unbothered she was at the explanation, Kari let the information slide; nothing could ruin the joy she currently felt. “Don’t bother; I … think I’m fine being a Fenris Wolf. So, did you want to fight?”

Jemissa’s vision fell to the soil, moved to the trees, and rose to the heavens; her serene smile returned. “No … I surrender … Just let me enjoy this a bit longer. Hmm … This is everything I wanted in life.”

“Suit yourself,” Kari returned, lying down to try and recall the sound of her father’s voice— but it was so obscure—less of a voice and more of raw energy embracing her every fiber.

I have a father … and he wants to know me…

She gave an internal squeal; it was like she was a child again.

What will Sora say? Wait … if we get her family back … and we meet my dad … That would be perfect … Maybe we can heal.

Her gaze lifted to the heavens. I’m no longer alone.
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                    POV: 

1.Eyia (our Goddess Valkyrie; Odin's daughter)

Recap: 

Kari had her fight, but an unexpected twist occurred—her opponent wanted to see what Kari's most precious place was, and it turned out to be in the higher-dimension of her mother's sanctuary, when she was a little girl.  This caused a big relapse for our Wolf Girl, and an inspiring moment for her opponent ... So, they sat and talked, and in the end, the Vulpes surrendered, ready to move on in life after nearly two thousand years of ceaseless struggle.

Alright ... Oof, well, heh, how will our pure-hearted Valkyrie handle her match...
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                Eyia’s icy eyes wandered the white room she’d been transported to, feeling the robust Vulpes Founder magic pass through every fiber of her being before settling on the curious black-furred fox to her side.

“So, should we begin?”  the woman asked, flicking her nine black tails to the side.

She ignored the playful question in favor of far more important thoughts and emotions rolling through her Core.  Breathing in a long breath and letting it out in a frigid stream, Eyia reflected on the somewhat double-life she led.  It’s always the same.

Her irises illuminated a frosted blue; the Vulpes didn’t even have time to notice the event as radiant fissures split the air around the woman with golden strings coiling around her limbs, tails, and neck—within a minute fraction of a second, she’d subdued her opponent.

Holding her hand behind her back, Eyia experienced the powerful shielding magic that surrounded them with a relieved puff of air.  Even in the Vulpes Realm, forces were observing her that she didn’t wish to reveal herself to.

Her only regret was the mask she had to put on to her Bond Sister—concealing her true power as she was taught became bothersome at times.  Allowing Sora access to a fragment of her dream not too long ago was a small gesture to give her sister hope, yet learning that she’d come into contact with her aunt was a duality of emotion—joy and apprehension.

Luckily, it appeared to be within their favor since she wasn’t strong enough to understand the strings of fate when specific figures started to gather around them.

There was one moment where she slipped, allowing a fragment of her strength to be revealed during the fight against the Dragoons—if not, she saw a chance of the red armored woman changing targets and harming her sister.  In return, she’d taken her comrade’s spirit to draw her ire.

Shifting her hips and feet to the right to stare at the frightened Vulpes, she hummed, forcing her mind into a peaceful sleep; Eyia had no patience for these weak creatures that professed to hold power and their lives of hardship if she could even deign to call it that—all of this was to humor her sister and attempt to show Sora how unreliable and savage the Fenris Wolves were.

Lips pulling in, Eyia moved her hand up to her elbow, eyeing the golden string restraining the Vulpes—unnecessary, without a doubt, yet exercising a part of her powers every so often helped to keep her sharp.  Gleipnir … Not even you could restrain the beast forever.

Even if this wasn’t the legendary restraint that held the Terror of the Nine Pillars, Devourer of the Great Effulgence, Slayer of the King God; she was Kispnir, his sister, crafted with the remains of Gleipnir’s materials.  She shone with the same radiance of pure and holy light that constituted her elder brother yet was always looked down upon by the other Primordial Gods.

Eyia’s vision lingered on the bound fox, wishing it was Kari—to have even a chance to change a part of her destiny and rid herself of the devious Fenris Wolf’s existence.  No power could be exercised when entangled by the mythical twine—access to one’s Spirit, Intelligence, and body—everything that comprised a creature was utterly sealed away and used to combat the foe’s own strength.

The more one struggled, the more impossible it would be for them to be undone, which was why the Founders themselves couldn’t help Fenrir—they fought the colossal wolf’s own power at its peak and gathered over eons.

Her jaw tightened upon seeing the rope; shame and abandonment twisted her nose, knowing it had to be for Asgard’s rise from the ashes.  The knowledge didn’t make it painless.

A cursed child, am I?  Foretold to die … No glory.  No struggle.  I am to suffer a fool’s death that ushers in the start of greatness … A greatness I can never be a part of.  To leave as a ghost to my sisters and never be known.  I only wish to protect that which I’ve found.

Eyia was well-versed in Founder Magic after observing her new sister’s growth—she never thought a Founder would offer such treatment to her, yet it was the very fact she wasn’t engrained in the history of her ancestry that she’d fashioned this link between them.

Sora’s connection to Kari was an unusual one.  Although misguided and foolish in many ways, the fact that the Vulpes Founder wore her heart on her sleeve was what drew Eyia in.  Sora was innocent and naive to the point of even befriending a Fenris Wolf.

Sending the rudimentary request for the training space to change, Eyia twisted to glare at the Yellow District forming around them, and she took flight, carrying the spiritually paralyzed woman with her.

Her nose creased, unamused by the showing it had presented.  “How could anyone believe such a pitiful system could ever produce a powerful creature?  Not one Vulpes here could have lasted twenty minutes on the island I was exiled to, and even then, Loral’s hubris would have been her downfall.”

It annoyed her to no end; these things other creatures expressed as challenging or laborious to cope with made Eyia sick to her stomach.  Torture was a mercy to those unfortunate enough to be sent to that island, and anything less than razors and chains against one’s spirit was a paradise.

Jin’s journey with her through various Realms that eventually ended in Miami had been a culture shock for Eyia.  Jin knew her true identity, one that she was sure Sora would accept in a heartbeat, yet it was not her secret to tell.  The dragon only discovered her heritage through observing her conquest of the island.

Eyia’s long, personal journey reflected in her mind while scanning the city below; it was a comical display of harvesting pain and negative emotion.  The denizens of Múspell would have found utterly asinine.

All Eyia knew was the island, an enclosed dimension filled with all manner of hellish dwellers from the Nine-Realms—only one could escape the island’s curse, which was destined to be her, and she accomplished it without once doubting her mission.

Jin hadn’t partaken in the island’s bane, having stumbled upon it was beyond reason in the first place—Eyia had her own suspicions about her friend, of which the Dragon was her first.

The saffron-eyed creature had continued to be a point of curiosity to Eyia through her Island trials and helped to expand her views.  As competition went, Jin offered it in spades when she was not pretending to be weak to amuse herself.

It confused and amused Eyia, seeing the contradictory nature to Jin; she would match those she fought, even going so far as to make herself vulnerable.  One of Eyia’s most significant challenges was confronting Jin as her Dragon Rage state took hold; the thrill as her powers climbed higher and higher, and yet Eyia had to match it while subduing the girl’s expanding strength to not harm her or Sora.

Disgusted by the Vulpes’s crucible attempt, Eyia wiped away the scene, changing their location to the island she’d known the majority of her life.

A small smile lifted her lips upon feeling the unique energies the complex spell Sora’s grandmother had managed to recreate, breathing in the uncontaminated atmosphere of her home Existence.

The true Asgard itself had long since faded from her mind, and no matter where she looked, it was lost in her Intelligence or perhaps blocked.  Most of the Primordials had been placed in an endless cycle of shadowed repetition, or so she was told by her father.

Eyia had been the last birth before the call of Ragnarök … The Primordial Existence was wiped out by the totality of their war that spilled into this Existence.

She figured Sora thought of her as the legends spoken of in their culture, which Jin had hinted at, yet it was far from the case—Eyia was a Primordial, young and underdeveloped, considering the bastion of strength her lineage offered, given the differences between Existences.

Eyia had been taught in many of the ways of their birth Existence before the Great War collapsed their home.  The torrent of that final battlefield, spanning the length of their Existence, had swept them into the Founders’ home and sparked another conflict.

She was a Primordial; a true dweller of Asgard, and unmatched across their former Existence.  All of them came from the same source, from the Elves to the Vanir, and the final conflict ended with their various tribes.

That all changed when they arrived here—they weren’t in their Existence any longer, and the risk of extinction soon became very real.  The Founders were powerful, yet even they had their own weaknesses that could be exploited once the in-fighting was quelled.  Overall, the Founders came out on top, but not without great loss, and to save this Existence from meeting the same fate as their own, a ceasefire was constituted.

Eyia spun around to look at the ocean she looked across for so long, feeling the harsh environment pressing in on her spirit again.  Home…

As a Primordial, her development was severely reduced due to escaping the Founder-Primordial War within the stasis her father placed her in.  The hubris of her seniors in denying Odin’s warning—her father’s recommendations were clear to see once exiting the island; her journey with Sora helped her understand that a little better.

The calamity that shook the very foundation of their own Existence was nothing compared to the one that awaited them here; they destroyed their own Existence and moved to conquer this one to build again.  Their results were plain to see.

How could the Old Ones have been so blind to the Founder’s power—father’s foresight?  If more Founders existed when we arrived, we would have suffered annihilation.  Although I was not allowed in those discussions, given my age.  Perhaps there were circumstances I am unaware of.  Father, I just wanted to walk alongside everyone.  I want to carry on this flame.

Her mind wandered, trying to come to terms with the emotions swirling through her breast.  The snowy mountain peaks, dense fog, and unforgiving, ever-changing landmass made her nostalgic.  Eyia took the unconscious Vulpes on a slow trek as she experienced the place she called home for so long; she could never return, yet here, in a space as powerful as this, she could live it once more.

No one would be able to peer inside, given this magic was strong enough to replicate the Primordial Existence’s energy the island itself was constructed of.

Removing the clothes Sora had fashioned for her, Eyia sent the Vulpes and garments to the cave she’d fashioned herself when only six years old—she arrived at the human equivalent age of four, having been almost killed several times by that point in Asgard.

Her eyes closed, looking up at the weeping sky as a wave of hail suddenly swept across the landmass.  I am a stone, unaffected.  Rain hell down onto me.  Flesh and bone, unaffected.

Vision opening, Eyia lowered her head, listening to the patterning of deadly spiked ice.  The mist was rolling in, making the falling heavens invisible—she felt reborn, standing in a fountain of familiarity—pain dotting every inch of her bare skin.

Father, I want to contribute … You know I desire nothing more than to stand and fight.  You trained me to be a warrior, so why bring me to this point?  Give me so much, for it to be wasted?  I have faith in your foresight.  I must.  And yet … why can’t I shake this shame?

Tears fell down her cheeks, freezing in the chilling atmosphere that bit her nerves and burned her soul; the tide rolled in as the land sank, current pulling her into the surf.

The waters rose above her eyes, and she let it carry her off; she repeated the mantra that sustained her through fire and ice.  I am a stone, unaffected.  Rain hell down onto me.  Flesh and bone, unaffected.

One thing ripped at her very Core that she sought answers to, and it wasn’t the first time she’d been left to discover the truth of fate on her own, yet no other trial hit her like this.  Father, provide me with guidance.  It’s in my blood … My lungs.  It won’t die…

Bubbles hissed through her clenched teeth while colliding against the crushing force of the glaciers and rocks spinning around the changing landmass.  Why must I suffer the companionship of a wolf?!  It hurts … The pain is more than I imagined, Father … And these scars won’t write a song for me to follow.

She couldn’t escape the uncertainty in her heart—doubt—not in her father but in her ability to follow the course; there were questions in her mind, but never had she doubted her father.

The darkness engulfed Eyia as the ocean’s flow carried her to the underside of the island; she tried to believe in her daunting journey—her father was the greatest seer, and this was the one future he saw that would light a path for all Primordials to rise, and here she was, crawling on all fours, begging for answers from a ghost.

By the time a glowing red light illuminated the water she had passed through, no answers had come—she was ejected—thrown against the burning stones of the first pit.  Cuts and gashes lined her burning frame as the molten stones beneath her roasted her back.

She passively looked up at the burning skies; clouds of flames roared across the landscape in beautiful arcs of heatwaves.  I am a stone, unaffected … rain hell down onto me.  Flesh and bone, unaffected…

Jets of steam erupted from the ground, sending shards of burning stone to pelt her ripped figure; not long after, a pillar of rising vapor sent her into the heavens to bathe in the crimson pulses of flames.  I am a stone, unaffected … rain hell down onto me … Flesh and bone, unaffected…

The updraft pulled her in as she weathered the flow to only be struck by a passing column of stone in the rocky river above the atmosphere.  I feel the same … Immune to all this pain … I am a stone, unaffected.  Rain hell down onto me … Flesh and bone, unaffected…

The bruises, burns, and gashes were hollow in her heart; she could last for days, allowing this hellish landscape to carry her along its path—it was how she escaped, in the end.  Only that which could willingly survive the island’s torment could avoid destruction.

Flesh and bone … unaffected.  And when you think this is the end … You will find me there, where I’ve always been.  I am a stone, unaffected … Your fool, I will not be.

Within the hyper condensed timeline, separate from anything within this Existence, Eyia allowed herself to be carried through the crucible; unrelenting mental, physical, and spiritual torture—of course, her father expected her to go through this a second time—her entire being was annihilated and reforged through the island’s methods—brought to life by the First Generation Founder of the Vulpes’s magic.

Her broken and shattered frame twitched, swollen left eye cracking open to see the Island-induced vision of Kari’s smug, back-stabbing face that lingered over her before transforming into the visage of what a true devil looked like … a massive black wolf that lit a passion in Eyia’s chest.

“Give … me strength, Father…”

A lump formed in her throat as in the next instant, the Fenris girl’s expression twisted with concern, and she brushed back her black locks, leaning forward to offer her a hand, urging her to take it.  No!  How you rest your faith in these platitudes … For a lifetime…

It burned in her heart and lungs; she bit her cracked tongue before croaking, “I just … feel the same … Immune to … all this pain … I am a stone …unaffected … Your fool, I will not be!”

Relief filled her breast as strength flooded her soul; renewed, she leaped forward, spear appearing in her hands to strike down the Fenris Wolf—the vision died as the white room appeared around her.  Falling out of the air, Eyia smoothly flipped around to land on her feet.

Eyia screamed with rage, throwing Gungnir at the wall; it hit, penetrating half a foot.  “Why?!  Every time, I cannot finish the vision!  It’s the same!”

Bare chest heaving, Eyia fell to her knees, feeling the exhaustion of enduring the island’s torments again.  “What am I missing?”

She sat on the ground, working through the explosion of emotion eating at her Core.  “The waters rise above my eyes … I will breathe it in and go out with the tide … And when you think this is the end … You will find me there where I have always been.  What do you mean, Father?!”

Cursing her lack of understanding, Eyia composed herself, feeling the area’s magic dissipating—it seemed not even the lingering spell of the Vulpes First Generation Founder could sustain the non-native Existence for long.

She withdrew Gungnir and Kispnir from around the unconscious Vulpes’s body, leaving her to rest on the ground beside her clothes; she felt the shifting future of someone coming and moved to dress—the High One’s pendant returned to her neck, reminding her of her destiny which filled her lungs with fire again.

Eyia managed to suppress the heat by the time Sora arrived with Mofupsi; as was expected, she’d won, yet she did not expect this new transformation from her sister.  She didn’t have the chance to inquire further.

The white flaming figure of Sora hissed, rubbing the back of her neck.  “Hey, Eyia!  We were just chilling, and then the Training Room just went crazy … I think something’s happened to the City Crystal … It’s breaking down!”

A new sense of guilt moved Eyia within Eyia’s Core.  I should have expected it … Another mistake due to my doubt.

Vision setting, Eyia nodded.  “What must we do, Sister?  I will offer whatever aid I am able!”
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                Sora’s gut tightened as Mofupsi teleported Eyia, Kari, and her to the Council Chamber; Bethel, the Orange Seat, stood nearby with the other five Vulpes leadership, including those that were stripped of their powers.

An odd shiver ran down Sora’s spine that transferred to her inner ring; an unfamiliar source of creation was radiating through her.  Who is that … Nephesh?!

It was a different signature than what she sensed as a Vulpes Founder but the connection soon linked from her developing spiritual awareness—Nephesh’s energy had somehow found a foothold in one of the most potent and well-guarded artifacts in the Vulpes Realm.

The massive bubble of pure, colorless magic hovering above the platform’s center was cracked, and dozens of black swirling masses of liquid floated within, splitting to form more as they watched.

Phebe, Hallaway, Tola, Ella, Bethel, and Mofupsi stood in stunned silence as they processed the information; Sora’s new servant had only just noticed the change with the rest of the council when her hairpin began to fracture—they were losing all authoritative control, which meant all the benefits they shared, including their longevity, would soon disappear.

In disbelief, Sora’s gaze followed the fourth ring surrounding the ball as it fell to the white, liquid-like table’s surface to join the others.  The sharp clatter it made caused the Vulpes to wince—her grandmother’s pure Vulpes Magic was being corrupted.

“What is happening?”  Ella muttered, struggling to get the words out as her long violet tails stiffened while looking at the cracked City Core.  “The Core is our link to … to everything.”

Tola’s blue irises shot to Niomie in a heartbeat.  “You!  Are you so envious and bitter that you’d damn us all if you cannot be in control?!”

Another globe circling the sphere dimmed and fell to the table, shattering into black shards—Sora could feel the twisting nature of Nephesh’s manipulations, and they utterly confused her—he was injecting some foreign energy into the matrix.

“I did no such thing!”  Niomie hissed, arms folded crossly under her bosom.  “No, this is what I warned you of!  Also … What has happened to Sora?  No, this is not the time!”

Bethel’s orange irises darted to Phebe and Hallaway; both the green and red-furred Vulpes were ashen-faced while witnessing the beginnings of their deaths.  “Warned us?  Of what, Loral … Sora?  Whatever is happening to the City Core, it’s unlike anything I’ve ever sensed.”

The others glanced her way, noticing her shocking transformation, yet seemed to realize it wasn’t the time.

Phebe’s voice held panic, trembling fingers pressing her claws against the table.  “What should we do?  Niomie, what should we do—I don’t want to die!”

Hallaway’s vision fell to the table as she slumped into her chair.  “Do we really deserve to live, Phebe?  Perhaps this is justice.”

“For the entire Realm?”  Tola growled.  “Again with the selfishness!”

Niomie rolled her eyes.  “Get off your high seat, Tola; you are as much to blame as everyone else.”

A bright blue aura illuminated Tola’s body as she glared at the indigo-furred Vulpes.  “Me?”

“Who else?”  Niomie chided.  “What did I tell you all?”  she asked, directing an accusatory leer around the council.  “Trusting Loral was a mistake—none of this would have happened had not you listened to her sweet words—look!”

The woman held up her wrist, showing the cracking indigo gem and dimming metal.  “Are you happy about these results, Sora?  You’ve doomed us all, and it was me you scoffed at!”

Only passively listening to their bickering and panic, Sora’s lips pulled in—there was a tenseness in her breast, but it wasn’t from this event.  She wasn’t concerned about the confused and nervous looks the other Council Members gave them; no, Eyia drew her focus, and Kari seemed to notice it, too.

The Valkyrie’s determined and lax posture had tightened, eyes growing in shock as air caught in her throat—vision bugging out, she shook her head.  “No … No, Sister, I did not mean … This was not my intent…”  she whispered.

“Eyia?”  Sora asked as the girl took a step back, and a lump dropped down her throat; uncharacteristic of the stalwart and confident warrior she knew, Eyia’s hands pressed against her breast in trepidation.  “Eh … what’s going on?”

Her actions had drawn the gaze of the others, but it was the arrival of Loral that stole the stage.  “How … naive I was.”

The indigo-furred Vulpes appeared atop the table to stare up at the globe before turning to Eyia.  “To think we would have a mole buried so deep?”

Eyia’s blonde braid shook as everyone centered on her.  “No … Sister, I did not…”

Kari snorted, causing Eyia’s shaky eyes to slowly move to the girl.  “Really … Is that how we’re playing it?”

“What’s going on, Eyia?”  Sora softly asked, brushing back her flaming white locks to rub her neck.  “What didn’t you mean to do?”

“Hold up,” Kari snarled, turning her cold amber eyes from Eyia to Loral.  “C’mon, Sora.  Eyia, making a move against you?  Ha!  Yeah, she hates my guts, but she’s not going to turn on you now after putting up with me for this long … What are you trying to play, Loral?”

Sora’s eyebrow creased, but a smile brightened her lips, and she hopped over to throw an arm around Eyia’s tight back.  “You’re totally right!  What are you on about?”

Eyia seemed to lose all thought while staring at Kari; Sora wanted to laugh at the expression of shock on the girl’s face.  Nice, Kari!  Defending Eyia when she thinks you’d jump the moment you smelled weakness is big!

Mofupsi relaxed; Sora knew she’d already accepted death long ago and if this was her time, then so be it.  “In the end, it matters little to me.  I have a new master, and I will follow my orders, which I have not received.”

“A wha…”  Niomie’s question was cut off by Loral’s darkening tone.

“Believe what you will, Sora, but all I see are untold years that were wasted because of your friend’s actions.”

“What?”  Kari shot back.  “We went to battle it out.  Did she win?”

Mofupsi folded her hands in front of her, regaining complete serenity.  “There was a time their combat was set to private where I could not see, and the fight I had with Sora did draw my full focus after a time—in the end, what I saw was Eyia standing and Milika unconscious.  Therefore, I conclude she won.”

“Private?”  Phebe muttered, shifting to stare at Niomie.  “Is there such a place that would prevent us from observing as the overseers?”

Niomie hummed, happy to be in the limelight again.  “Indeed … You spoke of a new master, Mofupsi?”

“Shut up,” Loral stated, and the sudden heat in her voice left all the Vulpes silent.  Her vision returned to Eyia, still processing the fact Kari came to her defense.  “Will you tell them what you did, or should I?  Time is of little value as it stands, in any case, at this point.”

“Stop!”  Sora snapped, rising into the air to level a hard stare at the Vulpes, including Loral; not one woman shifted their gaze as her flaming aura encircled her frame.  “All I hear is people panicking and throwing around accusations.  Let’s calm down, and talk about what is happening.”

The rising annoyance in Sora’s chest melted when catching Eyia’s deep blue eyes slowly fell to the floor; all confidence was lost.  Sora’s bewildered heart went out to her friend as she radiated a feeling of failure.  “I … am to blame, Sister.  My selfish actions have caused this crisis.”

Kari’s puffy black tail swished to the left, making her skirt flutter.  “Okay?”

Eyia shivered, looking up at the City Core.  “I … requested the Training Room to replicate the island I grew up on … which it did.”

Sora’s mind snapped back to Mofupsi’s explanation and the showcase of the thing every Vulpes in her district wished to get to—a semblance of freedom.  “The one I went to in your dream?”

Loral stepped in, a harsh tone drawing everyone’s eye.  “It is not so simple, Sora.  What these inexperienced Vulpes failed to notice was that the amount of power needed to perform the task she put into motion was unlike anything I’ve ever witnessed, and given my preoccupation, preparing the Realm Core for the next phase, I couldn’t curb the flow soon enough.”

The woman’s jaw tightened while glaring at Eyia, making the Valkyrie’s hands press tighter into her breast.  “Defenses depleted, Nephesh was allowed unprecedented access to sink his claws into the very thing that could lead him to the Realm Core—which would have been fine—there are protocols in place to stop such interactions, yet whatever force that girl next to you had the City Core create … I cannot even begin to describe it.”

Sora hummed, feeling panic in Eyia that she’d never sensed before—it was like everything the girl stood for was collapsing around her, and in the blink of an eye.  Time was running out, and she knew it, but everything could wait for this.

Turning to face her, Sora put both hands on her shoulders, giving her a testing smile.  “Eyia, did you conspire with Nephesh to cause this great calamity?”

Eyia’s hurting sapphire irises teared up a little while rising to hers, yet before she could respond, Sora answered for her.  “Of course not!  You’re my friend, and all you wanted was to see your island.  How could you have known this would happen?”

“No … Sister, I should have been more vigilant … I should have been stronger…”  The Valkyrie’s voice cracked as she pulled away and shook her head.  “No … No, how can I even call you Sister after showing such wanton disregard during our quest to revive your family…”

Sora tilted her head, three tails flicking to the side as she shook her head.  “Are you kidding me, Eyia?  Geez, chill!  We all make mistakes; yes, even you!”

Jumping forward, she hugged her friend again; something new came to her attention when connecting to Eyia—she had a very similar aroma to the force Nephesh was manipulating.  “Now, I don’t want to hear anymore blame throwing!  We need solutions.”

Isn’t this a mystery?  Eyia creates her island, which I went to in a dream, and by the smell … It’s like everything around us is water, and she’s oil.  Why didn’t I see this before?  She’s so … different from everything, but maybe it’s my dad’s unique ability.

Loral released a low, frustrated sigh while running a hand through her hair.  “Sora … I am the most experienced person here—I can no longer sense your Aunt’s Intelligent Construct within you, nor Kari’s mother within her.”

Alva’s gone?  Sora sucked on her inner cheeks.  She didn’t say anything about her mother vanishing, and that’s a super big deal … I’ll need to ask her about that.

Gesturing to the Core, Loral lifted an eyebrow.  “I am not familiar with this incredibly potent source that Nephesh has been able to grasp in a manner—I couldn’t even hope to comprehend.  It converts the magical threads that bind the City Core to the Realm Core, including the defensive weaves meant to stop it.

“If your grandmother’s magic is not versed enough in countering this power—weaves of magic so unfathomably beyond what I could ever comprehend—what can possibly be done?!  Do you see why I say we have no option?  None.”

A small smile lifted Kari’s amber eyes; she’d only been focused on Eyia and her.“You’re not panicking?  So, I assume you have a plan.  What’s up?”

Sora floated back and crossed her legs while sitting in the air to stare at the corrupting City Core.  It would be nice to have a starting place … It looks good … like a rare piece of meat.

Her tails shifted the opposite way, examining the expanding force currently isolated in the cracking bubble.  “Ever since I opened up my father’s side, I’ve had this feeling.  Hmm … Eyia, can you tell me your opinion on this energy Nephesh is using?”

Closing her eyes, Eyia trembled a little and shook her head.  “Everything—Everything—is falling apart … All because of my weakness.  I am sorry, Sora … On my Father’s honor … I wish I could tell you—I … can’t,” she cried, drawing blood from her lip.

Man, something really isn’t right with her … She needs some attention after this.

“Hey … Eyia,” Sora paused for a second and hovered over to embrace her again, keeping her flaming aura in check, “if you’re not going to call me sister anymore because of something stupid like this, then I’ll start doing it now!”

A strong quake ran down Eyia’s frame as Sora brushed back her tears and lifted her chin.  “Sister, if you can’t tell me, then you can’t tell me … That’s okay—even sisters have their secrets—Kari certainly has her’s,” she snickered, glancing back at the wolf.

“Like what?”  Kari challenged.  “Give me one example of anything you think I’m hiding—you can’t!”

Oh, I like this new Kari!  She’s becoming so strong!  I’m actually changing a lot, too … I feel so much better.

Niomie hissed, watching several more fractures appear in her bracelet’s gem; it was reflected in the other council members’ items.  “Why are we listening to this nonsense when the seven of us are dying?!  What must I do for anyone here to have a brain?!”

“Have one in the first place,” Kari returned.

Sora shook her head, chuckling a bit; although, everyone but Mofupsi appeared to be on the fake Loral’s side for once, including Tola.

The blue-furred Vulpes cleared her throat, hands twisting against her stomach.  “Sora, do you have a plan?”

Mofupsi’s stomach shook with laughter.  “I see!  Is that what you are planning to do, Master?  Are you sure you are skilled enough?”

“Huh … Who can say?”  Sora put her hands on her hip, releasing a stream of hot air before winking at Eyia and turning a confident grin around to face them all.  “It’s just lucky for you … I actually find this energy somewhat appealing.”

“Meaning?”  Loral slowly asked.  “We have only three minutes before it makes it to the Realm Core.”

Rising into the air, Sora’s white flaming cloak radiated around her body, and she held up her hand, extending one of her copy chakrams.  “More than enough time—you see, I know this thing within the City Core is actually not a part of this world—or something like that,” she shrugged.

Eyia’s body locked up in surprise.  “Sora … What is this consuming force you are generating?”

“My father’s side,” she casually replied, shooting her chakram into the globe.

Sora tuned out the others; she’d mostly been doing it already, considering the other Vulpes were more or less freaking out about their mortality.

I can just make them immortal after figuring out a way forward … Still, what’s going on with Eyia?  Why is she so attached to an island that was basically a living Hell?  No, focus, focus!  I’m going to need everything I’ve got for this…

She was connected to her ring, and the space inside the sphere was immense; in fact, she couldn’t follow anything but a small portion.  It wasn’t a universe inside but something far more significant, holding more secrets than she could count.

It only took her seconds to locate the corruption, and it took notice—she grinned as it flipped around in a panic; she was a threat that Nephesh recognized.

Sora took a deep breath and expanded her second chakram from around her wrist and the third resting on her left ankle; three copies were her current max.  She sent the blazing rings in to pursue the unwelcomed energy, yet in the next moment, they were destroyed.

Eyes opening, Sora hovered closer; the others were talking, but she was too focused on the battle ahead of her.  It stopped its advance to deal with me … I’m a threat that can be neutralized in an instant?  No, there’s something I’m missing.

It was like a puzzle scattered across her mind as she tried to connect the dots and find the answer she knew was within reach; even if she was no match for the flood of pure alien power sweeping through the City Core’s nexus, it halted everything to deal with her chakram.

I’m nobody.  I couldn’t even get a taste of it with how overwhelmed I was by its crushing tide … Why do you fear me, Nephesh?  I’m not even in the same dimension as you yet … Ah, I’m still somewhat compatible with Vulpes Founder Magic, which means…

Sora’s dancing, flame-like hair fanned out as her actual chakram body vanished, expanding out of embers in front of her outstretched fingers to her full size—she rivaled a king-sized bed.

Loral shrank away with the others, yet Kari kept to her cross-armed, lax posture while studying her.

“What … are you doing?”  Niomie screamed.  “Y-You’re destroying the Tower!”

Eyia’s wet eyes grew.  “Sis—Sora … When did you obtain this power?”

Sora’s tails playfully flicked to the left as she shifted her hips to grin at her two friends.  “How about we all share stories once this is done—but first, I need to make sure my aunts and grandma come back, and it’s something only I can do!  You gonna be my cheerleaders?”

Kari snorted, rolling her eyes.  “You gave me a skirt, but don’t expect me to throw up some pom-poms … Good luck!”  she smirked, giving her a thumbs up.  “I’ll be here to tell you you’re a badass when you get back—if you get back.”

“See!”  Sora pointed her free hand at the snickering Fenris Wolf.  “You totally have some things you’re hiding from me with that kind of attitude!  I’m gonna get the details, Sister!”

Eyia’s eyes were spinning.  “Sister … A Fenris Wolf … Am I…”

“My Sister, yup,” Sora instantly replied.  “You and Kari are both my sisters, so I pray to my mom you two can get along!  Gah, my troublesome sisters,” Sora laughed, feeling better than she had in years; she always wanted sisters.  “Now, I’m going in!”

Time slowed as Sora released her physical form, and it collapsed into Null-Void to circle her illuminating chakram; she wasn’t just her father, and Nephesh sensed it—she had another option.  In fact, if she was right, there was no reason to be scared of going against a 3rd Generation Tanuki Founder in a Realm entirely comprised of 1st Generation Vulpes Founder magic—she was invincible.

Consuming the very air and ethereal forces permeating Existence around her, Sora fed upon her grandmother’s energy, leaving a trail of nothingness in her wake as she launched toward the sphere.

The rhythm she generated released a sound that not even her grandmother’s magic could correctly translate as she spoke; no one could understand her.  “I hope I don’t get fat!”

Entering the cracked bubble, Sora instantly felt a wealth of unimaginable power coursing through every fiber of her metallic body—she was growing, running from Nephesh as he turned his whole attention to her—it was a race, who could consume who.

Unfortunately for the Tanuki, she was naturally attuned to the forces within this Realm; Sora pulled the transdimensional weaves into her chakram like a black hole, generating a rotational vacuum that even affected Nephesh’s pathing, and the more she converted, the greater she was protected from this alternate source of energy.

He was forced to try and contend with the dense grouping of Founder Magic being broken apart into its raw state, which was like a person trying to ride the thermal wave of a supernova—she could collect it around herself in an offensive bubble to smash through anything he sent her way within the magical sphere, and it was only growing.

Sora didn’t understand the laws of Existence—not even a little; all she knew was that she was splitting everything apart, pulling it into a tighter and tighter ball around herself.  Eventually, she’d need to release all that energy because she certainly couldn’t absorb even the tiniest fraction of it, given her weight class, yet that was perfectly fine because she had a target.

Dimension after dimension within the City Core, Sora bypassed time and space by being in the epicenter of something so grand she couldn’t hope to understand what she was actually doing; there would be a very drastic reckoning when she completed her task, yet it was the only way.

She wasn’t a surgical needle—she was a literal quasar that could be seen as the judgment hand of her grandmother’s fury.

Sora reformed everything within the City Core, wrapping herself in the most extensive cloak of Null-Void she could handle, given the infinitesimal amount her limited form could absorb to block any possible chance of Nephesh zeroing in on her exact location.

When this was over, there wouldn’t be a City Core for Nephesh to use as a bridge because she was converting all of it into the most oversized molotov cocktail she could harness, and the Tanuki provided her with the perfect runway.

Blast after blast, Nephesh funneled every ounce of the power Eyia’s island creation had given him, fashioning it into a spear as a last-ditch effort to penetrate the nexus of raw Vulpes Founder magic; it pushed through the hyper-dense nebula, missing her by what she considered miles.

“Not even close!”  Sora laughed at the pitiful attempt; he couldn’t sense her in Null-Void—she doubted he even knew what it was.

Victory soared through every tiny rotational spin the micro rings that comprised her chakram made.  She raced down the spatial rip Nephesh dug to the center point—exiting whatever dimensional gateway the Tanuki made to fracture space.

Sora appeared inside the sea of Vulpes spirits used to keep the Founders caged, precisely over the point of the mountain of negative emotion.

“Game over!”

Still the size of a king-sized bed, wrapped in the purest form of Vulpes energy, the super dense field of negative emotion melted before Sora as she burrowed through the black crag that had taken over seven hundred thousand years to craft, and what was even more surprising was the moment she struck the bottom, passing into the layer below.

In that instant, the infinite mass she’d generated was stripped to nothingness, and she sat bare, trapped in place by a fathomless depth of chaos—her aunt by her side.

Retaking her human form, Sora’s eyes widened upon seeing the flowing white tails beside her.  “A-Aunt Inari?”

Her aunt was radiating a divine force that would have put the fear of God in anything standing against them.  “You did well, Sora … Until the City Core was broken, I couldn’t enter; your mother is watching and is so proud.”

“M-My mom?”  Sora whispered, feeling suddenly dizzy and exhausted.  “I … What now?”

“Now…”  Inari turned, holding out her hand.

The enigma she’d struck in front of her took shape as Inari filled her with an enabling power to see—it felt like she was being pulled through a tiny tube the length of a universe, stretched to atoms, and with no concept of time, Nephesh’s smiling face appeared before them.

His tone was no different than when she’d heard it from Niomie’s memories as the male Tanuki waved his hand in a dismissive gesture; Nephesh’s buttery tone had a hint of sarcasm in it as he addressed them.  “An … unusual niece you have, Inari.  Heh, much seems to have changed since I’ve been preparing for my father’s return—I’m afraid you’re too late.”

Inari returned the smirk, the atmosphere around them humming with power as designs flowed off her aunt’s tails.  “On the contrary, Nephesh, things are progressing just as Mia and I planned.”

Nephesh laughed, pointing at the ceiling.  “Including Sköll breaking into the Realm?  How long do you think your mother’s failing protections will keep this city safe because he does not seem to be playing around.”

Sora’s mind froze at the news.  “Sköll … Aunt Inari!  What about Kari?!”

“Mmh, is that his objective?”  Nephesh mused.  “Oh, how Fenrir would cry at the state of his family—I’m happy I missed this little development.  It’s sad, really.”

“The talker, as always,” Inari sighed, her tone softening.  “Kari will be fine, Sora … I’ve tried to correct the mistakes in my initial plans since my construct returned.”

Nephesh’s vision narrowed.  “Mundilfari?  Hmm … A dangerous game you’re playing, Inari.  What of Gloria?”

“Oh?”  Inari smirked, head tilting a little as Sora tried to follow the conversation.  “Is he here?  Well, considering his daughter was eaten by Sköll, it does make for a rather interesting meeting … Of course, heh, I’d never reveal such information to a Primordial.  Although … ugh, Hati … On the bright side, Gloria’s less likely to intervene if it looks to be in Founder favor.”

Her aunt’s vision narrowed upon looking into the sky.  “Always the unexpected … Now it looks like a trap.  In any case, if he dies, it is of no concern to me; he served his purpose.”

Sora was having a challenging time following as three fevered forces collided above—she wasn’t sure how the planet would handle the raw energy flowing even to this shielded area, yet what she did recognize was one of the forces—the same one that showed up when they were captured by the human monster hunters.

Nephesh was all smiles.  “As cold and calculating as ever … It was that kind of ruthless planning that killed my father, but now … He’s going to return, and there will be a reckoning!”

“He-he-he,” Inari snapped her fingers, creating two spheres of light spiritual life force around her.  “I’m here for a purpose, Nephesh … Yes, you’ll get your father back … And I, my sisters and mother.”

The man’s long puffy tail swayed to the side, wrapping around his front.  “Really?  That’s cute, Inari, but aren’t you too old for fables?  No, heh, by all means, you’re welcome to try, but … I am sure—positive, in fact, without a shadow of a doubt—you are vastly overestimating your abilities here!”

He shook his head and doubled over, continuing to laugh.  “No, my dear, the requirements needed for this kind of revival … I’ve worked my entire life for this, you inadequate, sterile whore of an animal—much like you, in destroying my family.  Funny, really.  You brought death to mine, and yet your family will be used to bring them back!”

“My thoughts exactly,” Inari mused, tails flicking with agitation.  “Poetic, as much as it makes me want to vomit just speaking to you.  We work our own angles, seeing as fighting here is not conducive to either of our goals … Who will finish first?”

A lump dropped down Sora’s throat; at this point, she was thoroughly out of her league and an observer.  Please, Aunt Inari, Mom … I’ve done everything I can!  Please, bring our family together!  Give me and my daughter a family!
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                Nephesh’s sinister smirk faded into mist as the figure vanished before Sora’s eyes, departing with an amused chuckle.  “I look forward to your horror and despair upon seeing the results, Inari—drown in your ignorance and hubris.”

Sora gripped her left elbow, gut tightening while scanning the mass of darkness surrounding her; there wasn’t a chance she could find him in the chaotic metaphysical nightmare disrupting her faculties.  “Well, isn’t he nice—wait, what about Kari?”

Her aunt’s leering countenance soon softened, eyes turning somber as the aged, wary woman came to the surface.  “Charming, indeed … She will be protected.  The Realm has quarantined the Fenris Brothers and their opponent in a locked space as part of its secondary safety measures.”

Inari’s guarded, illuminated orange irises put a shiver through Sora’s frame.  “Sora, as to what is to come, I cannot tell you exactly how this will play out, given the scope.  How do you feel?”

Reassured of Kari’s safety, Sora’s mind withdrew.  She knows exactly how I feel, which means she’s asking for my sake, huh?

Reaching back to pull around her thick, flaming white locks, Sora sucked in a long breath before streaming it out.  She traced the inner circle of the chakram keeping her ponytail in place, searching her emotions.  “How do I feel?  Hmm … It’s complicated, I guess—uncomfortable with all this stuff so close,” she muttered, eyes darting to the imperceivable force beside them—it was almost like an entity unto itself.

“Not exactly what I was asking.”  Her aunt’s lips curved ever so slightly as her gaze wandered over her figure and makeshift red dress; Sora knew she was trying to break the ice and tense atmosphere, which she could appreciate.  “My, my, my, Sora … I see you’ve filled out.”

“Not what you were asking, huh?”  Sora spread out her arms, glancing down and twisting her hips in the air.  “Heh, yeah, well, I was cute before but really a toothpick … Mmh, although…”

Her silvery irises rose to study her aunt’s side; Inari’s hands were hidden behind her back, and the two floating spiritual spheres continued to circle around her, pulling her attention.  “To be honest, I’ve never felt better … freer, I suppose.  I always had this hesitation before you awoke my father’s side, but it all feels so … pointless.  If I want something, I need to go after it.”

Inari’s nine tails lowered to her side, wrapping around her front to curve back into the air.  “In short, your father’s race is far more reckless than Vulpes, which isn’t terrible, and it isn’t as if your Vulpes side has vanished, nor the human parts you developed over your sixteen years on Earth.  You are a mix of the three that gives a blended perspective and motivation.”

Her fingers unclasped to stroke her white tails, following the curve, and Sora got the distinct impression her aunt was nervous—the question was whether it was to elicit a specific response or not—Inari’s games made Sora smile.

The shift in focus helped to ease the resonating twitches running down Sora’s chakram; the nightmarish force of her grandmother’s creation frightened her in a way she couldn’t explain as a Vulpes—it was toxic in a way that made her edges dull—she wanted to run away.

Crossing her legs in the empty space, Sora folded her hands in her lap and guided her three flaming tails around.  “What is it you really wish to know, Aunt Inari, and how much time do we actually have?”

Her aunt’s chest rose and fell in a tense manner before nodding and closing her eyes.  “Mmh, not enough, yet more than is required.”

Vision opening, Inari mirrored Sora’s posture, serene cadence returning.  “Rather than what you are thinking, Sora, I’d like for you to describe what you feel about your future—how you feel about yourself as opposed to how you feel in general.”

“Feelings,” Sora whispered, focus falling to her lap and perfect fingernails.  “I’ll need to think about that.”

The rhythm of her own Vulpes natural aura began to bloom as her aunt enhanced the soothing waves; it acted as a shield for both of them, yet Sora herself didn’t have the faintest idea how to manipulate it in her current state.

“Take your time, dear,” Inari patiently replied.

Sora rubbed her left thumb against her right, pressing her fingernail against her skin and gently sliding it back and forth.  She’s creating a safe place using my own energy—so it really isn’t gone but just out of my reach as I am.

The tightness in her breast eased, and she smiled at her aunt.  “How do I feel about my future?  It’s no different than the way you’re making me feel now … gratified.”

Sora’s gaze moved to the swirling, chilling discord beside them.  “I can’t fathom what this is—in fact, I want to run away from it, but overall … I think things will work out.”

A shiver ran down Inari’s body, goosebumps showing for a moment on her lower arms.  “What a relief…”

Sora’s brow furrowed, head tilting to the left as her aunt pressed a hand against her chest and sighed.  “Does … this have something to do with how I changed?”

Inari nodded, giving her a pleasant smile.  “In part … What of your mother?”

Confused at the questions, Sora hummed.  “My mom … I don’t know why,” she whispered, focusing on the light shining through the hole she’d made in the shell above them, “but I’ve forgiven her … Can you tell me why?”

Her aunt’s joy rose with every exchange they made.  “Unfortunately, I cannot, Sora.  You will understand in time, but it is not something told—it is experienced.”

Sora nodded.  “Mmh, yeah, okay, I can get that.”

Inari crossed her legs the opposite way.  “What I can tell you is when you were unlocking your father’s side, you ascended to higher dimensions—beyond your mother and I … into the realm of your grandmother.  I cannot tell you what happened there, yet I suspect Nilly and Gloria had a hand in greeting you.”

Surprisingly, the words rang true in Sora’s rings.  She reached back to stroke the inner edge, lips lifting slightly in curiosity.  “I … get the feeling I kind of like Nilly … I’m a little sad, too … like I want to protect her.”

“Protect … Nilly?”  Inari repeated, seemingly trying to wrap her head around the statement.  “I do find such an emotion puzzling, considering what I know of the cat.  In any case, we should move on at this point.”

Sora turned to the darkness around them.  “What about Nephesh—is he watching us?”

Her aunt’s smirk returned while studying a particular empty space.  “He is occupied in a very complex ritual that is requiring his full attention—although he has set up traps in case I try to interfere—we have split our space to allow each other to work in peace.”

Inari’s ivory eyebrows lowered.  “Truth be told, there are some complications I am sure that will arise, given the limited time I was given to prepare such a powerful weave of magic.  However, if you are confident in progressing forward, it is all I need to have faith in what I must do … You give me courage, Sora.  Thank you.”

Sora giggled, causing her tails to twist and press against her lap.  “You're welcome.  I feel happy to finally be of use to you after everything you’ve done for me, Aunt Inari.  If you want to know what is in my Core … I’m certain I have a purpose in life, and I can fulfill it … I have a family to protect and grow with.”

A tear came to Inari’s eyes that she let fall.  “Grow we shall—you have gone through yet another change, my darling little niece, but it will only prove to strengthen your independence and personal bonds.  It will be confusing to navigate this new road, I’m sure.”

A soft smile moved Sora’s eyes.  “I’m not alone, Aunt Inari.  Even if I’m confused and learning about my new powers, I can always count on you to have our family’s best interests in mind.”

“You do not know what that means to me…”  Clearing her throat, Inari used her sleeve to dab at her wet cheeks and eyes.  “It’s time to begin.”

Sora’s inner peace hit a speed bump as Loral teleported in beside them, Fen and Jian behind her.

“Lady Inari,” Loral bowed her head, Fen and Jian doing the same, but Sora didn’t miss the raven-haired girl’s nervous gaze momentarily fixate on her three tails and changed appearance.  “I have done everything I believe that was necessary … Although, I did not expect for you to make a direct appearance.  We are sure to succeed!”

Unable to restrain herself, Sora’s sheathed emotions pulled out a dagger.  “What are they doing here?”  she asked, glaring at Fen and Jian.  “Fen is only trouble.”

Fen flinched.  “I-I can change,” she whispered, twin tails pressing against her left leg.  “We’ve been helping.”

Jian cleared his deep voice.  “Fen, it’s best not to talk.”

“I’m just saying,” she mumbled, shoulders trembling a bit; she couldn’t even look at Inari or her, which Sora took as her trying to be docile.  “I know I caused some trouble for you—I just don’t get why I was thrown away…”

A sharp pulse from her chakram sent a wave of furious disruptive Null-Void energy at her contrasting tone and words.  “Some trouble?  You tried to emotionally scar me by having people kill themselves in my name—you’re disgusting.”

Judging by Jian’s tightening lips and regretful expression, she figured he, being the smarter one, had tried to talk her out of it—tragically, Fen had some unspoken hold over him through some kind of seal.

Loral didn’t appear to be that surprised by the information as her emotionless eyes shifted to Sora.  “I don’t care what she did before; she was the only one available that could aid me in preparing the way for your family’s resurrection.”

“Mhm!”  Fen softly replied, nodding her head up and down while still avoiding eye contact.  “I was just mad—I’m a Vulpes, too … a Húli Jīng; it’s in my nature!  I—I try…”

“Fen…”  Jian groaned, reaching over to put a hand on her head to silence her.

Her aunt took everyone’s attention.  “What Fen did was atrocious, Sora, and to blame it purely on your nature and shirking all responsibility is a part of the reason I rejected you.”

The two-tailed Vulpes’s muscles locked up, ears lying flat against her head.

“That being said,” Inari sighed, “Fen enacted a task Loral required that no one else was suited for, and we have been given this time for that very reason … To make a long story short, I will reward you for your actions Fen … However, there must also be consequences for your previous actions—responsibility must be taken for progress to be made.”

Fen’s hopeful eyes lifted only to become vacant, imagining what Inari meant by that statement.

Loral tucked in her bottom lip, focusing on the 2nd Generation Founder.  “Lady Inari, is there anything I have missed?  Should we not start immediately?”

Her aunt’s orange irises didn’t move from Sora.  “At this time, we need a few ingredients to complete this revival, which is why I’ve gathered every scrap of lingering spiritual force I could of your aunts.  I will not lie to you, my niece … You will not like what we must do to accomplish our dream.”

Steeling herself, Sora took a long breath and nodded.  “I haven’t liked a lot of things I’ve had to do—things I’ve had to look past and allow.  What else must I sacrifice?”

Inari lifted her left and snapped her fingers—visual mirages of Mary, Ashley, Nathan, Aiden, Jin, Eyia, Wendy, Emilia, and Kari materialized around her.  “It is less about sacrifice this time and more about understanding the risks involved.”

Lips pulling in, Sora unfolded her legs and changed positions midair to stand and turn herself to look at each of their smiling faces—Aiden and Kari did have a nice smile when unburdened by the weight of their past.  “What does this have to do with my friends?”

“I … am also lost as to why they are necessary,” Loral muttered, shifting her focus to the white-haired Vulpes Founder.  “Lady Inari, is not the nightmare and unique energy inside that consists of your sisters and mother enough?”

Inari crossed her arms under her bust.  “It is not … The reason Nephesh was so confident in our failure is that the nature of my mother’s nightmare—while it hosts transcendent power, it is nefarious by design.”

Drawing their focus to the chaos, Inari’s vision narrowed.  “Much like cooking with dangerous ingredients to create a captivating and unique dish to sample, a ritual of this composition would lead to horrific, twisted abominations of my sisters and mother that would be everything my mother feared—cold, hateful, and set on the destruction of one another—a possible outcome of a life without Primordial influence to center our negative emotions on.”

Sora and Loral’s faces drained of color; Fen hugged herself in terror at the prospect of 2nd Generation Founders just as temperamental and foul-natured as herself, perhaps worse.

A quake ran down the former council member’s frame.  “I … would have brought about the Realm’s destruction by my own hands?”

 “That won’t happen, though.  Right?”  Sora urgently asked.  “I don’t feel like that will happen—I don’t want that to happen!”

Inari slowly shook her head.  “If there is corruption, then there needs to be a counterbalance.  Do not doubt the strength of the bonds forged by those close to you … You are not alone, as you said.  It is not just me, but your mother’s own ties to our sisters and matriarch.

“The danger comes from the level of magic and the path that my sister’s residual spiritual energy must take.  They will pass through the metaphysical bond representing the bond that all of us share across our lives—human bonds are potent because of their short lives, which grants an urgency and strength many other creatures do not share.”

Sora could see the path of where this was heading.  “If anything messes up while they’re traveling through those bonds … what happens?”

Loral’s tails quivered a bit.  “They’d be cut—memories, emotions, even spiritual ties you’ve built will become void—even Lady Inari and your mother would not be spared the repercussions—is that what you are suggesting?”

Inari solemnly nodded.  “Every one of us is in danger during this ritual—except my niece.”

“Why not me?”  Sora asked, fingers tightening into fists at her side.

“Because you are not entirely a spiritual entity anymore.  Everything in Existence is comprised of a spiritual substance of some kind … Your father’s side may have utilized an artificial spirit, yet his unknown source of being is coating every aspect of your Vulpes spiritual fibers while seeking to bond.  I cannot be certain but am fairly confident you would receive no harm.”

Sora’s silver eyes settled on Wendy, her oldest friend—still a human.  “I can’t force them to go through it without warning them of the risks … Wait, is this what you asked of Mary, Ashley, and Nathan when we unlocked their Cores?”

Inari nodded.  “They promptly agreed without hesitation before I locked that portion of their memories away so as to not influence your path to this point.”  She smiled at the three images of the humans.  “They’re good people.”

Vision falling to the darkness below, Sora hummed.  “They might have accepted it, but the others haven’t … Can you bring them here so they can answer for themselves?”

Inari waved her hand, causing the mirages to vanish.  “Sora … some of these people will be leaving you soon; their paths are going in a splintered direction—not all, but as you can likely guess, Mary, Nathan, and Ashely.  Fen and Jian will be going down their own paths, as well.”

Happy Kari and Wendy weren’t named in the departing parties, Sora glanced between the three humans she’d grown fond of.  She couldn’t care less about Fen and Jian.  “I figured it would come … They have their own lives to live.”

Fen’s wide eyes were still refusing to make contact with them; obviously, she was concerned about her own well-being.

“Lady Inari,” Loral cleared her throat, sounding anxious, “we’re running out of time.”

A chuckle shook Inari’s chest.  “Oh, Loral, we have plenty to accomplish what is needed—yet not enough to do everything I want, which is an important distinction.”

Loral’s brow furrowed, vision downcast at the rebuttal.  “I … apologize.”

It was a different side of the confident and snarky Vulpes she’d met before.

Inari’s focus moved to the woman for the first time.  “Keep your head up, Loral; you have done an excellent job, considering your age, skill, and knowledge.  I am impressed with your performance, which shows how well my mother’s educational system was developed before this dimension’s collapse under Niomie … Just keep in mind, patience is the key to baking.”

“Right,” she replied, confidence returning to her face.

Feeling a little better about their path, Sora found it a bit funny her all-powerful aunt was talking about cooking.

Taking a deep breath, she grasped her hands at her front.  “What are we going to do?”

A simple smile brightened Inari’s face.  “Have faith.  We all must be sure of its success, which is why I needed your reassurance, my adorable little niece … Nephesh laid seeds of doubt within me that you dispelled.

“I may not have the total recipe, but you have supported me in ways you and I are totally unaware—he-he-he, isn’t that amazing?  I can feel my heart pounding!”  she giggled, fingers pressing against her left breast.  “Are you prepared?”

Knowing there was little she could do other than take the blind step forward and trust in herself and others, Sora reached back and adjusted her chakram, stroking two rings to ease her pulsating metal.  “As ready as I’ll ever be!”

Inari’s orange irises slid to Fen.  “All you desire—the path laid in gold and blood awaits you, Fen.  Jian’s freedom hangs in the balance.  Do you believe?”

“I do!  If you are involved, Lady Inari,” Fen urgently replied, stumbling over her words, “I know nothing can stop this ritual’s success and—and I can be free, too!”

Sora didn’t know the context of her reply and didn’t care; all that was on her mind was the path ahead.

Inari smiled impishly while holding up her hand and revealing a glistening pearl the size of an acorn—unimaginable, feral power pulsed within that were like teeth around Sora’s throat, forcing the air to lock in her lungs—if the Fenris Brothers and Primordial above them were combined it wouldn’t even equate to a fifth of the frenzied force within.

“Your grandmother’s nightmare is the raw power unbridled and unrestrained that cannot be altered nor purified by anything less than that which is on equivalent standing, and Gong-Gong by no means comes close to my mother’s glory—for Seiōbo or Nari, yes, but our mother is far too strong and would devour Gong-Gong’s spiritual center.”

The mythical artifact vanished in light; Fen and Jian weren't even looking, eyes closed while fervently muttering some kind of prayer to Inari.

Her aunt’s calm, trusting vision settled on Sora.  “I thought I’d require Gong-Gong’s bead for this, but now that I am here, I know it is not strong enough … Fortunately, Sora has filled in for my failings in some manner.  I go forward with faith.”

A thankful smile moved the beautiful Vulpes’s eyes.  “You truly have been the binding force to reunite and uplift our family, Sora.  Now, let’s see what your friends have to say.”

Mary, Ashley, Nathan, Jin, Eyia, Wendy, Kari, Aiden, and Emilia appeared in the places Inari created their illusions, glancing around in confusion.

Jin floated back in an instant, yellow eyes darting to Inari.  “Woah!  Yo, uh … heh, Inari … Give a Dragon a warning next time, huh?  What’s … that?!”  she asked, hissing as Eyia and her retreated further to the right.

“Sister?”  Eyia asked, eyes wide and still looking upset at her actions that caused the breakdown of the City Core.  “I am—What is required of me?”

Mary, Ashley, and Nathan passively glanced around, trying to pick up the pieces, and before anyone could say anything else, everyone watched Inari float over and slip around a stunned Emilia’s back while pulling her into a firm hug.  “My little Emilia … You’re so precious!”

“A-Aunt I-Inari?”  Emilia stammered, eyes practically spinning.  “W-What’s going on—Mom?  Mom, what’s … Aunt Inari?!  Mom?!”

Sora gave her panicking daughter a forced smile and wave.  “Hey, honey!  Umm, yeah … As you can see, I’ve … kind of changed a little bit.  I’m totally fine!”

“Woah…”  Wendy’s mouth dropped open, unable to move in the darkness.  “Sora, you look like a total babe … You’re like a fire goddess?  Are you a fire goddess?”

“Seems reasonable,” Nathan chuckled.

Ashley lifted an eyebrow.  “Cool?  Umm … How long are we going to be, Inari?”

Mary shrugged.  “Sure.  I wouldn’t doubt it.  Oh, I need to get back, Inari!  These Vulpes are the most thirsty savage ladies I’ve ever seen!  My goodness, the psychological issues in these women are—I fear for that boy!”

Inari giggled, pulling away to Emilia’s side while her nine fluffy tails closed around her opposite side to bring her closer.  “No need to fret; you are all beyond the Realm’s sphere of time.  This is a space unto itself within the pocket Existence my mother created.  In the grand scheme of things, it is as if you’ve never even left.”

A grin spread across Mary’s excited face.  “That’s—I want to know how that even works!  I love it!  Umm, later, of course—umm, you needed us?”

Gesturing to the Sora, Inari used her other arm to wrap around Emilia’s shoulder, pulling her in; the girl may have been confused, but delight swiftly took its place as she wrapped her own arms around Inari’s core, snuggling against the side of her breast.  “It’s time to aid Sora in her most desperate hour.”

 Tears came to Ashley’s eyes.  “We—is it time … We’re going to help Sora regain her family?  Oh, I can’t wait!  Can we start?  I want to meet your sisters!”

Eyia was instantly on board.  “Anything you need, Sister!  Please, do not hesitate to request it of me!”  she urgently said, moving forward to stand in front of her.  “I wish to correct my mistake!”

“Mistake?”  Jin muttered, lifting an eyebrow at the emotion now circling the group and discovering Fen and Jian to her right.  “Okay … Cool, I guess, but, eh … Inari, why do I need to be here?”

Sora sighed, rolling her eyes at how frantic Eyia was after her blunder; the Valkyrie's tight fists were pressed against her bust in agony at the very thought of Sora hating her.

“Eyia…”  She closed in and hugged her, talking in her ear; the girl’s face was flushed with dread.  “Hey, you’re my friend, okay?  You don’t need to worry about all of that stuff—I know it wasn’t on purpose.”

Liquid touched Sora’s neck.  “I … I could not answer your question, though, Sister … I made a grave mistake, and I cannot comply with your request—I have failed you—put you in harm's way!  It is unforgivable!”

Inari’s lips fell a little when shifting to Eyia, but she addressed Jin.  “I believe a Dragon such as yourself should understand the reasons quite clearly.”

A low growl rumbled in Jin’s throat as she appraised the ancient Vulpes before releasing a stream of air through her nose.  “Whatever … I guess if it’s for Sora, but … What of Gong-Gong?”

Inari’s smile moved to Jin.  “I’ll speak to you about Gong-Gong in private after our success.”

Jin’s eyes drew in, lips parting in disbelief, likely not expecting anything close to that response.  “In private … Okay, you have my attention.  What are we doing?”

“As to when we start,” Inari whispered, squeezing Emilia’s shoulder, “Sora?”

Pulling away from Eyia to brush back her unbound blonde locks, Sora let her forehead fall against her friend’s; the Valkyrie undid her braid after they left, which was likely a sign of shame for her.  “Hey, I know you’re hurt and disappointed in yourself, Eyia, but I’ve let it go … Can you forgive yourself?”

Eyia’s jaw tightened, averting her eyes.  “I … Do not understand you, Sister…”

Sora shook her head in exasperation and pulled her head into her bosom.  “Heh, I shouldn’t expect anything less from you, Eyia—you’re just so loyal and put such high expectations on yourself—even if it’s raining, you’d rather make it snow.  Can you listen for a minute, and then we can tackle this?”

The Valkyrie took in a shuddering breath and pulled away, trying to compose herself.  “Of course!  What do you require of me?  I will do it without fail.”

Why’s everyone so troublesome!  Wait … Kari?

She caught Kari’s gaze on Eyia, but instead of contempt or anger, there was a hint of concern; it might have been for how Eyia was making her feel, yet it may have been connected to the bond Sora shared with Kari herself—Kari was actually somewhat similar to Eyia in the self-blame and torment game.

Aiden was beside her, silently following the conversations; she could see the determination building in his face and could guess what was on his mind—he’d do anything to try and counter the bits of bad luck his presence had in everyone’s lives.

Releasing a heavy puff of air, she released it in an audible torrent.  Maybe I’m the dark star in everyone’s life instead of him … Bah, it doesn't matter.  No matter what we do, I’ll be there for my friends … I shouldn’t put my expectations on them, though.

“This could be dangerous; if it goes wrong, you could forget everything about the people you love the most—the bonds you share with people could be irreversibly damaged…”

She trailed off as Nathan burst into laughter.  “Sora!  Sora!  How could any of us turn you down when you’re in need?  How many times have you saved us now?”

“Speak for yourself,” Jin muttered, glaring at Inari before returning her focus to the nightmare that was being separated by Sora’s Vulpes aura.  “I’m up for helpin’ Sora, but I ain’t gonna die for her.”

“No, I get it,” Sora smiled, catching Eyia’s worried blue eyes, “and it’s fine.  Aunt Inari, could you…”

“Aye,” Jin grunted, scratching the back of her neck.  “I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it, geez—I’m just sayin’.  I’ve got some stuff to talk about with Inari anyway, so let’s get this over with.”

Aiden nodded, adding a smile that must have been hard for him.  “I like the idea of helping you, and I trust your aunt; she’s helped Nathan—I just don’t see her trying to hurt you … I admire that,” he whispered.  “Umm, thank you, Inari, again—for allowing me to talk to Alva again.”

“It wasn’t your last encounter,” she smoothly replied, making Aiden’s vision fall in thought.  “Well, is there anyone in objection?”

None came.

Kari gave Sora a hopeful smile and thumbs up.  “Let’s make your dream come true.”

Ashley clapped her hands.  “Congratulations, Sora!  I know this is a big moment for you.”

“Wonderful.”  Inari floated away from Emilia, fingertips lingering on her back as she moved to the center of their large circle.  “We do need to address a few more things … Wendy?”

The stunned brown-haired girl gave a start, jogged out of her thoughts.  “Y-Yes?”

“Everyone is in sync for this ritual but Emilia and you.”

Emilia’s eight tails twisted around one another at being called out.  “W-What?  Me?!”

Inari clasped her hands behind her back with an understanding smile.  “Yes, Emilia.  Can the two of you honestly tell us your true feelings about what we are about to do?  It is imperative that you are truthful, even if it hurts or is embarrassing.”

Wendy ran both of her hands through her hair.  “Mmgh!  Really?  What … feelings, exactly?”  she muttered, nervous brown eyes darting to Sora.

“Whatever negative emotions you have that have festered within your Core as of late.”

Another groan rolled through the girl’s throat.  “Gah … Fine … Okay…”

“What’s going on, Wendy?”  Sora asked, feeling like she knew the answer.

Wendy jabbed an accusatory finger at Kari.  “Look … Okay, I’m jealous—I just got my friend back, lost my mother, and everything I know—Sora’s my only ground to stand on, and I feel like I’m being left behind … Gah!  I’m petty and insufferable!”  she growled.  “I know I am!  I can’t help it, though!”

She crossed her arms, continuing her rant as Sora’s gut tightened, knowing Emilia had similar feelings.  “I know!  I know!  Kari’s this magical wolf girl that can do all this stuff with you, and I can’t—I want to, though … I just—I thought unlocking my Core would help me get closer to you, but everything’s going so fast, and I’m just—I’m stuck behind.  I know it’s not your fault, too—it just sucks, and I can’t stop feeling this way!”

Emilia slowly nodded, not being nearly as forward as Wendy while fidgeting with her dress front.  “Umm—yeah, I just don’t … know you, Mom,” she muttered, trembling as the words left her mouth.  “I mean, look at you—you changed so much—so fast, and I know we spent a little time together, but—every time you go away and come back, it’s like you’re leaving me out of so much of your life … I just want to be with you, Mom.”

Sora’s shoulders drooped a little, floating forward to hug her teary-eyed daughter.  “I was rough on my mom for not being with me … Here I am leaving you in the cold.”  Emilia’s arms squeezed as hard as possible as she returned the embrace.  “Things will change … I promise.”

Inari’s soft tone pulled everyone’s gaze.  “More than you all know … Wendy, Sora can make you stronger now—and Emilia, your mother will require your help more than ever.  Do you wish for that future?”

“I’d give everything—not that I have much left,” Wendy said with a forced laugh.  “Please, I just want my friend again.”

Kari refused to make eye contact; instead, focusing on the darkness.  Sora knew she was stronger now and could read between the lines but couldn’t help shovel a bit of internal torment on herself at Wendy’s struggle.

Emilia’s fingernails compressed against Sora’s back.  “Mhm!  I love you, Mom … I want to be with you.”

“Excellent,” Inari chimed.  “We are ready to begin.  To become one to offer rebirth to those departed—atonement.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    Real Support!:

I hope you've been enjoying the free entertainment, and I'd like as many to enjoy it as possible!  The internet is divided into different echo chambers; you have a specific group that only hovers around specific sites/content.  So, by recommending my serials to others, you give it more exposure to different echo chambers and help it grow.  Ratings are excellent, Trending is terrific, but it only will appeal to a specific echo chamber.  If you like my content, then please share it in your own unique way.

Normal Plugs:

Discord Link - Growing Community =D

Vote on Top Web Fictions

View and help contribute to the Wiki

Support me with Merch or on Patreon for up to:

10 Chapters ahead in A Tail's Misfortune.

11 Chapters in The Oscillation.

10 Chapters in Undying Empire.

10 Chapters in the Pokemon Fanfic

Mystery Wednesday Patreon Exclusive Chapters:

+ 8 Chapters in The Power Of Cuteness And Positivity

+ 20 Chapter in Soul's Requiem

All pictures are up for free download on Patreon with the artist I commissioned listed.



                



B4 — 39. Tense Reunion


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    POV: 

1.Sora Moore (Our Null-Void Vulpes Founder!)

Recap: 

Let's cut the chit-chat!  It's finally happening!  Sora's in the middle of getting everything she wants—her family is being revived—but misfortune is never far...

I want to thank my patrons for continuing to support me:

Mina, Jarad Tate, Fadzanatas, Mohamed Sharif, Bugou, Thriarsis, Alex Griffin, Emjayw, Kriden, Dantalia, Vantimiglia, and my other Patrons!



                

                Sora breathed in deeply, staring around at the large circle of people her aunt had gathered to conclude a major point in their lives.  It felt unreal, like one of those TV shows that seemingly no time had passed at all, yet the characters feel like they’ve known each other for years.

She’d been through so much with the people around this circle.  They’d learned things about each other that would have never happened had so many minor things not changed all of their courses in life—all prompted by the Son of Homa standing midair across from her.

Her attention moved to each, recalling everything that she’d experienced with the cast, and the time between her transformation into a Vulpes Founder to now became a blur; it was then she realized what timeless really meant.

Time had passed, but the amount was insignificant and almost meaningless given the events they’d shared.  It made her understand what it must feel like for her aunt and mother; they weren’t counting the seconds or days or centuries but gauging things by momentous events that defined a point in their lives, and this was one of those moments.

Inari’s soft smile lingered on her as the group waited in serenity, promoted by the natural aura she was enhancing within Sora’s suppressed Vulpes half.  “You will each recall many acts in your lives as I weave our Cores into a unifying circle—think of it as a sphere—a helix that loops around and connects in one eternal round.”

She created a visual representation, giving them a frame of reference to keep their merging purposes in alignment.

“This ritual is not needed to return my mother but is meant for my sisters,” her aunt explained, showing the two lovely women she remembered beside the globe and pushing the gathered essence Mia and her were able to collect for the task.

“Having a key of reference is important when conducting such magic—this is Nari, the third daughter of my mother.”

The brilliant golden blonde Vulpes took on more refined features, but Sora noticed she only had a single long, puffy tail that curved around her legs.  She could have been in her mid-teens or early twenties, depending on Sora’s own shifting mind while studying her aunt.

Nari’s image continued to fluctuate, showing what appeared to be various stages in her life, yet much of the gathered spiritual force seemed to have been when she looked like a teenager.  It looked somewhat like Nari was in her rebellious state, which was likely why Inari was able to go to old haunts of the girl and collect long forgotten traces of her spiritual essence.

Her figure changed dramatically over the course of the various stages that Inari showed them while translating the mixed source.

To Sora, she had an almost pink aura that could tint various shades of her hair; 

Nari’s angry, teenage blue eyes shifted to an annoyed purplish, followed by a seductive purplish pink, and then an innocent, happy pink before reverting to previous states.  Her mischievous purplish-pink irises shifted left and right, a playful look on her soft, seductive face that soon showed innocent delight at being in the limelight.

A small smirk lifted a corner of Inari’s lips, and the white-furred Vulpes giggled as she spoke about her second youngest sibling.  “My two younger sisters will return at a very … interesting stage in their life, seeing as they were most careless about leaving a spiritual imprint on Existence when at these fractious phases in their lives, and my mother’s nightmare mostly coincides with their youth.”

She stepped forward, continuing to prepare the ritual.  “Honestly, they’ll be a bit of a handful to us, Sora,” she whispered, cupping her sister’s now glaring and moody cheeks.  “Although … he-he-he.  I believe you will find them more fun than your mother and I.”

“Me, too?”  Emilia asked, eyes sparkling.

Inari’s smile became forced as the spiritual remnants of her sister slapped her hands away and folded her arms in agitation, ears twitching while looking off.  “Nari … likely more of your mother’s subtle style of fun.  Eh-heh, she will have a hint of a more cute side that she lacked when rebelling against our mother, but she’ll still have the sass I detested, I’m sure.”

Ashley laughed at the girl’s mannerisms.  “I’m guessing she wasn’t fond of authority.”

Jin grinned.  “I do have memories of a few events between Gong-Gong and her—I can respect her bold attitude, and she had a unique way of insulting him that no one else dared to emulate.”

“I’m liking her already,” Kari muttered, drawing Eyia’s scowl.

Sora guessed Eyia had never experienced a rebellious bone in her body; she was loyalty, and duty incarnate—the Valkyrie’s pure power of will was unnerving.

“Yes,” Inari sighed, “Gong-Gong’s fascination with my sister came from those rebellious streaks of hers.  She was by far the most vocal … Mia took the most action, though.”

Her focus moved to the demure representation of her black-furred aunt.  “On the other hand, Seiōbo was the quiet one of our family … that didn’t mean she was the most obedient, though,” she whispered, shaking her head in exasperation.

Seiōbo was far less curved than even her teenage sister, but her cool expression slowly started to crack as Inari stared at her.  The girl’s ears slowly falling back until a cutely awkward toothy grin split her lips.

She grew a little older as Sora watched, expression falling into a more ruffled glare that made it look like she wanted to jump her sister.  “Nari would pull her into little plots, and Seiōbo always saw me as the golden child that everyone loved because of my talent and proper mannerisms.”

Sighing, Inari folded her hands in front of her.  “She tried to be stoic in public, but she was rowdy when alone and could take training a bit too seriously whenever we practiced together.  At one time, she even went through a white-fur phase, trying to copy me—knowing it would annoy me,” she muttered as the fox’s hair lightened and one of her deep blue eyes turned pink to likely copy her younger sister.

“Crying for attention,” Mary smiled.  “It’s a healthy phase for a child to go through.  She’s trying to discover herself by imitating things she admired.  Heh, although, I doubt you saw it like that at the time.”

Inari shook her head, ears twitching while probably remembering her experiences with her sisters.  “Each of them had their own problems with me as the eldest, and they expressed it in different ways that I understand now, but can’t help the way I felt toward them at the time—and unfortunately, many of those adolescent traits will likely hold sway over them when they return.  I can only hope they’ll be on the tail end of such mannerisms.”

Sora’s lips tightened upon watching her aunts shift between the various essences that had been gathered.  “Mmh … Their tails are shifting between one and four.”

“Indeed,” Inari puffed out a depressed stream of air, “the strongest chance of their revival hinges on how potent of a spiritual force is gathered inside and these early representations of my sisters, left in the first small Realm my mother crafted, are the prime candidates … At least I might be able to see her sillier side again,” she chuckled.

Her longing gaze lifted to the chaotic nightmare outside of their protected sphere.  “Then … there’s my mother—for namesake, you may call my mother by the name of Amaterasu…”

Sora’s eyes widened as she generated an image of a gorgeous, motherly pink-haired woman in what appeared to be a leaf-like bandeaukini and semi-skirtini bottom.  Colorful designs of what she assumed were some form of advanced magic were tattooed down the side of her legs and arms.

Her thick, multi-hued tails shifted in an almost ethereal manner, similar to Gloria, and she wore beautiful flowers in her hair and as what appeared to be a side belt buckle.  Wrist guards enclosed her forearms and ankles.

As she watched, Amaterasu’s hair, attire, and the symbols on her smooth skin changed, turning a more whitish hue before mixing with more colors.  Her grandmother’s shifting appearance resembled Gloria in a way that made it challenging to separate the two without thinking about the other; she was a combination of concept and physical reality that had fused into the mythical figure she represented.

Jin huffed.  “That statue of hers doesn’t do her justice … I couldn’t actually see her like this until you laid it bare … annoying.”

Everyone else was too stunned to even speak—this was the progenitor of all Vulpes magic.  Without Amaterasu, Vulpes, as everyone knew them, wouldn’t exist.

Fen’s heart practically stopped upon seeing the Founder of her race.  “How … Why don’t you look like that?”

It may have seemed like a bold and insulting comment, but at that moment, Sora agreed; it was a natural question and one she’d likely ask if meeting Gloria’s children.

Inari expunged the image to bring their attention back to her; her vision was focused on the hidden nightmare close by.  “What most of the 2nd Generation Founders have agreed is a tragedy; our parents made a solemn pact before we were born to not share the information that would elevate us to their supremacy … We are to discover that path ourselves.”

Fen’s nose twisted with anger at the thought, but she didn’t press the subject—Sora could guess her thoughts, though.  The first Founder of the Vulpes had given the knowledge to Fen’s ancestors on how to tap into the magic of Existence and build their own Cores, yet never shared anything that could even hope to put them on the same playing field as her daughters.  A monopoly on power that they refused to share.

Sora had to wonder if everything would even be standing for any of them to exist at all had they done so, seeing the infighting that went between the Founder’s children.  It didn’t appear that they were above such squabbles themselves, and the Primordials certainly threw another wrench into the program.

Eyia spoke in the ensuing silence, asking a question Sora wasn’t expecting out of her.  “Has any of the following generations discovered such a secret?”

Inari’s orange irises settled on her for a time, lips tilting a little.  “No.  Gong-Gong seemed to be the closest to discovering the method that I am aware of.”

Hot air rushed through Jin’s nostrils.  “Yeah, before you killed him like a coward—taking his essence to enact your warpath against the Tanuki and his part in Nari’s death.”

“I will not deny it,” she replied in such a casual way that it brought Jin’s teeth together.  “You agree that he was dumb, Jin, but can you honestly judge him by your own lifestyle?”

Confused, Sora saw the Dragon girl’s eyes fall, and nose twitch at the rebuttal.  Still, she wasn’t going to push it in the current setting; her aunt seemed to know exactly what needed to happen for the ritual to succeed—Nari and Seiōbo’s essence was already flowing through each of them.

Sora could feel many of those around her were more focused on their own thoughts than what Inari was saying at this point, such as Wendy, and it wasn’t hard to imagine why once Inari started to proceed with the ritual.  Fen, Jian, and Eyia were in a similar mind state after the Vulpes’s responses.

Her aunt’s voice held a neutral tone as she went on to the next stage.  “You will begin to better understand one another on a deeper level as Nari and Seiōbo use various parts of your spirits to complete themselves.”

She paused, vision darting to Sora as a shiver ran through her chakram—her aunt connected the magical weave to the nightmare, funneling the corrupting power into reforming her sisters and mother—no one else seemed to feel the toxic elements within except for Eyia by her uncomfortable shifting shoulders.

The magic moved between her chakram and everyone else in the circle—simultaneously, the nightmarish energy sustaining the beyond-imaginable power required to enact the ritual passed through Sora.  A tranquil hymn immediately soothed her grandmother’s fears, purifying the corruption that threatened her reviving aunts’ sanity.

“How is it possible, Sister?”  Eyia asked, looking at Sora in dismay.  “Eir, Hlín, Forseti, Bragi, and Nanna Nepsdóttir united would be challenged to cleanse such potent horror.”

A peaceful sigh eased her aunt’s muscles before she ran her fingernails through her long white locks; eyes closed, she released a short chuckle, opening them to look at Sora.  “Unbelievable … I recognize this serene song from my youth … You accomplished the impossible … You forced Gloria to directly involve herself in something she swore she would not.”

“I did what?”  Sora muttered, but in that instant, a wave of emotions filled her mind.

It was the bond she shared with Emilia, her daughter’s longing and inadequacy filling her Core as she desperately tried to change herself, desperate to discover what was keeping them apart.  She was convinced that most of the fault was with herself, and she could hear the girl’s internal doubts.

Why am I not worth staying with?  Mom has so many people that want to be with her, but only a few of them get the chance … What does Kari have that I don’t?  Why am I not as important as her?

I want time with you, Mom … What’s wrong with me?  Is it because I wasn’t born the right way?  Am I really your daughter?  Am I too weak?  Kari and Eyia are strong … Am I really a Founder if they’re supposed to be strong, and I’m not?  Who am I?  What am I if I’m not a Founder?  Is that why Mom hates spending time with me?

Biting her lower lip, Sora broke the skin, but only the Null-Void she suppressed exited, her aunt shifting the magic in a way to not be disrupted by her raw energy.

These weren’t active thoughts her daughter had but emotions her aunts were following and brushing up against because they shared them.  Their mother was phenomenally powerful, yet they weren’t the strongest of the 2nd Generation and knew it by the competitions.  They also had to compete with Inari, who stood head and shoulders above them in the contests, showing their disparity.

Worse was to come; the moment she realized she’d foolishly fell into Loral’s claws and brought her mother into harm's way.

No … No, I just wanted to do the right thing … She’ll hate me!  I just wanted to help!  Why can’t I do anything, right?!  I’m such a failure … I hurt Mom.  How can I ever be forgiven?  She hates me … She should hate me … I hate me…

Tears fell down Sora’s cheeks, artificially created by the emotional hum resonating in her chakram.  How could I make my daughter feel this way … As if it were better that she was never born?  I’m the worst mother … I’m as bad as Wendy’s mom…

Wendy vehemently disagreed as the link continued to cycle through them, mirrored by everyone else, including Emilia’s horror.  Her daughter felt Sora’s own frustrations about never having enough time to spend with her and the stress of having everyone look to her for answers and leadership the moment her authority in the Realm became known.

The others experienced the weight that had been heaped upon her over the past week, which resonated with her aunts as their mother brought in the first Vulpes disciples.  Tens of thousands of foxes were rejected because they simply didn’t have the gift.  In addition, the pressure put on her aunts to tell the majority of males that it just wasn’t possible for them to succeed like the females was devastating in their youth.

Furthermore, the realization that they couldn’t teach everyone equally because everyone wasn’t equal—equity could never come about, and to many, such a reality was too much to face, which was crushing for Fen and Wendy’s own fears.  If her aunts tried giving those that struggled special attention, they’d waste time and effort while hampering the progression of those that excelled at the magical arts.

In the end, all three of her daughters gave up their mother’s dream of helping the foxes advance because of the strain it left on their hearts, including her own mother—only Inari continued the practice—the golden child, further dividing the sisters.

The reality of their situation weighed heavily on Mary since she was considered the shining example in her own family.  She’d been the successful psychiatrist that carried on her mother’s legacy, driving a wedge between her younger siblings.

More emotion followed, counterbalancing the flow.  Emilia’s thrill at Sora finally teaching her about the Outer Body Technique, yet even that was filled with some bitter inadequacy.

I’m trying so hard … Why can’t I get it?  Mom was able to learn this so fast, but I’m such a failure.  I’m wasting her time … I want to be good … I want to be strong, but I’m so weak!  Wait, I think I did it … Is this it … I’m close … I’m so close!  Just a little more!  Please, just give me more time, Mom!  I’ll make you proud!  I promise I’m not a failure!  I’ll try harder!

It was a dagger in Wendy, Eyia, Fen, Aiden, and Kari’s chest.  Each of them could relate in some fashion to Emilia’s desperate feelings of inadequacy.

Eyia’s trembling fingers and teary eyes shocked her—if anyone should be proud about the way they lived, Sora thought it would be the ever stalwart Valkyrie, but she hated herself in ways Sora couldn’t begin to explain, stunning everyone else in the circle.

Her aunts drew closest to Eyia, Wendy, and Emilia as the magic deepened, connecting to their hardships and emotional baggage before moving to Fen to cycle around her crave for power and desperate need to be self-reliant.

The insecurity within Fen, the feelings of never stacking up to those around her.  She hated her own looks, the way other Vulpes looked at her as inferior to the others resonated with her aunts when matched against their mother or big sister.

Fen had a complicated relationship with her own sisters, two of whom had discovered methods to achieve precisely what Fen wanted.  She loved Jian, trying desperately to deny it, and despised herself for using him as a means to extend her life.  At the same time, she knew Jian would never feel the same way toward her.

Jian’s self-sacrifice and service to Fen were without question, but she was a child in need of his protection.  She abhorred the way he saw her, and a part of herself that terrified her was the piece that wanted to keep him as a pet for refusing to reciprocate her feelings.  The devastating part was that he’d suffer through anything she did to him because he loved her mother.

Seiōbo could relate to Fen on quite a few points, yet also with Jian, having been the subject of quite a few heartaches and the reason for many more heart breaks.  Her link to Aiden was somewhat unclear at first, but Sora got the impression she went through an identity crisis that resonated with Eyia, Mary, Jian, Emilia, Wendy, Fen, and both Kari and Sora’s pasts.

Her aunt desperately wanted to protect Inari for once, hating her own weakness after time and again, her big sister would beat down anyone who picked on them.  She wanted to be bold like the rest of her sisters, but it was so difficult to put herself out there to be the pincushion for others to stab.

She was cunning, reserved, unsure of what she wanted to do in her life, felt inadequate when matching up to her siblings, scared she hurt those closest to her, so she pushed them away, and was a quagmire of self-doubt.

On the other hand, Nari found a kinship with Sora and Kari’s present selves, Jin, Loral,  Ashley, and Nathan.  She was fearless, pushing the limits and causing trouble to be seen as her own person.

The blonde was a fire starter and could always find a way out of the heat by playing her little games and using her looks to her advantage.  Even if the 2nd Generation could all change their appearance, no one could hide from each other what they actually looked like, which made most of them self-conscious, but Nari knew she was drop-dead gorgeous.

However, one thing rang true to every one of Sora’s aunts that she was sure was present with even her mother—their mother was an impassable wall that stood above all—the reality caused them to rebel in different ways, including Inari.  They put her on a pedestal.

Given how Emilia saw her, it made Sora acutely aware of how Amaterasu must have felt at times.  Given what she knew about the woman and from Inari’s own connection that stabilized the ritual, it was clear that their mother felt like a failure.  It took Inari many years to come to that realization, yet without being blinded by her grandmother’s glorious presence, it was all too evident to Sora.

Her eldest and youngest daughters were sterile, and she couldn’t help them.  Her middle children felt guilty they didn’t have the same issue, so they refrained from giving birth.  It was a complicated family dichotomy mixed with an unbreakable love—many of her aunts couldn’t stand being around one another but would be the first to jump on anyone who disrespected their family.

Round and round, Seiōbo and Nari’s spiritual essence traveled, gaining strength from the sphere Inari crafted between them.  It wasn’t as if all secrets of those involved were shared; only the sections needed for her aunts’ Core, spirit, body, and Intelligence to be united and reformed were used with pieces filled in by her mother, Aunt Inari, and Amaterasu’s essence within the nightmare.

Light shone as the tiniest fragments of Existence pulled together, shaping to the weave and drawing upon their mother’s source to complete the impossible.  In the end, it was only thanks to the spiritual lifeblood of her grandmother’s pregnant, nightmare-induced mass of energy that still housed the elemental blueprint of her aunts that allowed the miracle to take place.

There was no beginning and no end to the ceremony, which bewildered Sora, yet at the same time, it felt familiar—the space they were in had no limit on speed, unlike a normal universe, which meant there was no frame of reference, everything happened in a single point because it all functioned in a different sphere of physics than she could grasp.

When she entered this area, the entirety of what took place was concluded before it had begun—the nightmare was gone, and the distorted location returned to normal, yet the effects it had on the humans’ Cores seemed permanent from what she could sense within them.  In its place stood two figures—Amaterasu and Tsukuyomi.

Her grandmother was far beyond what Inari had shown them, and Tsukuyomi was the image of compassionate male beauty, yet in the next second, both the legendary figures’ appearance turned sinister, glowing orange irises shifting to look behind them as Nephesh emerged out of the shadows, wearing a dark smile.

The Tanuki looked no different than how he appeared in Niomie’s past; his presence, however, was far more potent than both his ancestor and Sora’s grandmother, which didn’t make sense to Sora.

Amaterasu looked nothing like the sun and brilliance she was claimed to represent, her simmering fur turning purplish-black, and her locks dyed the color of night and dulled gold; her outfit became more of a short metallic dress, and once again, the symbols on her skin were replaced.

Tsukuyomi’s blue charm turned mischievous as his hair shaded the opposite of his Vulpes counterpart while turning to leer at his grandson.  “An … unexpected return, Nephesh, and quite bold for the snot-nosed brat I remember.”

“Hmm…”  Sora’s grandmother’s flaming yellow irises creased as her dark cherry lips curled into an unusually brilliant smile that didn’t reflect her tone.  “The pain you’ve caused my family is something I never expected of you, Tsuku.  What turmoil have you started, my baby brother?”

A shiver ran around Sora’s rings at the look in both of their eyes, and Inari appeared between their groups.  “Mother!  We are … What?”

In a shock to everyone, black tears fell down Tsukuyomi’s cheeks as he turned and bowed before the Founder of the Vulpes.  “The right to call you Amy has long been forfeited by my folly and the feud I have set forth.  Forgiveness is a word long since forgotten from my mind—I have not the strength to utter the supercilious chatter of my youth, and a plea is but arrogance upon my lips.”

“Grandfather?”  Nephesh’s mouth parted in disbelief.  “No!  No!  Stand up!  Show these animalistic harlots what—”

His words were cut off as Tsukuyomi’s clawed hand closed around his neck, anger in his shifting yellow to red eyes.  “I will not hear a tongue disrespect my greater, boy!  The shame I feel for the vile plans your siblings set in motion based upon my mistake is enough to slay me thrice over!”

A new picture was forming in Sora’s mind upon watching the scene unfold—her aunt didn’t murder Tsukuyomi as much as he allowed himself to be killed—he let her aunt believe she’d taken his life since he was unable to reconcile with the actions he’d taken.  By his words, it was likely his children that killed her aunts, not the father.

At that second, she could see why the Founding Mother of the Dragons might hate her aunt after taking her son’s essence, which, as Sora saw, could be used to restore one to life.  It also became clear that she could have enacted punishment on her Aunt Inari at any time—a gut feeling that turned her stomach.

There was so much more happening behind the scenes than any of them knew.

Nephesh closed his fingers around his grandfather’s wrist and forced it away, and a cage became visible around the three figures that her aunt revealed, still focused on reviving her aunts.  “What … is this, Mother?  Can you not free yourself?”  Inari asked; there was uncertainty and fear Sora had never heard in the Vulpes Goddess’s voice.

Her grandmother’s expression saddened, vision shifting to her daughter as Nephesh coughed, wrestling with his grandfather.  “Oh, my darling little talented firstborn—regrettably, I must tell you that both Tsukuyomi and my strength have been severely affected by this revival.  It will take time to rebuild it, and Nephesh has bound us to his unique space.  He will imprison us to resolve the holes this revelation has brought to his machinations.”

“No,” Inari’s tone quivered, focus darting between her and the struggling Tanuki.  “I’ll stop him if you cannot!  He is weak—just give me a bit longer!  Fight for us to be a family once more, Mother!”  she pleaded.

It ripped at Sora’s heart watching her aunt beg; no one else could utter a word at the unbelievable struggle taking place in the hollowed-out core of the planet.  She couldn’t help but connect Tsukuyomi’s nickname for her grandmother—she had a name for her grandmother now, but she was going to be taken because none of them could act.

Her mother was busy protecting her from something that could destroy everything she knew—she must have been crying and clawing to defend her mother—Emilia would have been the same way.

Who else could face a 3rd Generation Founder at the height of their power?

Loral’s panicked gaze slid from the fight to the mythical figure she’d looked up to her entire life.  “Is there nothing the Realm Core can do for you?”

Amy’s melancholy smile softened her features.  “I’m afraid not.  This will be much worse if I resist.”  Her orange irises turned to gold while appraising her eldest.  “I have a grandchild now, Inari … Heh, a great-grandchild at that.  Congratulations, Mia … but know, this is not the end, my daughters, but the beginning.”

A single tear fell down her cheek as she looked past them at the shimmering figures of her aunts, taking shape in Inari’s ritual.  “I know you feel as if you’ve failed your sisters—failed me, Inari, but look at how much you and Mia have grown.”

Her eyes lifted to peer past the veil at Sora’s mother.  “Do not cry, my little ones; a reckoning is coming, and I will exact my price in full—I assure you.”

A bloodlust unlike any Sora had experienced eased out of her grandmother in a slow, calculated wave.  A semi-beaten Nilly came tumbling out of a rip in space, falling below to strike the planet’s shell with a grunt—Sora knew something was wrong with the cat, she should have transformed to the level of whoever she fought, yet the little girl wasn’t growing older as she struggled to her feet.

A muscular, dark-skinned man with three black eyes on both sides of his forehead stepped through the rip with a smug smile.  “Hmm-hmm-hmm,” his chest shook with deep laughter, “oh, how the mighty have fallen.”

Never had Sora seen a look so murderous that it could kill as her grandmother glowered at the dark-skinned man, space warping around her that distorted the magical prison they were in.  “Anansi … Leave Nilly out of this web you’ve crafted.”

A low growl rumbled from below as Nilly pounced back up, slipping through the prison as if it weren’t there.  “Don’t you touch my Amy, you nasty spid—”

 She winced and choked as the man’s large hands completely closed around the girl’s throat, stopping her progress.  “It’s hard to contemplate how pathetic you’ve become, Nilly.”

Two more hands grew out of his giant back to stop massive clubs that appeared from thin air, followed by a colossal red and blue oni, radiating power far beyond anything she’d felt from the likes of Bathin, Mofupsi, or Loral.

“The Oni Gods of the North and West … Such loyalty to your master, but you won’t be able to save her at this point,” Anansi mused, flexing his free left hand.  “I’ve gained far more power than what you can access at this time, given Nilly’s seal.”

The enormous monsters’ roars shook the space as more rips appeared for black webs to shoot out and drag the beasts inside.  Drool was leaking out of Nilly’s mouth as she scratched at his arms and tried to kick his gut, but the force enveloping her kept the cat from doing much else.

More thread wove around Amaterasu while she leveled an indignant glare at the human spider, and Sora could feel the colossal self-restraint it took for her to stay her hand—for whatever reason, her grandmother couldn’t support them at the moment, and that was all Sora needed to know.

“Hey!  Let Nilly go!”  Sora yelled, catching everyone off-guard; unlike the others, she had a method of attack that didn’t require her to use spirit, which was needed for the ritual.

“Sora…”  Inari turned in astonishment as the chakram representing her actual body expanded, staying in place to keep the ritual going.

Hair slipping free, three copies of her weapon flared into being as she shot forward, sending one between the two to accelerate its spin, speed, and devouring mass as it ate through Existence.

Nephesh balked upon subduing his grandfather in black binds of energy, complete with a gag.  “What kind of power is that?!  It’s madness!”

Her chakram collided with the man’s magical barrier, growing seven times its size while channeling it into an offensive force.

“Wait, Sora!”  Inari cried.

In seconds, strings of fathomless depth snatched all three of her rings and closed around every inch of her flaming Null-Void body; she didn’t even see a single detail of it from inside the circle.

“Fascinating,” the man muttered, peering at her while rubbing his chin with his second left hand.  “You appear to be something … foreign.”

“Foreign, how?”  Nephesh roared.  “How is Inari accomplishing the resurrection—what happened to—to my grandfather, Anansi?!”  he asked, brandishing his calm, leering forefather.

Even while bound, everyone present had a quake run through them at her grandmother’s threatening tone.  “Anansi, I won’t stand by if you continue to gloat in this fashion.”

Why can’t I chew through his thread … It’s like I’m gnawing on a stone!

The others could feel her frustration through their bond, but it was soon over as her Null-Void projection was thrust outside of the broken cage, and Nephesh repaired the barrier, taking precautions that Sora knew would make it far more difficult to bypass.

Sora could feel each of her friends' eyes like daggers on the two antagonists—Eyia was again screaming at herself for being unprepared for such an outcome.  If anything, the last thirty minutes had turned Eyia’s sound life into a nightmare, and Sora didn’t understand why.

“Heh, a family has always been your weakness, Founders,” Anansi chuckled, tossing a rabid Nilly through another rip in space before it closed.  His nose twitched with agitation as Nilly appeared out of thin air again, claws reaching.  “Nilly!  You are by far the most annoying Founder in this fracturing Existence!”

His thread seemed to slip through her a few times before finally catching her leg and swinging her to slam against the side of the cage, causing the air to pump out of her lungs.  The cat wheezed, and Sora caught her grandmother’s tight gaze.

“It isn’t my fault,” Anansi grunted.  “The cat’s too agile for her own good—even in this state, she’s beyond reason and comprehension—it should be impossible for her to evade me!”

They vanished; Sora didn’t even have time to say goodbye—it was jarring.  She stood in stunned silence, her head turning to her disturbed aunt as she silently pondered what had occurred.

“Where’d they go?”  Emilia asked.

Eyia opened her bloody lips, clearing her throat.  “What—can be done, Inari?  When do we mount a rescue once this ritual is completed?”

“That … shouldn’t have happened,” Jin muttered.

“I’m still wrapping my head around it,” Loral hummed.  “I’ve never experienced such a foul … I hesitate to even call it magic.”

Kari’s focus was entirely on Sora.  “Stupid question, but are you okay?”

Sora’s hands curled into fists as she slammed one against one of her copied chakrams, shattering it.  “No!  That is a stupid question—why couldn’t we do anything?  I know Grandma thought it was the best option … but why?!”

She caught her aunt’s quaking hands, rage and fear almost palpable.  “Because … she knew if she did get involved, she’d be forced to watch Nari and Seiōbo die.”

A frustrated puff of air shot through Inari’s clamped teeth.  “Something has changed that I was unaware of—drastically … Anansi should have died ages ago, and he was never close to Nephesh in strength, yet now he’s at the level where I fear I might struggle without using Gong-Gong’s bead.”

“That strong?”  Jin asked in dismay.  “No, heh, you’re joking!  Anansi is a glorified, bumbling fool of a proto-human-made god.  Lunch for any Founder … I’d say Sora could eat him at this point, but you’re saying he’s equal to you?  That’s an insult to my race!”

Eyia vision fell as she muttered, “He is something different—a combination of some entity, I believe … It is a form of Dimension Reaver.”

Inari’s eyes creased upon settling on the Valkyrie.  “Hmm … It is somewhere to start my investigation.”

Jin gave her a calculated look.  “Hot take, Eyia … How would you know what a Dimension Reaver is?  That’s way out of both our understanding without my blood heritage explaining it to me.”

“My father told me stories,” she whispered, guilt flooding her connection while refusing to meet the Dragon’s gaze.

Mary cleared her throat, drawing everyone’s attention; her voice was shaky but reinforced.  “Just—to be sure, Inari … We aren’t harming the ritual, right?”

Nathan nodded, a low tone resonating in his chest.  “Yeah, we don’t want your mother’s sacrifice going to waste.”

“I’m worried, too,” Ashley swallowed, looking at Sora.  “Your grandma seems like she can take care of herself, but don’t we need to focus on bringing back her daughters—I can only imagine the hope of seeing them again is what’s keeping her strong.”

Sora puffed out along a stream of air as her aunt looked at the two glowing images of iridescent light as she channeled the rest of the nightmare through the endless cycle they’d linked to form, spinning between them.  “You're right—still, I want to know what we can do after this … Aunt Inari?”

The woman nodded, her serious gaze flicking from Eya’s nervous twitches to her sisters.  “I’ll explain what I do know after, and in a way, yes, the emotions each of you exhibited during the ritual will affect the outcome.  It’s not as if they’ll be mutated, but the version of my sisters that will take prominence will … Hoh, dear…”

“What’s wrong?”  Emilia and Wendy cried in unison, arms tightening against their breasts.

A forced grin moved Inari’s tight features.  “Eh-heh, of course, the more troublesome side of my sisters would emerge out of this atmosphere.”

Inside the circle now stood her startled aunts as they took shape—unfortunately for her Aunt Inari, Seiōbo had four tails, looked annoyed at being surrounded by people, and wore a sour expression.

The black-furred Vulpes had white tips to her thick tails and a rather odd black outfit that showed intricate stitchwork.  She used her own white fur to decorate her boots and neck sash and gave Inari a distrustful glare.  “Ine, what’s the big idea, makin’ yourself look all high and mighty?  Humph, as if you’d skip five tails over me—you’re lame—such a bad trick.  It’s not even like you…”

Her drawn-in eyebrows furrowed further upon seeing her younger sister next to her.  “Nari?  What the … Mom!  What’s going on!  Mom!  Where are you?!”

“Mmh!”  Nari held her hands behind her back, rocking an adorable kimono-like dress that looked like she should be on a K-Pop music video.  “Well, well, well, if you two wanna play big girls, then I can add some tails, too!”  she giggled, and her single, long puffy blonde tail multiplied into five.  “I’m older than you, big sis!”

The two girls blinked, looking around after the initial hit of the situation closed in around them.

“Where are we?”  Nari asked.  “It smells like Mom’s magic, but it’s … old.  Way old,” she grumbled, spinning in a small circle.  “A lot of new faces, too … Friends of yours, wait…”

Seiōbo glared between them.  “Inari … D-Did we die?  You—how can you be so old?!  Where’s Mom?!”

Nari’s pink eyes became worried.  “Yeah, how come I’m the youngest now … I think—oh, my … Mother!  Mother, is little Mia older than me now?!”  A toothy grin split her lips as she put her fingers to her mouth.  “Am I the youngest?!”

Inari sighed, smiling as she created a platform for them to stand on; immediately, Emilia rushed over to tackle Nari.  “Great Aunt Nari!”

“Huh?  Whaa!”  Nari cried out as Emilia took her to the ground.  “Hey!  Hey!  Wait, I’m an auntie, too?  Cool!  Wait, does that mean Inari has—no … red fur,” she snickered, sliding her fingers through Emilia’s eight puffy tails.  “Mia has a daughter that had a daughter!  Goodness, I missed so much!  Explain, Ine!”

Seiōbo wasn’t taking it nearly as well as her younger sister, tight arms stiff at her side as she slowly turned; Sora could feel her using complex magic she couldn’t hope to decipher, which showed the gap between their years of education.  “No way … Mom was here, but … Why is there so much aggression and fear?  Is Mom okay?  Why do I need to even ask that, Inari?  I might fai—”

To Sora’s surprise, her aunt’s eyes actually rolled back, and she fell to the floor; Inari was quick to catch her fall.  “Oh, my troublesome little sisters,” Inari sighed.  “I know all of this information is overwhelming—rest a little.”

“No—fair,” Nari yawned as the magic pulled her mind into sleep.  “I wanted more … hugs and kisses—no one else in my family are huggers…”  she mumbled, head falling limp while being smothered by Emilia’s excitement.

Lifting Emilia and her sister up with magic, Inari scanned the silent crowd.  “Well … We have a lot to discuss.”

With that, she transported them to a large hall in the tower; Sora’s gut tightened with Kari’s upon feeling the battle between her uncles and the Primordial still raging somewhere beyond the veil.

After everything that happened, looking over at her somewhat agitated daughter, trying to struggle to use her magic to push herself through the air to latch onto Nari’s sleeping form again, put a smile on her face.

Somehow … I still feel at peace after all of that.  Grandma has a plan … Our family is one step closer to coming together, and if there’s another enemy we need to face, then we’ll beat those odds, too!

She caught Aiden’s eyes, realizing he had something to say as everyone drew in to think about the event; Kari, Wendy, and Eyia were swiftly by her side, but it was clear they had other things on their minds.

“Eh, Sora,” Aiden said, vision becoming serious.

“Mhm?”

Everyone turned to him as he took a deep breath, looking her dead in the eyes.  “I promise, I’ll bring your family back together … I owe your family everything.”
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                Sora blinked as Aiden dropped a bombshell on her; everyone had a similar response, except for her aunt Inari.

The white-furred Vulpes cupped her cheek, orange irises sliding to the left to stare at the empty space.  “Hmm … Are you positive, Aiden?  Making such a bold promise could cause consequences that will be challenging for you in the future.”

Emilia’s big ears tilted left and right while hugging Nari’s small, sleeping form against her chest.  “Why?  Can’t Mom just tell him he doesn’t have to do the promise thing?”

Pulling around her flaming hair, Sora floated up to sit in the air, crossing her legs to study Aiden’s determined expression.  “I don’t think that’s what she’s getting at, Emi.”

Kari growled, and Aiden shifted to look at her as the wolf-girl closed the distance, folding her arms.  “Why would you after everything Eric put you through?  You didn’t think he’d change like that, and a promise is very different to you.”

Sora could feel the concern in her new friend’s voice, which showed growth in her eyes.  Wendy was about to jump in on Kari’s tail to defend Sora but paused as she continued.

Kari turned a small smile to her, left eye narrowing a tad.  “Not that I’m saying you’ll turn out like Eric—I’m just saying, look where Eric’s choker got him.”

“Yeah,” Wendy muttered, hands tightening at her front and pressing down on her pleated knee-length skirt.  “I can’t see Sora ever being like that guy!  If anything, I think Sora’s too caring … Think about yourself sometimes,” she huffed, leveling a glare at her.

Eyia’s lips tightened, seeming to pose a different opinion, yet she chose to keep it to herself given her current fragile mental state.  Sora would have pursued it had not everyone else kept piling into the conversation.

Mary and Nathan gave each other concerned looks before settling on the adamant Firebird.

The former Police lieutenant sighed, running his hand through his hair.  “Yo, Aiden, I’m not gonna tell you how to live your life, but doesn’t that mean you’re kind of tying yourself to Sora again?  Didn’t we talk about you spreading your wings and doing this your way?”

“He’s right,” Mary nodded, one arm under her bust while her other gripped her left shoulder.  “I know it feels like you're making your own decision right now by pledging yourself to bring Sora’s family together, but in reality, you’re falling into the same cycle as before.”

Aiden took a deep breath before forcing it out, grasping the back of his head with both hands.  “Gah, I mean, all I want is to correct my mistakes … My whole life has been nothing but mistakes.  How can I do that if I don’t tackle them one at a time?”

Sora chuckled, pulling his brown eyes.  “I know you want to help me, Aiden,” she said, glancing around at every ally she’d gained from being tethered to Eric’s desires, “but look at what I now have because of that … I have a cute daughter.”

“I’m cute?”  Emilia asked, big eyes widening further as her eight tails wagged back and forth; you couldn’t tell who was the niece or aunt by Nari’s adorably small and young body held against her chest.  “I can’t wait to get to know everyone in our family!”

Continuing on, Sora gestured to each person around the circle, bypassing Jian and Fen.  “My aunts are alive again—my grandma’s alive.  Kari and I would have never met, and look at us now.  Wendy’s gotten away from her abusive mother.”

Wendy nodded, eyes sparkling with excitement.  “Yeah, and apparently, I’m going to get some kind of powers or stuff, too!”

“Mhm!”  Sora grinned.  “I have Eyia, my self-appointed sister,” she leveled a disapproving glare at the disparaging Valkyrie, her pained blue eyes on the floor, “that’s always too hard on herself!  Geez, you’re not perfect, Eyia, and how could I not forgive whatever you’ve done after how many times you’ve saved me?”

Eyia shivered, which was a first for Sora, considering it was usually the hyper-confident girl that made everyone feel the chill.  “I have caused a vulnerability that would have me executed on Asgard … I was careless and weak.”

This time, Sora called her main chakram to close around the tail-end of her long flaming hair to form it into a low ponytail.  Creating a copy to hover above Eyia, she curved the pressure of her Null-Void to mold the girl’s wild blonde locks to flow backward and closed the replica around the ends of her brushed out hair in an identical fashion to her own.

Everyone watched with a wry smile but Eyia herself, worried eyes looking up at her.  “Another gift, Si—I cannot accept such…”

“Nonsense!”  Sora scolded, cutting her off; she didn’t miss the skipping of her usual sister ending.  “A gift is meant to be received without the expectation of reward.  Right?  I don’t care what you did, Sister,” she added, putting emphasis on the words.  “All I care about is that you’re alive and well.”

She winked, directing Eyia’s focus to Kari.  “If I really felt like you needed to atone, or whatever, I’d tell you your punishment was to be nicer to Kari, but I’m not that cruel,” she laughed, catching Eyia’s face draining of color and Kari’s wry smirk.  “I can’t make you like someone.”

“Right?”  Kari mused, shifting her hips in the opposite direction.  “I’m cool with her hating me—not like I hate her, but who do you think you’re talking to … I hate just about every Fenris Wolf myself!  At least we got that in common.”

Eyia hesitantly reached back to pull around her bound hair; Jin seemed lost in her own thoughts, still focused on the spot Anansi had stood.

“I … am uncertain about many things … Sister,” she finally muttered, wearing a conflicted smile while looking at the small chakram binding her locks in place.  “I ask for patience as I sort them out.”

Aidan followed the conversations, a slight frown on his lips.  “I know a lot of good has come from this, but…”

Sora tapped the Null-Void red fabric of the dress covering her long legs.  “Mhm, I know, Aiden … There've been a lot of terrible things that have happened to us—to so many people to get here, but it hasn’t all been bad.  I think you need to focus on more of the positive parts—heh, kind of like Thanksgiving—count your many blessings.”

A toothy grin parted her lips.  “Look at the bright side; without all of the bad, you wouldn’t have met this stunning fox girl!”

Aiden chucked with most of the others.

“I can never tell when you’re joking or not sometimes,” Aiden sighed.

“Aren’t I amazing?”  Sora asked, feeling more confident than ever after awakening her father’s side.  “In any case, I release you from that promise.”

Inari hummed, hands wrapped in her sleeves while stepping forward.  “It’s not so simple.  The person holding the key to a Son of Homa’s word is only half of the equation.”

Her soft smile shifted to the boy.  “Your ancestor was really quite troublesome, Aiden.  You hold the power to give someone a key to the chest within your heart; the promise you locked inside that box will persist even after death, and yes, Homa’s powers are still affecting the scope of our Existence, only in much less predictable methods than normal since we learned it changes upon their end.”

A nervous lump dropped down Aiden’s throat.  “What do I need to do?”

Inari gestured to Sora.  “You gave Sora the key, and she can give it back, but it is you that must unseal the promise by opening the box.  In short, you must do something that no son or daughter of Homa has been able to accomplish—live without being bound to a master.  I cannot say what abilities you will develop by keeping your powers to yourself, but I have my suspicions.”

The ancient fox’s eyes creased mysteriously.  “In fact, I suspect your goals have already been met by this very conversation.  You affect more than you know.”

Jin suddenly perked up, a dubious grin splitting her lips.  “All of this business aside, and speaking about chokers—he-he-he, what’s the deal with that Mofupsi chick, huh?  Got yourself a little pet fox now, Sora?  And here I was wondering when you’d stop bringing home strays!”

Sora tried to ignore the comment; that her mind went to chokers when going through Aiden’s inner struggle told Sora the Dragon’s thoughts were on very different subjects from everyone else.  Although, Fen, Jian, Ashley, and Loral appeared to be in their own little worlds, as well.

Honestly, she still wasn’t sure how to deal with the broken former councilwoman.  “They’re right, Aiden.  I don’t think you really need to make that promise.  If you want to help me get my family back together, then do it without trying to manipulate fate or whatever—do it by being my friend and supporting me.”

A light blush darkened Aiden’s cheeks as he rubbed the side of his neck, chuckling softly.  “Well, I guess you’ve grown a lot since I first met you … Maybe I do need to take responsibility another way.  Hmm … thanks, Sora.  Yeah, okay, I’ll think about it and get back to you.”

Leaning forward while turning her attention to Jin, Sora groaned.  “Now … What should I do with Mofupsi?  Aunt Inari, won’t all of the former council shrivel up like old ladies and die?”

 Loral laughed at the comment.  “What a way to phrase it … Yes, now that the City Core has been destroyed, a great many problems will start occurring.  Mainly, every one from the districts are now free to roam.  Additionally, the supportive magic helping the Vulpes around the world to survive has collapsed—most are in the process of dying as we speak.”

Sora’s rings chilled, vision darting to the ceiling.  “Wait … You’re saying billions of Vulpes are dying right now because…”

Inari lifted a reassuring hand.  “You remember Qebhet, Sora?”

Mary’s eyes lit up.  “Qebhet!  That little—heh, well, not so little snake goddess … Umm, Inari…”  The woman’s face twisted with horror.

“Zeri is fine,” Inari soothed.  “The little Vulpes boy is safe in the Tower; I transported him there when I discovered things would escalate.  As to the dying Vulpes, Qebhet is purifying and restoring their spirits to acceptable health while denying any attempts Bathin made to enter with the Fenris Brothers.”

The woman put a hand on her breast, breathing a sigh of relief.  “Thank you, Inari—I hate to think of what those unstable fox ladies would have done to that innocent boy.  Right, what about the council?”

Ashley cleared her throat; her focus had been entirely focused on the two resting Vulpes.  “What about your sisters, Inari?  How is this change going to affect them, and how will they interact with Sora?  I can’t see them being like you from what I saw.”

Mary hissed, following the former reporter’s gaze.  “Mmh, yes, I’ve been so focused on all the other issues I haven’t even considered their mental state.  How will they take the current events; their minds are still back in a time of peace—before that great war, right?”

Sora and Emilia listened intently as Inari’s expression pacified, orange eyes slowly shifting to examine her two sleeping sisters.  “Nari and Seiōbo are going to have a very rough time adapting; both of them will be able to pull from Existence memories unique to them that only they can access … Consider it like encrypted information embedded into the fabric of reality.  It will confuse and agitate them.”

“Can I do that too?”  Sora asked, watching her daughter’s arms tightened around Nari’s stomach; she didn’t want to let go of what appeared to her as the nearest Vulpes to her own age, even if Sora was far closer.

Her aunt shook her head.  “Nari and Seiōbo grew up in a very different world and had access to methods of training you are not.  It was common for us to learn things from other Founders; we studied and honed our magic in many ways that can’t be replicated today—we were purer and more united in those days.”

Ashley’s sad eyes lingered on the two resurrected women.  “So … they won’t experience the same life you did, which will make them feel disconnected to Mia and you.”

Inari moved over to brush back the black bangs of her younger sister, rubbing the side of her left ear.  “I need to leave them in your care, Sora.”

Sora’s eyes widened.  “Huh?  What do you mean?”

“No, Mom!”  Emilia squealed with excitement.  “That’s amazing!  We’ll get to learn more about Aunt Nari and Seiōbo!”

Inari’s lips tightened.  “Their Intelligence, spirit, and body are still in flux from the connection, and Sora, you are the purifying force—or I should say, Gloria’s power within you is the purifying force that is helping to stabilize them.”

A wry smile lifted her cheeks; it didn’t touch her eyes, though.  “To be honest, heh, they’re not going to be all that helpful in the short term and might even cause problems.  They may be older than all of you—well, most of you,” she whispered, vision shifting to Jin and Eyia.

“They have a very divergent mind state.  Our mother’s capture by a Third Generation Tanuki, Tsukuyomi’s actions against her, and his children’s manipulations that killed them are going to be … quite challenging for them to swallow,” Inari’s tails gave a short shiver.  “It was hard for me at the time, and I can only imagine how they will feel, having played with the girls and boys that killed them only days ago in their minds.”

Nathan sucked in air through his teeth.  “Yeah—Yeah, I can see that.  So … Does that mean you’ll be leaving Sora again?”

Inari turned to face her, and this time, a genuine smirk lifted her features.  “He-he, Nathan, you’ll be on your own path soon enough, and my niece has grown powerful enough to stand on her own.”

Sora brought her leg back around to straighten as her aunt floated up to embrace her; the woman’s soft breasts pressed against hers, and she felt the warmth radiating from Inari’s body as an internal voice whispered to her Core—time slowed while Inari quickened them, and in the next moment, they were back in her sanctuary.

Blinking, Sora’s eyes snapped to the various pillows and unusual bobbles that decorated the walls and small, ornate tables.  “Umm … Okay, spirit me away, why don’t you,” she giggled.

Inari motioned for her to sit.  “A necessary action … If I didn’t bring you here, I wouldn’t have the control nor time to tell you what I wanted.”

All response vanished in Sora’s mind as a red-furred nine-tailed Vulpes appeared out of flames beside her aunt.  “I ... Mom?”  she muttered, ears falling back in stunned realization; the words came naturally to her lips.

Her mother’s freckled cheeks lifted with an embarrassed smile as she wrapped her tails around to press against her front.  “Hello, honey, umm … I’m sorry—I asked your aunt to do this for me … It’s the only way I can spend at least a bit of time with you.”

“Mia,” Inari snickered, leaning over to nudge her side, “what are you doing?  Hug your daughter already, and stop being so stand-offish; she forgave you!”

Tears came to Sora’s eyes as she stood frozen in place; her aunt’s words resonated in her breast.  “I did,” she whispered in disbelief.  Goosebumps cascaded down her arms, three flaming tails easing as the warmth she felt for her mother vibrated around the inner segment of her chakram.  “Mom … I love you.”

“Oh, Sora,” Mia’s eyes grew with emotion, liquid falling down her cheeks as she stepped forward and wrapped her in her arms; her nine tails wrapped around Sora’s body to press against her chakram.  “I can’t wait to be with Emilia, Nari, Seiōbo, and you—to meet Wendy, Eyia, and Kari … to be a part of your life.”

Sora squeezed her mother’s back, heart practically on fire after finally having the opportunity to embrace her mom—all the gashes Kari’s girls made over the years about her being an orphan fizzled away; she had a mother, and she loved her with every fiber of her being.

Inari lifted the pillows off the ground to section them around the raised dais, gesturing for them to join her in a short triangle.  “The reason I must leave you, Sora, is that I must prepare in whatever manner I can—gather whoever I can to prepare for the war that is to come.  You will be a part of that fateful conflict and bring together your own unique party.”

Finding her mother’s hand and wrapping her three tails around her mother’s nine, Sora moved to the platform to join her aunt; she chuckled as Mia gave her sister’s mischievous eyes a light glare while lifting the free cushions to be closer together so the two of them could sit together.

Sora giggled, knowing Inari did it on purpose.  “So, we’ll be going down different paths but ending up at the same destination?”

“Precisely,” her aunt said, fingers resting smoothly in her lap.  “Your mother has been keeping a tiny pocket within the fabric of Existence from collapsing while you grew; it allowed her to accomplish her vow and watch you develop into the lovely woman you are becoming.”

“Woman?”  Sora mused.  “I’m still only sixteen.”

“Mmh,” Mia squeezed her hand, pride in her eyes, “while in body, yes, but in mind and experience, you are developing at a much faster rate.  You’ve had to out of necessity, which could be seen as a failure on my part as your mother, yet is also a testament to your power of will.”

Sliding her free hand through her hair, Sora chuckled; she didn’t even have to protect her mother and aunt from her Null-Void, which helped her focus on the moment.  “I guess.  I can’t see myself ever going back to how I was before … There’s so much that happened, and so many people rely on me now.  So … Where are we going to go?  Can I see you again, Mom?  Emilia would faint if she got the chance to hug you.” 

Laughter shook her mother’s chest.  “Yes, she seems like a very emotional child; it’s going to make her magical development a bit challenging in some areas while easier in others.”

Her emerald irises darted to her sister.  “Inari is going to help me fulfill my promises—they were made to have you and provide enough protection to keep most eyes away from you.”

Sora smirked.  “A lot of help they were.”

“Eh-heh, yes,” Mia muttered, lightly scratching her temple, “well, Aiden certainly was a surprise to everyone.  However, that doesn’t change my vow or the aid that was provided in the background.  Tell Emilia to be patient; just as you had issues when meeting your aunt, if I were to meet your daughter now, there would be complications.”

Eyebrows furrowing, Sora’s gaze drifted to her aunt.  “But … You’ve been around Emilia?”

“Mmh,” Inari nodded, “I have, yet it was my magic that guided her Intelligence’s evolution through your lingering metamorphosis.  Therefore, my presence is an exception.”

“Stupid rules,” Sora sighed, knowing her daughter would likely cry at the news but deserved to know the conditions of seeing her grandma.  “Do you know when we’ll be able to meet again?”

Her mother and aunt shook their heads.

“Unfortunately,” Mia whispered, eyes hardening, “there are very concerning prospects your aunt and I must deal with.  Considering the unknowns we’re facing … There is a possibility that your grandmother could oppose us—against her will … Tsukuyomi, as well, which poses many challenges we must plan for.”

A knot formed in Sora’s gut, twitch vibrating through her rings upon remembering the look her grandmother gave Anansi.  Mia’s hand tightened around her fingers as a quiver ran through her spine and tails, pressing into her mother’s.  “Just thinking about how she reacted to him—it was even more frightening than The Herald of Sakura’s presence.”

It felt like her mind was dipped into silence as the menacing presence of The Herald returned, and the woman stepped out of a crack in space, wearing an amused smile.  “I was mentioned?  Ah, Mia, Inari, so it is time for our little power trio to collude?  How exciting!”

Sora’s focus slowly slid to the smiling blonde, holding her parasol in front of her with both hands.  “Power … trio?”

The blonde’s head tilted with her mouth, eyes creasing a little.  “Your mother and aunt need help to break into the 13th Dimension, dear.  I’ve been contracted to aid their little spat; I actually did it at a discount, if you believe it!”  she giggled, a paper fan appearing in her left hand as it left the umbrella to spread the object to hide her lips.  “Sakura has her own issues with their opposition.”

A sad laugh passed through her mother’s frame.  “Our mother would be shocked to find us working together.”

The Herald’s monstrous, mysterious smiling eyes centered on her mother.  “You might be shocked … Congratulations, by the way!”  she chimed, snapping the fan to give them a toothy grin.  “I am looking forward to conversing with your mother again; she has quite the devious mind, the cunning fox!  Without her, I wouldn’t be who I am today.”

Sora was a bit confused as the woman’s fan vanished, and she brought her parasol up to open it indoors, resting it against her shoulder with a thoughtful expression.  It was the next muse that struck Sora’s mind.  “It makes sense why you’d compare us; after all, this presence I carry stems from your grandmother’s cancerous plague that she unleashed against the Primordials—I was their answer to the epidemic.”

Inari released a long sigh, weary gaze on the terrifying figure as her powerful runes illuminated around the room and across her body.  “Sora, allow me to introduce you to our new partner in crime … Pandora.”

The evil presence Pandora exuded multiplied, fissures in the spiritual plane cracking open to show devilish eyes, but her aunt and mother’s radiating power, mixed with her Null-Void cloak, helped to mitigate the effects as the woman laughed.  “Don’t get too bold, my lovelies,” her eyes narrowed with delight, “the slightest nudge could open the box, and I can’t control what your mother’s little creations will do.”

“Grandma … created those?”  Sora asked, finding it difficult to breathe; she couldn’t see what the numberless eyes of various sizes were connected to, yet whatever it was far exceeded the nightmare they used to bring back her family.

“It was a desperate time,” Mia whispered.  “Including Nilly’s final sacrifice that fractured her essence across all of Existence.”

Pandora lifted an eyebrow.  “Tragically, I wasn’t crafted at the time, and anything before that is blackness to me.  Now, heh, don’t mind me; go about your farewells while I bask in Inari’s marvelous interior design,” she said, shattering like intangible glass before them.

Sora could still feel her presence in the courtyard, but the gaps in reality slowly started to close as the eyes grew sleepy and eased shut.  Once they were gone, relief radiated from her chakram.  “So … You three are going on your own journey?”

“Of sorts,” Inari said, a smile returning while staring around at the magic being invoked to protect her.  “The Herald—well, Sakura, her master, is a neutral party and has been since the middle of the Great War, since breaking away from the Primordials.  She can be swayed to either side, depending on the situation, and it so happens our goals align at this point.”

Mia leaned over to hug her again.  “Your Aunt Seiōbo and even Nari are far stronger than all of you, but they’ll realize they need to be close to you, Sora.  Inari has left them an instruction manual, of sorts … Not that either of them will fully read it,” she sighed.

“They will do their own things, but there are ways to get them to help you; we will be protecting them from their past enemies.  Be patient with your aunts—they’ve had a rough revival.”

Sora’s cheeks puffed up as she expelled a heavy stream of air.  “That’s what Aunt Inari said … Eh, heh, I just have to ask … How bad of an influence will they be on Emilia?”  she groaned.

Inari gave a light, unhelpful shrug.  “We can’t … be sure, if we are being honest.  Their turbulent mental and emotional state is chaos itself.”

Her mother pulled back to look into her eyes, showing hope.  “For Emilia, watch out for your Aunt Nari; she’s in a time of her life where she was getting the most fun out of pulling pranks … pranks that were harmless to the crowd we grew up around but those around you … Mmh…”

“An example?”  Sora pressed, lips tightening.  “I can handle some fun—I’d likely join in, but how bad are we talking?”

Inari combed back her hair.  “Mmh-hmm-hmm … Turning people into plants, giving artificial life to inanimate objects that could eat you, transporting you to a pocket dimension of her design … She was a wildcard, expressing herself in unusual ways.”

“Wonderful,” Sora sighed.  “Well, I guess Emilia will get to learn how to reverse her tricks, which will help us—I suppose.  What about Aunt Seiōbo?”

Her mother shivered.  “Gah, just remembering that mean phase of hers makes me angry.  Seiōbo is at a point where she was trying to be different than us—colder, and … Yeah, she’ll mostly keep to herself, I think, but it’s really just an act, hiding her insecurities toward Inari and the other Second Generation Founders.”

Inari popped her tongue, displaying a hint of agitation.  “She’ll want your attention while pretending she doesn’t—then she’ll get angry you didn’t show it to her.  Feel out the situation; Seiōbo can only handle isolation for so long before she needs to attach herself to someone or something.”

“Noted,” Sora replied, putting steel in her gut; a smile illuminated her face.  “So, you send us back to the Tower, and we figure out what we’re all going to do from there?”

Mia’s arms pulled her in again, almost collapsing her Null-Void body by the sheer strength she exerted; it was a good thing Sora didn’t have to breathe.  “I will bring Jin here once I return you—a lot is going on behind the scenes you're not aware of involving the Dragon.  Things will become clearer as you talk things over.”

“As for me,” Inari cracked her neck, long hair tilting left and right.  “I’m going to confront the Fenris Brothers to chase them off while your mother speaks with Jin.  Here…”

Sora watched her aunt unfold her fingers to produce a pulsing orb of intense power—Gong-Gong’s bead.  “My eyes are opening now, regarding Yìnglóng … I see why Nüwa was so patient with me, as well.  Amends will need to be made.”

Mia nodded, using magic to make it float beside them.  “Without a doubt, the Dragon Mother already knows, but we need to follow their customs … It’s been a long time since I’ve seen Nüwa.”

Her aunt rose to her feet, the atmosphere brightening with her charged presence increasing for battle, but her mother’s call made her pause before leaving, “Inari … Thank you for giving me this time; I know it hasn’t been easy on you.”

A playful smirk lifted her sister’s lips.  “What is family for?”  Inari vanished in a pulse of light, leaving Sora with her mother; The Herald’s presence disappeared at the same time, likely changing locations to observe the fight in person.  

Sora looked into her mother’s loving eyes.  “Any final advice, Mom?”  she weakly asked.

“One,” her mother whispered, clasping her hands.  “Never forget that you can always find a measure of joy for laughter when things become challenging.  The grateful moments we share with those we love helps hope bud in our hearts and keep us on the proper path.  Smile, and be a light of fun and willpower for your struggling aunts; they’ll need both Emilia and you.”

“Of course,” Sora said, holding back her tears as they gave each other their parting embrace.  “Until we meet again.”

“Mmh … Until we meet again, my beautiful daughter … Be safe, and make wise decisions.”

Sora blinked, and she had returned to the physical plane; Jin seemed to have had her conversation with her mother already because she too looked a bit flustered.  Hair flaring a light red color before returning to black, the girl’s sudden agitated aura was replaced by a somewhat sad expression, and she plopped down on her butt, deep in thought.

Eyia, Kari, and Aiden noticed the Dragon’s split-second outburst, but everyone else was centered on their own troubles.  Fen and Jian had been paralyzed the entire time, seemingly stuck in some kind of mental loop they were fixated on.

All of that changed when Loral took the stage, and Sora noticed a sharp change in the battle threatening to spill into their dimension; her aunt had entered the frenzy, putting both brothers on the defensive.

“Ahem,” Loral clasped her hands against her stomach, “I’ll transport you back to the Tower; there are many things to discuss and prepare.  Be prepared; the Vulpes Council is not in the best frame of mind, given what has happened.”

Shaking out her muscles and flexing the tiny segmented parts that made up her chakram, Sora cleared her mind; it was time to make due on her promises.  Emilia as her proxy, she’d made her mind up with what to do about each member of the council.  “Let’s go.”
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                A weave of magic cycled around Sora and the rest of the party as Loral teleported them back to the Tower.

Ever since unlocking her father’s side, her environment felt different—unnatural, in a way.  The flow of matter and energy—the fabric of space itself—everything seemed to bend around her, yet at the same time, her mother’s side allowed a portion of that force to seep in, binding her to the plane.  She was scared to think that, without that, she’d be ejected like a virus.

Scenery changing, Sora’s focus darted to Tola, anxiously waiting in her chair around the dead and broken City Core.  Githa was on the table, curled up and fast asleep—really asleep.

A lump dropped down Tola’s throat as she slipped through space to appear before her.  “Sora—I … the powers ripping at the Realm…”

Holding up a hand, Sora floated back a little, taking to the air with a small smile.  “It’s fine, Tola!  My Aunt Inari is currently fighting the Fenris Brothers with some Primordial—it doesn’t matter.  What does…”

She directed their focus to her two sleeping aunts, Emilia holding Nari with a look that dared anyone to separate her from the cute, single-tailed fox girl.  “My aunts have returned from the dead, including my grandmother.”

A short clap sounded in the ensuing silence, and a smile brightened Sora’s lips upon seeing Mofupsi’s lush figure lazily sitting in her large throne—yet again, she had a pipe in hand and puffing on some kind of herb.  It was held at an angle while the woman tapped her palm.  “Congratulations, Master!”

I guess it isn’t a habit easily kicked, Sora mused to herself.

Phebe, the red-furred council member turned gray from the breakdown of her artifact, was the second one to rise from her chair.  “What of our lives?!  We will die within the week!”

She flinched as Niomie’s snide voice cut past her plea.  “I’m already dying, Phebe—join me in the sorrow of the end,” she grunted with a baleful leer, holding up a discolored bottle of some liquid; half a dozen more were already empty on the table before her.  “It’s what we deserve—hicc … Isn’t that—that right, Sora?”  she mumbled, releasing a form of spiritual drunkenness that made Sora want to throw up.

Mofupsi smirked, directing the edge of her pipe to the depressed woman.  “As you can see, our former Loral hasn’t taken to the news that well.  Hallaway has disappeared entirely—I couldn’t tell you where the frantic Vulpes has gone.”

“Hmm…”  Ella brought around her long tails while examining her tiny body; the violet colors had drained away to black.  “I can’t say I’m entirely thrilled at the prospect of my death … There are so many avenues of knowledge that have opened up before me.”

Ella’s head tilted to the left as the rest of Sora’s group watched or pondered their own thoughts.  “You seem to be taking the news quite well, Bethel.”

The former Orange Seat had her feet on the liquid-like table, orange furred tails swaying above her.  “I didn’t have much to live for to begin with … I’m not all that interested in books or power.  Maybe it’s a bit sad, but I actually enjoyed our little meetings.  I loved to listen to the soft undertone of the incessant bickering you all took part in.  I had my fun while it lasted.”

Niomie snorted.  “Of course you’d be like that—you never had any ambition, yet you had the raw talent to make it to the top of your District.  Disgusting…”

The negative energy she put off seemed to stir something in Fen—there was a repugnance in her face Sora didn’t quite grasp.  Niomie and Fen were similar in many ways, yet she appeared to be reflecting on something—memories and experiences the real Loral had given her.

Mofupsi snickered, putting the pipe back between her lips to inhale and release a soft puff of sparkling, magical smoke.  “I wonder how things would have turned out if Bethel had been the one to live over five-hundred thousand years.”

“Don’t put that evil on me!”  she giggled in return.  “I’m more than happy having so many stimulating conversations among the Vulpes in my own district.  What are your thoughts, Tola?”

Tola’s vision drifted down to her gray fur, tails sagging a little.  “I wish … No, I will spend the rest of my time trying to fix what Niomie has ruined.”  The bitter Vulpes gave a sharp laugh at the comment, but everyone ignored her.  Her focus darted to Sora, followed by Loral’s serene presence.  “What about you?”

Loral’s crossed arms shifted a little under her bust, glancing toward the wall to Sora’s back.  “I suspect many of you would be shocked … I’m dying, but not in the same way you are.  This form I’ve taken could only last a short time.  Although, I believe Lady Inari has other plans for me.”

“Of course she does,” Niomie grunted, taking a sour gulp of a new bottle she brought to her side.  Sora realized she was wasting the spiritual life force she had left using such complicated magic.  “Always an opportunity for the talented.”

Wendy glowered at the woman who made herself god over the Vulpes Realm.  “More like an opportunity for the loyal … You only serve yourself.”

A tremor ran down Jian and Fen’s frames as they watched the human and nine-tailed Vulpes glare at each other.  There was an unusual realization and change happening in the tart Húli-Jīng.

Sora’s gaze drifted to her daughter, tucking her lip under as the Vulpes bounced off each other; she wasn’t interested enough to search deeper into Fen’s emotional state—there were better ways to spend her brain power.

I can turn them into a follower of me, but how will that translate to everything else?  I definitely want to make Mofupsi one of my Myōbu … I need a cooler name, though.  Wait, didn’t … Right, Tenko … Celestial Fox.  Emilia was kind of that as she was developing into my daughter, but I’m pretty sure she’s moved past that stage—she’s basically a Founder herself now.

Her focus went to Tola as she listened to the various former Council Members.  Mofupsi and Tola, definitely.  Although, I don’t want to stretch myself too thin.  I’m new to this stuff and what it might do … Mofupsi first.

Sora grimaced while fixating on the orange-furred Vulpes’s slender neck, tracing the Null-Void collar she’d placed around her delicate skin.  In a way, it was pretty much indestructible; for anything from this world to destroy it, there would need to be a collision of force strong enough to overpower the powerful substance within.

I have a fox slave … A willing fox slave … wouldn’t want people to get the wrong idea.  Still, I can totally tell Kari’s going to tease me about it.  Who else?  Jin, definitely…

Her thoughts were pulled away as her glowing silver irises shifted to the Dragon; her muscles were tight, and the unease leaking out of her spiritual network was worse than she’d ever sensed it.  What did Mom say to her?

Clearing her throat to gain everyone’s attention, Sora floated forward, keeping the red dress appropriately placed to remain decent.  “Alright, let’s get everyone to focus—everyone take a seat … Loral,” she prompted, sitting on one of the fallen rings that used to float around the City Core as the gathering complied.

Loral slipped through space to float in front of her, a small smirk on her cunning lips.  “As you suspect, your aunt has given me some guidelines and instructions as to how we are to proceed.  It is really quite open, to be honest, but certain things need to be addressed.”

Niomie rolled her eyes, leaning back to sneer up at them.  “Well, aren’t you Ruler of the Universe now … Heh, how does it feel to be back in control?”

“Me?”  Loral chuckled, giving Niomie a pitiful leer.  “My darling little fool, how could you have ever built such a tall tower of hubris without seeing the folly?  A conundrum.  In any case,” she mused, directing her hand to the wall, “you haven’t noticed while drowning in your bottle, there is a purifying force blanketing the planet.”

Tola blinked, looking up at the ceiling.  “Now … that to mention it.  Yes … Lady Inari’s battle stole my attention.”

Ella leaned forward, gray irises sparkling.  “Ho—how fascinating.  I have never felt something so … wholesome and pure.”

Mary wore a reminiscent smile.  “Qebhet, I assume.”

“Indeed,” Loral replied, snapping her fingers to display a three-dimensional image of the small snake girl.

Sora wanted to laugh at how adorable the colossal serpent’s transformation was—you could never guess how terrifying she could actually look as a little eight-year-old girl with long, light-blue hair done up in a Japanese-style bun.  Her bright ocean green reptilian eyes and a soft complexion had the look of tranquility itself, and the white streak running through a single lock showed her connection to Inari.

The girl’s elegantly designed blue dress was as radiant as ever, flowing around her petite figure while she flew through the heavens.  She grinned, giving them a wave, “I will be there shortly, Loral.”

“I look forward to it,” Loral said, and the image turned to water upon snapping her finger again, sinking into the table.

Sora didn’t miss her daughter’s jaw drop open upon seeing the lovable little girl and knew the deceptively young Vulpes wanted to add her to the cute little collection of friends and family members she was gathering in her embrace.  “So, Qebhet is going to rebuild this Realm?”

Githa released a soft purr while stretching out, soon reverting back to her teenage form to plop onto the table, staring up at Sora.  “Hmm?  Oh, Sora!  Is that how it all went, huh?  Cool.”  A slight smirk lifted the left corner of her mouth, showing feline fangs.  “As to Qebhet, naa—the girl can’t rebuild somethin’ like this—cleanse, though, absolutely!”

Jin grunted, sounding somewhat agitated.  “Shouldn’t you scamper along before she shows up?”

The cat’s two long puffy tails stiffened, ears going on alert.  “Oh!  Uh … Yeah, I don’t do well around purifying beings.  Later!”

Sora sighed as the snickering cat waved goodbye, vanishing in green flames; really, she’d moved through space more forcefully than Tola and Loral.  “I feel bad for Nilly, but the Nekomata Faction still kind of gives me the creeps.”

Kari threw her hands behind her head, resting them against the back as she balanced her chair on two legs, feet against the rim of the table.  “Yeah—what’s all this stuff about feeling bad for Nilly, though?”

Deciding it was time to explain everything, Sora straightened, rubbing a small circle around her chakram to ease a bit of tension she was feeling—the tiny pulses the rings released reduced a little on contact.  “Okay—Loral, how long will Qebhet be?”

“Mmh…”  she glanced down at the table, tone ponderous.  “She first needed to perform a preliminary measure to buy time for a more thorough purification.  Likely by the time you explain everything, she will have completed her task.”

Sora nodded, glancing around at the faces staring up at her.  “In that case, Ashley, do you want me to bring Brandon, Cedric, and Josie here to hear the future plans once the heavy stuff is done?”

The blonde gave her a thankful look.  “That would be wonderful—I suppose we will be parting ways soon.  I can’t tell you how much your kindness has meant to me.”

“Really,” Nathan jumped in, turning to face Aiden by his side, “I can say for a fact that you’ve ignited something in me I haven’t felt in a long time … Hope.”

Aiden’s grin became strained while rubbing his left arm.  “You sure, Nathan?  I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for all the talks we had.  I … I guess I could say you’ve inspired me to be better—I don’t know, I kind of aspire to be like you.”

“Woah!”  holding up his hands, he laughed with Wendy, Sora, Kari, Ashley, and Mary.  “Bro, seriously, don’t aim so low!  I’m far from perfect, and you’ve got a real gift to give the world—eh, all the dimensional stuff and crap, too, heh … Yeah, just everyone.  I know you’re walking down the right path, and if ya start stumbling off of it, you’ve got friends to help you back on it,” he smiled, looking up at Sora, who gave him a nod.

Mary blew out a long puff of air.  “Yeah, I know we’re not really saying our goodbyes quite yet,” she laughed, “but thank you for taking pity on us, Sora—”

She cut off, throat constricting and face heating up; Sora felt her own emotions flaring.  “You could have just killed us as we rampaged through that base—mindless … cursed … helpless, but—but you saw hope in turning us back—you gave us back our lives.”

Ashley and Nathan coughed, choking up as her words struck their chests.

“Ahem—yeah,” Ashley whispered, “you gave me back my f-family—a second chance to be a better mother for my children and wife to my husband.  If all you saw were crazed werewolves, my kids wouldn’t have their mom today—they’d be having a memorial service for me … I can’t thank you enough.”

Kari chuckled, pulling everyone’s gaze as she stared up at her.  “Are we doing the whole emotional thing now?  Okay—Sora, you helped me to see I wasn’t a lost cause.”  Her smug cadence didn’t last long, and Sora could tell she was trying to hold back the quivers in her throat while fighting the tears.

“You gave me time back with my mother—helped me to understand my stupid family, and heh, how totally messed up we all are!  That…”  She swallowed, clearing her throat, “that my life has meaning and that you were willing to forgive me—even when I couldn’t forgive myself.”

Wendy broke in next, giving her a beaming smile.  “I can see the look on your face, Sora—don’t hide it!”

“W-What?”  Sora asked, tucking in her bottom lip to stop it from trembling.

“You don’t want to take credit for all of that, but we’re not gonna let you brush that aside!  I was a coward—probably still am,” she muttered, voice falling a few octaves before strengthening again, and for a moment, Sora worried she’d say something that could set Eyia off, but Wendy kept it vague.

“I let myself be bullied into turning against my best friend—someone who’d stuck up for me all through elementary school and brought me into her life—you let me into your wonderful life.  Yes, I know,” she growled, “my stupid mother, if you could call her that, felt inferior and envious of the lifestyle you had … She let that get between us; it wasn’t you.”

Drawing in a shuddering breath, she shook her head, turning to glare at Niomie, who looked like she’d contracted an illness.  “After everything—everything I did to push you away, you let me back in—and even took me in—asked me to be your sister.  I can’t think of a better person—really!”

Sora forced a laugh; she’d expected to use this time explaining everything that had happened and get everyone on the same page, but it seemed people had a weight to get off their chest.

Pulling around her low ponytail, Sora fiddled with the end.  “I’m not a saint, guys—I’ve got my dark side, too.”

Kari gripped her stomach as laughter echoed around the room.  “Are you kidding me, Sora?  Dark side … I mean, sure, we all know you do, but what’s the darkest thing you’ve done—go through the Yellow District Trial while forcing yourself to only save most of the Vulpes?”

A short huff blew through Jin’s nose.  “For real—for a Vulpes, you’re not very evil, and … gah, why aren’t you all evil.  It’s annoying … Life should be simpler.  Eyia—what’s up with you?”

Eyia flinched, eyes zoned out across the conversation.  “Hmm?  No, I—I do not understand your reasoning, Jin … Is it not you that speaks in gray?”

Sora realized some of the translation abilities of the Realm had been damaged, causing some slight distinction to how things used to be.

Jin leaned against the side of her chair, shaking her head.  “I was wrong—you were right.  We should just burn Existence down because nothing makes sense anymore.  Just bury me in a grave and forget about me…”

“I … cannot,” Eyia whispered, eyes welling up with emotion Sora didn’t understand.  “Jin, you are—I have so few friends—people I can rely on.  I cannot lose you as I feel I have lost my sister…”

“Hey,” Wendy whispered, getting up to walk over and hold the shivering Valkyrie.  “Eyia, what’s going on?  Jin’s joking—she’s just mad.”

Vision swimming with confusion, Eyia hiccuped, hugging herself; a small flurry of arctic wind forced Wendy to stop.  “Oh—I see … I am just out of touch.  I shall remove myself to rebuild my—”

Before Sora could go down to comfort her, a raven feathered cloak surrounded Eyia, and she vanished—there wasn’t a slipstream of shifted space, but a complete disappearance.  “Eyia?!”

Loral released a soft hum as everyone looked around.  “She has locked herself in a 5th Dimensional seal … I was unaware that she had such power.”

Jin popped her tongue against the roof of her mouth.  “Perfect.  Well, I’ve seen things I never thought I would.  Geez, Sora—heh, aren’t we kind of a mess.  I’ll go talk with her—at least I can pound on it like a window and see if she wants to talk.”

Relief touched Sora’s heart.  “That—would make me feel a lot better … I don’t know why she’s so obsessed about, well—whatever she did to break the City Core.  It’s like she’s literally stabbed me in the heart or something.”

“To her,” Jin grumbled, “I can see why she thinks she did.  Eyia’s obsessed with perfection, and the fact the girl couldn’t see this coming, nor sense it in ‘the strings of fate,’” she rolled her eyes, doing air quotes, “means she’s basically failed.”

Jin vanished the same way, but to Sora, it didn’t seem like that was entirely Eyia’s problem.  It wasn’t about her failing but the damage she’d seemingly done to her, and still, she didn’t know why she felt that way.

Glancing to Kari, the Fenris Wolf returned a shrug.

Wendy’s shoulders slumped.  “Man, how can we help her?”

“Why don’t you break her City Core and kill her,” Niomie murmured.

Sora sent a chakram to evaporate her bottles beyond repair; the woman cried out, holding one close to her breast while ducking under the table as the Null-Void laser zeroed in on its target.  “You can shut up now, Niomie.”

“Thank you!”  Kari grunted, several others mirroring the sentiment.

A small squeak of a voice brought Sora’s furrowed eyebrows to Phebe.  “Eh—excuse me, Lady Founder Sora, umm—might there be a way I can live on?”

Mofupsi giggled, staring at her fluffy tails as they played with one another.  “Why—to make up for the hundreds of thousands of years you’ve already wasted?”

Wendy pointed at her.  “What she said!”

“Mmh,” Nathan gave a reasonable nod, mirroring Ashley and Mary.  “Not wrong.  I can’t imagine how you spent that time … the things you did to little boys, men, and the torture you heaped on women.  To be honest, I think you three should follow Eric’s example and get the Hell treatment.”

“No,” Phebe whispered, tears gathering in her eyes.  “No, I just—I did what I was told.  I didn’t know any better…”

Loral clicked her tongue.  “Not so fast, Phebe … You had plenty of time to ponder the decisions Niomie made and decided to live as number two was preferable to upsetting the order.  You enabled her actions, which halted Hallaway’s ability to take action.  Although, I can’t say she was any better—perhaps worse.”

“No … Please, I want to live,” the desperate Vulpes begged.

Releasing a short puff of air, Sora motioned to Loral.  “Can you send my aunts and daughter to the beds we used?  I’m sure she’d like to get away from all this talk and just snuggle next to Nari and Seiōbo.”

“Thanks, Mom!”  Emilia chimed, rubbing her cheek against Nari’s golden ears.  “She’s so warm and cuddly; I can’t wait until we can be friends!  Can I be friends with my aunts?”  she suddenly questioned in wonder, “or is that called something—”

Loral whisked her away to sleep; Sora needed her at peak mental fortitude if she was going to perform the tasks she wanted.

“Right,” Sora growled, shifting to stare at the vulnerable Vulpes.  “Look, Phebe, I don’t know you, and to be honest, I don’t really care for you.  What reason have you given me to give a damn?”

She blanched.  “No—No, I can be useful!  Just—ask me—no, tell me what you want!  Please!”

Everyone’s attention was taken by the small snake girl that popped into existence in front of Sora, wearing a serene smile.  “I have a solution, Sora.”

A happy note chimed in Mary’s voice as she whispered, “Qebhet, as cute as ever!”

“Thank you, Mary!”  she returned.  “Lady Inari has answered your prayers.  Rick is currently adjusting to his time spent in one of the sanctuaries I oversee on my Lady’s behalf.  Once we have concluded our business here, you and Zeri will join him.”

Hands covering her mouth and nose, Mary breathed out a sound between laughter and tears.  “My husband?!  Thank you, Inari—I … I can’t wait to feel his touch again.  And—heh, allowing us to raise Zeri—to guide him about this new world with Inari’s aids … I couldn’t have asked for more!”

Sora gave her a compassionate smile, happy to see the woman finally reap the reward her aunt had promised her former psychiatrist; if it wasn’t for Mary, she wouldn’t be who she was today.

“That’s not everything,” Qebhet giggled.  “My Lady knows you both enjoy science, so in addition, she has assigned a Kitsune to begin your education and Core release training in order to understand this universe in a more personal way than you can imagine.”

“Congratulations,” Ashley chuckled, getting up to hug the woman, and Nathan did the same.

Sora wasn’t satisfied there, though; she had to learn about the others; Phebe’s tight shoulders soon fell into depression as they moved on.  “What about Nathan and Ashley?”

Nathan held up his hands, forcing a grin.  “Eh, well—to be honest, I’ve kind of gotten closer to Alice recently.  You know, the woman that took care of the house we used?”

“Of course I know her,” Sora mused, lips curving into a cat-like smile upon remembering her aunt’s promise to his adopted mother.  “The hard-working and diligent girl that wanted to travel a bit, huh?”

He gave a short shrug.  “Eh, yeah, umm, heh, you see, she wanted to learn a bit more about what it’s like beyond this Realm, and I kind of offered to show her around Earth a bit.  Inari promised to hook me up with some Core training, too—you know, in case I need to protect myself—or others…”

“Oh?”  Ashley smirked, nudging his side.  “Isn’t she like over a hundred years old?”

“H-Hey, it’s—it’s not like that,” Nathan mumbled, glancing away as his blush deepened.  “She asked me, so … ya know, I couldn’t turn her down.  I was planning on just living here, but … yeah.”

“A damsel came tugging on your shirt, looking up at you with her big pink eyes, huh?  I see you!”  Wendy cooed.

They laughed at Nathan’s shy blustering as he tried to brush their teasing remarks off.

“I’m happy for you,” Sora grinned, catching Aiden’s soft smile, but Nathan’s next comment put everyone’s eyes on the shocked Firebird.

“Eh—I mean, c’mon, Liz wants to go with Aiden; I’m not alone here on the tour business!”

Aiden’s amber eyes widened in shock.  “Huh?  N-No, she was just joking—we were all just having a good time.”

“Ah, I don’t think so, dude,” Nathan muttered, giving him a thumbs up.  “I’m pretty sure she’s into you—she wouldn’t take her eyes off you, and I saw that tail wag.”

“Ooh, the tail wag,” Wendy nodded matter of factly.  “Dead give away for fox girls; Sora can confirm.”

“I can what, Wendy?”  Sora asked, cheeks darkening.

Wendy lifted an eyebrow.  “Am I wrong?”

Kari shrugged.  “Not wrong as far as I know—kind of par for the course when it comes to tail-based Founders.”

“Don’t encourage her,” Aiden mumbled, sinking lower in his seat.  “She’s nice—well, kind of blunt and can make some … unusual jokes that can be a bit awkward, but if I’m going with Sora, then—I mean…”

Wendy shot an encouraging fist into the air.  “It’s perfect!  You gotta get stronger to protect the girl!  Isn’t it romantic?”

“Yeah, c’mon, Aiden,” Sora said, jumping on the bandwagon and glad they weren’t forcing her into tail-wagging love talk that centered on herself.  “Didn’t you say you wanted to get stronger?”

“I didn’t say I wanted a girlfriend!”  Aiden muttered.

Nathan hissed out a long sigh, giving him a fatherly nod.  “Aiden, my man—sometimes, ya just don’t get a choice in the matter.  If ya could change your fate, am I right?”  He clapped his hands, looking around at the others as they chuckled at the joke.

Aiden’s hand came up to his face.  “Ugh—that hurt, man.  For real, let’s get serious here.”

Qebhet giggled.  “Indeed, though this has been enjoyable after such a global catastrophe.”

Turning back to the small snake girl and pointing at Fen, Sora said, “Right—but I’d rather start with this devilish vixen than what you have to say about these two losers.”

 Everyone’s grimace followed Niomie’s drunken movements across the room as she hissed and snarled, trying to use her own body to block Sora’s pursuing chakram from zapping the bottle from existence—she was clearly stuck between a rock and a hard place since using her magic would further sap her life force.  Sora wondered if she’d eventually break down and consider the last few sips worth dying faster.

Fen and Jian’s focus seemed to snap back as they were mentioned, glancing up at her; in a strange twist of fate, Sora could see vulnerability she’d never seen in the woman.  “Huh?  Oh, umm—yeah, I’m … I’m sorry, Sora.  I’ve had some time to ponder the actions I took, and … I know I’m not the best person.”

“What’s up with her?”  Kari asked, examining her creased eyes and trembling hands against her breast.

Wendy hummed, eyebrows coming together.  “It looks like she’s seen a ghost or something.”

Loral floated down to stand before Fen.  “What have you learned from exploring your own soul, Fen—to meet yourself?”

A tremor ran through her bones, and Jian gave her a hurt look.  “I thought—I saw Bathin in the mirror—Niomie reflect back at me … something ugly and pitiful…”

Her frightened eyes moved to the former leader of the Vuples Council, snarling and gnashing her teeth at the ring continued to pester her.  “There was a warning—a path to see myself clearer.”

Regret was frozen in her gaze.  “I started a fire—I’ve made you bleed, and I’m sorry—but this blood on my hands,” she muttered, looking down at her quaking fingers, “it scares me to death … the lives I’ve ruined.”

Coughing, her throat constricted.  “I’ll be good—I promise … I’ll be good.”

“Fen…”  Jian whispered, reaching out a hand, but she pulled away.

“No—Jian … I’m sorry, Sora…”

Vision falling to the jittery woman, Sora’s expression turned somber while lowering to the table before her, standing beside Loral.  “What’s brought this on, Fen?”  It felt sincere.

Fen’s fingers slid to her tight shoulders, refusing to make eye contact while staring at Jian’s feet underneath the table.  “My past was bitter—so bitter—so many decades … hunted, used, and discarded by other Húli-Jīng … My sisters.  I see them when I close my eyes—the iron fists they wielded over me … used Jian because I was too weak to stand up to them.”

A hollow smile lifted her traumatized face.  “Grace is just weakness—or so my sisters told me … I’ve been cold … merciless because if I faltered even a little—I’d be weak again … Under their thumb again—the least talented and ugliest sister…”

“Mmh,” Qebhet joined them, “Vulpes litters within a hostile environment can often be very competitive and negative if a child gets a taste for the flavor, spoiling her sisters in the process.”

Fen tongue slid out while tucking her lips under.  “Loral and Inari have helped me to—to see what I could have become … It terrifies me.”

“What are you going to do?”  Wendy asked, hugging herself as the atmosphere chilled.

Kari shifted her posture, adjusting her skirt a bit.  “She’s going to return home and confront her sisters … She’s going to try to start over.”

A slight rise curved the edges of Fen’s mouth.  “I’ll be good, Sora … for all of this light you’ve shed upon me, and I’ve shut out … the innocent things around me I question … for all the things that I’ve done throughout my life, and the perfect things I doubt.”

The hurt in Fen’s eyes as they rose to meet Sora’s was familiar.  “I swear, Sora.  I’ll be better … I’ll be good.  If I want to be worthy of what I want, I need to reignite the sparks I’ve stomped out.  So…”

Fen shakily got to her feet, and to everyone’s surprise, bowed, Jian following her actions.  “Thank you, Sora … Thank you for being an example I can look to.”

“Fen…”  Sora whispered.  “I’m not perfect.”

A short giggle slid through her throat as Fen pulled back her hair to look at her, and there was a new strength in her eyes—small but building.  “That’s the thing I admire about you.  You aren’t perfect, and you don’t pretend to be.  Still, you strive to bring people together to give you the strength to push on … Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure…”  Sora muttered, feeling a shiver run through her chakram.

“If I can do it—walk this path and become a better person … When—no, if we meet again, can I join your group—like Inari’s Kitsune?”

A soft sigh pushed out of Sora’s lungs, and the ensuing silence pressed in around them, only broken by Niomie’s mumbles, hugging the bottle while curling into a ball in a corner.  Returning to the woman’s sad smile, Sora slowly shook her head.  “I can’t promise you that, Fen.  We’ll cross that road when we meet again.”

“Heh-he, I see,” Fen chuckled, a tear falling down her cheek, but there was a brightening star in her gaze.  “Thank you, Sora.”

Turning to Loral, she took a deep breath and let it out in a slow stream.  “Can you send Jian and me outside of the city, please?”

“Not outside the Red Gate?”  Wendy asked, glancing between them.

The unusual torment and hope for redemption in Fen’s eyes drew Sora in.  “No … No, we have a lot to think about and good things we can do on our way back to Earth.”

Sora studied the woman before nodding.  “Hmm … Good luck, Fen.  I hope you find what you’re looking for by the time we meet again.”

“Me, too,” Fen whispered, departing with a smile, and in a shimmering of light, Loral sent them away.

No one spoke as they pondered the departure, and Sora couldn’t help but find her heart yearning for Fen’s success.

“Humph…”  Everyone focused on her as she looked up at her grandmother’s statue.  “It’s a little surreal how much your emotions can change toward a person … Hmm.”

Shifting to stare at Phebe, Sora’s expression pacified as the woman gave her a crazed smile.  “Y-Yeah!  I’ll be good, too, Sora!  Give me a second chance!  I’ll show you I can make up for … for all the stuff I did!”

“Like?”  Kari asked, her tone ice.  “Go on, tell us.”

She opened her mouth, yet no words came out, vision shifting between the various Council Members.  “I … Uh … What?”

Sora crossed her arms, glaring at Phebe; her request and performance were practically spitting on Fen’s determination to better herself and heal from her past.

A hint of anger touched Mary’s voice.  “What wrongs have you done … Who have you hurt, and how are you going to make that right?”

“I … I don’t know—No, it … it really was Niomie!  I don’t know … What do you want me to say?!”  She dropped to her knees, prostrating herself on the table.  “Please, tell me what to say!”

Disgust rolled around Sora’s gut, the tiny liquid-like inner-state of her Null-Void chakram body quivering with indignation.  “What were you going to suggest, Qebhet … because I want to leave them to rot in their own waste.”

“Understandable,” Qebhet sighed, watching Phebe almost faint at her response.  “I was thinking about servitude—the number of years they took to be repaid.  I will oversee it.”

Kari smirked.  “And at the end of the—oh, what would it be … seven-hundred thousand year sentence?”

“The release of entering the life cycle once again,” Qebhet chimed, displaying a bright smile.

Wendy nodded, dropping back into her seat.  “So, death, huh.  Seems reasonable.”

“W-What?”  Niomie and Phebe gasped, sinking to the floor in shock.

Qebhet floated a little higher, hands held at her front.  “Mhm!  I won’t allow the two of you to pass on until you’ve paid the debt demanded by the souls you have tarnished.  All will be brought back into the life cycle within the Realm under my stewardship, and you will have the opportunity to correct the harms done to them.”

A hint of sadness touched her delicate features.  “Unfortunately, not all of them survived.  Recompense must be made.  What do you think, Sora?”

Seeing the trembles that passed through the two Vulpes’ frames at the terrifying prospect of indentured servitude, Sora gave them a thumbs up.  “Good luck, Phebe, Niomie.  I suppose I’ll check back in from time to time, given I’m immortal and all,” she chuckled.  “I look forward to seeing the kind of work you do to improve the lives you’ve cut short.”

“You can’t do that to…”

Loral snapped her fingers, wearing an entertained expression.  “I applaud your sentence.  As for me, Qebhet?”

The snake girl held up her hand, causing a ball of liquid to form around the thoughtful Vulpes’s form; the pristine water hazed black and purple, washing away the impurities and restoring the missing pieces of Loral’s spiritual organs, resurrecting her to a perfect state.

When it left, the body Loral had taken separated, showing the Intelligentless woman she’d used as a host, and beside it, the woman’s naked, perfect figure.

“My … I do not deserve this treatment,” Loral whispered, shimmering lights surrounding her frame to create a new dress.  “Still, I am thankful to Lady Inari.”

“Work hard!”  Qebhet returned, showing her child-like charm.  “Now, why don’t you all rest a little,” she said, turning to Sora.

Face tightening, Sora’s gaze shifted to Kari.  “What about my aunt and the Fenris Brothers?  They’re still going at it.”

The girl’s bun bobbed up and down with her head.  “Mhm!  Mhm!  They’re very persistent, but no need to worry; Lady Inari will not allow them to harm her mother’s Realm further, and by the time you awake, she will have restored the City Core and defensive measures of the Realm to their original state.”

She turned to Tola, Ella, and Bethel in turn.  “As to the three of you, the functions of steward will be placed on your shoulders again, yet it will be under new management.  Me!”

Bethel shrugged.  “Sure, sounds like it’ll be a blast.  Ella?”

“Mmh!  I cannot wait to sink my teeth into the more advanced literature Niomie hid from me, and a teaching method seemed to be in place before the fall.  Will that resume?”

“Indeed, it shall!”  Qebhet answered.  “Your answer, Tola?”

Tola was already in tears, yet she gracefully bowed her head.  “I cannot wait to set things right and serve those that I failed to protect.  Although … what is to happen to Mofupsi?”

Sora jumped in as the shapely Vulpes crossed her legs the opposite way, having worn an amused smile the entire time while observing and puffing on her pipe.  “I’m going to be taking your troublesome Yellow Seat with me—as my willing slave,” she sighed.

“I am but your humble servant,” the woman happily returned, gently lowering her head for a moment.  “Treat me however you wish—oh, but I wonder how your tastes differ compared to mine,” she giggled, a long sleeve covering her lips.

“Yeah … We’ll see,” Sora grumbled, watching Kari, Ashley, Mary, Nathan, Wendy, and even Aiden give her an interested smile, each with their own deviant thoughts, she was sure.  “All that aside … Eyia and Jin haven’t returned.”

The mood turned somber again, but Qebhet eased her worries.  “You need not worry, Sora; rest, and you may speak to her when you awake.  Allow her time to come to terms with the faults she has found—they will need to be tackled one at a time.  Be patient with her.”

“Right,” Sora breathed, brushing her flaming hair back.  It seems I’ve been told that a lot recently … Seiōbo, Nari, Eyia, Jin … myself … just be patient and take it slow.

Warmth filled Sora’s breast while thinking about all the good that had come to the conclusion of this phase in her life.  She was growing with friends and family that loved her—what more could she ask for?

Loral sent them to various rooms to retain privacy now that safety was assured, and Sora found extreme pleasure in cuddling between her Aunt Seiōbo and daughter, placing a subconscious limiter on her Null-Void to act in a non-lethal form.  Nari was on the opposite side, nestled against Emilia’s bosom as joyful hums rumbled in both of their throats.

Naturally, not Sora’s idea in the least, Mofupsi decided to curl up at the foot of her bed in full fox form, resting at their feet like some guardian deity.  Kari and Wendy took opposite sides of the bed, keeping a moderate distance on their own volition—not that Sora minded having more snuggle buddies.

Sora let herself fall into a hibernation-like state, a small barrier around her chakram to act as a cushy barrier if someone pushed against it.  Almost an afterthought, she released her chakram chasing Niomie, still in pursuit of the woman across the halls of the Tower.

Thank you for all the love you’ve showered upon me, Mom … Aunt Inari.  I love you…
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                Unbinding the third-dimensional boundaries Jin placed on herself, she scratched the side of her scalp, releasing a low rumble in her throat that echoed across the dimensional space—higher third and fourth-dimensional beings would probably shiver at the ripple the wave sent across the zone of space-time.

Placing her hands behind her neck, Jin glared at the warped space in front of her; she’d left Sora and the rest of her posse trapped in their tiny sliver of time. Eyia was standing before her as branches of various streams of time flowed beneath them.

“Look what you made me do…” Jin grumbled, focus flicking to the tide below.

It was impossible to realistically explain to a third-dimension locked being, but the closest representation that could be given was as if a creature was trapped in a hurricane, stranded out at sea, hopeless to make any move against the flow of time.

Once they branched into the fourth dimension, they may have a boat, allowing them some mobility by viewing the rise and fall of the waves and giving them a chance to navigate to less rough waters.

In the fifth dimension, you could take to the skies in a plane, and, while the surging gale of the storm could buffer you in various directions, you had the capability to navigate to different places that were less violent. In addition, you weren’t bound by the sea, meaning everything was an eternal ‘now’ or ‘present’ at all times.

Jin had a great view of the ocean from her position, that being said, her sight wasn’t limitless—in a worldwide ocean of time within this universe, she could only see a tiny slice of its scope.

She had a birds-eye view of this third-dimensional sphere, but not unlimited control of where she landed with the winds beating against her flight. It did pull her mind back to the events that led to this moment, and unsurprisingly, a long curve through the sea was dark and murky.

The curse of a Founder … Only having one incarnation warps space-time where you walk. Some things can be predicted, but that takes too much effort … at least for me…

Turning her attention back to the floating sphere that protected Eyia from interference against anyone fifth-dimensional or under, she released another long stream of hot air. To think it wasn’t justSora and my presence that blackened time so much…

Resisting the drag of the fifth dimension as the tides sought to draw her back into the box she’d tethered herself to in the fourth, Jin floated around the frozen globe. If she squinted, she could see the outline of Eyia, curled into a ball, crying; never did Jin think the indomitable woman would ever break down to this extent.

Mia brought up so many troubling questions … pfft, like she wouldn’t … twelfth-dimensional beings are annoying. What are you exactly, Eyia? If you’re … No, it’s just impossible and … weird.

Gathering her spiritual force, Jin politely sent short pulses of neutral pressure against Eyia’s barrier by wrapping her knuckles against the storm. It sent a backlash of frigid spikes that tried to dig into her skin, but Jin didn’t have much trouble defending against it.

Eyia’s blurred figure gave a short jolt upon being disturbed, head shifting her way.

“Mhm, that’s right, Frosty,” Jin grunted, “I’m here to talk. We good?”

The Valkyrie slowly lowered the shell, rubbing away her tears to show red, puffy cheeks and glistening blue eyes. “Jin … So, I was right, you are a Founder…”

Jin folded her arms under her small bust, sour look on her lips while glaring down at the sea. “I mean, not as if I should be shocked you’d come to that conclusion now … I hoped you would be too naive about Founders, but I suppose I shouldn’t be that shocked after those stupid humans brought me into my raged state and you had to calm me down.”

Swallowing a lump in her throat, a sad smile lifted Eyia’s lips. “Yes, it was not easy to keep you sealed within the third dimension to keep you from doing severe harm to time-space … thereby hurting Sora.”

Rolling her eyes, Jin shook her head. “Geez, what happened to that badass I liked watching? I knew you were at least fourth-dimensional as a Valkyrie and able to access feats most creatures couldn’t when following you around that island, but after you contained my rage, I began to wonder.”

Eyia seemed a bit hesitant to deviate away from her internal struggle involving Sora, but Jin gave her the opportunity to talk about something else. She wanted to know what the frosty creature would focus on because both of them did have some things to clear up.

It wasn’t like Sora or the others were going anywhere, seeing as Eyia and her were beyond time at the moment, and so long as they maintained their elevated state, they had almost eternity—unless something much bigger came along and ruined everything.

A sharp pulse of weight pressed against Jin as Inari, Mundilfari, Hati Hróðvitnisson, and Sköll did battle. Expectedly, all of them were more or less locked into a four-way brawl, contained by the overarching framework of the dimensional space Sora’s grandmother created.

In Jin’s ancient memories, she knew some of the First Generation Founders called her Amy, but it was awkward to think about the identifier, seeing as it was somewhat of a term of endearment, and her mother wasn’t the closest Founder to the Vulpes family. Ultimately, her mother, Yìnglóng, just called the woman Vulpes. It felt a bit rebellious to associate with Sora, which she toyed with initially, and calling the first Vulpes by a more friendly term helped with that.

A shiver ran down Jin’s spine at the colossal radial forces being buffered by Amy’s lingering magic and Inari’s own support.

On the other hand, she wasn’t the biggest fan of Inari—most True Dragons weren’t. Although this experience showed Jin there were biases inside her inherited memories, and meeting with Mia proved many things weren’t as they seemed.

Jaw locked, Jin glared up at the fathomless sky of raging clouds that represented the seemingly impassable barrier to the sixth dimension—everyone in the omniverse with any form of sense was likely feeling these waves. Even normal humans would be inexplicably on-edge by the timeless pulses that touched various points in the timeline.

Mother … Why manipulate everyone so much? Are the memories of Gong-Gong true, too … I suppose that shows why my older sisters have a different view of the Vulpes family.

Naturally, Jin resisted much of the expectations and responsibilities her mother passed down through their lineage; she was a black sheep in the family, choosing to laze around below her station and not put in all that much effort. However, the moment she’d been captured by that human organization, her outlook began to change a bit—things were becoming very real to her.

Eyia’s expression tightened a little while following her gaze to the heavens. Hate in her soft voice, the girl mumbled, “I hope Inari and Mundilfari kill them.”

The Valkyrie’s response grated against Jin’s mind. Really … I would have thought you’d want answers and be more confused about Inari calling that presence Mundilfari, seeing as in your iteration of Asgard, he should be dead.

Jin eased her neck around, the sound of several cartilage pops bringing Eyia’s attention. “Mmgh, I wouldn’t bet my fang on it. After the Vulpes and Tanuki breakdown, Founders made a pact to preserve their numbers—even though there isn’t a lot of love lost, despite the hate, Inari would save the Fenris Wolves from Mundilfari if push came to shove.”

The frustration and helplessness that burned in Eyia’s tight expression made Jin scratch her neck. “Eyia … eh, I know it’s not a great time for you, but … mind if we talk a bit? Relive some old times maybe—seeing as we’re already in the fifth dimension.”

Eyia’s palm pressed against her cheeks, trying to clear away any remaining liquid before clearing her throat and giving her a thankful smile. “I am sure you have much to ask me about, Friend … I don’t know how much I can answer your questions, though…”

Jin shrugged, adopting a carefree grin. “Meh, I can make my own assumptions. I just want to clear the air on a few things and cool down myself.”

Scanning the sea of timelines below them that were available, Jin centered on one in particular that would be a good starting point to the direction she wanted this conversation to go. “Why not experience the time we spent just before meeting Sora?”

A pained smile grew on Eyia’s lips. “The starting point of great change—I can see the events that drew us in that direction going back weeks—Aiden’s comments to a stranger about soda that eventually brought about the conversation that drew my attention.”

Jin ruefully scratched the back of her head, fingers spreading apart her thick black locks. “Right? I had trouble explaining to you how carbonation tasted, so I brought you to a nearby store to experience it, and we got sidetracked by all the different products.”

Both of them navigated the air currents to descend upon the place in the sea, submerging themselves into the fixed time-point.

Unlike almost every other position within the ocean they could access, this thread was like steel rope compared to the flimsy string Eyia and Jin could easily splice and cut using the scissors in their naturally-built kit as beings in the fifth dimension. This moment in Existence was immutable, including every atom of the universe they existed in—Reality was set.

Some rules governed all that was, and if there existed only a single entity inside a given place in Existence, it would be burned into the fabric of Existence itself—immutable, even by First Generation Founders.

While the ebb and flow of Existence was constantly in flux, continually growing, the path of a singular entity could only be forgotten by burning the thread itself away, which many higher beings did to hide the possibility of their enemies exploiting past weaknesses.

Jin knew much from her genetic history—far more than most, including the stages of Existence and the powers Sora unlocked—it was frustrating. Knowing many basic governing Laws of Reality, where one currently sat in the hierarchy, and the manner of how things progressed was a little annoying, but the backbiting, petty nature, and general idiocy of the highest-level of creatures in power over Existence made her somewhat cynical.

She didn’t care about playing a part in the grand drama that echoed across Reality; Jin would do her thing, casually living life in the present and not looking too far into the future—binding herself to a third-dimensional sphere here allowed her to just kick back and enjoy the experience first-hand … yet she was drawn into her mother’s web through Aiden’s manipulations.

Appearing in the vibrant sunny atmosphere of a past Miami with Eyia next to her, Jin looked beyond her past self, ignorantly speaking to Eyia without a clue what she was walking into. However, her mind was still on her mother.

Was this your whole plan? Secretly stick me into this backwater universe that’s only being held together by Mia’s hands to draw me back to you … Of course, you knew I’d be rebellious before I hatched. You stand next to Gloria in strength, so you’d be able to see the unusual twist Aiden created. Was it just to put a daughter on the board, and I turned out to be too unruly for the piece you needed?

Hand gripping her breast as Eyia and she happily strolled down the sidewalk, Jin dug her fingernails into her slightly baggy black shirt. Why would you dump this on me, Inari? Mom … Is this your doing … It feels like your doing…

“We were so innocent,” Eyia chuckled, giving her past self melancholy eyes. “To think I would betray someone I called Sister over a moment of weakness.”

Her bitter thoughts shifted to their past selves. “Yeah … you know, it’s pretty insane that Aiden was able to manipulate us both into a position of getting to know Sora.”

Eyia’s eyebrows pulled together. “I had not thought about it in that light … Aiden may have drawn us together, but it was Sora herself that was the first person to treat me as a sister.”

Given what Jin suspected of the Valkyrie, her unusual attachment to Sora became clearer. “Well, she was the first person to offer us a home, food, basically making herself utterly vulnerable without a thought of compensation … Heh, I was a bit overwhelmed at first … I mean, she’s a Vulpes, for crying out loud!” she scoffed, gesturing at the far more insecure fox girl as she entered the store they were now in.

A small smile lifted Eyia’s expression upon seeing Sora, without tails or ears. “This is where you latched onto her … Heh-he-he, the tests you played to see how she would react. I thought you were so silly. You knew she was a Founder.”

Jin groaned. “I know—but when you pointed out she wasn’t with Inari, and I scoped her out, yeah, I was blown away! Why wouldn’t I be—she shouldn’t exist … period!”

Reflecting on all the internal thoughts that stabbed her brain and gave her the worst migraine of her life, Jin snorted. “Yeah, it had me wondering if Mia or Inari figured out some … ugh, some potent stuff. How was I supposed to know her dad was like—yeah, just something I couldn’t even guess at if I had eternity!”

Eyia folded her arms under her chest, rubbing the back of her biceps as goosebumps ran down her forearm. “I found her sincerity and purity refreshing … Learning about her likes and dislikes without invading her privacy has been a joy I could not explain—never did I think I would be able to experience such joy, given my fate, and that is why I am grateful to Aiden.”

“You don’t show it a lot,” Jin grunted. “He might as well not exist to you.”

A sad puff of air passed through the girl’s nose. “Yes … I am not good at understanding his plight, and I fear if I interfere, I will only exacerbate his condition. Sora seems to know what to do to support him, but I cannot grasp why he sorrows over Fate.”

“What?!” Eyia’s baffled stare shifted to Jin as she burst into fits of laughter. “Y-You?! You can’t grasp how sad he is about Fate? Are you joking with me, Eyia?!”

“I … do not believe I am,” she whispered. “Why do you laugh at me?”

Wiping away the tears from her eyes, Jin couldn’t respond for several seconds; she hadn’t laughed like this in ages, but the Valkyrie was the gold standard for comedic irony. “You, heh, you blow me away sometimes, Eyia! You, talking about someone unhappy with their fate! All I hear when you talk about your future is frustration and shame!”

Eyia’s lower lip tucked under, pain-filled eyes falling to the polished tile floor. “I … I do not understand why you laugh at the things I am … Oh … I suppose there are some commonalities.”

The pain in her face hadn’t lifted as the Valkyrie forced a smile and weak laugh. “Good joke … I think? I am not that sure of the humor in it, but … perhaps it is another thing I am inexperienced in.”

Jin walked forward to embrace the stiff girl, pulling her much taller figure into a tight hug while pressing her head against her chest. “Sorry! Sorry! Heh-he-he, I’m just … Eyia, you’re too precious! You take everything so seriously! Geez, he-he-he, lighten up a little, girl! Wooh, I’m just—you’re saying you don’t understand why Aiden beats himself up when you’re doing the same thing right now?”

Eyia’s messy long blonde locks tickled Jin’s face and arms as they shook back and forth with her head. “No … no, we are not the same. Aiden affects things without the ability to direct them … I should know better, and I knew what I did … it should not have been done, yet … yet I did it to stabilize myself … My lack of self-discipline caused my sister to suffer and led to so many issues.”

The girl didn’t return Jin’s tight grip, and she could feel the tears falling upon her head as Eyia’s muscles began to tremble.

“Way too serious,” Jin whispered.

Holding her for a time as new occupants entered and left the corner store, Jin thought about her own life up to this point. Much of it had been fairly dull—nine hundred and ninety-six years of aimless wandering, looking for something to snatch her interest until stumbling upon a strange rift in space-time that drew her in—another causality shift made by Aiden.

Recalling the three and a half years of her life she’d spent observing Eyia work through her trials, Jin created a low rumble in her throat. “Remember … when I first showed up? You threw a bone at me—laced with spiritual energy like a spear … Heh, for real, talk about a rude invitation!”

Eyia sniffed back her tears. “I … did not know you held a grudge against me for that action…”

“I don’t, you impossibly serious Valkyrie!” Jin growled, tightening her grip until Eyia winced.

“J-Jin—you are—crushing my ribs…” she wheezed.

“I know!” she huffed, easing up a little. “‘Cause someone can’t take a joke! I wish I could get you drunk to find out what you’re like loosened up because it’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life! Give me some tools to work with, ‘cause you’re a hard nut to crack,” Jin giggled.

Mirth dying down a little, Jin puffed out a long breath. “Really, though … Eyia, I know what’s hurting you most is how Sora can just forgive you with no strings attached … It’s not something you were brought up to understand. It’s like you blame yourself for starting Ragnarök … opening the floodgates for the army to march through.”

Eyia’s weak voice held her damage. “Is it not an apt comparison? I damaged the gates by my foolishness … I let the wolves in…”

“Mmh…”

Jin hadn’t considered that connection; it was more than just allowing some minor villains in; it was two of the major participating figures in the fall of True Asgard. One of the many steps in the prophesied war with the Founders were the Fenris Brothers finally catching their prey.

Although there were many events before that, the similar event of the dampening field falling to give access to the two Founders must have triggered something—Jin could recall the twitch of her mother’s smug smirk when watching the various Founders that participated were restored to full strength, and the brothers snatched Máni and Sól in their jaws.

Stroking the back of Eyia’s head, Jin had a momentary lapse of feeling. What am I doing … Eyia’s likely some descendant of a Primordial … probably Odin himself! Yet … she’s nothing like the Primordials in my mother’s memories … Again, I’m left questioning them! Then again, it’s probably just the selective interpretation of the events, just as Inari not understanding the relationship and inner struggles Tsuku had with his part in Amy’s death.

The fact her mother knew about the history between the Tanuki and Vulpes, and Inari’s ignorance about the actual events that occurred—of which Jin still didn’t fully grasp—not to mention her mother’s indignation at Gong-Gong’s stolen Core when she could have easily stepped in to explain things to the grieving woman angered Jin.

All this innate emotion you’ve given me, Mother … How much of it is your propaganda? Was this your aim to begin with? Learning about all this … Are these even more devious plots to push me in some direction? For this ridiculous outcome? I’m NOT going to see you!

Pulling away, Jin gave Eyia a reassuring smile. “Want to put this on hold for a bit, cool off, and look at something else?”

Never had she seen the Valkyrie look so vulnerable as she nodded, cheeks flushed and puffy, bones quivering, lips trembling, and big eyes watery. “Mhm!” she sniffled, sucking back in her sticky snot. “I’m the worst…” 

“C’mon…” Jin sighed, dragging her back to the fifth dimension to take her to the time Eyia had restrained her. The sight of her red hair and expanding spiritual pressure put a quake through her own bones. “Look at me…” she mumbled, shaking her head. “What kind of idiot lets someone so weak get to them … Of course, I’m the stupid one, locking away most of my power that let him get the better of me.”

Eyia hiccuped, doing her best to regain some of her composure. “I—was a little afraid—when I sensed your growing power … You almost destabilized this timeline and sent a spatial wave that would have evaporated this galaxy.”

Jin watched Eyia reveal her radiant crystal-like sword, powerful sealing mist filling the space to separate her dangerous expanding spiritual pressure and lock her into the third dimension as the twelve barbarian women helped Eyia dampen her fierce waves of destructive force.

“Mmgh … I almost killed Sora and everyone else … just because my pride got hurt.” Running her fingers through her hair, Jin scoffed at herself. “You thought you were an idiot … I was the one that put us in that position when Bathin showed up. He-he-he … A demon of that level … playing with us because I drained us both. I’m the pathetic one.”

Expression softening a little, Eyia shook her head. “I grew to respect you more … To recognize your strength over just friendship. The best companion you can have is someone that can support you when in the most danger … including oneself.”

Jin gave her a half-smile and lifted an eyebrow. “Wise words from your father?”

“Indeed,” she whispered, vision glossing over. “What would … would he think of my weakness if he saw me now? I am a disgrace.”

“Mhm!” Jin returned, reaching up to rap her knuckles against the side of her head. “You’re a real blockhead at the end of the day! Eh-heh, just like me, I suppose … A couple of fools…”

Expression easing, Jin’s mood turned somber upon returning to their first real-combat fight. “It was at this point I realized you were more than a simple Valkyrie, and you knew I was more than a simple Dragon … You’re a True Valkyrie, and I’m a True Dragon.”

Eyia stiffened, giving her a weary sidelong glance. “I … do not know how to respond to that accusation.”

Jin walked to one of the broken pillars of the fixed event, dropping against it to look up at the on-guard Primordial—Eyia sucked at lying, and this practically proved it. “Wow … really, what a fool I am.”

Smiling at her own blindness, Jin forced out something between a groan and chuckle. “What a mess … what a mess … Aiden certainly has pulled together the most … gah, can I even say impossible group … because even that seems too much in the realm of possibility?! A Primordial and a Second Generation Dragon Founder … friends … heh, sounds like something my mother would kill a daughter over just dreaming about.”

“Friends?” Eyia’s creased eyes slowly fell to the rubble along the floor, dust and mist momentarily hazing her from sight as the battle escalated. “You … still think of us as such … even after suspecting I am … that thing…”

Jin snickered, a weak shrug lifting her shoulders. “Please, I’ve always felt like a disappointing Founder anyway. A Second Generation Founder … born in this age, when I have seniors like Inari and Nüwa to look up to? Tch, forget that—Gloria’s fiftieth generation daughters would scoff at me, but it’s whatever.”

Playful smirk lifting her lips, Jin stared at Eyia as the girl processed her response. “No, but what would other Primordials think about one of their ranks having a Founder not only as a friend but a half-breed Founder like Sora as your sister? How did you ever think that would be okay … Is it? Was it some big spy thing? No … heh, unless you're the best spy in Existence because you’re like … incapable of lying … at all!”

Eyia nervously rubbed her left arm. “No … Sora was the first Founder I believed I had met, and … and she was nothing like what I believed. She was so pure … honest, and … there was no malice in her heart.”

Jin rolled her eyes. “Yeah, because malice toward a Fenris Wolf isn’t malice at all! He-he-he, you’re hilarious … but that’s what I found so awesome about you when we first met … You weren’t like anyone, and … well, I guess I know why now,” she mused. “Man, we’re totally rebels against our culture, aren’t we?”

“I question myself more each day I am with Sora and experience the events surrounding her,” Eyia mumbled, confusion filling her sapphire eyes. “What have I become?”

“Awesome?” Jin offered, holding up a new finger with each new word. “Let’s see … awesome is a start, but that’s not all … super-serious is a must, but doesn’t even scratch the surface, responsible … unlike me,” she groaned. “You’re loyal to an absolute fault, unlike any of the Primordials my mother gave me memories of, and make me question everything I thought I knew.”

Lips puckering, Jin nodded thoughtfully. “Yup … all in all … you’re really just a magnificent, sincere little Primordial hot mess that is like broken iron right now—if you want me to put that into a perspective you understand.”

“Iron?” Eyia mumbled, head tilting to consider the comparison while feeling out the word. “... I … have shattered under pressure…”

Jin hummed. “I mean, I thought you were more like steel, but the moment some of those big questions started popping up, you just buckled under the pressure. Not that I blame you—I mean, pfft, look at me,” she gestured, “I’m an utter failure as a Dragon! Of course, ewgh, yeah, I couldn’t let anyone else but me call me that or else I’d lay them out … insecure fool.”

Unexpectedly, Eyia giggled. “I … I can see what you are saying, and … it is funny how you talk to yourself. Hmm … perhaps you are right, and I need to recast myself as steel and begin anew … So many frightening things to face, though, and I fear I have put more targets on Sora’s back now that my secret is out…”

Seeing where this was going, Jin held up her hands in exasperation. “C’mon, Eyia! Really!?” Adopting a gruff, mocking voice to mutter, “Maybe it’s better if I go, or else I’ll just hurt her more.” Rolling her eyes, Jin snapped, “Get over yourself! Gah, you aren’t the bringer of Ragnarök!”

Vehemently scratched above her ear, Jin glared at her conflicted friend. “Look, if it bothers you that much, Mia told me that the Herald of Sakura has placed a hand over our little chat. We both should know how that works, and it wouldn’t matter if even Gloria or my mother were paying close attention, given the affix of the fiends she contains—your secret’s safe.

“Mia said she doesn’t even know why the Herald decided to block this conversation, but I know now … Inari’s little group aren’t even a hundred percent certain you are a Primordial … Well, I guess the Herald obviously does. Hello, Herald!” she grumbled, waving a hand into space as Inari’s fight concluded in the background.

Eyia’s gaze glossed, fear touching her face as her vision lifted. “I … have heard tales of the entity Hephaestus crafted … My father doubted even the dwarves could have contested the masterpiece.”

Jin gave the wall an incredulous look. “We talkin’ about the same being here? My mom hates her guts for some reason, but there’s respect for some Primordial named Sakura there, I suppose.”

Eyia gave her a calculated stare before letting something go. “I … believe I have calmed down … Although, I am still disappointed with my conduct.”

Smacking her lips, Jin’s eyebrows jumped up with a self-scoffing grin. “Join the club, my friend … Also, cut the bull and keep calling Sora your sister—yeah, I don’t care how you feel,” she huffed, catching her pained look. “We both know Sora’s going to badger you about it—heh, badger … reminds me of Moritasgus, the Father of Badgers … arrogant twit.”

Eyia took a long breath before letting it go in a long stream, and finally, a smile lifted her puffy eyes, weak, but it was a start. “I … suppose she will, and I shouldn’t worry her. Heh, we are both fools … and I am grateful to call you friend, Jin … even if most of my kind would kill me for it … both failures, heh…”

It was the first time Jin didn’t feel the hair rise on the back of her neck to defend her pride when someone insulted her. “Want to keep talking?” she asked, knowing they wouldn’t have a chance to talk so openly like this for some time.

“I would,” Eyia returned, now displaying a genuine smile. “I … have not felt so free since taking my first step outside of The Island.”

Finally feeling herself opening up about the angst in her heart, Jin held a hand to her breast, slipping her fingers into her Core to pull out a small, resplendent pearl-like bead. “So … Mia gave me this … kind of messed up, don’t you think?”

Eyia’s jaw dropped open, dumbstricken by the hidden waves that were now released. “Is that … What is that—I have never … It is the closest thing to my father that I have ever felt…”

Jin glared down at the holy grail for Dragons. “Gong-Gong’s Core … my eldest brother,” she growled. “I hate it … No matter how hard I push my family away, something finds its way into pulling me back … Heh, that saying about Fate, I suppose, huh?”

Hesitantly stepping forward, Eyia’s lips drew in, hand reflexively moving to the intricate necklace around her neck before twitching. Jin’s forehead furrowed as the girl began to quiver, voice turning hoarse. “Umm … c-can you put it away?”

Complying, Jin slipped it back into her Core and the protective box Mia had crafted within it. “Something to do with that artifact you wear?”

Eyia’s shakes soon eased, and she released a stuttered breath. “Mmh … a bit more complicated than that, but … Yes, it is something I have taken an oath to protect and safeguard … I cannot say more if I wanted to.”

Jin held up her hand. “Say no more—if you can’t, you can’t,” she shrugged. “Eh…” she grimaced as the Dragoons entered the scene. “Ugh, I don’t want to watch these posers. You good to go?”

“I am,” Eyia smiled.

They changed locations, traveling their past together and poking fun at each other’s unusual behavior and customs. It was the first real experience Jin had at genuinely opening up to someone, and she knew it was the same for Eyia—they’d bridged a divide neither of them thought could be crossed.

Once exhaustion took over, they returned to the Vulpes Tower, inserting themselves back into time just after Sora had fallen asleep, watching the events play out from the higher dimension. Finding their own bed, the two fell asleep, taking comfort in the celebration of finding true friendship.
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                Sora’s ears twitched, brushing up against something furry that reacted; the sensation made a small vibration hum off her inner ring, and the world opened up into a full three-dimensional view of the dark room of the Tower.

She couldn’t help a half-smile lifting her lips upon seeing her Aunt Nari’s lax, sleeping face close to her own.  The single-tailed Vulpes’s big golden ears were pulled back, and the soft puffs of hot air pressed against her cheek.  Emilia’s eight tails were covering them like a blanket with her Aunt Seiōbo on the opposite end.

Phasing through her hair, Sora brought her true chakram up to study the scene, radiating a light pulse of laughter.  Wendy had snuggled closer to Emilia in the night, but Kari was still a lone wolf at the edge of the bed, poofy tail wrapped in her arms.  Mofupsi stretched out at their feet, still in her fox state.

Waking was a bit different in her new body, she reflected, as her liquid-like substance spread out, her chakram making microscopic shifts.  She could keep her Vulpes Form only because of her mother’s side, making it all but effortless.

If it wasn’t for her mixed genetics, keeping something as complex as a humanoid-fox-girl shape would have been impossible; it was challenging to do anything more already, such as when she shaped Null-Void into the simple collar around Mofupsi’s throat.

The shapely nine-tailed Vulpes soon revealed her human figure, taking to the air and summoning her pipe from a lick of orange flame.  Her voice was soft and reserved as Sora joined her.  “Good morning, Master.”

Sora could focus on everything around her but it still felt somewhat unnatural.  Allowing her Vulpes body to slowly fizzle out to not wake her family, Sora reconstructed herself around her chakram—she’d found the low ponytail look suited her thick, semi-corporeal flaming silvery locks flaring out before being pulled into the ring.

Nari and Seiōbo’s forehead creased, but one gentle magical weave from Mofupsi brought them closer to Emilia.  They waited for several seconds, but no one woke up; recalling the unusual affix of the bed, she assumed it had something to do with it, and judging by the magic she sensed around them, the City Core had been repaired.

“Can you take us to a place where we can talk?”  Sora whispered, adjusting her red dress a tad.

Mofupsi answered by breathing in the burning herbs and puffing out a long blue flame; they were instantly high above the city, sitting in two comfortable armchairs on a balcony.

The two took a second to observe the city below them in silence, Mofupsi’s soft smile genuinely peaceful while lifting her gaze to the dark heavens—it was night, and to Sora’s surprise, all the planets had changed locations.

Floating in the sky—each easily double the size of Earth’s moon—floated the various spheres.  It was a little overwhelming, but Sora just had to accept it; everything was changing in the Vulpes Realm.

“How long have I been asleep?”

Mofupsi let a low rumble shake her throat.  “Three days.”

Sora’s brain blanked; it didn’t register for a moment as her glowing silver eyes settled on the woman.  “Excuse me?”

“Three days,” she calmly repeated.  “Hallaway has returned, and Qebhet has been very busy.  The serpent has been meticulous, cleansing and knitting any damages that have been done to Kari, Nari, Emilia, Seiōbo, and your spirits, as well as many others within your little group.”

Still trying to process the news, Sora blinked a few times, examining the glowing metropolis below them.  “What … damage?”

“Hmm?”  Mofupsi settled into her chair, readjusting her tails across her lap and fixing the bust of her robe.  “Nephesh’s influence may not have been immediately felt, but his lingering hooks were within everyone inside of this Realm, and he made a conscious effort to target anyone within your party the second you entered.”

“Okay…”

Sora’s fingers fidgeted in her lap, pondering what was next but nothing came to mind.  “Has … anyone been awake … What about Jin and Eyia?  Has she calmed down?”

“They have,” Mofupsi replied, giving her a small smile.  “Loral was stunned by their sudden disappearance to the fifth dimension.  Given what I know, that puts them on a slightly higher level than Loral herself—beyond me without question.”

Pointing her pipe at the floor, she chuckled.  “They chose to reinsert themselves into time after you had fallen asleep.  Over the last few days, I have had a few conversations with them, seeing as The Council was purified and healed by the City Core when we ascended to the position.  Jin has something important she wishes to speak to you about.”

Sora folded her arms, letting the wind tickle her neck by affecting her Null-Void body; if she wanted to, she could resist the drag of physics.  “I’m just trying to grasp that it’s been three days … Am I the first to wake up?”

Mofupsi’s light red locks shifted against her shoulders as she shook her head.  “Wendy, Nathan, Mary, and Ashley were the first to wake since Nephesh only made a single attempt against them; Inari’s Core strengthening exercise helped to offer enough resistance to make him redirect his efforts to the others.”

The woman lightly clapped her hands.  “I am awed by your aunt’s foresight and minor actions through you that have had an immense effect upon our world.  The more I learn, the more I realize how insignificant I am.  It has been a humbling experience.”

“I’m glad that’s—eh, that’s been something you’ve enjoyed,” Sora mumbled, collecting her scattered brain.  “So, what has happened?”

Her new slave snickered, causing the woman’s frame to quiver.  “In short, Qebhet has continued her refining and cleansing of this Realm after your aunt expertly drove the threats away, stitched this realm back together, and met with each of the Council Members to issue her ruling … After all, she is the matriarch over your family, including this Realm.”

Not finding any fault in that, Sora nodded.  “Everything’s working now?”

“It is a work in progress.”  Mofupsi drew in from her pipe again before letting it out in brilliant sapphire wisps of magical flame.  “Those that will be joining you, such as Aiden, Liz, and Wendy, have been preparing themselves—he-he-he, they even asked for my help in further pursuing a technique that I am not entirely familiar with … The Outer Body Technique.”

The Vulpes’s eyes creased with melancholy.  “It took me millennia to even find my own way into my Core, and yet I am told you can do it not only for yourself but to others … You seem to have quite the talent as a Founder.”

Sora sighed, leaning against the side of her chair to rub her temple.  “I think I know where you’re going,” she whispered, pulling her bound hair around to her front and staring at the three silvery tails across her lap.

“My aunt spent our entire first meeting together teaching it … I hadn’t realized how important it was to understanding and reading spirits, much less the countless other avenues it provides.  It’s not me—it’s my aunt that showed me that.”

Flaring white eyes rolling at her own thoughts, Sora shook her head and giggled.  “It’s something I’ll probably need to practice again to really get it down after unlocking my father’s side … heh, I’ve got so much to learn…”

She gave the reserved woman a sad smile, pausing to gain her attention.  “My aunt told me it’s going to be you that really helps with the bulk of my training … Maybe some of that future’s changed with my aunts being here, but I wouldn’t count on it after she said how troublesome they’re going to be.”

Mofupsi released a short grunt.  “Humph … I suppose there will be much for me to learn, as well.  Although…”

Her wandering gaze moved across the brilliant heavens.  “I find myself overwhelmed by the simple action of sleeping at your feet … To feel the tranquil vibe your spirit emits.  Heh, I cannot wait to leave this Realm, and I am terrified at the same time … Isn’t that silly?”

Sora sank against her seat.  “For real; I totally relate!  I have no idea where I should go next, but I have this tingling in my gut that tells me the direction just hasn’t been revealed yet … It will be, and soon, though.”

The orange-haired woman didn’t respond, nodding while scanning the heavens, and Sora retreated to her own mind.  It was unreal, considering everything she’d done and gone through since becoming a Vulpes.

Lifting her hand, she radiated a small flame of Null-Void energy, watching the white illumination eat at the elements around them.  Looking back, there’s so much I’ve done, and yet … It feels like such a short time has passed.  Then again, time is pretty relative, it seems; if Jin and Eyia can just leave it, no problem … How long were they gone?  Mary, Wendy, Kari … they’ve all been through so much.  Dad…

“Huh…”

Mofupsi glanced her way, noticing the small smile on Sora’s lips.  “Pondering something, Master?”

Sora didn’t like the fox calling her by the title, but at the same time, she wanted Mofupsi to enjoy her life, and if that meant living as her servant for a while, it was acceptable.  “Just thinking about my dad.”

She sat up, pulling her legs against her chest while looking up at the sky.  “It’s so strange … He doesn’t even know I have a daughter.  Heh, he’d probably pass out—at least lose balance … At least, that’s how I picture it in my head.  Hmm…”

The change in her put an amused tone in Sora’s voice as she rubbed her shins.  “You know, it’s weird … Ever since I ascended, or whatever, I’ve lost so much tension … Before, that was all I could think about.  All the gunk weighing down my life—the next rug that would be pulled out beneath my feet, but for the first time since I first transformed into a Vulpes … I feel free.”

“Free?”  Mofupsi repeated, eyes drifting to the pipe in her left hand.  “Such an … unusual word that I had only read vague references to in the library … Free,” she tasted it on her lips again, and a silent laugh shook her frame.  “I have felt that word in my breast for so long, but it never had a tangible form … Such a beautiful word.”

Sora smirked, letting one leg drop down as she held the other close, resting her chin against her knee.  “Yeah, he-he, you say that, yet who’s the one that’s become a slave to me?”

Mofupsi gave a dismissive shrug, tapping the pipe against her collar.  “You look at my slavery as a negative, but to me … this is a bond of my own choosing … to be able to choose my cage is freedom.”

She hadn’t thought about it in that light.  To Mofupsi, having thousands of years of isolation, locked into an endless cycle of watching the weak die, strong live, and yet no one could so much as touch her or offer anything new.

Sora doubted the City Core would even allow the woman to die since the herbs she’d cultured herself appeared to be for that purpose—unable to even take her own life or give up the title of Yellow Seat after being groomed for it in a living hell.

She only pitied Mofupsi because she didn’t understand exactly what the woman had lived through, and the liberty she now felt should have been a celebration instead of condescending empathy—who was she to tell the woman she’d be happier in another light because clearly, she was happier than ever?

At that moment, Sora decided to give Mofupsi what she wanted.  If she wanted to be treated in a particular way and had a healthy mind state about it, what was the problem?

Hot air shot through Sora’s nose while repositioning herself to fiddle with her long hair and study her actual body.  “You know, to me, I sound crazy … I don’t feel crazy, but my mind tells me I am.  Why am I not that worried about my dad?  How can I just not be too concerned about the future—I mean, I am, but nothing like I was before…”

Her half-smile grew as her emotions bubbled the words into existence.  “Mmh … I’ve found my own freedom, Mofupsi.”

The woman gave her a warm look, hands moving to clap.  “Congratulations, Master.  We have taken one step closer to a more flexible fate.”

Liking the way she phrased that, Sora sighed, watching her return to the pipe.  “I thought you crushed that thing.”

“Hmm?”  Mofupsi’s gaze slanted to the intricate object.  “Does it upset you, Master?”

Sora thought about it for a moment, head tilting left and right.  “Kind of, but not really … My only concern is how it affects your health—mental, physical, and I guess spiritual, considering the way it makes me feel.”

A note of recognition rumbled in her throat.  “I see … It certainly isn’t the most healthy activity, seeing as I am circulating it through my spiritual network.  I have had to develop my own strains of the herb that Bethel was able to find me … She took an interest in me when I first rose to the Yellow Seat, but the woman lost her attention quite rapidly.  Heh-he-he, that is Bethel, in a nutshell.”

“A spiritual and physical addiction, huh?”  Sora hissed, cheeks pulling in while staring at the boundary of the city wall.  “I’m not going to tell you not to do it, but I’d like to figure out a way to keep you safe … Although, the effects are what your body craves, which is why you’ve had to increase the dose for so long…”

“I can help!”  Sora and Mofupsi’s focus moved to three people that teleported beside them—Jin, Eyia, and Qebhet.  The little snake girl had her hands behind her back and a cute smile on her cheeks.  “If you’d like the addictive nature to be cleansed, bypassing withdrawals, you’ll only have the habit to break.”

Mofupsi shrugged, vision turning to Sora.  “If my Master wills it, I will see it finished.”

“Withdrawal properties gone, please!”  Sora didn’t even have to think about it, a thankful grin brightening her eyes upon seeing not only the snake goddess but her Valkyrie and Dragon friend.  “I could care less about Mofupsi puffing on a pipe—heh, in fact, I think it just fits her look, but if we could swap the herb to something less dangerous, I’d feel so much better.”

The orange-tailed Vulpes gave the pipe a wry smile, shifting her weight against the opposite side of the chair to face their guests.  “I accept the offer, then … Although, I am not sure what replacement would be appropriate.”

Jin seemed to be in a strange mood because she decided to speak up on the random topic, surprising Sora.  “It really doesn’t matter.  If you like that stuff, Qebhet can alter it to have a similar sensation and taste while dissolving the addictive traits … purity specialists are very versatile.”

“I can!”  Qebhet emphatically nodded.  “Although, I’d only do it to a single plant.”

Mofupsi returned her focus to Sora, and she could see a new joy in the woman’s gaze; in all of her years, everything about this was new to her.  “Master?”

“Of course!”  Sora replied.  “Oh, but, eh, how long does it take to grow?”

Mofupsi waved her hand.  “If its growth rate remains the same, a single plant will be more than sufficient to begin a new crop.”

Jin snickered.  “A small pocket space you’ve created for the express purpose of growing recreational drugs … Heh, sure, okay.  Maybe I’ll try some at some point to see your hype.”

Sora sighed at the girl's shameless self-invite, but Mofupsi appeared to be on board.

“I look forward to discussing the topic with you!”  the Vulpes giggled, turning to Qebhet.  “I am thankful for all you have done, Qebhet.”

The girl’s toothy smile brightened.  “I’m just doing my best to help!”

As Jin, Qebhet, and Mofupsi worked on their project, Sora got up to face her fidgeting Valkyrie friend.  “So, how are you feeling?”

Eyia cleared her voice, catching a side-long glance from Jin.  “I am … still working through the error that I made, S-Sister, but … I ask for time.”

Heart burning with compassion, Sora flew forward, tackling the girl off the edge of the platform to float in the air; arms tightly wrapped around the blonde’s body, she giggled.  “I love you, Eiya—we’re sisters, and I’m happy you’re calling me it again!  Of course, I’ll support you!”

“Sister…”  Eyia emotionally whispered, glancing down at the ground far below them and keeping herself adrift from gravity’s pull.  “I do not feel it is okay for me to hide things from you … yet I cannot tell you the whole truth, and it hurts me … having to choose between my sister and duty.”

Chest puffing up with air, Sora let it out slowly, nodding her head against the Valkyrie’s ear.  “Look, Eyia, I’m never going to ask you to reveal something you’re uncomfortable with.  I trust you—heh, I’d be dead without you I don’t know how many times!  I mean, I could probably count them,” she chuckled, “but that’s not the point!”

Pulling apart to hover back a little, she held her arm behind her back and grinned at her friend.  “We’re sisters, and that includes Wendy, Kari, and … I guess Jin?”  she muttered, shifting back to give her a questioning look.

In response, Jin let out a loud burp and rubbed her throat to level a half-smirk in their direction.  “Aye, don’t need to pity add me, ‘ight?  I’m not going to pretend that I’m that close to you.”

Her Korean features creased thoughtfully.  “Hmm … What are we actually?  More than acquaintances, but I wouldn’t really call us that close of friends.  Mmh … We’re in more of an agentic friendship category.”

“Uh-huh,” Sora hummed.  “And that is?  Wait … you found out how to bypass the translation thing,” she sighed, brushing her fingers through her hair.

“Yup!”  she giggled, giving her a peace sign as the snake and fox behind her went through a cleansing ritual.  “Basically, we’re in a voluntary relationship that’s focused on achieving specific practical goals.”

Eyia sucked in a shuddering breath, trying to regain control of the chemicals in her blood.  “Jin has a vast vocabulary as a Dragon.”

“Speaking of which…” In a very uncharacteristic mannerism for the small girl, Jin mumbled, and a blush touched her cheeks while smoothing her black bangs behind her left ear.  “I had something I wanted to talk to you about … Request, really, and, eh … I’m willing to, you know, support you after in, umm, yeah, whatever…”

Curiosity rising, Sora floated back over with Eyia, and now the Valkyrie was giving the Dragon an encouraging stare, trying to pump her up.

“Mhm?”  Sora pushed, watching the girl pluck at the back of her black shirt, refusing to make eye contact.

Jin cleared her throat.  “Honestly … I kind of want to use you, which sounds horrible, but I’m not really the type to hide that kind of thing.”

“Go on?”  Sora smiled, thrown completely to leftfield.

“Ugh, this isn’t easy, okay?”  Jin grumbled, body tilting away to glare at the horizon.  “Truth is, I need to go see my big sister … like—I ‘need’ to go see my sister, and…”  A lump fell down her throat.  “I don’t want to—at all … Not the biggest fan of most of my family, but yeah, I can’t really avoid this one.”

Excitement bubbling up in Sora, the gears in her heart clicked into place.  This was what I was waiting for!  Our next destination in whatever plan I saw when ascending is meeting Jin’s family!  That’s so cool!  We get to meet … wait…

Grin washing away, Sora fixated on one very vivid memory of the tiny Korean monster and then her aunt’s stories about her Aunt Nari.  “Umm … what about the whole Dragons hating Vulpes thing?”

Jin hissed, scratching the back of her head and sounding annoyed.  “Eh-yeah … Another problem, I’m actually a True Dragon.”

“Okay?”  Sora mumbled, not following.  “Cool?”

A sound of recognition shook the air as Qebhat turned around, finished with Mofupsi’s stuff.  “Jin is saying she is a Founder.  Just like you!  It’s really tough to tell who’s what when Existence has so many singular-existent beings so tightly packed together, so I had no clue!  A very tricky Dragon,” she giggled.

“Not that I planned it that way,” Jin grumbled.  “I was just minding my own business until I got roped into this mess—eh, not that I’m complaining; in fact, it’s been kind of fun and tense, to be honest, but…”

Sora’s arms crossed under her bust, mirroring Jin’s awkward tone.  “Ick, eh, that could be a problem?”  she eased out.  “I … think that’s cool, and now, heh, I see why you’d want to kill me when we first met … thanks for not doing that, by the way,” she forced a chuckle.  “Uh … why do you need me?”

“Aiden,” Eyia promptly replied.  “Jin wishes to use the unpredictable outcomes of the chaos you sow, and she has a theory regarding your father that she is counting on.  Her mother is her opponent.”

“Eyia…”  Jin groaned, “It’s not that simple as—oh, yeah, my mom is my opponent … yeah, not happenin’, girl, but yeah … I just want to throw her off and shove it in her face.  I don’t know … it’s stupid really … not even a dream or hope but … heh, depressed desperation … I guess?”

Listening to the defeatist tone in the usually proud as they came Dragon, steel welled up in Sora’s gut.  “Hmm … Who’s your mother?  Would I know her even if you told me?”

Jin popped her tongue and slid her lip under her teeth before whispering, “Yìnglóng ring a bell?”

Sora’s mind snapped back to her aunt’s story, and a shiver ran down her spine, brain trying to process her lips’ movements.  “... Yìnglóng … First Generation Mother of the Dragons, Yìnglóng … is what I’m hearing.”

Eyia’s solemn nod told Sora everything she needed to know.

Smacking her lips, Sora expelled a harsh hiss.  “Okay … So, we’re basically trying to derail Gloria’s plans … Is that an apt comparison?”

Jin’s miserable expression wasn’t encouraging.  “I don’t want to go to my sister’s because I know my mom’s probably going to show up, knowing I’d go there—I’m sure as Hell not going to see her, so … yeah, that’s where I’m stuck.”

Sora felt a bit numb just thinking about standing opposed to Gloria, but at the same time, it wasn’t as if they were really making her their enemy as much as Jin was just a rebellious daughter—she could respect that, hopefully.

  Collapsing in the chair again, Sora adjusted her dress over her legs and hummed.  “What’s the theory you had on my father because—eh-heh-he-he, we’re going to need all the help we can get—hold up, does that mean you’re a Second Generation Founder?!”

The Korean girl shrugged, still refusing to make eye contact.  “Yeah, well, I was born super recently, so my fiftieth-generational niece or nephew would stomp my face in … Gah, it pisses me off, but anyway, uh … yeah, so, you know how you’re not of this Existence?”

Sora’s left eye creased.  “Kind of?  Is that the actual name that it’s called?”

Jin sat in the air with Eyia, Mofupsi, and Qebhet listened.  “Yeah, as far as I know, you’re some kind of creature from outside our Existence, which means you don’t operate by the same rules, yet your mother’s side anchors you enough to mesh with it—ugh, it’s confusing,” she growled, “but it’s the best explanation I got.”

Eyia nodded, humming with understanding.  “So, my sister affects causality in a different way than Aiden, and having them both together causes titanic shifts in the flow of how Existence reacts to them.  It is why the path of time ahead of us is utter darkness … Aiden and Sora are the keys.”

An unsure grunt in Jin’s voice and shoulder shrug made Sora smile a little.  “Eh, who really knows … I’m just using the knowledge my mother gave me, but even that’s probably planted for her own ends, so how should I know?  I bet there is a ton of stuff that’s causing errors in everyone’s plan—from Kari to Wendy, for all I know, which is why I asked if you’d join me.  I know it’s selfish, but … I had to ask.”

Everyone turned to Sora as she immediately got up, walked over to the confused Dragon, and threw her arms around her.

“Hey!  What’s the big idea?”  Jin asked, her thin arms spread awkwardly as Sora pressed her left fox ear against her flat chest.  “Eh … Why are you hugging me?”

Sora giggled, feeling her pounding heart.  “Jin, I think this is the first step of us turning from having an agentic friendship to a real one!  I can’t explain why, but I feel like this is the right path, and we should have a bunch of time to train … heh, seriously, who in their right minds would even think about attacking your family?”

A slight, proud smirk lifted Jin’s lips as she tilted her head and slowly returned the gawky hug.  “Not wrong.”

Pulling away, she put her hands on her hip and looked between the four women surrounding her.  “So, which sister are we going to see?”

Jin scratched her neck, forcing a smile.  “My eldest sister … Nüwa.”

“Oh, just Nüwa, huh?”  Sora mused.  “Anything I should know about her, other than what she did after the big fight your eldest brother had with the First Generation Founders?”

The girl tucked the corner of her lip under before sucking on it for a moment.  “Mmh, well … she’s not the ‘most’ friendly with my mother, but is also on some bad terms with a few First Generation Founders … My brother wasn’t the only one that took to violence against the hierarchy and was even friends with your aunt in direct opposition of my mother, or at least … that’s what memories my mother gave me.”

Sora’s eyes narrowed, mouth tightening.  “I’m not liking how manipulative your mother sounds, but I mean … I thought the same about mine.  Ugh, mothers, am I right?”  she laughed, trying to brighten the mood.

“Yeah!”  Eyia snapped, shocking everyone.  “Mothers, humph!”

Jin pointed at the indignant Valkyrie.  “What she said!  Uh … anyways, thanks, Sora … I know this is asking a lot.”

“Not from a friend,” Sora winked in return.  “Okay, let’s get everyone together to let them know we’re going to your sister’s … umm, cave?”

“Ha-ha,” Jin snorted, rolling her eyes, “very funny!  No, she has her own twelfth-dimensional palace that we’ll enter through the third-dimensional gateway … basically, a waiting area for her to receive guests in lower planes of Existence.”

“Sounds good!”

Mofupsi, being the good volunteer-slave fox she was, teleported them back around the various parts of the Tower to gather everyone to explain their next destination.

Everyone could attend, but Emilia, her aunts, and Kari were still in some kind of recovery state.  On the other hand, Fen and Jian had already left two days ago on their personal odyssey, and the former Council Members were now in a recovering state after being bound to the new System, excluding the three instigators, which were in recovery from a different operation that extended their lives to serve their sentence.

In some large conference room, perfectly tailored to their size, Sora observed their dwindling numbers.  Githa randomly showed up the second they were about to begin the meeting, acting as if nothing had happened—unfortunately, that meant Qebhet had to go since her very presence was damaging to the Nekomata.

Nathan, Mary, and Ashley would be departing on their own paths tomorrow.  Sora recalled everything they had done for her, and her heart went out to them on their journey.

Wendy, Aiden, Kari, Mofupsi, Eyia, Jin, Githa, Emilia, her aunts, and Liz would go to Nüwa’s palace.  The news about Jin stunned everyone present, asking for more details; Sora couldn’t wait to see Kari’s reaction, but that would have to wait.

Sora was a little shocked Liz decided to separate from Alice, but friends weren’t really a thing in their vocabulary until she’d unraveled the seal within their Cores.  The two-tailed pink-furred caretaker had developed an infatuation with Aiden that Sora could respect, and Aiden deserved some attention—he was super outnumbered as it was seeing Nathan going his own way.

Clearing her throat, Sora dropped the bomb.  “Our next destination has been set … We’re going to Jin’s sister’s house!  Any objections after everything you’ve heard?”

 Not one person raised their hand.

“Right!  Well, let’s get prepared; we leave once Kari, Emilia, and my aunts wake up!”
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                Diane took several silent steps behind the unusual wolfwere that had led her across vast mystical planes and the space between dimensions; ever since they’d left Huitzilopochtli and Stephanie, she’d felt utterly lost, yet never in her long life had she felt such a drive to push forward in this darkness surrounding her.

Her life had been swept up in the hurricane of emotion as Devin navigated their journey across magical lands that she’d only dreamt of entering, and several close calls had made her rethink how she lived her life—the actions she’d taken to get to her position on Earth as an authority of the occult and obscure seemed utterly meaningless now.

Just the sight of Stephanie, the raw power of a Primordial that had eclipsed a horrifying sacrificial god of war and the sun, was overwhelming.  She’d been to El Dorado, yet it was only to be used as a transportation vessel to arrive at Huitzilopochtli’s realm and to see the tens of thousands of continual sacrifices raining down from worlds without number.  It had sparked something she’d thought she’d lost centuries ago … her conscience.

After the sun god’s imprisonment in the hellish primordial plane of Ginnungagap, Diane had the terror and privilege of visiting repositories of fallen realms, dead gods’ decaying worlds, and horrific pocket spheres of banished creatures—nothing wanted to even go near the one-eyed wolfwere.

Devin commanded a level of fear that sent even the most dreaded fiends screaming in panic, yet the boy had only grown more accustomed to the chaotic force that had been infused into him by the team of mad scientists.

She didn’t understand his powers, and in truth, didn’t want to.  Devin was no longer who he used to be, of that Diane was sure.  The visual curse—the ocular plague that had swept the base and alarmed an actual demon—had become interpolated into his spirit to its very Core.  He spoke with a surety and knowledge that was redoubtable at times.

Diane’s gaze wandered to the rings, bracelets, silken robes, and necklaces Devin had given her to wear; he wore similar goods they’d plundered along their path after El Dorado, scooping up artifacts long since forgotten across antiquity.  So far as she knew, they’d gone back in time, skipped dimensional boundaries, and moved multiverses to find things only the wolfwere was able to see.

Nothing was as it seemed, and through their travels, Diane had increased her magical knowledge by leaps and bounds, all in preparation for something Devin saw ahead.  It was bizarre to see someone with so much power, yet so little.  He knew what appeared to be all there was—holding a vast awareness of the cosmos, but he was no stronger than he was before his surgery, which was why they needed the forgotten artifacts.

Many of the items he’d given her were worthless to him since they required at least a tiny bit of magical technique to operate, and it was by her weaves of standard magic that opened the portals through the potent spells imbued into the relics he gave her.

Diane had long since lost interest in anything related to her previous life; it was hard enough to keep up with the hourly proceedings Devin put her through, but when night came, so too came the nightmares, and the worst part was that there wasn’t a thing she could do to stop them.

The magical forces she had to use sapped her strength, mind, body, and spirit, which shoved her into a restless sleep.  She had visions granted to her of the areas they traveled, tormenting historical events that came as a side effect of using the artifacts Devin gave her, but she couldn’t stop—it was addicting.

Her dry lips pulled in as Diantha’s focus fell to a ruby-encrusted golden bracelet, left arm quivering as she followed behind Devin along a sea of rolling red hills; they’d just recovered the heirloom from a long since destroyed kingdom of god-like beings that had been ravaged by shadow fiends—creatures of formless night which slipped in through tears between dimensions to feast on life essence, which these people had an abundance of.

Now, not a soul lived on this planet, decay setting in as the tiny insect population that was left died of disease.  The leftover damage the shadow fiends made was ripping the fabric of space, causing a chain reaction that would eventually cause a universal collapse, but that wouldn’t happen for another six hundred and thirty-two years, by Devin’s estimation.

Why this artifact was so important hadn’t been explained to her, but they were in a higher plane of Existence, the fifth dimension, but Diane was blinded to much of the things her Intelligence couldn’t comprehend.

To her, the grass looked like blood but felt stiff and sent uncomfortable tingles up her bare shins.  Devin had made her change into a kimono-like robe and sandals that allowed the blades to lick her skin, but if she didn’t have these protective pieces, the pressure of this world would have crushed her.

The wolfwere had guided her in a patterned way to keep her safe from the places they traveled, which turned her stomach; she had become a dog on a leash to a wolf, yet Diane had long since abandoned any kind of pride—she didn’t know precisely when, in fact, she couldn’t tell what time was anymore—some planes of Existence moved backward, where they’d started at the portal exit and walked time in reverse.

It hurt to even try to comprehend the path they’d walked, and so she let events slide by, holding onto Devin’s invisible collar around her neck and trudging after him.

The sound of unseen waterfalls roared across the orange sky and pink clouds that were as thick as cream.  She wasn’t sure where they were going next but eventually, they came to a fissure in the ground; a path had been carved out of the red stone, leading deeper into the earth, and more alien statues of the long-necked reptilian beings, with their four legs and thin arms, had been crafted along the road, showing various unnatural poses.

Droplets of shimmering, purple liquid floated around them, glazing across her skin and returning to the air to be twisted into small vortexes as they proceeded, tightening her gut.  A male, deep hum could be heard echoing from wall to wall, reverberating against her skull but not a word left Devin’s lips, so she remained silent.

Eventually, they reached the tunnels, large enough for a fire truck to pass through, covered with painted images of worm-like creatures with flaring heads, showing brain-like material inside screamed at them.  It was surreal, watching the grayish fiends with four arms and a flaring underbelly that hissed as it split open and closed, weaving across the walls.

These weren’t living beings but art from the dead race of godly creatures; Diane didn’t understand it, but there was a horrific elegance in their movements she couldn’t deny.

The further they went, and more artful depictions of creatures followed them across the red stone until they came to an altar more than five times her height; melted unknown gold-colored elements and sapphire gems had been the base of its design, and still living flames of jasper were burning across its length.

Devin stood still for several minutes in the glistening dew that spun around them, and the paintings stopped their movements and hissing.  “Hmm … It’s time to meet with your former employer, Diane.”

A shiver ran down her spine as her heart skipped a beat.  “Bathin?  We’re going to … Are we going to Hell?”

He shook his head, single eye still fixated on the flame as the sensation of his skin-covered organ radiated an ominous pulse of unnerving energy—it felt like fleas burrowing into every nerve to scurry through her insides, violating every orphis on her body.

“No … not yet,” Devin whispered.  “Open the rift between multiverses to take us back … the tide of conflict echoing across that seventh-dimensional plane from the Fenris Brothers’ fight with Mundilfari will pull us into the torn rift between time.”

Realizing he was informing her she didn’t need to do anything more than create the deep tear into the fabric of this multiverse, Diane swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat.  Never had she thought she’d hold in her hand the power to transfer to different seventh-dimensional planes, yet Devin had gifted her with artifacts that allowed for that very thing.

Trembling right arm lifting, Diane braced for the spiritual backlash and gripping euphoria of raw infused magical energy that she was about to release.

The topaz-colored pinky ring turned black as she whispered the incantation.  A conal whirlwind of yellow liquid erupted from the gem as her spell poked the sealed deity inside at the place Devin instructed her—every second in this twisted space felt like an eternity.

It created a painful reflux within its glutinous system that drained off the gathered dimensional energies it had slowly pulled in over eons—it was their last use of this particular item.

The fallen deity had turned into a blight on its previous universe, drawing in its essence to strengthen itself, and so various other lesser gods had gathered their power to seal it into this gemstone.

The torrent bore a tiny hole through the multiverse like a knife, slipping between dimensional cracks to open a way for them to escape the multi-layered sphere.

Diane’s vision lingered on the now black gem on her pinky finger; the universal threatening deity inside was utterly drained, and it would take eons to rebuild itself from within its prison, setting it back to square one on its possible escape.  Never in Diane’s wildest dreams would she have thought before this journey that ridding herself of such an all-powerful artifact would be the first thing on her mind.

As previously instructed, she took off the ring and dropped it on the floor—when this universe collapsed, it would destroy the fallen deity, acting as a bomb.  She could practically hear its screams in her mind as the metal left her skin, but once it was off, its whispering influence vanished.

She breathed a sigh of relief, left hand pressing against her breast; other artifacts helped to ward off its corrupting influence, but it was nice to finally be free of its mind-numbing touch.

“Feeling better?”  Devin asked in a somewhat smirking tone.

Diane grunted, rolling around her neck.  “It was an … unpleasant thing.  I’ll be happy to be rid of at least its nightmares in my sleep.”

She shivered upon looking at the open portal in front of her; there was a pulse far more potent than anything she’d felt, rivaling Stephanie in terror.  “Is that…”

Devin’s lips fell, his eye returning to the swirling mass of golden energy.  “Mundilfari and the Fenris Brothers, locked in battle, and the only thing protecting this, and every other nearby multiverse is the First Generation Vulpes’s lingering magic … We need to go before the way is closed.”

Carefully stepping over the dropped ring, Diane cleared her throat as Devin moved forward.  “I know these protections will keep us safe from Bathin, but is there anything I should know?”

The wolfwere stopped in front of the portal, head tilting with a smile.  “Bathin … There is someone far more frightening than Bathin that we’ll be meeting.”

He stepped through without further explanation.

Diane puffed out a long breath of air, slowing for a second to look back at the drained ring; the visions he’d sent her, putting herself in the place of the victims of her past, had sobered her over the length of their journey.  If anything, it had been justified, yet horrifying, and the image of Sora strapped against a metal table flashed across her mind—swapping their places.

“You opened up my heart again … only to cut it,” she whispered in French.  “I don’t know if I should thank or curse you…”

Her lips pulled in, vision falling to the red stone floor; it felt odd to leave the fallen deity in the dust to be destroyed—yet because of his work against her psyche, she thought it was only fitting that he pay the price for his sins, as much as she needed to atone for her own.

Rubbing her shoulders, Diane sighed.  “Goodbye … I hope you find peace in the end.”

She turned and walked through the gateway.

Her mind blanked as she fell through time, space, and dimensions; it wasn’t fast or slow, but a constant tug that spun her through Existence in a torrent of unfamiliar energies.  After what only seemed to be a blink of the eye, she blinked, finding herself standing in a black space as large as a gymnasium.

The only light came from a golden aura surrounding a divine figure—a nine-tailed Vulpes wearing a fox mask and black kimono.  Shining rosy stitching was crafted into various runic patterns Diane wasn’t familiar with, and the masculine presence he radiated made her self-conscious how out of reach he was.

She’d never seen a male Vulpes, but it wasn’t unheard of, yet this wasn’t just any male Vulpes—she knew at a glance upon seeing the intricate marks across his nine glorious tails—this was a Myōbu, the highest-ranking Kitsune of Inari.

He floated a foot off the ground, and beside him stood Bathin, narrowed red irises fixated on Devin; it was at this point Diane realized a blackish goo, dripping down the ceiling in long flowing lines fed into crevices in the rough brown substance they stood on.

“What do we have here?”  Bathin muttered, focus drifting to her.  “Diane … I figured you’d been killed.  What a pleasant surprise, and … where did you find such robust and impressive magical items such as those?”  he growled, irises following the silk covering her skin.

Devin was the one to respond, ignoring the demon lieutenant.  “Hikaru, it must have annoyed you when we slipped your net.”

“Three times,” he mused, arms coming up to rest inside the opposite sleeves at his front.  “I find it curious that you would seek me out, seeing as you’ve come prepared to take at least one strike from me … A way to get me to listen?”

“He-he-he,” Devin held his hands behind his back.  “At least three—you wouldn’t want to make your presence known with Inari so close.  No, I have but a single sentence that will draw your undivided attention.”

Bathin’s leer tilted to the wolfwere.  “You’re beyond corrupted … You’ve been twisted by the Primordial Evil.”

Diane held her breath, unsure of everything now.  A Kitsune of the highest order that doesn’t want Inari to find him?  What is happening?

Devin chuckled, not showing a hint of fear.  “Ironic most call it the Primordial Evil when it was a Founder that created it.”

Bathin’s eyebrows pulled together, and Diane made a note of how off his presence was while possessing Benjamin’s body; she doubted there was anything left of the man inside.  “What did you say … A Founder created it?”

A crack of unseen thunder rolled through the space, rattling Diane’s brain and making her fall to the brown-stone floor—the golden gateway behind them to the previous multiverse collapsed.

Silence followed, Bathin looking slightly perturbed, his vision moving upwards, directed at the increased goo that was now backing up to create puddles around them.

A rumble sounded in Hikaru’s throat as he stared to his left before returning to Devin.  “This pocket will collapse soon … I was planning to slip into the dimension with the Fenris Brothers, but it seems Inari called Qebhet to act as her guard snake again…”

Devin gave a single cough, smirk on his lips, and a glint in his eye.  “The First Generation Vulpes and Tanuki will be reborn and captured by Anansi within ten minutes of this time gap.”

The atmosphere instantly changed, Hikaru’s light increasing brightly as he teleported in front of Devin, with a separate force gathered around Diane; he pulled both of them into the air, streams of powerful golden magic radiating from the eyes of his mask, but his stiff tails told Diane he was alarmed at the prophecy.

“Explain!”

Diane couldn’t breathe, feeling the defensive properties of her artifacts draining rapidly as they attempted to counter the panicked Myōbu.

Devin’s voice was as calm as a gentle breeze.  “Seiōbo and Nari will be making their return, as well, and your little spy is on her way to report the disastrous news, but she will be far too late.  The Spider of the Void is making his move against the forces that be, and the stagnant game is about to make its resurgence.  Sora has unlocked her father’s hidden power, and your enemies are about to increase ten-fold.”

Bathin teleported beside them.  “What is happening, Hikaru?!  What does this mean for the plan?”

“It’s worthless,” he hissed, tails slowly closing around one another.  “It ruins everything … No, I’ve been so careful.  I have to get to Sora … What power, creature?!  What is this force that Sora holds, and who is this Anansi that can capture two First Generation Founders without the rest going for their neck?”

The wolfwere’s eyes shifted to Diane, watching her face turn purple.  “Release us, and we can talk … I’m here to help you, Hikaru.  Allow me to give you a path forward without being skinned and ripped to pieces while being healed for eons to come … You know Qebhet is closing in, and in this zone, you won’t survive without taking significant damage.”

Diane doubled over in the air as the vice against her lungs eased, coughing vehemently as tears leaked out of her eyes; her chest burned and ears rang, yet still, she did her best to listen, not wanting to miss a single word.

“If we can no longer do business, I’ll take my leave,” Bathin snarled, but he paused as Devin shook his head.

“On the contrary, Bathin, I’m sure you’ll want to listen to what I have to say.  Don’t you wish to release your master from his cage?  Beelzebub would certainly be pleased by your work.”

His nose twisted with distrust.  “I don’t like this thing, Hikaru … It is a worm—a festering blight on Existence that could destroy Hell by its machinations.”

“It does have the knowledge of The Herald of Sakura…”  Hikaru’s frustrated tone pacified.  “Detestable as it may be, it cannot lie—of that, I’m sure.”

“Mmgh … fine,” Bathin grunted.  “I’ll listen to its words.”

“Excellent,” Devin snickered, pointing at a particular point that was swiftly filling with the miasma falling from the ceiling.  “Make a cut there and let us drift through the sway of the dimensional veins … We will be masked for a time, and when we exit, Inari should be far too busy to pursue us.”

Hikaru acted without hesitation, sending a slash of golden light to open the floor; a vacuum was created, drawing the four of them into the mass to be encompassed on all sides like a cord that wiggled across Diane’s body, pumping her through some tidal passageway.

She couldn’t see a thing, but the men’s voices carried to her consciousness.

Devin’s tongue was hot against her ear, yet it seemed somewhat distant at the same time.  “The Fenris Brothers will be thrown to our destination, licking their wounds from the battle they had with Inari and Mundilfari … They’ll join us.”

Voice becoming studious, Hikari whispered, “In what?”

“To have a ‘chance’ at everything we want … There is no other way.  Bathin wishes for his master’s freedom, you desire the chance to have Sora’s ear, and the Fenris Brothers want their niece.  If you do what I say, I can guide you to the closest means possible to achieve your goals.”

Bathin snorted.  “Oh, and what would you get out of this deal?  As a manner of principle as a Demon, I refuse to be manipulated by others, nor look past their motivations.”

“Understandable,” Devin chuckled.  “My motivation is really quite simple … freedom.”

Hikaru’s words held caution.  “And who’s speaking?”

Mirth fueled Devin’s response, and Diane could feel the malevolence radiating through her from his unseen eye.  “Isn’t that the question?  I can’t answer that myself.  After all, as both of you are aware, I’m as much a slave as I am a master … I manipulate myself, which is why you are rightfully on edge.  Ultimately, I can give you what you want … What more can you ask for?”

“What is the price?”  Bathin hissed.

Diane winced as what felt like a snake wrapped around her core and breasts, squeezing her like a rag; it eased for a moment, making her gasp in the gaseous black substance around her that acted like heavy air, yet the other three didn’t appear to have the same issues as her.

“For you?”  Devin hummed.  “You’ll return to Hell and go to war with Paimon’s forces to free Eric … You can do whatever you want with him—I can’t say exactly how it will turn out for you, but at the end of that route, Beelzebub will be unsealed with Oriens.”

“Oriens…”  Bathin whispered, pondering on the information.  “The Cardinal Demon Kings could prove useful, and owing me a favor would be quite beneficial, but Paimon … he-he-he, I never liked him in any case.”

“What if I broke the half-breed out of his Hell prison?”  Hikaru asked, shifting positions to Diane’s left in the darkness as she regained her breathing.

Devin paused for a moment, appearing to ponder the question.  “It … would be impossible, and the moment you stepped into Hell, Inari would grab you by the tails and yank you back to her sanctuary for punishment.  No, you need to be cautious … even more so after our meeting.”

Hikaru sighed.  “Meaning I must continue to play puppet master…”

“On the contrary,” Devin returned, his voice becoming lilting.  “You’re going to have to do something you don’t want to do … Lead Sora to the Hunter and save the Myōbu you condemned.”

“What do you know about that?”  Hikaru asked, danger flooding Diane’s bones.

Devin hummed as Bathin chuckled.  “Sora is going to Nüwa’s palace, and you’ll need to send a hidden message in a bottle for her to find … It needs to be convincing because she needs to rescue the poor little Myōbu you sent to The Hunter.”

“I’ll see,” Hikaru growled, sounding far more agitated after the discovery.  “Nüwa’s palace is neutral territory … I believe I understand the direction, but…”

“It complicates things, true,” Devin mused, “but you cannot deny that it will give you the opportunity you desire.  Everything you want can be yours, and even more … Sora has powers not of this Existence … Power that could be used in many ways your devious mind can craft, and her daughter is the key.”

“Daughter?”  Bathin laughed.  “Oh, this is getting interesting.  Very well, I’m actually looking forward to this now, Hikaru.  A mother is most vulnerable when she has a child, and if she’s as powerful as you say … He-he-he.”

Hikaru had a different question, though.  “The Vulpes Sisters are returning, correct?  Tell me, how strong will they be?”

Devin took a second to answer, causing the ringing to return to Diane’s ears.  “Seiōbo will likely have four tails, and Nari one … They will be returned to their youth.”

“How unexpected,” Hikaru said, and Diane couldn’t read his tone.  “Their mother?”

“Trapped and brainwashed … Inari, Mia, and even The Herald will be utterly engrossed with Anansi’s web, leaving us to work in the shadows.  There’s much to be accomplished—oh, yes, Hikaru, Bathin, and we’re only getting started.”

Diane blinked as something wet struck her forehead, and in the next moment, she was standing in a thunderstorm; ahead of them, more expansive than mountains, were both Fenris Brothers, fur scorched with blue flames that ate away at the destroyed landscape the rain couldn’t quench.  Gashes larger than skyscrapers were displayed across their bloodied coat as rivers of blood made their way across the ripped-up valley.

As she watched, they were beginning to heal, broken limbs repairing and a blanket of fog rolling out of their mouths to haze their lower halves.  Thunder and lightning rolled across the sky of the pattering rain, now soaking her silken garment and making it stick against her underwear to leave an impression.

She pulled her black bangs out of her face to look at Hikaru, Devin, and Bathin as they faced each other in the downpour; Diane couldn’t believe the conversation she was in—the plots she was going to be a part of—she didn’t want to hurt anyone else; it sickened her stomach even thinking about it.

“Devin,” she whispered, drawing their notice.  “I don’t want any part in this.”

He smiled, a glint forming in his eye.  “That’s fine, Diane.  You can take your leave … I’m sure we’ll meet again soon enough.”

Bathin gave her a sneer as he led the pair down the tundra to meet with the recovering Second Generation Founders, sides heaving with effort while recovering.  “My, you’ve changed, Diane.  You’re so … pathetic now.”

Hikaru ignored her, but she caught Devin giving her one last mysterious glance that told her that everything was still going according to his plan.

Trying not to give anything much thought, Diane hugged herself, vision lifting to the dark heavens as the water struck her wet skin.  I’m aloneagain…

She didn’t have a clue where she’d landed, but by the purple crystal mountains to her left, it certainly wasn’t Earth.  A shiver ran down her frame as the glint of her emerald bracelet caught her eye; its slick appearance brought her mind back to the place Devin had taken it from.

It was the first place they’d gone after the golden city, a sky island filled with cloud-like creatures that played in harmony, eating the fluffy substance of the heavens around them—a broken people that resembled seagulls.

Devin could somehow communicate with them and had picked out this bracelet from a junk shop, using a bag of potatoes they’d purchased at the market in a Mexican city, where their plane had dropped them off.

They didn’t have a clue about its worth, but Devin walked her through how to manipulate and activate each of her artifacts with her spells—this one could lead her to dimensional rifts that only operated within close proximity to the parallel worlds that bordered her current location.

Of course, it didn’t indicate if it was dangerous or not, and so it was a risk, but she didn’t have any other option.  She didn’t know what she wanted to do, but she needed to find food and shelter in the meantime.

Turning her focus back to the colossal divine wolves, Diane sighed, knowing if they released their spiritual pressure and weren’t holding back to heal, her spirit would be flattened.  She was on a clock to exit this dimension.

Releasing another long puff of air, she sent the spell to the unusual device, and a ray of emerald light pointed back at her and toward the ground.  Turning around, she watched it keep focused like a compass and start her journey.

Where will this lead me?
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                Sora had Mofupsi teleport Wendy and her back to the room she’d left.  Kari, her aunts, and daughter were still fast asleep, and Sora couldn’t help but smile at Emilia, cuddled between Seiōbo and Nari.

However, her attention was soon drawn to the formerly golden-furred Vulpes as Mofupsi stretched and yawned, glancing around the dim room.

It was a bit worrisome that everything she was planning depended on her inexperienced daughter; Sora wasn’t positive she could perform the magic herself, even if her mother’s side was available to her.

Mofupsi’s spirit was slowly dying after the Council’s longevity brooches had lost their magic.  She drew in on the pipe between her delicate fingers and expelled light red flames, tinting her eyes a brilliant blue before they returned to their original dull hazel shade.

Sora’s illuminated silver irises drifted to the dim flames that provided a modicum of light from the top corners of the space; she was at peace for the first time in a long while.  Her path up to this point flashed across her mind as they silently watched the sleeping women, and after a few seconds, Sora directed them toward the gathering place on the opposite side of the room.

She floated a few centimeters off the ground, thinking of the insane path she’d taken to reach this point—it felt like years had passed, and given how time was practically meaningless in many instances, it very well could have been.  She grinned, no longer was she helpless.  However, that knowledge came with certain realizations.

Wendy sat across from her, pondering something Sora knew all too well; it was the first chance they’d had time together in quite a while, yet silence ensued while they reflected.  Sora could see why her best friend since childhood was having a challenging time—everyone was getting stronger to face the threats around them, but she was stuck in the damsel position.

Pulling in her legs to lean against the couches side, Sora smiled at Mofupsi as she took on her fox form, curling up at her feet to rest; the former Council Member’s dull red fur reminded Sora of her mother.

I met my mom … And the crappy part is I don’t even remember the first time—at least Aunt Inari gave me a chance to see her once before they went on their journey.

It was a little depressing to think about, but it touched her heart to know the experience had been cathartic.

Wendy saw Sora’s absent gaze and closed fist against her chest.  “Something on your mind?”  she asked, keeping her voice low to not wake the others.

Mofupsi cracked open a hazel eye and flicked one of her nine tails, tickling Sora’s feet in the process; a sound barrier enclosed them.

Restraining a giggle, Sora gave the woman a thankful smile; she wanted them to fully heal before waking up.  “Just about my mom.  I met her, and it was so magical—I guess, but … I only have the vague feeling that she loves me so much.  Hmm … What about you?”

A long sigh pumped out of Wendy’s lungs as her brown irises wandered to the bed, fixating on Kari’s sleeping figure; half her blankets had been thrown off by her black puffy tail, wrapped against her chest.  “Me?  Hmm…”

Voice turning somber, the chocolate-haired girl shook her head and combed her bangs behind her left ear; it had grown at least two inches since Miami, which said something.  “I’m not trying to sound all woe is me … I’m just trying to figure out my place in all of this … I didn’t really do anything—I really haven’t done anything since we got here.”

Sora figured this was where their conversation would go once they were basically alone, yet it was needed.

Wendy tucked her legs against her chest, vision aimlessly searching for something in a tapestry of a crystal lake to their left, cast in snowy mountains.  “I’ve thought a lot about all the fantasy books and TV shows we watched growing up—I couldn’t do much else while trying to fall asleep … Every time, the heroine keeps getting all these new powers and cool items and stuff…”

A sad chuckle shook her figure.  “I sound pathetic—really, I do—but I seriously feel like a side character …the kind that’s just there, waiting to be kidnapped to motivate the hero to get stronger.

“You know … after the whole Core strengthening thing with Inari, I thought I’d get abilities or something—I don’t know, but … in the end, it really was just a way to help us better understand ourselves—resolve past traumas.”

Sora honestly didn’t know how to respond, yet Wendy also needed to express herself, too.  Anything she said could make Wendy retreat and bury these emotions instead of voicing her heart and letting it go.

“And don’t get me wrong,” Wendy mumbled, arms tightening around her shins as she looked up to aim a weak smile at her, “your aunt really helped me—I couldn’t see anyone in my life doing something like that for me … And it wasn’t in some mystical, ‘eat this bean and everything will be fine’ kind of fantasy way…”

She swallowed, voice becoming hoarse as a quiver entered it.  “No … my mom was happy to trade me away for a life of luxury … I didn’t want to believe it … I couldn’t … but Inari helped me to accept reality … I’m dead to her.”

Sora got up, causing Mofupsi to stretch out and join her next to Wendy as a single tear ran down the girl’s cheek.  Somberly, her friend leaned into Sora’s welcoming arms as they sat against each other—all she needed to do was be there for Wendy and let her talk.

Clearing her throat, Wendy played with the tail end of Sora’s flaming hair—she’d reshaped it to be more manageable and gotten pretty good at keeping her Null-Void from destroying everything.

“You’re all I’ve got left,” Wendy whispered.  “Heh … literally—I have nothing—no clothes, food … someone to love me.  J-Just nothing without you, and I don’t want to be a burden or some random person left in the background.  What do I need to do?”  she pleaded, looking into her eyes.

A short pause followed as Sora thought about the question; it wasn’t an easy subject to address, especially  since Wendy was an ordinary sixteen-year-old human girl.  “Mmh … I have a plan, Wendy … It may not work, and even my aunt didn’t know all the details, but…”

Sora’s focus fell to the red-furred fox curled up between them, drawing Wendy’s attention.  “My aunt told me how to save Mofupsi—and I think I can do something similar to you.”

The red-furred fox’s head lifted, shining eyes questioning the statement, Wendy just as confused.

Sora sighed, scratching the side of her head while feeling a low vibration emanating from her chakram.  “I can’t use my Vulpes Founder side right now, and that has its problems … All of the magic I learned is basically locked behind a wall, and my father’s side makes me so strong—crazy strong—but it just doesn’t have the versatility as True Vulpes Magic.”

“Oh, okay,” Wendy whispered, her sad smile focused on the fox’s lifted head.  “So … You don’t want to try it because it’s dangerous?  I get that—there’s no way I’d want you to feel guilty if something happened to me—that’d be the worst.”

“No, no, no,” Sora chuckled, reaching out to grip her hand and give it a reassuring squeeze that drew her gaze.  “I’m pretty sure it will work—am I worried?  Heh, of course!  I don’t think there’s really a risk … at least,I don’t think, but it’s going to affect both Mofupsi and you differently—at least, I’m pretty sure it’s going to.”

“Really?”  Wendy asked, but she paused, following Sora and Mofupsi’s gaze as rustling in the bed snatched their attention.

Sora’s gut tightened in apprehension as the black-furred Vulpes’ big ears twitched, left eye cracking open to reveal its deep blue shade that might even surpass Eyia’s.  She yawned, stretching four tails swaying to the left as Sora watched her vanish and appear above Nari and Emilia.

Sora’s focus drifted between her custom-made outfit; the black boots with her own snow-white fur around the top, her thigh-high, long-sleeve dress, loose shoulder stitching showing her white skin, and fur collar hood that was pulled back.

Seiōbo’s expression settled into the agitated scowl Sora had first seen on her aunt as the woman’s eyes fixed on them, and without warning, she vanished, suddenly sitting across the table, legs crossed.  “Well, well, well … I want to puke,” she grumbled in a shockingly pretty voice that didn’t match her unrest.

I couldn’t sense anything she did … She’s only somewhere in the three-hundred-year mark, yet she’s probably even more skilled than Loral.

“H-Hello!”  Wendy forced a smile.  “Ahem … I’m…”

“Wendy, I know … A human—mom’s a loser—sure, whatever; I’m not an idiot—I can read the threads of that little universe you’re from,” Seiōbo absently grunted, focused on Sora.  “What I want to know is where my mother is…”

Seiōbo seemed locked into a one-sided conversation as her fur stood on end, ears twitching in a tizzy.  “Damn you, Inari … I don’t care if it’s inconvenient—get your stupid nine-tails over … You, too, Mia?!  I don’t want to read your ridiculous ‘life manual’ … Why … Just tell me!”  she hissed, claws ripping part of her dress to draw red blood as she bit her lower lip.  “Mmgmgh … I don’t want to be stuck in this … Of course, I haven’t read your manual, didn’t I … You’re making fun of me!”

Wendy leaned in, voice hushed.  “Sora … Is she okay?”

Sora was too stunned to respond for a moment.  She’s just … just chatting with Inari and Mom … How can she be so advanced when…

Her answer came in the form of Seiōbo’s blush and embarrassed glare at the rug.  “No … I know I shouldn’t have—I just want answers, Inari … I’m sorry, okay … Why should I care if anyone can hear us … Fine … Fine!  I’ll read your stupid thing…”

“Aunt Seiōbo?”  Sora tentatively asked.  “Can I … help you with anything?”

The woman rolled her eyes but soon paused, vision closing as she took a deep breath and puffed it out.  “No … I’m just perplexed, and … I need some time to process everything my sisters have given me.  Excuse me.”

Sora blinked, and her aunt was gone.  “Well … I think that could have gone better,” she mumbled.

A low rumble shook in Wendy’s throat.  “Mmh … It sounds like she’s kind of freaking out.”

“I don’t blame her…”  Sora glanced back at the bed as her aunt Nari showed signs of waking up.  “It’s like my aunts booted up a save file only to find out they’re in the end-game when the day before they were at the beginning, and they don’t know how it all happened.”

“Yeah, that would suck,” Wendy muttered, and Mofupsi floated up to stare at the blonde-haired, single-tailed Vulpes stretching out her arms and body to reveal her pink panties.

Nari smacked her lips as she rubbed her eyes to find herself entangled in Emilia’s arms; she glanced between Kari and the red-haired woman she was trapped by before a curious smile brightened her hot-pink eyes.  “Ooh,” she snickered, wiggling out a hand to stroke Emilia’s hair.  “There’s a nice girl!”

Emilia cooed, pulling her in more before her new family member transformed in a small flash of light—in her place was now a small golden fox that easily slipped out of the girl’s grip.  She watched Emilia groan, and a silent giggle shook her frame before she vanished in pink flames.

This time, Sora could feel her aunt traveling through space, but this was unlike anything she’d felt; it was like she had converted to pure magic and instantaneously reformed on the coffee table to look at them.

“Hello, my little niece, her servant, and friend!  I’m Nari—he-he, but I’m sure you already know that,” she chimed, turning back into her human state to sit cross-legged on the table.  The girl’s pinkish-blonde highlighted tail flicked to the left as she peered around.  “We’re still in my mom’s Realm … Ooh, wow, it really is pretty old.”

Sora cleared her throat, watching Emilia’s tangled mess of hair rise with her body as she glanced around, sleepily looking for her snuggle buddies.  “Aunt Nari, it’s nice to finally meet you!”

“Just Nari’s fine,” she mused, seductive glowing irises drifting to Kari.  “I never thought someone in our family would get close to one of Fenrir’s descendants … Interesting.  Honestly, I never found the appeal of those boys—at least Alva was tolerable, but she was only a little pup; heh, so easy to sway.”

She blinked, an innocent smile curving her delicate lips, and she folded her hands across her pretty kimono dress.  “I seem to be the youngest of my sisters now—I’m the baby of the family!  Isn’t that something?”

“I … bet it’s pretty weird,” Wendy chuckled, scooting a bit away from Sora and composing herself.  “So, Nari, umm … How do you feel?”

The blonde hummed, tail flicking to the opposite side as her head tilted to the left, fixating on Mofupsi.  “Me?  I’m lovely!  Unfortunately, this pretty fox is not … Mmh, poor thing, but you plan to link your unique genetic essence with her.  Correct?”  she asked, smiling at Sora.

“You plan to what, Master?”  Mofupsi asked, fox head darting to her in concern.  “Such a thing could cause severe corruption and a wrong…”

“Have a little faith!”  Nari interjected; Sora was utterly speechless at the entirely different mannerisms of the two sisters.  “It may be practically impossible for someone like you, but for Emilia, she has the proper genetic gifts to facilitate it, and I can help direct her through the hard parts!”

A lump dropped down Sora’s throat as her single-tailed aunt happily inserted herself.  “Do you know how to accomplish that?  I thought Inari didn’t start advancing her Kitsune for a long time after … Well, after you four left grandma’s side?”

Nari eagerly nodded.  “Mhm!  Inee is really cool now; eh, not that she wasn’t before,” she smirked, looking away and hiding her smile.  “She was just a little … uptight, I guess you could say, but now she showed me a little devious side of her that makes me giggle—the tricks she played to get back at those fools that bullied Seiōbo and Mia.  I love my sisters!”  she chimed.

Lazily gesturing to Emilia as she groggily entered the silence spell, Nari folded her fingers across her stomach again.  “Should we get started?  Every second counts and Mia left me a detailed note, asking for me to help you—oh, want me to share it?”

“Please!”  Sora instantly replied, scooting to the edge of her seat and adjusting the red gown she wore.  “I’ve only seen her once—well, twice, but I can’t remember the first time.”

“Grandma?”  Emilia whispered in shock as she slunk into the area, eight tails instantly going on point.  “Is she coming?!”

Nari snickered, looking at Emilia’s lopsided nightgown as if she were the most adorable thing in the world.  “Mia a grandma … I’m so happy for my little—heh, big sister.  No, my big, little niece—you see, Mia is very busy right now, but she wanted me to help you through a pretty tricky thing that has me very intrigued.”

She scooted to the side, effortlessly pushing the table back before gesturing for her to join them.  “Come and sit; this shouldn’t take long.”

A weight pressed down on Sora’s shoulders, and it appeared to have flattened Wendy at the sudden shift in conversation.  Mofupsi felt it, too, reverting back to her human state to stand beside the couch.

“Master Nari, is it appropriate to do this so soon?”  she asked, ears falling back and some hesitation in her voice.  “If this were to fail, I fear for how my master will take it.”

Sora’s heart burned at the concern Mofupsi had for her; they’d barely known each other, but in a way, she was the woman’s savior.  “Umm … I’m worried, too, but I do have faith in my mother and aunts.”

She turned a confident smile to the bubbly blonde Vulpes.  “Can we do it for Wendy, too?”

“Wait … What are you going to do?”  Wendy asked, scooting to the side to look between them.  “I don’t know what’s going on anymore.”

“Me, too,” Emilia yawned, still waking up as she happily plopped down beside the smaller Vulpes.  “You need my help?”

“Mhm!”  Nari scooted over to take Emila’s hand and guide it to her lap before directing their attention to the nervous red-furred Vulpes beside Wendy.  “Here, let me explain!”

A magical weave the Second Generation Founder molded between them drew their eyes; it started out as a little cartoonish display of a Vulpes—the number of years displayed above the fox as she aged, turning into a human and growing tails.

“You see, as souls age, certain aspects of Existence press in on each part—Spirit, Intelligence, and Body—you see these little bad guys?”  she asked, creating small villainous orbs that pressed in on the fox.

Emilia hissed, scooting in closer to the girl.  “Eh … are they hurting her?  I don’t like them…”

“He-he-he,” Nari made them have tiny scythes.  “You can see these things like death—natural universal forces—although, hmm-hm-hm … they can operate under the direction of someone that knows how to gather them up and whip them into shape!  Sometimes they can be mutated into these scary shadow things that turn on the universe itself, creating mutually-assured destruction!”

“Scary,” Emilia mumbled, watching the grim chibi reapers attack a giant bubble that appeared around them.  “You see, for the most part, these entities are utterly invisible to anyone who’s not at least in the sixth dimension.”

“Here’s the trick to real immortality,” she winked, gesturing to a small image of Sora’s Vulpes Founder state as the fiends hovered around her and then ran away.  “You need to change your Core Essence to a force that repels them … Yup, death is someone—eh, heh, well, some ‘things,’” she snickered, remaining somewhat vague.

Wendy shivered, hugging herself while glancing around the dim room.  “No way … So, they’re here—even now?”

“Of course!”  Nari said, focus drifting between several locations.  “When you grow up on a twelfth-dimensional plane, you grow accustomed to all sorts of things.”

Mofupsi’s pipe was front and center, eyes narrowed as she studied the playful images the Founder created.  “Mmh … So, the City Core Accessories released a warding magic that repelled … death?”

“Weaker versions,” Nari nodded.  “However, death will eventually claim any living being if they have not converted their Life Essence to that which is incompatible with their diet—certain creatures are more susceptible than others.  Of course, their effect on beings is purely natural, much like the formation of stars—they’re a product of Existence and act as its janitors, in a way,” she whispered, playing with one of her front braids.

“When you put it like that,” Sora snickered, “they’re less scary.”

Nari returned a cute shrug.  “Death is quite frightening to most mortal creatures, and it is this that differentiates mortal from immortal.  Inee tends to use her magical weave in a manner to imprint her immunity onto her followers like a bubble, from what Mia has told me, so if that were to be stripped, they would feel the effects of death.”

Sora’s gaze drifted to Mofupsi and Wendy, both trying to remain calm; this would affect everything about their lives.  “I can provide that to them through Emilia?”

“Hold up,” her daughter’s tails and ears instantly shot up.  “Me?  W-What, Mom?  Uh … I … Huh?”

Nari squeezed her hand and smiled.  “No need to fret.  However, to answer you, Sora…”  The girl’s expression turned mischievous.  “In a manner of speaking.”

The way she said it put a stone in Sora’s gut.  “Meaning?”

“Hmm…”  Nari lifted a hand to swirl her finger around Sora’s chibi form, now forming into her current state and making the figure run around to dodge it in panic.  “What do you think would happen if you pumped Mofupsi full of Null-Void … What is currently happening inside your Core?”

Sora’s eyes narrowed slightly while watching her blonde aunt create various monsters for her chibi self to send chakram at and erase the creatures from Existence.  “I’d … destroy her.”

“Destroy?”  The golden-furred Vulpes mused, generating a representation that tightened Wendy’s throat.  “I can honestly say I know nothing of Null-Void, Sora … It’s something your mother and Inee have only recently come to the knowledge of through someone called The Herald of Sakura.”

She sent tiny beams of lasers and Bullet-Hell balls from the chakram to evaporate more enemies, and Sora realized she was following history’s recording of her battle with Mofupsi; if Nari was this skilled and powerful before the age of a hundred, Seiōbo was on a whole different level.

“Your Null-Void is like the predator of everything that comprises what’s around us—death is kept in balance since it simply avoids Founders or anyone that has become enlightened to the point of learning how to evade their presence, but you—you are like a radiating sun that devours their very existence.”

Wendy’s tight hands pressed against her lap as she gaped at her.  “Sora … kills death?”

“By her very presence—subconsciously,” Nari sighed, ceasing the battle to send the fiends darting at her.  “She’s more than poison … Sora is a light, and they are the bugs, but the point is that they are not alone.  As I said, she is a predator, and her father’s side attracts and eats Existence—every natural phenomenon that is meant to keep balance is thrown out of it by her destructive presence.”

Sora’s ears fell back.  Why hasn’t anyone told me that?

Nari snickered, half-smile aimed at her while reading her mind.  “What good would telling you do?  There’s nothing you can do about it.  As you’re thinking, yes, you are a blight on everything that is around you, but so what?”  she absently huffed.  “You’re actually subconsciously doing everything in your power to be as ‘dim’ as possible.  Only by understanding the full extent of Null-Void can you grasp it, and there’s going to be some cracked eggs along the way.”

Emilia, Mofupsi, and Wendy were already speechless at this point.

“There’s a solution, though?”  Sora asked; her aunt had already told her as much before elaborating on the problematic parts.  She was practically a natural disaster.

“Indeed!”  Nari hummed, seductive pink eyes staring inside her.  “Your mother’s side is attempting to connect to your father’s, and there’s something else that’s there—I suspect this Frankenstein person created this catalyst … Heh, I couldn’t tell you what it is if I stared at it forever!”  she laughed.

“This process is simple, really … a funnel is all that’s needed.”  She brought their attention to a thread that moved toward fire and ice, divided by some kind of silvery substance.  “I just need to help Emilia weave a little bit of Founder Magic into a tube to redirect a portion of that force into Wendy and Mofupsi’s Cores.”

Sora’s fur bristled, remembering her conversation with her aunt.  “No, but shouldn’t it be in Mofupsi’s first tail?”

Nari slowly shook her head, thigh-length hair and small front braids shifting with the motion.  “Inee thought it would be enough at first—and if we were just talking about your mother’s side, then it would work, but they need to adapt to this unknown force, and we need to compress it into a little generating seed that can temper a small portion of your father’s side.”

“Oh…”  Sora’s silver eyes widened in understanding.  “Oh … this is … We’re going to have to do this in stages?”

“There we go!”  Nari cheered.  “Yup, this isn’t a simple one and one deal, but Emilia’s going to have to be a surgeon and slowly develop their souls to accept your father and mother’s dual force—in the meantime, we’ll need to pump a temporary bit of your mother’s side into Mofupsi to restore her former glory—a temporary fix.”

To Sora’s surprise, Emilia’s nerves had become steel; determination set as she listened closely and nodded.  “Right!  I’m ready to learn, Aunt Nari!  I want to get stronger—should we use the Outer Body Technique?”

Nari squealed with excitement, leaning in to hug her.  “How lovely!  You’re so dependable, Emilia.  Is everyone ready?”

Wendy and Mofupsi’s focus darted to Sora.

“Don’t look at me!  Are you two okay with this?” 

Their gaze drifted between the various displays Nari had crafted, and Mofupsi nodded.  “If it allows me to serve you, Master … I will do anything, and I cannot do that if I am dead within the week.”

Wendy drew strength from Emilia and Mofupsi, eyebrows drawing in.  “Yeah … I don’t want to be helpless anymore.”

Nari’s impish grin made Sora wonder if this was really her radiant aunt and mother’s plan or something else her other, more playful aunt had concocted herself.  “Wonderful!  Let’s begin.”
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                The unusual delight of her aunt made Sora hesitate as Mofupsi and Wendy tentatively watched the Vulpes scoot closer to Emilia, gradient pink and golden tail looping around one of her daughter’s, and a fragrant scent instantly filled the area from her natural musk that quickened the heart.

“Isn’t this exciting!?”  she asked, bobbing in to nudge Emilia’s side.  “We’re gonna make such a beautiful, magical weave together!”

Ears pulled back, Emilia tried to swallow the sudden wave of jitters that obviously swarmed her stomach.  “Mhm!  I want…”

“Mmgh-hmm,” Sora made a sound in her throat, drawing their gaze.

Her daughter’s turquoise eyes drooped with her tails, staring at the floor.   “Mom—umm, oh, do you think I’ll mess up?  I’ll really try…”

She was about to interject when Nari cut in, leaning over to wrap an arm around Emilia’s side while pulling Sora in, and a gleam shone in her aunt’s bright pink irises.  “Mmh, that’s not it, sweetie—hmm-hmm-hmm,” she winked.  “Your mom’s not sure if she should trust me with her friends.”

The pink-highlighted, gold-furred Vulpes pulled away, fingers lifting to her chin in a deliberating stare.  “Although something has been bothering me about you two … Inee has certainly framed your relationship in a rather odd light, considering the effect that transformed Emilia’s essence—not a complete lie, of course.”

Wendy’s mouth tightened, eyes swimming with uncertainty.  “Wait, what does that mean?”

That’s what I want to know, Sora thought, uncomfortably shifting her flaming silver hair to gather in her lap; a ring vibrated from her chakram.  From the moment she woke up, she’s been all hugs and help.  Isn’t she worried about herself and everything that happened to her, like Seiōbo?

A hum vibrated in Nari’s chest, and an arch touched her lips.  “No, really, though!  Why would Inee frame the two of you as mother and daughter?  Hmm—I don’t get it!”

“Huh?”  Emilia’s vision widened, focus shooting to Sora.  “Aren’t I—am I not?”

Sora’s fingernails pressed against her thighs as she stared at the thoughtful woman; she was at least decades older than her, and she’d been warned about this woman’s mischievous side.  “Why are you bringing that up—is it important to the spell?”

Nari’s head tilted, narrow eyes drifting to her.  “Mmh—I’m trying to determine my sister’s actions.  You see, to me, at least by spiritual genetics, Emilia appears more like a younger sister to you.  Yes, she may have more tails, which is a lovely fashion statement—they’re so adorable!”  she chimed, reaching down to stroke the girl’s copper fur.  “However … Just as Seiōbo and I cannot leave your side for too long, the same is true for Emilia.”

The warning bell in Sora’s mind was on a low hum—she was so confused as to what this woman’s end goal was.  “Are … you trying to make me question my mom and Inari … Is that the reason you’re asking those questions?  I’m just … not sure why we’re going down this path.”

“Indeed,” Mofupsi whispered, drawing on her pipe again before putting it out.  “What is the goal here?  I believe the conversation should be focused on my master’s wishes to strengthen and support Wendy and I.”

Her blonde braids swayed with her head, a short giggle shaking Nari’s figure.  “No, no, no—you don’t get it!  You see…”

Nari’s left arm folded against her stomach as her focus centered on the mountainous tapestry hovering against the wall.  “Hmmgm … I grew up in a rather a time where it was common to be suspicious about mistaking dreams for reality, and while this appears entirely real … In the end, ‘perception’ means very little.”

Wendy’s cheek bunched up.  “Uh-huh—so, you think this is all just an illusion?”

“It’s actually a fairly wise initial reaction,” Mofupsi mumbled, hazel irises flashing blue upon using her pipe; there was an edge in her voice.  “I can see why you would be skeptical, considering what you’re sensing could be fabricated—although, at what point should you accept where you are as reality, and how do such thoughts connect to my master?”

“Mmh … I wonder, though,” Nari mused, a secretive smile returning as her golden eyes drifted between Kari, Emilia, and Sora.  “No, I don’t believe something as bizarre as this would be the game any Founder would play … Meaning, this is quite genuine, or a different entity that I am not aware of as of yet—he-heh, both prospects are exciting, though!”  She clapped her hands together, generating a ring rather than a slap.

I can’t read her…  Sora tried to scan everything her aunt did, but she appeared so pure of heart, despite the playful mannerisms she employed.

Nari’s seductive smirk soon centered on Sora.  “On that note, what makes you believe you can trust anything I say—even if I were to show you what your mother told me?  I could show you a perfect representation of my sister,” she said, waving her hand to the left for her mother’s awkward smiling figure to appear.

Sora’s mind went blank as the scent of Mia traveled around the room, and she could perfectly sense her presence.  Everyone else fell silent, watching the glorious dark, copper-haired woman nervously wave.  “Umm, hey, sweetie—eh, I love Emilia and you so much…”

Nari snickered at Sora’s wide eyes and baffled stare.  “You can hear her heartbeat—feel her radial warmth, the presence of her spiritual pressure, and I can use your own perception of my sister to mold it to what you expect of her—individually,” she winked as Emilia ran to an invisible person nearby to throw her arms around air—practically bawling.

“I wanted to see you so bad, too, Grandma!”

Everyone shivered as the overwhelming presence of Nari’s conjured clone of Mia vanished with a snap of her finger, drawing everyone’s attention back to her—Emilia was utterly stunned, glancing around in a panic for where her grandmother had gone.

“I could be elsewhere at this very moment—watching from the bed or playing with your ears,” she hummed, and without warning, she transformed into pink flames to split into four different copies to surround them.

The room changed around them, becoming the blackness of space, burning blue sun and alien planets to her left; she was trapped in some kind of invisible thread of magic, yet nothing like this had ever been so undetectable to her after she’d unlocked her father’s side.

Nari’s pink-blonde tail rose to hide part of her face as the copies spoke in unison, everyone vanishing one by one around her.  “You have no idea how to craft the magic running through your Core, affecting Existence…”

Thoughts not her own whispered into her ear, yet it was her own voice.  “I shouldn’t use my Null-Void—what if someone’s nearby and I hurt them.  Is there anything I can…”

 

* * *

 

Done with the pointless chatter of hanging around people who didn’t know a thing about her, Seiōbo transcended the third dimension.  Her jaw locked, applying pressure on her teeth as a chain in her Core added resistance.

Not yet!  Go further!

She rose from this universe’s ocean to pass the fourth, fifth, and sixth layers—floating beyond the planet-like sphere of this seventh dimension to look back at the marble—similar spheres were now becoming clear nearby, showing she’d entered the eighth, yet it was here the iron penetrating to the very depth of her Oltera Nexus pulled tight, trying to drag her back down.

No!  Inari, Mia … You can’t leave me!  Tears filled her spirit as she fought against the pull of the universe Sora currently occupied.  I can go further!  Let me go further!

She tugged at the chain, wincing as a wound opened up inside her as the spear attached to her essence stirred it up.  Why … Why did you leave me behind?  How am I ever supposed to live up to you now?!

The indomitable visage of her cool, collected sister came into focus within her mind—the Inari she knew—not this aged Vulpes Founder that she had nothing in common with.  How could you do this to me?!  she cried.

Time in comparison to Sora was practically non-existent, and it was only because there was still motion in the bright universe before her that she could even go this far—a period did go by, but it was at such a small pace that it wasn’t worth keeping track of.

Seiōbo floated in the soup of raw universal energies that sought to bring her back to the point in time she was locked to in this part of Existence—in the time variance of Sora, and the stability her niece gave her was so minimal, she was losing strength to keep herself ahead of the universe’s spin.

Why am I like this…

Now, as alone as she could be, wrapped in what illusions she could muster, Seiōbo glared around the cosmos—she could see the path Sora took—her niece’s entire life marked like the golden thread of fate.  She had been here ages ago—not in this universe; this area had been reborn and broken down countless times since; it was the blink of an eye to a day in the twelfth dimension, much less millions of years her past self had lived.

This place had formed around one of her mother’s former sanctuaries that she’d made for young Vulpes.  Of course, that hadn’t been the purpose when she’d been alive—this was a test dimension that her mother demonstrated for them when they reached two tails—all of her sisters were only minutes apart at most, but it meant a lot to them.

I died … And both of you won’t tell me how, she growled.

Looking around at the various seventh-dimensional spheres surrounding her, she looked for answers—anything that could be used to connect the dots she was missing—eons in the twelfth dimension, yet that was all blocked from her.

Okay, if I can’t see it that way … Mom taught us ways to hide memories.

Seiōbo took a deep breath, allowing herself to be pulled into the universe by a tad to ease the stress she was beginning to feel from being too far away from her niece.  She didn’t need to weave anything complicated; every Existent creature had a unique Core identifier, and if she took that and tapped her Oltera Nexus like a bell, it would radiate in a way that only she could receive an answer.  It would take someone else, resonating with her Oltera Nexus, to force a similar outcome that they could track.

Her four tails fanned out behind her as a response came, yet this wasn’t what she expected; a brick hit her chest, melding into her soul as she felt her own, much older and more mature power infect her Core.

Losing her ability to remain in the eighth dimension, she fell, finding the strength to halt her progress at the sixth.  The stormy roar of time billowed below her, clouds of vicious quakes and fiery timelines of destructive energy rippling across the tempest.

A cough bubbled up Seiōbo’s chest as she clutched her breast.  Dammit!  Dammit!  Dammit!  What was … Is this … Why?

“For obvious reasons.”

Seiōbo strained to catch her spiritual rhythm as a much more mature version of herself smiled at her, radiating a mental impression of fathomless power compared to what she currently held.  From her womanly figure to the long black nine tails curving around her frame, she was everything her mother promised she would one day become.

“My, my, my,” her ancient Spiritual Construct mused, unseen or felt by anyone but herself.  “To think I would be reduced to such a state, despite my preparations.  Mmh…”  she gave Seiōbo a disapproving frown.  “Still unable to talk in my presence?  I cannot work with you when … that is attached to your Oltera Nexus,” she sighed, staring at the chain binding her to Sora.

Goodness … What did I make … Why would I split my spirit to—to make you?  Seiōbo gasped as the invisible spiritual essence of her former life drifted away, turquoise spheres of pre-woven magic she’d only witnessed from her mother.  For what purpose?

Her spiritual construct smirked, allowing the globes to cycle around her frame.  “Because I knew my sisters couldn’t help but bring me back if I died at some point, and I needed a way to retain the truth of the past … the Threads of Existence have been tampered with, and that which it shows is but a twisted story for the young and impressionable.”

The construct snapped her fingers, creating a tiny spark of blue flame before her narrowed irises wandered to the universe below.  “This outcome … is not what I expected.  Perhaps there is room for growth, but it will not be without sacrifice … I need to set things right.”

Seiōbo tried to pull away; this version of herself may have been lovely on the outside, but the unusual items of foreign magical power she wore and the frothing stone amulet between her breasts radiated a force that made her skin itch.  However, she was trapped in some kind of spiritual net of her own design.

I wove this…  she thought in shock—somehow, without her notice, this spiritual construct had hijacked her actionable magic to tie a noose around her chest, locking her in place.  I can’t call for help…

Her dark counterpart snickered, left hand covering her lips, but she couldn’t hide the gleam in her illuminated irises.  “Why would you want to?  I’m you, after all—a past version that is far more than the pathetic child in front of me.”

Seiōbo’s gut tightened, sweat gathering in her pores.  What’s the end-game—take over this new life and reconstruct yourself?  Mom’s captured—we need to…

“Rescue her?”  the spiritual construct lilted.  “Please, Mother was soft, and because of her blindness, she allowed herself and Nari to be killed … Pathetic, really.  All the First Generation Founders were blind … I know the truth they tried to hide, though!  He-he-he, and mother was a part of that.  No, I’m going to mold you—little by little … I need to be careful not to break…”

I don’t want to be you!  Seiōbo snapped, but her magic seemed utterly locked; she’d never experienced this type of seal.  Just show me, and let me figure things out myself!  I’m you, so…

“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” her counterpart chided.  “I don’t need your consent—after all, you’re not even fully me yet, considering you haven’t filled in the blanks yourself but with our niece’s little group.  I don’t need you—you’re weak.  I need me.”

No!  Don’t…  Seiōbo tried to struggle away, calling out for her sisters, but the web she’d been tricked into fashioning was more potent and more refined than anything she’d constructed before.  Why would I do this to myself?!

The smile the woman wore told Seiōbo she was pathetic; the smile she feared every day might come from Inari if her noble sister ever told her how she really felt instead of being the shining golden child.  A tiny spark flickered toward her, seeking to meld inside her.  

Seiōbo’s eyes squeezed shut as she internally screamed.

“You’ll understand when … Why…”

The moment the intense energy touched her spirit, a flare of white force incinerated it.  Tears in her eyes, she understood what happened, which in turn transferred to her past self.  “What is Null-Void, and why is it protecting you from something that should bypass all your defenses by its spiritual signature … No, I see…”

Her counterparts somber, searching eyes narrowed as Seiōbo resumed her struggle; she couldn’t find a single flaw in the weave.  “Heh … How unexpected … I can be patient, though.”

Brushing back her thick black locks, the spiritual construct giggled.  “This can open up many avenues I hadn’t considered before … Be frightened, my little self, because I will return to claim you … Although it doesn’t matter how much you struggle—you’ve always been weak on your own.”

Lifting a finger, Seiōbo gasped as a weight pressed against her chest, blasting her through the dimension to strike a fifth dimension moon.  She managed to wrap her body in a shell to absorb the impact, but it still took a chunk out of her.

I … I was a bitch!  She growled, struggling to her feet and wiping away the drool on her lips.  I don’t want to know who I was anymore … She’s dead—but when she comes back…

Panic flooded her breast as she looked down at the chain, still trying to tug her back.  Sora saved me … Mmgm.  If I want to resist her spiritual assault next time … Sora is the only way.

Seiōbo glanced left as the little instruction manual her sisters had given her popped into focus; it was a half copper and white-furred woman that mirrored both her sister’s features—likely a funny joke to them.  She caught Nari waking up soon—judging by her spiritual turbulence, the girl was going to act up to release stress.

She tried to calm her stressed breathing, her heart still racing from the encounter as the higher-dimensional spheres circled the globe, representing the universe Sora was in.  Licking her lips, she skipped to the part that interested her.  Tell me everything you wanted me to do regarding the bond between Mofupsi and Wendy to Sora—I need specifics—reasons why you’re frightened and how I can overcome the challenges.

To her surprise, as the simple question and answer construct recited the information stored, the path she saw with the least risk came from a being she didn’t know—The Herald of Sakura—a Primordial.  Why are they getting help from a race all Founders apparently hate now?  Bah, it doesn’t matter—I just need to find a way to beat this demon from my past … I’m not weak!

Taking all the time she could in the sixth dimension, Seiōbo waited for her nerves and strength to return, yet she could feel the disharmony growing.  The further she was away from Sora, the less control she’d have over her magic, and it was only because of the restoration effects of the bed and Sora being nearby for some time that had given her the strength to last this long.

She sighed, watching Nari vent her frustrations in typical young Nari ways—the troublemaker of the family, but there were ways she’d learned to get her little sister in line—mainly, embarrass the crap out of her because she could be a little turd when freaking out and shoving everything away to focus on pranks.

Seiōbo appeared behind the laughing and boasting girl as she played with the perception of everyone present.  Releasing an annoyed sigh, she muttered, “Always so unguarded, Sister.”

“Eh—eek?!”

Hand darting out, Seiōbo snatched Nari’s swaying tail at its base, lifting her up while feeding disruptive spiritual energy into her Core after using the common Vulpes weak point—she was as helpless as she’d been when trapped by her spiritual construct.

“Ack!  S-Seiōbo!  It hurts!  Stop!  I’m sorry!”  Nari cried, tense as a board with tears in her big, fake pink eyes.  “Please—Seiōbo!  Put me down!”

Sora, Wendy, and Emilia slowly snapped out of her sister’s trance; she was impressed that Mofupsi had been able to at least offer some initial resistance before succumbing to Nari’s natural hypnotic aura and scent.

Kari groaned, pushing herself up to find the source of the commotion since Nari’s antics had caused Mofupsi’s dampening magic to fail.  “What in the…”

Seiōbo lowered her sister back to her feet but kept her grip firmly around the base of her twitching and thrashing tail; the biggest thing to teach her sister a lesson to not mess with people’s minds—she sent a pulse of cleansing energy through her sister’s open spiritual network.

“Seiōbo, no—no, no, no, no, please!”  Nari wept, fighting past her throbbing tail to latch onto her front.  “Mom—Mom said you can’t do this to me—please—please, Seiōbo … I won’t do it again!  I promise!”

She watched her pleading sister’s pink irises slowly revert to their original golden color, and her highlighted fur losing its vibrance to become a radiant aurous sheen that the sister she knew was extremely proud of—however, during this stage in Nari’s life, she was embarrassed by the shade.  “You promise?”

“I—I promise!”  she screamed, making Kari, Sora, Mofupsi, and Emilia’s ears stand on end in confusion.

Leaving half of the pink hue on her tail, Seiōbo twisted her tails around to hold it out, arms crossed under her modest bust.  “Tail swear—or do you want me to finish off the rest?!”

 Nari jumped, sniffling as she rubbed the base of her throbbing appendage.  “I—you held me by my tail, Seiōbo—you’re so mean now!  I hate you!”

“Promise!”

Her little sister jumped, forcing herself to turn and weave her tail around Seiōbo’s four, and she sent the binding link—it was only for three days, but served as punishment that their mother introduced—if she played a trick, and she knew it was going overboard, it would rip away her careful transformed looks and tear her dress to pieces, which was practically death for her young sister.

“There…”

“I hate you!”  Nari returned, jumping to the fifth dimension to pout before she could respond.

“Love you, too, Sis,” Seiōbo grunted, dropping back into the chair to stare at the dumbfounded party.  “Such a pain…”

“Is … she going to be okay?”  Sora asked.

Wendy tucked in her lips, glancing at the spot the girl had vanished.  “Yeah—that was—what was she doing to us?”

Emilia had tears in her own eyes.  “She tricked me that Grandma was here—that was mean, but—but she sounded so hurt…”

Sora sighed, and Seiōbo watched in fascination as a chakram appeared out of fire to expand and hover around the girl; a binding force carried the eight-tailed teenage spirit to Sora’s side for her to hold—Seiōbo just glared at her curves.

What’s with everyone in my family getting their figure before me?!  It’s not fair…

Clearing her throat and holding Emilia’s hand, Wendy on her other side, Seiōbo’s flaming-haired niece asked.  “Umm—thank you for saving us from Nari, but … Is there something you want?”

Seiōbo puffed out a long, annoyed growl, rubbing her left ear.  “My sisters want to help you with this power-infusion thing—it’s irritating, but whatever—I’m a little interested in this Null-Void business.”  The look the five gave each other was vexing.  “What?  Can I not want to help out my family?”

“No,” Sora forced a laugh, “it’s just—a little out of nowhere.  I’d be happy for your help.”

“Alright, well—I guess I need to apologize to Nari, then … and get her to apologize to you—hey,” she grunted, feeling a bit embarrassed at the smiles they gave her, “don’t let her boss you around, okay?  She’ll just keep going until you tell her to stop.”

“Thanks for the advice,” Wendy chuckled.

Rising through dimensions to meet her sister, she left as Kari laughed.  “Hey, I kind of like her.”
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                Seiōbo pulled away from Sora’s inescapable gravity that locked Nari and her into this 7th dimension; in truth, she needed to process the raw emotion swirling through her Core—she was so vulnerable at the moment, and she couldn’t afford to be.

She could temporarily jump into the 8th to get a better grasp of the creatures that hovered just beyond sight of the multiverse they were trapped in, but it drained her considerably.

Her smile fell while floating in the Core of the bead universe, taking time to still the thumping in her chest; the entire timeline since the beginning of this multiverses’ first spark was before her, yet most of her thoughts had centered on the minute slice that was its most significant point—the moment Mia inserted Sora into its timeline, causing a cascade effect that would change it forever; it brought Aiden’s subconscious manipulations, putting Kari into her niece’s path.

So much noise…

The sight of her sister’s near-standstill surprise battle against a four-armed insectoid fiend of the 6th dimension made Seiōbo puff out a depressed sigh of raw quintessence energy through her nose.  Even if Nari was just venting against the hostile entity that sensed her weakness after running away—crying from embarrassment—Seiōbo wasn’t concerned about her safety at this level.

A vast array of splintered fragments of this universe exploded and faded into eternity, until even that faded, yet the vast perspective only proved to take her back to the moment she met her Spiritual Construct.

Generating a mirror image of herself with the brilliant, cracked universe before her, Seiōbo stared into her own dull, somber blue eyes.  What are you doing?  It feels different when I’m with Sora … It could be this bond, giving me strength to resist entropy, but it’s so wrong.

Inside the 7th dimension, she could see the signs of damage that Mia had maintained, not that any of the other pensive beings silently observing the unusual phenomena in their universe had a clue about the scars.  No one born trapped inside a fish in a bowl could ever understand the depths of what lay beyond their limited scope; these creatures were limited.

She smoothed back her bangs while observing how her sister’s fight would most likely go; even if the insectoid fiend was technically capable of harming her, Nari knew how to read the minute weave and flow of the dimension she occupied, and that made her neigh undefeatable against similar opponents.

Inee, Mia … you can’t expect us to just accept everything so readily … I understand you want our help, and yes, I can see our family is in a dire situation.  Yet, Inee, can’t you see I’m dealing with my own problems…

Her mirror clutched at her breath; it was like she was running out of air.  I’m scared … Who was I before my death, and why would I do something so reckless … Why would I say such insane things … It hurts to just think about the possibilities, yet…

Seiōbo’s focus drifted back to Sora, crying as a thirteen-year-old at a time when Wendy distanced herself, leaving her friendless.

A lump formed in Seiōbo’s throat; her niece had gone through so much—she didn’t understand it—the Mia she knew would have scorched an entire universe for such a sin and lashed out, but her daughter was different.

How can you be so full of despair … locked in a coffin of paralyzing fear and pain, yet still have hope of a sunrise?  Whoever I became … I don’t want to be that … Why isn’t there anything about that part of me in the data Mia and Inari gave me?  How did I become so twisted and vile … even to the point of disrespecting Mother?

Seiōbo bit her lower lip, tails wrapping around her tucked-in shins; it didn’t seem like anyone knew about the specialized Spiritual Construct she’d made—by its very nature, it was virtually impossible for anyone to detect or interact with it unless they had her unique spiritual identifier.  No matter how she framed it, she’d planned for her resurrection to take over the reborn consciousness.

She had to admit, it was kind of smart—not to mention dangerous—and yet, on the other hand, it was terrifying to think she’d do something so reckless; she’d learned from the First Generation Founders that doing so ran the risk of ripping one’s Intelligence and Spirit in half, creating a doppelganger that would cause Existence to treat both as an infection—yet she’d done it.  Seiōbo couldn’t even recognize herself in the construct.

Staring into the veil blocking her view of the 8th dimension, her arms tightened against her legs.  I’m still out there, waiting for my Core to stabilize—to erase who I am now—to truly return to who I was … Inee and Mia believe Tsukuyomi killed me … but what if it was for a reason?  The Threads of Existence were tampered with … Could Inee and Mia have been given false memories?

A quiver ran down her spine at just the thought; it wasn’t a light statement, and it was safeguarded by pillars in their community, such as Gloria and Yìnglóng.  To do anything to their Existence would be to stand against the Dragon and Fairy mothers, which twisted her gut.   Then again, there was another possibility—if the three Founding pillars were the ones to intrude.

Such thoughts aren’t safe, she shivered, rubbing her shins and turning back to her niece, locked in the same time Seiōbo left her in.  This Founder and Primordial War … there has to be more to it than my sisters remember, and if my family is in danger…

Breathing in deeply the energy around her, she cycled it through her Core before straightening and releasing it.  “I’m not bound by my past,” she whispered, the shining image of her stalwart big sister coming to mind, “and I won’t fall to my knees.”

Steeling her resolve, Seiōbo made her decision.  Slipping through the veils to where Nari played with the four-armed creature, she arrived in the burning space of blue, red, and yellow suns, surrounding a field of blue wheat that had a substantial effect on 3rd-dimensional Cores.

Standing on the hill overlooking the curved 6th-dimensional plane, she sighed.  “Are you done releasing your stress?”

“B-Bobo?!”  Nari rolled away on the pink grass in a panic, jumping up to take up a defensive stance.  “I—eh, you’re going to grab my tail again?!  He attacked me!”

Seiōbo’s dull gaze lifted to the snarling insectoid fiend as he fought an illusionary enemy, thinking he stood a chance as her sister lazily giggled and played around below.  “I know … I’m sorry I embarrassed you, Nari, but we both know what you did was wrong—she’s our niece—our little sister’s baby girl.”

Nari’s ears folded back, peering down to where the happy Vulpes sat in their mother’s lower Realm.  “I know … I’m just so … I don’t even know her—who I was…” she mumbled, cradling her puffy golden tail as it looped around.  “I’m scared to look at what Mia and Inee gave me…”

The uncertainty in Nari’s voice made Seiōbo close her eyes and smile at her little sister.  “Isn’t it weird—you’re the baby now, not Mia.”

“Heh-he-he-he,” Nari’s strained, mischievous smile wandered to the field, “yeah.  It was fun—at first, but now … It feels like I’m drowning, Bobo—and I’ve got this … Mmh—this hole in my chest—loneliness, like we’re not connected anymore,” she whispered, and Seiōbo stepped forward to put her arms around her sister.

“I know … Everything’s changed between us—we’re not okay, and it’s not alright—I know you feel out of place … I do, too.”

A few tears fell down Nari’s masked smile as they moved to the grassy hill to lay against each other, and Seiōbo found her sister’s fingers, applying a bit of pressure.  The two of them watched the insect blow spiritual flames into various shapes across the sky while fighting his invisible opponent, creating dazzling lights that fell to the wheat to nourish it.

After a little bit, Seiōbo’s expression softened as Nari’s tail inched over until crossing over one of hers; linking with her, a rumble shook in Seiōbo’s throat.  “It’s probably the worst for you … Heh, you still see me as the little bubbly goofball I used to be that would try to cover up all your tricks.”

“Mmh, not so much now; I know you changed,” Nari muttered, left hand rising to stare at it.  “All of you have changed so much … but I’m the same little pup while everyone else grew up … Mom apparently died and recently got kidnapped.  Humph, Mia and Inee are off on some mission with a strange creature I’ve never heard of—you’re dealing with your own stuff, and well, yeah—I’m just … left behind.”

Seiōbo reached over to pull Nari over her body, noticing how small she was now compared to the sister she knew.  “Hey … Umm, I’m always going to be here for you, okay, Nari?”

“Are you really here for me, though?”  she mumbled against her chest.

“Hmm … a valid question,” Seiōbo returned, chest rising and falling as she pondered and brushed back Nari’s thick golden locks, but after a few seconds, she smiled and giggled.

“What?”  Nari asked, ears twitching against her collar bone.

“Heh, do you remember when you got me in trouble with Mom—she said I needed to be more responsible—eh, and then I got into my first physical fight with you.”

Nari groaned.  “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to make Mom mad at you—to me, it wasn’t that long ago … Mmgm, you turned my tail green for weeks, and Mom wouldn’t help me fix it.  Eh, heh, Inee helped me in the end.”

“She did, huh?”  Seiōbo whispered, looking back at the event in her memories.  “I didn’t know that … Inee was always the one to smooth things over with everyone … Wasn’t she?”

“Mhm … She was always so cool,” Nari sighed.  “I felt so bad, but she was so kind and supportive—taking me back to help fix the trouble I caused—she even took the fall for me a few times.”

Seiōbo hissed out a breath.  “You know Mom and everyone else always knew who did what—they just pretended not to—to see how we’d react and grow.”

“No way,” Nari’s eyes grew big as they poked up from her chest to stare at her.  “Even me putting that powder in Gloria’s bottle?”

“Yeah … that came up later,” Seiōbo forced a chuckle, “and you weren’t happy about the punishment.”

“Oh?”  Nari giggled, “I don’t know about any punishment; I’m glad I missed it.  Hoh?  Wait, does that mean I got away with it?!”  she asked, eyes sparkling.

Seiōbo lifted an eyebrow.  “Mmh, heh, I guess it would mean you technically got away with it since you never technically went through the punishment.”

“Yes!”  she snickered.  “I pulled one over on Gloria!”

Head returning to the grass to stare up at the insect, Seiōbo felt her heart lighten.  “Hey, Nari…”

“Hmm?”

Over three hundred years of emotional memories slid through Seiōbo's chest.  “This time is going to be different … Something broke in who I used to be, and I don’t want to be who I was … I feel like I’m suffocating, too—so let’s promise not to let each other drown—to save each other…”

A hole opened in Seiōbo’s chest as a wave of heat ran up her face, tears leaking from her eyes.  “I want to be a good sister … I don’t want to be alone, but I’m afraid I might give up—who can save me from myself?”

Nari put her hands on either side of her, lifting herself up for her golden locks to veil them, and her sister’s tears fell onto Seiōbo's cheek.  “I don’t want to be alone either … You’re not broken, Seiōbo—I want to be a better sister, too—I don’t want to cause you trouble.”

Reaching up to bring Nari back into her arms, Seiōbo fought the emotion in her throat.  “We’ll save each other from drowning—and we’re not alone; it’s not the same—we have our family … Sora can fix us … I have a plan.”

Sniffling a little, Nari nuzzled against her chest.  “I trust you, Seiōbo … I feel so weak compared to all of you, though.”

For the first time in a century, she found comfort in her sister’s arms.  “Nari—you have strengths I can never match—I love you.”

It took a few seconds for her little sister to babble a reply, trembling arms wrapped around Seiōbo's back.  “I love you, too…”

Nari’s charm over the four-armed 6th-dimensional insectoid fiend had long since lost its effect, and Seiōbo kept track of its movements, but the instant he saw her and the overwhelming strength she possessed compared to her sister, the fiend ran in fright.  Heh, just a dimensional cockroach in the end.

After a time together, Nari rolled to the side to sit across from her, wild golden locks swaying in the frigid energies of the forces that fed the field; this was a place most of the so-called ‘deities’ of this universe only knew of by fable, and the actual value of it rested below the roots of the wheat.

Seiōbo sat up to gaze across the plane; a cosmic storm would be sweeping in soon, but they’d be gone by the time it arrived.  “How long do you have until you need to return to Sora?”

“Hmm…”  Her sister sent a magical thread through her hair to restructure the braids.  “Not long … I used a lot of magic playing with that thing.  Umm, you said you have a plan?”

“Yeah…”  It took a bit for her to find the proper words, watching the irregular flow of this part of the universe because of the lingering scars in the area that Mia had knitted together.  “I want to help, Sora, but the blind can’t lead the blind … And we are definitely blind,” she mumbled.  “I don’t know if Inari and Mia’s goals or plans are right—I want to make my own decisions and to do that, we’re going to have to go on our own sort of journey.”

Nari’s golden eyebrows arched while facing her.  “How?”

Seiōbo smirked, neck tilting to look at her sister.  “Do you want me to tell you or surprise you when explaining it to Sora?”

“Oh!  I’d like the surprise,” Nari laughed.

It brought back past memories Seiōbo had of her cute sister; of course, it wasn’t long after this point her sister went into a rather obstinate and feisty stage, but this wasn’t the same Nari—just as she wasn’t the same Seiōbo.

“Great!  Let’s join Sora again…”

“Hold up!”  Nari grinned.

Forehead creasing, Seiōbo gave her a quizzical look.  “What?”

Pushing in, Nari giggled while sliding her fingers across Seiōbo’s cheeks to weave a simplistic spell that made her laugh in return.  “Fixing me up, huh—what sister of mine is this?”

“Shut up,” Nari mused, clearing her own puffy and stained cheeks.  “I haven’t seen you cry in so long…”

“Heh, don’t count on seeing it again for a while,” Seiōbo winked.  “We need to be strong.”

“No,” Nari huffed, sliding her arms around her sides.  “Mom always said to cry if you need to—so don’t make me cry alone!”

Releasing a pent-up breath, Seiōbo shook her head, positioning herself to get up while carrying her sister.  “Then I’ll spill my heart to you every night!”

“H-Hey, let’s not get carried away!”  Nari stammered, forcing a chuckle.  “He-he, but really, I-I want to get to know you now, Seiōbo—I need to know my sisters.”

Pulling away, she nodded.  “Yeah, and once we get all of this sorted, let’s force our other two elderly sisters into that circle!”

“Oh?  Fu-fu-fu,” Nari snickered, “elderly sisters—they really are old now!”

“Ancient!”  Seiōbo rolled her eyes.  “Honestly, anyways, let’s go—there’s a lot I need to explain.”

 

* * *

 

Sora blinked, and her aunts were back.  “Eh … ugh-he-he, umm, I don’t know if I can get used to this whole time-shift thing…”

“Wait, did she leave?”  Wendy asked, looking around, “I had my eyes closed for only like a second…”

“Meh,” Kari shrugged, arms crossed under her chest, “you get used to it over time.  I’m still kind of lost on whatever topic we’re on, though—what’s up?”

Mofupsi’s tight expression was centered on Nari as she snuggled next to a surprised and thrilled Emilia.  “I suppose you have come to a conclusion on the enhancements that will keep me alive?”

“Huh?”  Nari blinked, sorting through Emilia’s tails as they looped around.  “I don’t have a clue about any of what Bobo has planned—I’m just here for the ride—my, my, but you have such an interesting spiritual network, Emilia.”

“I-Is that a good thing?”

“Mmh, neither good nor bad—just a bit tricky,” Nari hummed, seemingly combing and grooming the girl’s tails with her bare hand; each pass of her magically enhanced hand left shimmering, smooth fur that appeared to make Emilia shiver with joy.  “You do need a bit of a spiritual detox, though … So much stress!”

Seiōbo crossed her legs, and by just her presence, Sora could tell her aunt had worked through many emotions in the split second she’d been gone; her tone was somber, yet far more kind than before.

“I want to be very clear with you, Sora … I’m going to help your daughter navigate through the process of advancing your friend and servant, but I must preface it by expanding on what my sister taught on the subject.”

“Okay?”  Sora whispered, adapting to the new atmosphere—changing emotional states so fast was a bit uncomfortable—her aunt had spent time working through her emotions while they only had seconds to pivot to her new mood.  “Can we calm down for a moment?”

“Of course,” Seiōbo replied, gesturing for Kari to join them, “take your time.”

Kari made a note in her throat while sitting beside Sora.  “Mmg-hmm—so, what’s the plan—‘cause, I’m totally in the dark here.  Anything I can help with?”

Wendy took a deep breath and let it out.  “Thanks, Kari, but umm, I don’t think so—right?”

Sora just looked at her aunt for answers, and expectedly, she shook her head.

“No, Kari … However, what I have to say will apply to you, as well.  You see…”  Her head turned to appraise Nari, showering an overwhelmed Emilia with attention.  “My sister and I will need to leave you to work through our own problems, and there are things I think Inari is being too cautious about explaining—we do not have the luxury of centuries to slowly grow.”

Goosebumps ran down Sora’s arms, and her tiny, liquid rings that formed her chakram rippled around her hair.  “You want us to grow stronger as fast as possible?”

A single nod from her aunt told her how seriously the woman was taking this discussion.  “Inari took it slow with you—at least by the standards I am accustomed to—and I can understand why; she taught you the raw basics, but the foundation of how Existence functions and how Intelligent beings advance, she has left out.”

“How it all works, huh?”  Kari mumbled, sucking in her cheeks for a second.  “Mmh … I’m pretty sure my mom told me something along those lines at some point.”

“Most likely, Alva would have been given a similar education.”  Seiōbo sighed.  “It is unusual thinking the tiny pup that was less than a few years old in my memory is your mother—in any case, tell me when you are prepared to listen.”

“I’m ready—I’ve been ready for so long!”  Wendy jumped on the topic.

Trying to calm herself, Sora relented.  “Alright … Everyone else?”

“We are!”  Nari chimed, holding up a grinning Emilia’s hand.  “Oh, and, umm—I’m sorry I was playing that trick on all of you—I was just feeling so lost and needed something to make me feel better…”

Emilia buried the girl’s head in her bust.  “I forgive you, Aunt Nari; I just want to spend more time with you!”

“Unfortunately, that won’t be possible for some time,” Seiōbo gravely interjected.  Sora was about to ask why when her dark-haired aunt went on, attention centered on her.  “We are tied to you, Sora—in an unbreakable way that bypasses Existence itself—and it is because of that that we are also protected from various side effects of Existence.”

Everyone, including Nari, sat back to listen; in truth, Sora had hoped her aunts would be able to remain a constant part of their daily life, but the more she learned, the more she realized how selfish that was.

Seiōbo took a calming breath before continuing, and she created an illusionary tempest around them to illustrate her explanation.  “Nari and I are locked to you, Sora, and you are locked to the 3rd-dimensional plane within this universe.”

She carried them under the colossal waves, showing numberless humans and other monsters swept along the titanic currents.  “We are in the sea of time—and most of you are unable to fight the tide—trapped.”

“Mmh!”  Kari slowly nodded, catching everyone’s eye in the dark swirl of illusionary water.  “My mom told me something similar, but we were looking up from its center.”

Nari chuckled.  “The 7th dimension!  It was probably her own Realm that she was using as a medium.  I was born in the 12th, so all of this stuff is like a human understanding the cells in their body to a cell, unaware of everything in the outside world other than the limited tasks it does in your body—you become so much more aware by being in the 12th dimension.”

Kari’s eyebrows pulled together, vision falling to the people floating nearby.  “Is that what she felt when we went to my memory of Mom’s Realm?”

Mofupsi’s hands tightened against her stomach; she’d been listening very intently to the explanation, and Sora could see why she would, considering she’d hit a roadblock in her progress for millennia.  “You’re talking about Jemissa—the Vulpes that was your opponent?”

“Yeah,” Kari whispered.

Shifting a bit on the couch, Sora’s lips pulled in, wondering how her fight might have gone.  “Was it hard?”

“No,” Mofupsi answered, eyebrows pulled together.  “I can’t say why, but whatever place they had the Training Room transform into, it affected Jemissa in ways I couldn’t comprehend … She died three minutes after leaving the room—as far as I’m told, she was delirious … seemingly talking gibberish.”

The fur along Kari’s tail bristled, eyes wide.  “She’s dead?”

“Why?”  Wendy whispered.  “Did it kill her?”

“In a way, it’s only natural,” Seiōbo said, taking them back above the waves to the storm raging around them, and in the crashing waves were tossed countless people, screaming at the top of their lungs.

“If only peering beyond the 3rd dimension to the 4th can cause such torment and fear to these morals, can you imagine entering the 7th … to connect to something so vast and all-encompassing that your entire life feels less than a speck of dust.  Of course, an Intelligence couldn’t survive such a transition without a protective hand only allowing so much to filter through.”

Emilia’s grip tightened around Nari’s for comfort as her aunt soothed her quivering spirit at the imagery.  Mofupsi’s jaw was tight, and Sora figured her mind was fixating on questions she’d had for thousands of years, and it was being answered so surely by a four-tailed Vulpes.

On the other hand, Kari had fallen silent, and there was a soft, solemn look in her amber eyes that was new to Sora; she reached over to take her hand.  “You okay?”

“Yeah,” she mumbled, but emotion was in her voice.  “It’s just … she was the first person to see my mom’s Realm.”

Scooting a bit closer, she firmed her grip.  “It’s okay to be sad.”

“Heh … Yeah,” Kari whispered, “but it’s just—not something I’m used to … I’m fine.”

Leaving it at that, she turned to Wendy; her friend’s tight fingers dug into her thighs while glaring at the back of her hands.  “Are you okay?”

“I mean, even a super powerful Vulpes couldn’t handle it … What hope do I have?”

Seiōbo was right; Inari hadn’t explained the stress on Intelligences when rising through dimensions.  When were we going to get this explanation?

Her black-furred aunt’s expression lightened a tad.  “Don’t fret, Wendy; I am explaining this to you, so you understand the path forward.  In Existence, an Intelligence goes through a few stages when growing, and it begins at Intelligent conception—it starts with the state of ‘being’ that is followed by experience, knowledge, understanding, wisdom, and finally, transcendence.”

The storm around them vanished to be replaced by each word to emphasize the topic at hand.  “The purest form of actualizing one’s existence is the state of being—it is beyond thought and the subconscious but a thing so ingrained it is never a state of question.  It is the brilliance that you can say, I am that I am—you exist, therefore you have unique traits to the sphere you are born to.”

She generated thirteen layers, giving each a name.  “Existence consists of thirteen dimensions, as Nari and I were taught, and to be in a state of being within the higher realms is to have experience, knowledge, understanding, and wisdom those that have not bonded with cannot fathom in the slightest.”

Kari took a long breath and let it out.  “Right … the combination of the five allows one to transcend.”

“Yup!”  Nari chimed, creating a chibi Kari that went from the 3rd layer to the 4th.  “Each dimension provides a broader sense of Existence—the 4th being the flow of time inside a universe—and to be born to a higher realm gives you a perspective that a fish in a pond cannot have unless hooked and brought into a new world!”

Seiōbo smiled at the chibi figures her sister made, having them do various playful activities that had Emilia chuckling and sparkly-eyed.

“While we may have a far more vast grasp of Existence, that doesn’t mean those born in the 12th have the same perspective as someone that rose from the bottom to the top—and I suspect Mia had you do this for a reason, Sora—our own parents chose to give us a wall we needed to overcome rather than giving us a state of being in the 13th.”

Thinking back to her mother’s awkward, smiling, freckled cheeks brightened Sora’s mood.  “So … We need to have those things to get stronger?”

Her four-tailed aunt lifted one to stare at the snow-white tip with a reminiscent look in her deep ocean eyes.  “Sora … I don’t know you … I don’t know Nari, Inari, or Mia anymore … I don’t know the woman I see in my future … I want to know you, though, and to do that, I need to develop in the same way all of you do.”

 Seiōbo’s focus rose to meet her.  “I’m going to be with you until the end, but to do that, I need to know my family—to be sure of the path my life is on, and to do that, Nari and I will be going back in time to not just see your life, but live through it, invisibly watching in the threads of time.  We’re going to experience everything we can, and we’ll be keeping a record of that to share with Emilia and you—it’s the best way I can think of to go about closing the gap between us.”

Nari’s cheer dampened while tracing a pattern on the back of Emilia’s hand.  “Plus … there’s a lot we need to think about, too … Heh, we’re not the most emotionally stable, as you can tell.  I don’t want to hurt either of you, so I like Seiōbo’s plan.”

“Ahem,” Seiōbo smiled at her sister before moving the focus to Sora.  “That being said, before we go, I want to do everything I can to help you, and if that’s helping your servant and friend on the path to reach the next stage, so be it.  In addition, it will help you grasp the concept.”

Spreading her arms, Seiōbo gestured at the room.  “This Realm is actually the first one my mother created—yes, there is a 12th-dimensional plane that this universe formed around—and its entire purpose was to help Vulpes advance.”

“You say that, Bobo,” Nari grimaced, glancing around, “yet in its entirety, no Vulpes has been able to make it beyond the 5th stage—ironically, Loral’s predecessor.”

Seiōbo sighed.  “Indeed, and she could not discover the means to change her Core Essence to escape death; even if you break into the higher dimensions, that does not mean you are free of Existence’s janitors.”

“Heh, that’s what I called them!”   Nari mused.  “They really are, aren’t they!”

“We did have the same lessons,” Seiōbo snickered.  “Although you weren’t there the first time death and its variants were brought up.”

“I had more important things to do at the time,” she mumbled, cheeks darkening a little.

“Love?  Infatuation?”  Seiōbo hummed.

Nari huffed, brushing back her blonde locks.  “Neither.”

Sora smiled with Wendy, Emilia, and even Kari at the pair’s relationship; clearly, Seiōbo was more mature, but Nari could be serious.  “So, the path to advancing is here?”

“Everything needed to reach the heights of Inari’s Kitsune, if not in a different manner,” Seiōbo shrugged.  “Although, such a path is quite long if unaided; still, it’s available.”

“If you’re not locked inside a small section of the city all your life,” Mofuspi muttered, showing a tad bit of the frustration she’d felt for millennia.  “I suppose I’ll need to do a quick inventory before we leave—there’s knowledge untapped … the others will be thrilled.”

It made Sora happy that Mofupsi was thinking about the others and this realm’s future.  “Okay, so, a state of being, experience, knowledge, understanding, wisdom, and transcendence.  Right?”

“Correct,” Seiōbo said, returning to the topic while pointing at the words.  “Experience, you can perceive and incorporate things around you into the subconscious.  You act based on an internal instinct rather than rational thought.

“A child must experience things to build knowledge—a database of information—knowing what one can do with fire in contrast to understanding how to use it are two different subjects.

“Wisdom is what comes through an understanding of knowledge and your experience linked throughout your life and others—it is a state of being able to take outside sources not your own to learn; to have wisdom is to have the capacity to progress faster through life than any other in a given subject.”

Her finger lingered on the last.  “However, the wise can be trapped by the limitation of being powerless.  In the end, only those that have the strength to realize their gained wisdom can transcend to find a new state of being—to take their experience, knowledge, understanding, and wisdom to a point of change that transforms.  Like a caterpillar that sets foot on the way of the strong to reach the top of that frozen mountain of resistance to take flight and go beyond.”

Sora glanced down at her chakram, considering her aunt's words.  “In short … I don’t even have knowledge about my new powers—I’ve been acting on just a state of being—not even experience.  So, I need to learn more about myself and how unlocking my father’s side has changed me … Mmh-heh, so I can become a beautiful butterfly.”

“You won’t be alone,” Seiōbo said, rising to her feet and dissolving the illusions, which instantly snatched Emilia’s attention again; the chibi figures were distracting to her.  “Let’s begin the process of transforming your friend and servant now … It’s going to be a process, as Nari thought, but,” her aunt winked, “with some fitness, we can make a continual, controlled funnel.”

Getting up, Sora prepared herself.  “You ready, Emilia, Wendy, Mofupsi?”

“Scared,” Wendy admitted, forcing a grin, “but I’m ready to not be the one left behind—I’ll work hard!  I’ll ask Eyia to train me!”

“Egh,” Sora grimaced.  “I’d rethink that, Wendy—you don’t know what you’re getting into.  Mofupsi?”

The woman took one last deep draw from her pipe before letting it go in a long hiss.  “I would be lying if I said I was not frightened, Master … Growth cannot be achieved in inaction, though, and I cannot be of service to you if I am dead.  What must I do?”

Kari silently watched with Nari, and Sora could tell her mind was probably still reflecting on the Vulpes she’d fought, yet Sora’s focus was snatched by her aunt as they were moved locations.

“A Training Room?”  Mofupsi asked.

Seiōbo’s gaze wandered around the white area.  “It’s far more than just that … Not going into too much detail, it will help to isolate things, even Sora’s Null-Void, to an extent.”

Sora stretched left and right, her daughter soon mirroring the action.  “Cool.  Next?”

“Relax,” Nari frowned.  “Sadly, we can’t give you a bed because while relaxing, your Null-Void is going to be unrestricted—you’d just fall through it—uh, but the other two can get one!  Oh, and your real body, too.  He-he, gotta let go of all those constructs.”

“Real body?”  

“Oof, uh … Yeah, actually, this is me,” Sora mused, rising into the air and releasing her form to take on the shape of her small chakram; she could expand, but this was more fun.  A three-hundred and sixty-degree visual image of her environment came into focus, showing her the reactions of everyone.

Mofupsi and Kari only lifted an eyebrow; of course, she didn’t expect much from Kari, but Wendy and Emilia’s mouths dropped open, just staring at the hovering metal ring.

“Huh?”  Wendy scratched the back of her neck, glancing around to see if she’d just teleported away.  “You’re … a dish?”

“Mom’s a kitchen plate?”  Emilia asked in shock, still trying to process the information.

“Really … Really—you see this as a dish?”  Sora huffed.  “I’m a chakram; a cool ring weapon!  How would I even hold food; I have a hole in the center.”

“Visuals,” Kari snickered.

“Jokes already, huh?”  Sora dryly grumbled.  “I’d thought everyone would be at least a little surprised—my other form is just a Null-Void body I can make because of my mom’s side—it’s impossible to make anything else … Ugh, because it’s just me doing things as a state of being … I need experience.”

“He-he,” Seiōbo moved behind Emilia, rubbing her back.  “Just relax—lower all your defenses—including you, Mofupsi.”

The reddish-furred nine-tailed fox scratched her left ear before moving to comply.  “It … will be the first time in my life opening myself up to this extent … I have nothing to compare it to, but I will do my best…”

“Me, too?”  Wendy asked.  “How?”

Seiōbo shook her head.  “My sister developed your previous training around an automatic shell to resist harmful effects, but since it is Emilia’s energy as the catalyst, it will pass through that type of wall.”

“Oh … cool, so … just lay down?”

Nari created two beds.  “Yup!  The two of you just ease those shoulders and let Bobo work her magic while I help ground the guiding force helping Emilia!  We’ll be done in no time!”

Still curious about them needing to be nearby, Sora tried to settle in her little floating space.  “Don’t you need to stay close to me, though—does traveling through time not count?”

Her dark-haired aunt folded her hands into her sleeves, smiling up at her.  “We will need to make subsequent visits, but since it is on your unchangeable path through time in this universe, it acts as a far more connected avenue than any other.  Worry not, though; we’ll visit when we need to rest and recover.”

Happy at the answer, Sora allowed all of her automatic self-restrictions to be released, causing a blaze of Null-Void to envelop her rings; a sweet flavor trickled over her invisible tongue, sliding into her as she tasted Existence.

Finally, Wendy won’t feel vulnerable anymore, and my family’s coming together…
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                A long breath streamed out of Emilia’s lips, eyes closed while attempting to ease her thumping heart.  I can do this!  I have to do this for Mom!

Her eight tails stilled as a warm touch caressed her back, Seiōbo’s comforting fingers slid between her long copper hair and back to radiate a soothing balm into her turbulent spirit; there was a melancholy serenity in it that helped sober her emotions.  “It’s okay, Emilia … Nari and I are here to help you.”

“Sorry,” she mumbled, looking up.  She was a little surprised to see Wendy and Mofuspi’s heads already limp, chests rising and falling at an even pace; a pacifying wave encased them as Nari dulcified the two.

Seiōbo’s expression softened; it was as if her Great Aunt was an entirely different woman compared to the first time she’d met the woman.  “There’s no need to apologize; you’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Yeah—right, umm … What do I need to do?”  she asked, glancing at the blonde-furred Vulpes’ small hand before staring at her mother’s floating, disk-like form; it was a little disconcerting seeing the ominous white flames encasing her but she had to be strong and accept everything—if she messed up, someone could get hurt—her mother was counting on her.

The reassuring flow Seiōbo sent her aided in clearing her troubled mind.  “Just relax for a second, Dear … Nari is preparing the path through Wendy and Mofupsi’s Oltera Nexus.  Would you like me to explain things to you as we go?  It might help calm you.”

“Ahem,” Emilia tried to loosen up, glancing at Kari, who sat cross-legged beside Sora, seemingly pondering something; the Fenris Wolf appeared to be somewhat melancholy by her absent eyes.  “Umm, will I understand it?  Sorry, I’m just so new to all of this, and—and I don’t want to mess up,” she whispered, focusing on her mother.

Nari hummed, single tail gently wrapping around one of hers.  “There’s no rush.  He-he, you see, I’m a bit jittery, too!  All of this is super complicated stuff, but Seiōbo knows some really amazing stuff…”

The woman’s cheer fell a bit, ears drawing back while looking away.  “I wish I could have learned all of this from my mother, but I guess it’s fun having Seiōbo teach me, too.”

“You don’t even know how to do this?”  Emilia asked in disbelief.  “You’re so strong, though.”

A tiny smile moved Seiōbo’s lips, focusing on Sora.  “Truthfully, Nari, it’s our sisters that filled in the gaps of what we need to do, yet it is within my scope—by the way, Emilia, your mother, Wendy, and Mofupsi are currently in an unwakeable slumber—it’s required for the surgery.”

“Surgery?”  Emilia asked, eyebrows pulling together while recalling the doctors from her mother’s memories in the human world.  “It’s not a permanent sleep?”

“Of course not,” Nari softly giggled.  “Umm … How would you describe it, Bobo?”

Seiōbo took in a long breath and let it go before shifting beside her to look at Emilia.  “We’ll get to that, but first, we need to lay the groundwork because what we are doing is beyond anything anyone in this multiverse has ever had the chance to so much as ponder … It is perfectly ordinary for a Founder, but given your age, experience, and,” she paused, lifting an eyebrow while surveying their space, “dimension … We need to go to the fundamental basics.”

Emilia nodded, following her gaze to her mother as Seiōbo gestured at Sora.  “As you’ve been told, True Vulpes Magic is tied to your desires—it is your magic molding the fabric of Existence to stitch together the requisitioned task—and a weave will form to accomplish it.  By birth, you are tuned to perceive and understand the workings of your home.”

Nari’s tail pulled in to stroke their intertwined fur, voice soft in the silent room.  “You remember Bobo’s explanation to Sora?  When her true Vulpes form physically manifested, she was operating on a sense of Being, and slowly, through trial and error, she gained experience until Inee further expanded on her knowledge and understanding on how to mold Existence.”

“I think I get it,” Emilia mumbled, eyes wandering over her mother’s tiny chakram body.  “I had problems using my powers because I was made a Founder … I wasn’t born one like all of you, so it’s not as easy.”

Seiōbo reached around her waist to pull her in; touch always seemed to help Emilia’s emotions settle.  “Yes and no, Dear … Through this process, you’ll also learn how you were made to be so similar to Sora by our elder sister, and by no means are you not a part of this family—you are our niece, Emilia; even if the exact definition can be muddled, you are every much a Vulpes Founder as Nari and I.”

“Mmh?”  Nari’s lips pulled in, one eye creasing.  “I mean, I know what you’re getting at, Bobo, but there is a difference; it will be more difficult for her.  That being said; yes, you are definitely one of us!”  she grinned.

Relief filled Emilia’s breast, vision following the blonde’s tender strokes across their linked tails.  “That … means a lot, Aunt Nari, Aunt Seiōbo…”

A funereal look crossed her blue eyes.  “As much as I tried to tell myself I was—well, a daughter, I … I always had that doubt in my mind.  Why is that—why is it so hard for me to feel real?”  she asked, not knowing why she was suddenly searching for answers to the thorns in her heart.  “Mom’s always seen me as her daughter, but…”

Seiōbo pointed to the sky as the room faded, replaced by a bright sunny day.  “Let’s begin … To help you visualize what we’re talking about, I’ll cast illusions to focus your desires.  You see,” she whispered, motioning to the flaming chakram before them; Mofupsi, Kari, and Wendy were gone; her mother still hovering in the air, “one major difference between Sora and you is the level of natural focus in directing your desires.”

A colossal castle materialized ahead of them, seemingly as large as the moon—massive gates were open and a moat separated them from the entrance—shimmering white walls of marble spanned as far as she could see.

“What is all of … this?”  Emilia hesitantly asked, standing with her aunts as they spun in a short circle to examine their surroundings; at their back was an endless field of green grass.  A long drawbridge was down, welcoming anyone into what appeared to be a maze-like town outside the castle towers an eternity in the distance.

Nari sighed, rubbing her left ear.  “Unfortunately, once you set foot in the castle, I can’t follow you—cool concept, though, Bobo!” 

The black-furred Vulpes fixed on Sora’s floating form, and a sly smile lifted her lips.  “This is the entrance into Sora’s spiritual network that leads to her Core.  What you need to do is unseal your magic and direct it into your mother while desiring to enter the town; you can try as long as you need; I’ve put her Intelligence to sleep, which is very different from a normal coma.”

Knowing she needed to follow instructions, and not wanting to cause any trouble, Emilia nodded, emotionally preparing herself.  “I’ve only done stuff to get into my own Core, but umm … Okay, just use my magic, and … walk into my mother’s spiritual network—her city…”

Nari gave them a happy wave as Seiōbo linked fingers with her, and the two of them took the first step forward.  “I’ll keep Wendy and Mofupsi prepared for the transformation; see you two in a bit!”

Her voice faded out as their tails unwound and her mother vanished; Emilia could still feel her magic weaving through space without seeing her mother’s chakram body—it was as if her desires caused the threads of magic to take shape and find their target without sight.

“Like this?”  she nervously asked, skittish eyes darting between various parts of the bridge they were nearing.  “We just need to keep going?”

Seiōbo’s soothing voice calmed her elevated blood pressure.  “At this point, all you need to do is keep a steady stream of magic as we walk; whatever you see or feel, you cannot cut off your energy.”

“W-Will we be hurt?”  Emilia asked, looking up at the planetary city they were walking toward; every walkway and building was built for average human size, crafting a maze of potential routes.  “Can I hurt my mom?”

“In most cases, no; you will not hurt your mother,” the black-haired woman allayed, “but there are critical points where you need to keep a steady stream of magic—typically, Nari and I would not be close enough to Sora’s Intelligence to accomplish this simple method, but because of how you were made, there is a level of protection you naturally share in Null-Void.”

She looked at various places they could see inside the gate as they took their first step on the path, and Emilia stumbled to a stop; the pretty image twisted.  “W-What’s going on?!”

White flames ran across the city; it was far beyond saving—brick crumbled and was soon repaired, the alabaster fire was converted from red or orange flickering energy to white in a continual tug-of-war.

“No need to fret,” Seiōbo said, tugging softly on her hand to prompt them to continue.  “On the surface, everything seems totally fine with Sora, but there is a war happening inside her that she hasn’t realized in its entirety; Existence and Null-Void are locked in conflict.”

She serenely guided Emilia around the raging torrents of forces; danger set Emilia’s tails on end, but Seiōbo’s cool aura kept her calm enough to continue.  “You can imagine this burning moat and bridge as Sora’s body—the physical, 3rd-dimensional visage that is being molded by her spirit and Intelligence—and it is constantly in flux.”

Emilia’s expression tightened as they zig-zagged through the dangerous flow of forces; there was a pattern her Great Aunt appeared to be using to predict the red and white flames.  “Is this what will eventually happen to me?”

“It will,” Seiōbo bluntly confirmed.  “In fact, both Sora and you have already gone through a very similar process to this … You see, the creature called Frenkinstine molded a human spirit and body for Sora’s mixed Founder and Null-Void Intelligence to inhabit while the medium we walk through gently brought the pair together.”

Now that she mentioned it, there was an undertow, gently wrapping around them; the only word to describe it would be neutral.

“However, given that Sora resided in Existence, naturally, her Vulpes side would gain ground quicker, and when her sixteenth birthday came, that part of her Intelligence forced the human spirit’s metamorphosis, which thereby affected her physical body.  In like manner, although far smoother, given my sister’s gentle approach, your renewed Intelligence did the same to your current spirit and body.”

“Hmm…”  Emilia listened to her Great Aunt as she maneuvered them through the labyrinth of raging Null-Void and Vulpes energies.  “My Intelligence wasn’t naturally a Founder or containing Null-Void, though—I was just a normal Vulpes—a damaged Vulpes.”

“Correct … My sister triggered your transformation by cutting a small branch out of Sora’s budding Intelligence and placing it into your shattered and empty Core.  Niomie’s failsafe hollowed your Core out to make you a charged, elemental bomb of sorts—crude, unrefined, and vastly diminishing the potential output of your Core—but it’s to be expected of such unenlightened Vulpes,” she growled.

“I am quite disappointed in the generations of Vulpes that have squandered the inheritance my mother left them … Such wealth and wisdom left to gather dust; though, I must admit that my mother would have known that such an outcome would have occurred, yet did it anyway … Such a confusing mother…”  she chuckled, shaking her head with amusement.

A slight smile lifted Emilia’s lips at the redirection, recalling all the bizarre things her own mother had done.  “Yeah … I still don’t know why my mom would go so far to help strangers … She scares me sometimes … I don’t want to lose her.”

“Mmh…”  Seiōbo’s expression sobered.  “Yes … Sora certainly is odd for a young Vulpes, but she isn’t a full Vulpes.”

The woman’s deep blue irises drifted to her.  “I will not lie to you, Emilia … You are far more Vulpes than Sora.”

Emilia’s ears fell back at the implication.  “Oh … So, does that mean I won’t get the Null-Void stuff my mom has?  No, wait … you said I would, so … it’s just not going to be as strong?”

“Heh, look who’s been listening!”  Seiōbo snickered, unwinding their fingers to loop arms instead.  “It’s not bad but just something to be aware of, and look … We’ve entered your mother’s spiritual network.”

Her gaze wandered around the broad street that split into four paths further up, yet staircases could be seen rising up the thousands of floors of the skyscrapers casting them in shade as the overhead sun dimmed.

“So, when my mom was helping me get to my Core…”

“Mhm,” Seiōbo replied as she trailed off, guiding them to the second staircase to their right.  “Yours isn’t nearly as complex as this—you can thank my sister for reinforcing Sora’s spiritual defenses to be this complex mess—few within the 7th dimension could navigate such a well-guarded spiritual defense, and this is with all of the safeguards lowered.”

“Wow … My mom’s pretty strong then?”  Emilia asked, taking the first step up the winding staircase.  “I walk through something like this every time I use the Outer Body Technique?”

Seiōbo nodded, winking as she stopped them halfway up the rise to focus on the stone wall beside them.  She placed a palm against the unassuming brick for it to glow a bright red before swinging forward—a hidden passage.  “There are millions of secrets when it comes to every spiritual network and shortcuts you can discover if you’re perceptive enough to spot them.”

Continuing into the dark corridor, she watched the entrance close behind them; a few patches of white flame were present here, but most of it seemed uninhibited.  “This will take us to my mom’s Core?”

“Most of the way,” Seiōbo confirmed.  “We will need to take a small detour because of the Null-Void, but it’s not hard for me to navigate even my sister’s spiritual network … In fact, I’m well-acquainted with how the Oltera Nexus itself operates and is patterned, which is the reason I am doing this and not Nari.”

A tiny smile brightened Emilia's calming mind; it was nice spending time with her Great Aunt, and she was able to do the one thing she desired—help her mom.  “So, the moat outside was my mom’s body, and we passed the spiritual defensive wall, and now we’re in the network that leads to her Core?

“So, my memory of Aunt Inari helping my mom learn the Outer Body Technique was basically the same thing you’re doing to me?”

Seiōbo smirked, glancing to the right.  “Millions of years—and that’s in the 11th dimension’s timeline—yet my sister lacks the imagination to give those she teaches a visual representation to guide them through the process.”

Emilia’s stomach shook with silent laughter at the rivalry she saw between her Great Aunts and grandmother.  Without a doubt, there was unconditional love but also a competitive impulse Seiōbo couldn’t turn off.

“Honestly, I’m embarrassed for her; yes, her process is more refined—without question—she’s far beyond my skill set, yet she could learn some creativity instead of being so structured and rigid.”

Her four white-tipped black tails curled to her front to absently inspect as they walked, and Emilia mirrored her, trying to see if there was anything she could notice.  “Mother always said she could learn from me in that regard … Ahem,” a light blush crossed her cheeks, “that being said, she also advised me to learn from her dignified, traditional approach, as well.”

“Mmh-ha-ha,” Emilia giggled, hugging her arm tighter against her side.  “I love this time I get to spend with you; it’s so much better than just sitting in a chair and stumbling around in the dark, flailing my magic everywhere—I’ve never felt so in control of it—thank you, Aunt Seiōbo!”

“Of course,” she smiled, cheeks still a tad flushed.  “As for Sora’s Core, what do you suppose it is?”

“Hmm … a big castle in the center?”

Seiōbo nodded.  “Yup!  There are normally checkpoints that guards will check throughout this big city if Sora hadn’t lowered her defenses and I hadn’t put her Intelligence to sleep.  You see, there was this emerging theory a lot of the 2nd Generation Founders were talking about a few weeks ago that actually had me thinking!”

Her excited tone soon diminished, somber appearance returning.  “At least … to me, it was a few weeks ago—but in any case, it brought into question the idea of Intelligence and Existence … both aren’t necessarily interconnected.”

Emilia’s mind blanked.  “Okay?  I … don’t know what that means … I don’t really know what Existence or Intelligence is, actually…”

“Right … Hmm,” Seiōbo created a sphere with thirteen transparent layers, each having a slightly darker shade.  “Do you recall my explanation on dimensions?”

“Oh, yeah!”  Emilia chimed, eyeing the floating object.  “I know there are twelve—no, wait … Yeah, thirteen dimensions in an Existence, I guess, but not what it really is … Like, where does it come from, and what is it made of?  The Null-Void stuff is outside of it.  Right?  The stuff my mom has?”

“Heh-he, hold up a second,” Seiōbo snickered, free hand combing through her black hair and linking their tails.  “Yes, so far as I’m aware at this point, the Null-Void is what is outside of Existence, but I don’t have a clue how the two interact—theoretically—judging based on your mother interactions, I’d say they are polar opposites, yet that explanation doesn’t make total sense, either or we’d already be dead … So, perhaps Sora’s is a variation of Null-Void, but that is all speculative…”

Her lips pulled in before a sigh puffed out of her nose.  “I’m getting off-track … Existence is what everything is composed of—the base structure and weave that organizes everything we perceive—yet your mother and grandfather call into question Intelligence being a unique feature of Existence.”

Emilia’s head spun in circles with the explanation, working through the implication as Seiōbo created two chibi representations—one of herself and one of Sora’s father—Jarlath outside the twelve-layered sphere while Seiōbo went inside it.

“Everything from plants to humans has an Intelligence—a little spark of being that separates you from the rest of Existence—and it is this that is the unique inherent identifier which indicates the ability of growth.

“Intelligence is in both Sora’s father and me, yet he—so far as I am aware—is a creature of the Null-Void, which is seen as opposed to Existence.  It is a place where you cannot see, feel, smell, or have any perception identified in Existence … We are powerless there … Again, speculative,” she mumbled.

Taking a short, frustrated breath, she calmed herself.  “Still, as I can only grasp it through what I have been able to grasp through Sora’s experience—much of which is locked beyond walls I certainly cannot penetrate—I cannot be positive in that deduction.”

Sorting through the information, Emilia rubbed her twitching left ear.  “Okay … So, I’m kind of like that, too … but not as much as Mom?  Why is Intelligence not being unique to Existence so important?”

Seiōbo was silent for a time, considering her question.  “It’s a good question … Hmm.  Simply speaking … because it’s frightening.  It means there are entities out there we have little power to combat, and Sora proves they can eat—no, devour Existence like food … being vulnerable is never a pleasant feeling.”

She smiled while taking them into another secret passage; this one was filled with gold and sleeping, white-armored soldiers.  “We’re almost to her Core.”

Emilia didn’t really get everything involved with Seiōbo’s explanation, but she thought she got the general gist of it.  “So … my little Intelligence was grown out of a branch of my mother’s?”

The 2nd Generation Founder took a deep breath and released it in a long stream.  “Your Core was an empty vessel, housing a ravaged garden, yet it held the proper fertilized ground to grow if tended to, and so my sister did…

“She took the essence of Sora and clipped it, using the naturally gifted and regenerative properties of Founder Intelligence to split the lingering properties of Jarlath and Mia to grow you.  Eh, heh, not that you’re a plant, but for visual purposes,” Seiōbo chuckled.  “That’s the reason why I'd label you as a sister, but in the end, it doesn’t matter how it’s viewed—mother-daughter, fraternal twins—whatever the two of you are comfortable with.”

“I still think of her as my mother,” Emilia whispered, thinking back to all the memories Inari gave her of Sora.  “It’s just … how I feel.”

Seiōbo shrugged.  “Okay.  Continuing the previous topic, we’re going to this castle’s treasure room.”

Emilia’s excitement started to build.  “Oh, a treasure room?  Is that like the center of Mom’s Core?”

“Mmh … kind of … It really depends how you look at it,” Seiōbo hesitantly said, head tilting to the side in thought.  “The place she does all of her training—the Outer Body Technique—could be considered the center, but the Core is a spiritual construct; it is the machine structure of your major energy reactor—I suppose you could say.”

The woman guided her through the open doorways and unusual halls that took them down a vertical descent.  “There are many parts and pieces inside those parts to a Core—of course, my sister only showed Sora tiny areas of it—yet in the deepest part, normally tucked away and guarded, is an elusive place where the Oltera Nexus resides.”

“I think I’ve heard of that before?”  Emilia mumbled, trying to remember where, but it wasn’t coming to mind.  “Uh … just a guess, but is that where our Intelligence is?”

Seiōbo’s tail tightened around hers.  “Very good!  You’re doing so well,” she praised, making Emilia blush a little.

“You’re a pretty good teacher—it helps with all of the examples.”

“Daww, you’re adorable,” Seiōbo laughed, pulling her a bit closer.  “Yes, the Intelligence is a part of a very sophisticated network that’s the equivalent of an entire multiverse, which is why typically, you’d need to be a 7th-dimensional being to even hope to explore…

“Well, or be Quickened in some fashion and be given a rudimentary knowledge of what to search for by such an entity … There are many types of Quickening that grant lower-dimensional creatures sight and tools to interact with it, but you don’t require that as a Founder.”

“He-he, aren’t I special?” Emilia joked.  “So you’re going to guide me into my mom’s since I have no clue what I’m looking for?”

Seiōbo took her through another hidden door into a dusty and old-looking cavern; she was long lost without her Great Aunt directing their path.  “You may not need to have that extra push to find or manipulate an Oltera Nexus, but as you guessed, you don’t have the experience or knowledge to navigate it, so I’m here to help … Plus, it would be quite dangerous at some points going blind … You could lose yourself in the labyrinth.”

She opened another secret passage that led into a glorious treasure room filled with gold, gems, and silver.  “All a trick of the eye,” Seiōbo mused, pointing at the ground where the floor vanished.  “We enter the Nexus; just keep a hold of my arm, and I’ll direct us to the proper current.”

Swallowing the saliva gathered in her mouth, Emilia saw a bright white light inside, but she trusted her Great Aunt.  “Alright … No hesitation!”

“Good girl,” Seiōbo praised as they both hopped inside.

Null-Void erupted around them, but a soothing red wave parted the flames as Seiōbo’s gentle, melodic aura alleviated her nerves; gusts blew them through a maze-like tunnel, sweeping them into the side passages and swapping gravity.

Before long, they were in space, stars and nebula rushing by in rapid succession as Null-Void supernovae exploded to be battered by similar red flames—it was chaos—yet she couldn’t panic while holding Seiōbo’s arm and wrapped tails.

Eventually, after a seemingly endless fall between empty space and warring forces feet from wiping them from Existence, they arrived at two colossal stars—one ivory while the other apricot—and in the middle, a beautiful aurora borealis of colors, discharging magnetic waves of light around the colliding dynamism.

“Beautiful…”  Emilia whispered, entranced by the clash.

Every pulse of the Null-Void and Founder Energy sent a resonating spike through her chest, every impact sending a shock that reverberated into her own spirit; it was a dance of ice and fire, their destructive percussion rising into a symphony of thunderous noise louder than any word could convey.

A jolt quivered Emilia’s tails while watching each strike meet with the eos to helix into a bonded twine of unified quintessence to streak across the black.  Each beam carried with it a harmony so breathtaking, she wondered if this was their true nature by the canorous concord.

Seiōbo maneuvered them through the divine resplendence to the edge of the combatting and ecumenical currents to bask in the malleable barrier separating them, directing her attention to an irradiant aster—a budding flower-like star so dazzling it felt wrong to look at it yet impossible to turn away.

“Your mother’s Intelligence.”

Various petals and leaves of multiple hues were gravitating around the budding blossom, glittering pollen swirling in a feverish dance that left her speechless.  A small vortex of both Null-Void and Founder energies was feeding into the stem, causing it to bud.

“Is this…”

“Not how it truly looks—we aren’t in a state to properly view the glory at its finest—however, we only need to generate a small funnel between the three generating forces to infuse them into a seed for Wendy and Mofupsi that will blossom over time.  My mother created the process, but the results vary depending on the source used.  Are you ready?”

Feeling more confident than ever, Emilia smiled; finally, she learned how to properly use her magic to help her mother instead of hinder her.  “Yes.”
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                A pleasant tingle passed through Seiōbo’s heart while watching Emilia’s eager resolve to support her mother redouble; her short time since returning to life had been nothing but turbulent, yet at least this alleviated some of her shattered expectations.

Her vision drifted between Sora’s two combative forces, trying to rip each other apart, Seiōbo took a deep breath and eased it out.  “Remember your desires are the key to controlling your magic, Emilia.  A desire is more than a simple wish; it is a longing that motivates action, and that spark of ambition molds and infuses into a weave to form Existence itself.”

Emilia attentively nodded, watching her create a clay mold before filling it with molten metal.  “It is no different with fashioning a tool—if your desire is not pure or the conviction is not there—the construct could break or elicit unwanted flaws that have consequences.”

“Mhm!  Mhm!  Umm, but I just want to help my mom … Is that not enough?”  she asked, copper eyebrows drawing together as her focus shot to Sora’s Intelligence.  “Is that not pure enough?”

A patient smile moved Seiōbo’s lips; the question sparked memories of Mia’s own inquiries to their mother.  “It’s not about how pure your desire is in helping your mother but the direction that energy is placed.  If you have pure metal but a misshapen mold to place it in, you will not get the results you want … You need to have a clear course and proper control while pouring your hopes into the weave.”

Emilia’s ears twitched, a lump dropping down her throat.  “Mom always made it look so easy … She created so many clothes and stuff for everyone this one time … It’s because I didn’t start as a Vulpes Founder.  Right?”  she whispered, heart wavering, but it was necessary for her to realize the hurdles and correct possible failings

Seiōbo closed the distance to slide her hand around her waist, drawing her light blue eyes.  “It doesn’t matter that you were not a Founder at your Intelligence’s creation; you are a Founder now, and your Intelligence is trying to adapt to it.  Trust me, this is nothing to be ashamed about; in fact, he-he, Wendy and Mofupsi will require far more practice than you.”

Spotting a point of weakness in the girl, Seiōbo’s fingers moved to enclose Emilia’s hand while removing the forging materials to show the decaying figure of Loral from the time she’d been tricked.  “Are you still held up over this broken creature’s words?”

Emilia’s grip bolted against hers, tail fur going on end.  “S-She … Umm, I don’t want that to happen again,” she mumbled, skittish eyes refusing to look at Loral’s pre-revived incomplete state.  “I was stupid, and I could have hurt my mom…”

“Hmm…”  Seiōbo let her emotions settle a bit with the stationary image of the shattered Intelligence in front of them.  “Saying you aren’t as talented as your mother is not a proper view of the difference between the two of you, Emilia; it was a very shallow and manipulative statement to bludgeon you into dancing to her tune.”

The girl’s tails lowered further with her ears and vision.  “So … I was double tricked.  Great…”

Seiōbo giggled.  “You can be smart and naive; although, it can be hard to differentiate the two, but look at the path your mother has walked—it is not devoid of folly, yet she presses on.  There is a reason why this cracked version of Loral needed you; she provided the mold that you fed your magic and desires into so she could accomplish something she could never do … You’re amazing, Emilia.”

“I don’t feel it,” Emilia grumbled, free hand rubbing her arm.  “All I do is mess up, and I really don’t want to, but it always ends up that way.  It’s like I only exist to make my mom’s life harder and … and that feels horrible,” she cried, tears gathering in her eyes as emotion took her.  “I don’t want to feel like a burden!”

“I know,” Seiōbo whispered, reaching over to pull her into an embrace as the girl’s arms and tails wrapped around her, “I know … Holding it together is so hard when everything seems to repeat no matter what you do.”

Seiōbo’s chest puffed up to press against Emilia’s before releasing the air; gazing across Sora’s violent Oltera Nexus, she maneuvered them through to remain close to her niece’s Intelligence.  She couldn’t be more proud of Emilia, and the young Founder didn’t even realize what she was doing.

“What do I need to do, Aunt Seiōbo?”  Emilia whimpered, chin resting against her collar bone.  “What do I need to do to be useful?”

“There, there,” she said, rubbing her back.  “Can you answer me a few things?”

It took a second for Emilia to clear her throat and gently pull away with a small nod, doing her best to compose herself.  “Yeah—s-sorry, Aunt Seiōbo…”

Letting the girl clear her face and sniff back her tears, Seiōbo shook her head.  “You don’t need to apologize, Emilia … Emotions are important to Vulpes, but can you tell me what could be the most dangerous to keeping our magical weaves stable?”

Emilia’s puffy eyes widened.  “Emotion … Is that why I’m so terrible at magic?  I’m too emotional…”

A small smile lifted the corner of Seiōbo’s mouth while gesturing above them.  “What have I had you doing this entire time?”

Following her hand, Emilia blinked upon seeing the thread of magic she’d maintained to keep them inside not only her mother’s Core but Oltera Nexus.  “We’re … still here … even after I got emotional?”

“We are still here!”  Seiōbo laughed, clapping at the accomplishment.  “I have only been guiding us around the dangerous zones, but you are keeping us in place; congratulations, Emilia, you’ve shown yourself capable of retaining magical stability even when confronted by deep emotional scars that trouble you … Now, we can start the lesson.”

Emilia’s eyes and lips started to tremble again before launching forward to hug her.  “T-Thank you, Seiōbo!  I—I love you so much!”

“Oof…”  Seiōbo instinctively grunted and chuckled as the girl buried herself into her chest.  “See … you’re not useless, Emilia; believe in yourself.”

They remained together for a time as she composed herself, but it was a little sad for Seiōbo, even if she’d figured it would turn out like this.  Poor girl … She needs so much positive reinforcement because of all the self-doubt she’s developed, and in such a short period of time.

A low hum rumbled in Seiōbo’s throat as she looked beyond Sora’s Core to the wall of the 8th dimension, knowing she couldn’t see her sisters but searching in heart.  Is this what Inari felt toward me … Is that why she always tried to set an example and support us when we couldn’t measure up to her … when we doubted ourselves?

Emilia pulled away again, taking a deep breath but a big grin was on her red face.  “O-Okay, Aunt Seiōbo, what do I need to do?!  I … I feel that with your help, I can do it—eh-heh, maybe.”

Smiling back at her, Seiōbo’s gaze slowly turned to the colliding Founder and Null-Void forces; now that she had time to analyze the unsealed powers in their actual raw motion, she feared one of Inari’s worst-case scenarios was more than likely to occur.

“It’s going to take concentration, but it will feel exhilarating and fun,” she said, pointing at the neutral force encompassing Sora’s Intelligence.  “We cannot do what my sister does to her Kitsune, which is why we need to take this new route I mentioned before.”

“Why?”  Emilia asked, scanning the turbulent energies.  “Is it because of me?”

Seiōbo shook her head.  “It’s a bit too complicated, and I’m not positive as to all the details myself, but Inee, eh—heh, Inari, has given me a wealth of study material her Intelligent Construct did when analyzing Sora’s Intelligence.  Is that okay?”  she asked, looking at the young Vulpes for confirmation.

“Yup!  I trust you, Aunt Seiōbo!  Eh, wait … umm, am I being naive now, too?”  she questioned, vision narrowing thoughtfully to the side.

“He-he, good second guess,” Seiōbo replied, “but no, we are beyond that topic.  Are you actually ready this time to perform real magic?”

Emilia’s head swiftly bobbed with anticipation, hesitant thoughts vanishing.

“Good; take note.”  Seiōbo directed her to the blinding quasar that was Sora.  “Intelligence is wrapped by the true state of a Spirit, directing its workflow and power generation; the spiritual network outside of the Core is like the skin on someone’s body—a form of protection, sensory receptors, and energy guidance.”

She gestured at the supernovae expanding in brilliant colors across the chaotic zone Seiōbo maneuvered them around.  “This … is the factory control room … which Sora’s Null-Void has gained dominance in, but everything around us are the machines that her Intelligence is naturally operating.”

Emilia’s mouth opened while trying to follow the explanation, only retaining a part of it.  “Okay … So, we need to … do something with the machines?”

Seiōbo giggled.  “No, we aren’t interacting with the production chain of what goes into Sora creating Null-Void or Founder Magic, but copying her Intelligence’s rudimentary instructions, the blueprint of both machine creations, and a tiny bit of the base essence of Null-Void and Founder Magic to compress into a tiny information package—a seed that will grow.”

“Uh-huh?”  Emilia slowly nodded, eyes narrowed as she tried looking for what Seiōbo was explaining.  “Which is…”

Motioning for her to follow, Seiōbo moved to the neutral zone, reaching out a hand to sample the force as the girl stayed close behind her, understandably hesitant.  It’s so alien … How can there be something that is neither Null-Void nor Existence … No, I suppose I can’t even question it since I haven’t been to the edges of Existence, much less outside of it.

Head turning to wink at Emilia, she floated inside the energy.  “It’s perfectly safe—he-he-he, it feels like a warm bath … like you're melting into butter.”

“I-Is that good?”  she tentatively asked, tenderly sliding her hand across it.  “Oh … It does feel good—he-he, it tingles!”  Emilia giggled, floating in after her.

Seiōbo brought her attention to the cycling forces on either side of Sora’s Intelligence sphere.  “I want you to mold this energy into a few things…

“First, a hand to gather a bit of both essence; just as no Founder magic is precisely the same because of the style of machine they’ve fashioned to shape their energy—even mine compared to my sisters—it can be theorized it is the same for Sora’s Null-Void compared to others of the race.”

Emilia’s forehead creased as she concentrated on her ambition.  “Umm … Do you mean like how Mom can make the dinner plates … Heh, that she’s a dinner plate, and others might not be that—kind of how there are differences in every Vulpes or human?”

“Excellent deduction!”  Seiōbo praised, feeling happier with every teaching opportunity as the girl grasped the challenging concepts.  “Just as everyone’s DNA uses a base molecule standard, each type of force is the same, but in both cases, how they are combined will change the result.”

A short gasp left Emilia’s lips as she succeeded in forming the gathering weave, coated in the neutral energy to protect it against the Null-Void’s natural disruptive attribute.  “So!  So!  I’m doing something like Aunt Inari did to me?  Uh, I need the machine instructions to make them into something?”

“Kind of,” Seiōbo hummed, sitting in the air to watch and direct, “but we’re taking a much simpler and more chaotic approach to the process.  You could say my sister crafted your Intelligence piece by piece using Sora as a blueprint and perfectly designed your machines, as we’re calling them, to produce in a precise manner … We cannot do that.”

“Okay?”

Seiōbo took a moment to gather her thoughts as Emilia did her best to go slow and not mess up her weave.  “You see, pulling it into something we can understand, Null-Void and Founder Magic are like two different universes—fundamental forces that are incompatible with each other—trying to mix … two RNA variants being compelled to come together.

“The result would be damage to both as they’re destroyed—Sora never being allowed to exist—but this unknown essence we’re using as the blinding force is acting as a translation catalyst between them.”

Once Emilia neared the end of gathering a tiny flow of the two quintessence, Seiōbo interrupted her explanation.  “Second, you need to copy the malleable instruction manual of the neutral essence to adapt a spirit’s functional machines to produce the end result; it’s impossible to tell how that will play out, but it’s the only way this will work.”

Her young niece followed the instructions, fists curling into fists at her side.  “Umm … It’s so hard … like trying to push against a mountain … it’s impossible!”

Seiōbo’s lips tightened.  “Alternate the desire; you aren’t trying to copy it, but create a surface-level visual imitation, which is far easier than a perfect replica—we aren’t trying to clone Sora—we only need a base blueprint that will allow the two essences to merge.”

A slight jerk shook Emilia’s body as she spun in a sharp circle before regaining balance; it almost made Seiōbo smile at how much she was getting into the act.  “Woah!  I—It just became so soft and easy … You’re amazing, Aunt Seiōbo!”

“Just stay focused, Dear,” she returned; it was lovely feeling joy again.  “You want to take that instruction manual and make a little starter kit from the lingering birth energy surrounding the outer zone we’re in to jumpstart the transformation.”

Emilia did everything she asked to a T, and once it was finished, two tight seeds were condensed before her as the girl eagerly presented her work.

“Did I do good, Aunt Seiōbo?!”

Seiōbo chuckled at her enthusiasm, reaching out to pat her head and causing her ears to twitch at every action.  “Your mother couldn’t have done a better job.”

“Yes, I’m learning!”

Seiōbo allowed the girl to celebrate her first huge accomplishment, discussing which parts had her concerned before letting her in on the bad news.

“What next?!  What next?!  Do we go meet with Aunt Nari now and complete it?”

Seiōbo let her small smile fall to give a melancholy look at the two shimmering miracles of a seed.  “Unfortunately, I’m not skilled enough to prevent the side effects … Inari was right to be concerned, but I didn’t want to admit it,” she whispered.

“Huh?”  Emilia’s vision wandered to the balls of information and power to return to her.  “What … do you mean … We can’t do it?  Did we fail?”

“We fail?”  Seiōbo chuckled, a sad smile on the two completed products.  “You did everything I asked, to the letter … No, it is me that can’t make the final tweaks because I don’t know how to adapt the instructions inside … It’s like you pushing against that mountain … I couldn’t move it myself, and I don’t know if even Inari could if she were here to study the results.”

Silence ensued as they looked at the seed, and after a few minutes, Emilia puffed out a heartbroken sigh.  “So … we can’t help Wendy and Mofupsi?”

Seiōbo shook her head.  “I didn’t say it wouldn’t work.”

“It will?”  Emilia asked, vision snapping to her face again.  “So … what is the problem?”  

A bitter smile moved Seiōbo’s deep blue eyes.  “A far more painful transition than Sora experienced when her temporary human spirit Frankenstein used as her initial medium was broken down and reforged into her Intelligence’s true structure.”

Emilia hugged herself and concern tightening her lips.  “Mom wouldn’t want them to go through that pain … Aunt Inari gave me memories of that, and she was so hurt … Worse than when she got her second tail?”

Seiōbo nodded.  “I have a solution, but … Again, it isn’t going to be popular to Sora … I can, however, confidently say that Wendy and Mofupsi would agree to it.”

“What?”

“A Forced Intelligence Coma.”

“No, but … but for how long?”  Emilia asked, hands tightening against her breast as she glanced at the seeds.  “That’s like—like they can’t be woken up.  Right?”

“Much more than that,” Seiōbo sighed.  “Your Intelligence is what keeps your spirit and body operating; they’ll need specialized restorative magic to survive, which this Realm has, yet that means they cannot leave it.”

“Okay … How long, Aunt Seiōbo?”  Emilia tentatively asked.  “Aren’t we supposed to do something else or go somewhere?”

“Hmm…”  Seiōbo’s arms closed around her own shoulders, feeling frustrated at her own lack of skill and knowledge.  “To be safe … six months; if they wake up as the change is occurring, it could break their Intelligence from the stress they’d experience.”

Tears gathered in Emilia’s eyes.  “It’s not fair … Why is everything so hard?”

Knowing how the future would unfold but needing to go through it to not draw a barrier between Sora and herself, Seiōbo did her best to suppress the spur of inadequacy when comparing how this would be different if Mia or Inari were here.  “Let’s see what Sora wants to do; Nari is keeping Mofupsi and Wendy ready for the procedure.”

“She’s not going to like it,” Emilia whispered, brushing away her tears.  “Sorry … Hey…” she mumbled as Seiōbo rolled her eyes and wrapped her knuckles lightly against the girl’s head.

“Stop saying sorry!  It’s not your fault.”

“I know … I just … I don’t know…”

“At least you didn’t say sorry again,” Seiōbo teased, trying to lighten the mood in her own heart.

“Heh-he.”

“You ready?”

“Yeah…”

Seiōbo led the way out of Sora’s Oltera Nexus, guiding them toward slipstreams of radiating non-violent force to hasten their exit, and once they were out, she looked down at the two resplendent seeds in her palm; they were far too small to actually be seen, but a mirage of sorts was generated to this dimension.

Releasing her stunning spell over Sora, she watched the girl’s Null-Void safeguards, and physical form take shape.  Nari stayed quiet, having heard everything that transpired inside Sora’s Oltera Nexus, and didn’t want to interrupt, which was mature for her age.

Sora yawned, stretching out her arms and rubbing her eyes.  “Wow, that … was the best sleep I’ve ever had … I feel so rested!  Woah, is it done already?”  she asked, catching Kari’s amused smirk beside her.

Kari shifted to lean against the side of the couch, cheek resting against the back of her hand.  “Morning, sleeping beauty—so, are those things meant for Wendy and the fox?”

The Null-Void Founder’s shimmering silver irises shot to the seeds.  “Wait, so … it worked … Emilia … Uh, what’s wrong?”

Emilia slowly got up, tails folding around each other as she held her hands in front of her.  “Umm … There’s a bit of a problem.”

Seiōbo cleared her throat, uncrossing her legs and adjusting the short black skirt.  “In short, this transition is going to be far more challenging than my sisters hoped; we are changing the very essence of Wendy from a human and Mofupsi as a Vulpes to … something more.  They will not be Founders or Null-Void, but have similar attributes to them at their base, which could be anything.”

Kari’s left eye narrowed.  “What does that mean?  Are they going to be super powerful or something?”

Seiōbo’s fluffy four tails spread out behind her while looking at the unconscious pair on the beds they’d made in the Training Room.  “It’s true, they can gain significant strength from this process; in effect, it is the highest degree to which my sister’s Kitsune can possibly reach, yet without the eons of experience and practice of slow transformation.”

She frowned, rising to her feet and folding her arms.  “It is going to take time to properly manifest, and … the process will be far more painful and much longer than your own change from human to Vulpes Founder, Sora.”

Sora’s ears twitched, three tails folding in for her to hold, likely recalling the events.  “It was all a blur after, but in the moment … It was terrible, and you’re saying it’s going to be more painful than that?”

Emilia shivered, looking at Wendy.  “Umm … Aunt Seiōbo said she could stop the pain, but…”

“But what?”  Sora pressed, and Kari sat straighter with the Null-Void Vulpes to listen.

“I need to put them into a comatose state,” Seiōbo answered, “and to be safe, it will take up to six months inside this Realm; they must stay in this room, where I can set up the appropriate medical treatment to sustain them in that time.”

Emilia bit her lip, nervously waiting for her mother’s response, and some of her tails accidentally brushed up against Nari's shoulder as she observed.

Kari puffed out a low hiss.  “That doesn’t mix well with the whole plan to go to Dragon Temple.”

“It doesn’t,” Sora mumbled, but her sad expression turned to her sleeping friend, “but I don’t doubt Wendy would accept the risk … even if she had to go through the pain.  I feel bad about telling Jin we’d go with her and then bailing on her…”

Nari hummed, head tilting to the left with a secretive smirk.  “I don’t think she’d really mind … If you want, I could go talk to her.”

Knowing Nari had good intentions but would also find some enjoyment in playing a little trick to try to lighten everyone’s tensions, Seiōbo shut it down for a more direct approach.  “Have you forgotten you need to help Emilia next, Nari?”

Her blonde baby sister gave her a small pout before turning a brilliant smile to Emilia.  “Right … Wait, I get to have some personal time with my snuggle buddy!”  she chimed, rising to hug Emilia.  “We get some fun time, and after, we can have some good snacks; I’ll show you some cooking recipes!”

“Cooking?!”  Emilia salivated, feeding off of Nari’s energy.  “I—I’ve never cooked anything, but I want to!”

Kari gave Seiōbo a dubious stare, which Seiōbo didn’t blame the Fenris Wolf for; they may be Sora’s family, but they hadn’t been the most welcoming.

On the other hand, Sora released a sad puff of air to smile at her.  “I can go with you.”

Seiōbo shook her head.  “I think it would be best for you to be here for the operation; Emilia would do well in your presence.”

“I can go with you then,” Kari interjected, yet Seiōbo once again denied it.

“As Sora is aware, there are things Jin wishes to keep private that I will need to discuss with her; if you will trust me, Sora, I will smooth things over … It is the least I can do considering what you have done for me.”

Kari cracked her neck, thick black locks shifting to obscure one of her amber eyes.  “I feel like there’s something you’re not telling us.”

Sora’s light chuckle drew everyone’s gaze.  “Probably quite a lot, Kari … It’s just part of being in those higher dimensions,” she whispered, “but what I do know is that my gut is telling me to trust my aunts … and to be honest, I’m relieved because all I’ve wanted was a family … and here you are—two aunts and my adorable daughter.”

Getting to her feet, Sora walked over to hug her, and as the girl’s arms closed around Seiōbo's body, she felt a new kind of warmth unrelated to her sisters—someone new getting close to her heart—and it touched her heart to return the embrace.

“Thank you, Aunt Seiōbo … I can’t wait to get to know you.”

“Likewise,” she returned.

Once separating, Seiōbo teleported to one of the bathing areas of the Tower; Jin’s dull yellow irises shifted to her, clearly deep in thought.

“Hmm?  Oh, Seiōbo … It’s strange, recalling how my mother portrayed you to what I see,” she sighed, water falling off her smooth skin as she pushed herself up in the spa to stand and stretch.  “What’s the honor?”

An amused smirk lifted the corner of Seiōbo’s lip as she watched the thin ninety-nine-year-old girl twist her hips and rotate her arms to loosen up.  “What a contradiction of a Dragon you are, Jin.”

The girl’s cheeks darkened as she moved out of the liquid to a towel, growling, “I get it, you’re stronger than me—don’t need to rub it in—but you were kind of an insufferable, mmh-hmm-hmm, yeah, not pleasant to be around in my mother’s memories, so … I guess you’re on brand.”

Seiōbo held her hands behind her back, tails swaying as one while wandering around the low-tier bathing space; at least, it was drab compared to the places she was accustomed to in the twelfth dimension.  “I’m not the same Vulpes Yìnglóng spoke ill of … And I know you believe those memories are somewhat manipulated and false.”

Jin threw her hair forward, exposing her bare back to Seiōbo while wrapping the wet locks in a towel.  “Could you keep your eyes to yourself—perverted Founders always lookin’ places they shouldn’t—all I want is to be left alone … Ugh … What do you want?”

Taking a seat beside her, Seiōbo examined the dragon girl’s gleaming, smooth skin, still dripping water, and petite curves; there were so many contradictions and mysteries surrounding the individuals in her niece’s group, but Jin took the cake.

“I knew Gong-Gong well—at least while I was alive.”

The girl’s hands froze in their folds, air locked in her lungs before chuckling and continuing to clean up.  “So?  Yeah, great, you know my mom gives all her children detailed information on her favorite son—someone none of us can ever hope to match—congratulations for knowing my golden eldest brother.  Te-heh, or do you hate his guts because he was so infatuated by Nari?  My mom hated her, by the way.”

“Oh, I know all too well,” Seiōbo whispered, somewhat happy to talk to someone who knew at least pieces of her past.  “Although, do you really want to be known as the weakest Dragon Founder … Just so you know, I sense every bit of potential in you as your golden eldest brother.”

Jin snorted, glowing yellow eyes coming back into view as she pulled the towel up to glare at her.  “Yeah, and give her everything she wants—no, thank you—I’m not my mother’s pawn to show in family gatherings.”

“Interesting,” Seiōbo mumbled, meeting her dirty look with a smirk.  “How can you feel so much like Gong-Gong but be the total opposite.”

“Uh-duh,” Jin growled, turning away to grab another towel to pat herself down, “I’m a girl—he’s a boy … I don’t need to prove myself to her or you.”

Seiōbo crossed her legs.  “I don’t think that’s a gender thing, Dear, but tell yourself what you will … Sora is going to be staying in the Realm for six more months.”

Jin’s hand froze near her armpit, cloth falling to gather on the floor as her arm dropped, and she turned to scowl at her.  “Why did you do that … What possible reason do you want me to not go to see my sister?”

“Don’t look so happy, and I figured you wouldn’t go without her,” Seiōbo snickered, pointing to the ceiling.  “Do you want to discuss this in a more private area?  Nari found a good spot away from most prying eyes in the shade of the Herald of Sakura’s hand.”

Unwrapping the towel from around her hair, Jin shook it into a wild mess before snatching her clothes; the girl stood naked before her, giving Seiōbo a withering stare.  “I’ll listen … but don’t play games with me.”

“I’m here on behalf of Sora,” Seiōbo said, rising to her feet and smiling.  “You’re mistaking me for my sister.”

“We’ll see…”

Seiōbo held out her hand, and Jin took it; they rose through dimensions to the magical wheat field and away from prying ears.  There were concerning things to discuss with the young 2nd Generation Dragon Founder that Inari and Mia’s information left out, likely for a reason.
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                Seiōbo touched down on the pink grass of the 6th-dimensional space she’d guided Jin to and smirked as the exposed Dragon Founder swiftly retracted her hand, keeping it close by her side while spinning in a short circle to examine the magical place.

“Mmgm…”  Her tight expression softened a tad upon noticing the weakness of the universal boundary and the radiating blue, red, and yellow stars alternating in sync above the field of sapphire wheat.  “This is … a hidden critical nexus junction.”

A chuckle shook Seiōbo’s chest as she followed the girl’s gaze; naturally, given her foreknowledge as a Second Generation Dragon Founder, she could perceive many things hidden to a vast number of creatures trapped in their limited spheres.

“A point of myth to many higher-beings of this multiverse … You could trigger a collapse or an oscillating effect across its entirety from this intersection.”

 “Humph,” Jin uninterestedly grunted at the fact, looking right over the wheat and the unique properties that lay below it, centering on her.  “I couldn’t care less about a multiverse … Why don’t you want me to go to my sister’s?”

“Hmm, straight to the point, huh?” Seiōbo whispered, the edges of her lips curling as a short hum rumbled in her throat.  “However, there are slight preparations that need to be made.”

She gave an amused side-long look at the insectoid creature hiding nearby; the godly being of this multiverse was among the few that knew this place existed.  Of course, he believed himself expertly concealed, yet a degree of doubt entered his reinforced Core which entertained Seiōbo; Jin might be able to sense him, but only if on high-alert and not utterly focused on her.

Jin stiffened as Seiōbo casually lifted her hand and snapped her fingers—the girl swiftly tried to bolster her spiritual defenses—only to snarl in embarrassment at the two comfortable chairs that were generated behind them.

“Why so tense?”  Seiōbo chortled.  “We both know if I was serious about making a move against you, there’d be no way for you to know it—heh, much less defend yourself—it’s ingrained in your Intelligence; there’s not a fleck of a chance you can match me.”

The statement caused Jin and the insect to flinch; still, the four-armed creature remained concealed.

Seiōbo shifted her weight to the opposite foot, four tails swaying with the motion as she gestured at the furniture.  “Now, if you’ll join me, we can shed the obscurity a tad.”

“A tad?”  Jin growled.

“Over the years, Nari has exhausted me of such games,” she admitted, phasing her tails through the material while lowering herself to the divine cushions.

“Okay, you say that,” Jin grumbled, “but we both know you’ll always hold the cards.”  A forced smirk lightened her features as she tried to rebuild her confidence.  “And if I’m being honest, I like you the least of your sisters—at least Inari has class and tact—which I would have never dreamed of admitting,” she sighed, turning to set her attire on the padding to begin dressing.  “Go on, I’m listening…”

Adjusting her skirt and crossing her legs, Seiōbo used magic to form her raven hair to the side and generated a dimensional ripple, causing a temporary spiritual, physical, and visual shield between them and the four-armed insect.

Jin’s arms froze, hands in the process of hooking her bra as the creature left his place of hiding in surprise, appearing from thin air to look in all directions, scanning the disrupted space-time.

“Mmh-heh…”  Seiōbo’s blue irises drifted to the divine being, elbow against the armrest and the back of her hand pressed to her cheek in a comfortable posture.  “Aren't there advantages in holding all the cards?”

“Gah … Never a moment of privacy,” she grumbled, continuing the process after shooting a dirty glare in her direction.  “Maybe when you’re the one in control.”

“He-he, hmm … I’ll deal with him after we’re finished … To start, allow me to convey my sincerest apologies for delaying your first meeting with your eldest sister—I know you’re jumping for joy and frightened to death at the prospect.”

Black eyebrow lifting, Jin flipped out her hair from her yellow tank top and slipped on tight black jeans.  “Apologize?  Now I’m really confused, and do you even know my sister?”

Seiōbo shook her head, distracting herself from the already set future she predicted by playing games with the insect, creating minor disruptions that would cause him to panic by making illusionary issues within the suns; to him, if the twisting space continued, the area would implode and lead to the ruin of the entire universe—she wondered if Nari had sparked a bad habit in her again.

“Your sister?  Nüwa wasn’t born for quite some time after the first litter—my mother had four, as vixen typically do—Dragons tend to have one egg that takes a while to hatch; luckily, I suppose, that can be accelerated by a degree in the 12th Dimension.”

“I know how many children Dragons can have and that you’re older than Gòng-Gōng,” Jin mumbled, falling into her chair to glare at her.  “What’s the angle here, though; why take me all the way here to talk about nonsense?”

A soft sigh puffed out of Seiōbo’s nose, vision returning to the young girl; at least, she was young to her.  “In short, you hate the predictability of being a Founder … You hate the manipulations of your mother … You’re sick of the expectations you feel she places on you … the power you lack compared to even the thirtieth generation of Dragons.  No one understands the pressure on your shoulders … I believe I do.”

Jin’s jaw only tightened as she continued, the sound of her grinding teeth feeding into Seiōbo’s big ears.  “Mmgm-hmm—and what do you know about that?”

Seiōbo looked into the past, a small smile in her eyes.  “I saw it reflected in Gòng-Gōng … I’m willing to bet there are many things your mother has hidden from you in regards to Nari and his relationship.”

“Like?”  Jin shifted uncomfortably, fidgeting with her tank top.

“You know, Nari actually liked your brother—heh, what’s with that look—yes, my sister liked the attention … I wouldn’t call it love, but he was often in my mother’s Realm, and she doted on him,” Seiōbo muttered, rolling her eyes.  “Mother loved his simplicity.”

Silence stretched for a time before the Korean girl’s vision settled on her own twisting stomach.  “I … didn’t know that … So, my mom’s memory is selective, at least…”

Seiōbo lazily led the insect around like a dog chasing a bone; he couldn’t help but react to his manipulated perception, but Jin was correct; he was quite the peeping-Tom.  “You trust me?”

“No more than my mother,” Jin sighed, “and it’s exhausting.”

“Yes, it certainly is,” Seiōbo whispered, thinking about her own sisters and the mystery of her previous life that was kept from her.  “Gòng-Gōng’s only reason for coming over wasn’t to flex to Nari … He confided in her—something she made me promise not to tell our other sisters because it was private between them—he wanted a place where he could speak freely, away from his mother’s ear.”

As could be expected, Jin laughed it off.  “You’re kidding … Golden Child Gòng-Gōng?  He was the star—her pride—the embodiment of what being a Dragon was…”

“Unlike you?”  Seiōbo finished.  “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

The young Dragon’s yellow eyes flashed while lifting to study her.  “Wasn’t it you that told me we’re polar opposites?  I’m everything Gòng-Gōng wasn’t.”

Smirking at the flipped words, she moved her knuckles against her cheek.  “Did I not also say the two of you feel so much alike?”

A hint of reflection touched the Dragon’s frustrated flowing irises as she sat back, arms folded under her modest bust; the wave of magical forces around them shifted in a manner to instantly dry her black locks and pull them to the right.  “What does anything you’re saying have to do with not going to Nüwa’s Realm with Sora?”

“Good question,” she returned, vision drifting to the pink grass; the girl was not pondering on the similarities she shared with her eldest brother.  “Inari gave you Gòng-Gōng’s Bead, and you’re terrified—as you should be—it is the single strongest artifact within Existence that anyone from the 12th Dimension knows of.”

Legs crossing the opposite direction, Seiōbo peered beyond the Dragon’s tight, almost desperate defenses, trying her best to shield the precious object tucked inside her Core.  “You can’t trust any of your siblings—not that you’ve met any—besides your eldest sister with such a responsibility, yet you know you wouldn’t make the journey on your own…”

Jin’s muscles locked before she looked down at her lap.  Making a fist, her breathing increased, temperature rising as she pounded it a few times against her thigh.  “Look—ggrrrgmm—I didn’t ask for this!”  she yelled, hair flashing red as her anger increased.  “Your sister just thrust it on me—okay?  There’s—there’s nothing my mother wouldn’t do to have Gòng-Gōng,” she choked, eyes suddenly watering, “to have him back, and…”  the girl trailed off, unable to finish her sentence.

Seiōbo puffed out a long breath, nodding somberly.  “I get it … Just my surface look at Existence’s historic storm, ripping through dimensions—the sounds and flashing moments echoing across every thread—a struggle between Founders to gain favor with their ancestors.  In a way, it makes me happy we didn’t have any children back then.”

A lump dropped down Jin’s throat, her shaking fingers showing how big of a burden Inari had placed on the young Dragon; a quiver ran down her frame, but she kept from hugging herself.

“You have no idea—you grew up in the golden age—all you know is bliss.  I don’t want to get tangled up in the power struggle—to be the first to reach the 13th dimension—to play her game—I just want to enjoy my life on my terms.  Is that so much to ask?”

Pain twisted her nose, fist pressing against her breast and frustration in her throat.  “I just want to live … And then … And then Inari gives me this—”

Her fingers curled to sink her fingernails through the fabric and into her skin.  “Something I can’t ignore or possibly pass up.  I hate it—I hate the games you all play—and it’s all of you!”

Seiōbo’s smile became a line, maneuvering the threads of time across the universe to show the actual events burned into the threads of its essence.  The instances of everything leading up to Jin’s interactions with her niece played around them in a manner that would perfectly bring back the memories to Jin.

Her voice was soft, and she went through each one.  “I’m not here to take everything away from you or try to manipulate you into following some agenda for my niece … I want the same thing as you … I want to be free—to live and feel alive—to ascend beyond what it is I was … I don’t want to be whatever I became … I want to be me, and I’ll strive for what I want in life.”

Jin swallowed the sticky saliva that gathered in her mouth, chest pumping as she tried to calm her shakes and tears; in a way, it angered Seiōbo that her sister had cornered the Dragon so thoroughly.  “Why are … Why are you doing this to me then?”

What was your goal here, Inari … I know I can’t see as far as you, but this has been tearing her up inside, and she’s had no one to talk to about it … Yet, this could help her … It really is annoying how everything you do tends to be correct, even if it feels horrible.

Seiōbo’s back straightened, cobalt irises falling to her skirt.  “Jin, I will not lie to you … Do I care for you?  Not particularly.  I do sympathize with the situation you’re in, and I cannot even tell you I care for my niece … I don’t know her … I don’t know many things since coming back, and it hurts.”

Lips pulling in, she tried to suppress the sudden emotional spike in her breast.  “I … have wanted to find worth in myself for … Well, for all my life … and I gave all I had to keep up with my big sister.  I’ve never told anyone this—not even my own mother,” she smiled, looking up at Jin.  “Is it odd that I can tell a stranger?”

Jin’s muscles loosened, body fatigued from the unaccustomed raging energy flooding from her spirit.  “Why would you expose yourself to me like this … Nothing you’re doing falls in line with my mother’s impression of you.”

“Wonderful!”  Seiōbo forced a cheer.  “One step closer to my goal.”  Her attention drifted back to the confused insect, and she ceased her manipulations.  “I feel cold inside, Jin … I don’t know what my sisters really want, but I have my own plan … I’m stuck with Sora, whether I like it or not, and if that’s the case, I need to know her.”

A lump falling down Jin’s throat, she cleared her emotional voice.  “So … It’s not personal against me, but … you just … Okay, I guess I can accept that…”

Seiōbo sighed at the tears gathering in the Dragon’s eyes.  “I’m not telling you to run off on your own—no one of any power will so much as think of going after you—because the moment you leave my mother’s Realm and are on your own, your relatives are going to be all over you.”

Her vision narrowed, gazing up at the surrounding universes she could see.  “Currently, no one has realized you have Gòng-Gōng’s bead because of the Herald’s veil and my mother’s Realm’s protections, but it will ripple through Existence the second you leave its security—it’s impossible to hide.”

“I know,” Jin forced a laugh.  “Why do you think every Dragon basically hates your sister—none of them are brave enough to challenge Inari for it—and there’s the terror she instilled after killing the Tanuki Father.”

A low hum rumbled in Seiōbo's throat.  “Which I assume is one reason your mother is not satisfied with any of your siblings … Yìnglóng could have taken it from my sister at any moment, but she didn’t … Logically, it means…”

Jin hissed, rubbing her shoulder.  “Yeah—I thought of that … All of us do … She wants us to prove we deserve it … And then she just gives it to me,” she growled, teeth grinding together.  “It’s like … like it’s not worth anything at all!”

Seiōbo waited for the girl to regain control over her emotions, streaks of crimson pulsing down her black locks.  “I don’t look at it in that light,” Seiōbo whispered.  “My sister only had Gòng-Gōng’s orb for one reason; yes, she’s feared by your family for being the one that killed the Second Generation Founder God, but it seems there are factors at play none of us expected that shroud why the event happened in the first place.”

“Mmgm…”  Jin’s hands finally found her elbows, shivering at the memory of what transpired when Seiōbo’s mother was taken; Inari had given Seiōbo the moment in painful detail.  “What are you saying?  Inari stood as a boogeyman to Dragons for so long, but she couldn’t care less about us?”

She tilted her head in thought, four tails drifting in the same direction.  “You’re … not wrong in thinking she cares little for Dragons in general … It’s more like my sister has always been on the forefront of the 2nd Generation’s strategic minds.”

A long sigh steamed through her teeth.  “Well, if she has the correct information, that is … Inari can find a way out of anything; she’s never lost a match against the 2nd Generation—never—not even against Gòng-Gōng; although she could never beat him no matter how long the battle dragged out—after all, he had regular bouts with the 1st Generation.  Hmm, which was his downfall, in the end, I suppose … And that still confuses me even now, considering the Gòng-Gōng I knew.

“Heh, although it was Inari’s tricks that always ended their conflicts in a draw from the First Generation’s boredom of the fight … The final trick was his hubris in leaving himself open for her to deliver the death blow when he was weakened.  Inari was either popular among our elders or thought of as being cowardly by using her head better than her opponents.,” Seiōbo mumbled, “she irked me so much at the time.”

Shaking her head, Seiōbo smiled.  “No, I’m saying this will help you in the end.  I want you to prepare yourself in the next six months for what is to come; we both know the weaker generation Dragon Founders are going to come right for you, and my niece,” Seiōbo winced, “bless her heart, will be right by your side to help you … We both know she will.”

Jin’s vision drifted to the various instances Seiōbo extracted from the universe to play at the back of their minds, many of which involved the Dragon.  “You aren’t asking me to go on my own … Why do you want me to delay the trip—so Eyia and I can get stronger?”

Seiōbo rubbed her left ear, a short laugh shaking her chest.  “Why only the two of you?  No, if you had a proper analysis of my niece, you’d realize she is quite dangerous after awakening her father’s side.”

Waving her hand, she smirked at Jin’s increased attention as Seiōbo revealed all seven of the generational descendants of Founder Dragons across the surrounding universes she could glean while restricted to Sora.  “I’ve evaluated the contenders you’ll likely face, and your odds are … not good,” she admitted, “but, mmhm, given the extra time to strengthen your weakened body to handle your inherent spiritual force … Well, let’s just say the chances are better,” she forced a laugh.

“Great,” Jin mumbled, but she could see a fire building in the Dragon’s tight gut.  “So … why is six months so important?”

Seiōbo brought the vision of Wendy and Mofupsi; not a millisecond had passed since she’d taken Jin to the 6th Dimension; a Plane she could physically handle with Seiōbo’s minor help, but not reach on her own.  “Unfortunately, I’m not skilled enough to snap my fingers and guide these two through the essence transfusion … It will be a process, and even with the max accelerated speed of my mother’s Realm, it will take six months.”

Fingers rising to spread through her hair, Jin released a loud growl.  “Gragh!  Why didn’t you lead with this?!  Seriously, fine; I finally get it—Sora won’t leave her friend.  You … want me to stay, though?”  she questioned, scratching her scalp.  “I’m a target … My nieces and nephews won’t want me to give Gòng-Gōng’s bead to my sisters—they’re coming for my head to take his power for themselves.  Sora will be in danger.”

Seiōbo folded her arms, lips pushing to the side; the insect seemed to think they’d left and was tending to the field.  “I know … Inari thinks it’s time for Sora to take the stage and show she’s not an easy target … What better way to do that than showing her contending with the Dragon family?  Plus, she’s not alone.”  She smiled at Jin, making the girl blush.

“I’m not really Sora’s friend.”

“And I’m not really her aunt—not by emotional attachment yet, that is—but I want to change that.  Sora is more than willing to get closer to you; however, you’ve kept yourself distanced.  Jin, you don’t like building bonds, which is natural, given your entire life, you’ve been a rolling stone.  You need to work on breaking down those walls.”

“Easier said than done,” Jin mumbled, frowning at the finger holes she’d made in her tank top.  “I just want to get rid of this thing…”

Seiōbo’s fingers pressed against her temple as she shook her head and chuckled.  “We both know that’s a lie—you can’t hide from me that you want to be better, not worse, and I know it hurts you to deny it.”

She showed the scene of her shouting down Eric when rescuing Sora from the broken and empty boy, making Jin’s cheeks flush.  “A Dragon you are, Jin, and you have the same drive I sensed in Gòng-Gōng—something I can’t see in any of these dull imitations of Gòng-Gōng’s ambition,” she muttered, glaring at the Dragons she’d scouted.

“I’m not Gòng-Gōng, though,” Jin whispered, frustrated in her Core.

“He-he,” Seiōbo rolled her eyes, “how many times do I have to repeat myself; I’m not saying you are … When did I say you were an idiot?”  Jin couldn’t help but smile, and Seiōbo rose to her feet, stretching her hands in the air and yawning.  “No … What I see is a girl that will work hard to reach whatever she wants; you won’t take a back seat at anything you do, which is why you’ve found a rival in Eyia and stuck with her.  Is it not?”

Jin’s expression softened, glancing through the dimensions at the stand-still Primordial.  “I guess Gòng-Gōng, and I were both black sheep, in a way … I’m not him, but if I can break the mold and push beyond all expectations … I can accept that.”

Seiōbo rubbed her hands together and rolled around her neck; rising to her feet and stretching her fingers out in front of her, she did a quick inner spiritual cleansing to enhance her spiritual flexibility.  “Get Eyia on board and give all you have to prepare for a fight.  Your journey to Nüwa’s laygate will be rough, and expect at least three siblings I can’t sense because of my limitations.”

“Ten…”  Jin hissed, but a fire was in her heart that wasn’t there before.  Looking up, she held out her fist to Seiōbo’s confusion.  “Seiōbo … You’re not that bad of a Vulpes after all.”

She hadn’t seen this part, but doing a split-second universal scan, she discovered it was a human custom, making Seiōbo smile.  Closing her fingers, she met the girl’s fist.  “I owe Sora everything I am … Help prepare her for what’s to come; Nari and I won’t be able to help for much of it, I suspect.”

Jin stepped back, heart clearing of the storm raging within her.  “Wouldn’t have it any other way; it’s my problem, and if Sora wants to help, then that’s cool, I guess, but … I don’t know … Is it strange to feel like I’m spitting in my mom’s face going to my sister instead of her?  Heh, if I look at it like that … I’m a lot happier.”

Seiōbo quit holding her in the Dimension and watched her fall back to the 3rd to enter the Tower’s spa room they’d left.  We both can be more than what is expected of us … Now…

Her focus lifted to the insect as he gathered liquid from another hidden area inside the dimension to reinforce a lackluster spot in the field; it had been disrupted by the imaginary fight he’d had with Nari.

Slipping through the 7th Dimension, she instantaneously appeared in front of the insect, causing him to freeze.  “Hello,” she charmingly greeted, tapping into the Universal Core to bypass the language barrier of the creature’s essence.  “I’m Seiōbo, and you are called Imituka by some, Neliga’Rou, by others, but I will call you Moria.”

He slowly stepped back, pushing the liquid lake above them to the side with his energy; it was impressive how composed he was in her presence, even if not radiating a threatening aura.  “I … greet you, Vulpes One Of Power … My intentions were not of hostile nature toward your kin.”

“Oh, I know,” she laughed, “and neither could you hope to harm her … No, I wanted your opinion on the scope of this universe—among one other thing.  You see, I haven’t been here for long, and I was wondering a few things.”

A nervous flutter came from the wings on his back, but he gave her a three-armed gesture that meant he was at her command.

“Mmh,” Seiōbo turned to stare across the universe in its entirety.  “My sister has been keeping this universe from collapsing for quite some time from your perspective, yet the damage done—and the skill of her mend—has made it challenging to determine what exactly caused the initial problem.”

Her gaze wandered between the patterns Existence made between the multiverses surrounding them, unease lingering at the back of her mind.  “We’ve drifted out of the Omniversal area she had planned for its course … It’s a slipstream … So?”

Moria crossed his arms and turned his twitching mandibles to the hill; his thoughts returned to the events of his youth, which made it easier for Seiōbo to pinpoint the event in his Oltera Nexus to get a complete picture.  “It was of such terror…”

“I can see that,” she whispered, studying the event from multiple perspectives as she honed in on the cascading effects the event brought; it wasn’t caused by Founder’s hands.  “Mmh … So, does this mean our position is … This could be troublesome.”

The insect looked at her, wonder radiating in his core, but she was mostly finished with the creature at this point.  If the flow of the Omniverse is correct from the information Inari and Mia gave me, we’re very near the Primordial’s border … The dividing line between Founders and Primordials.  It might not just be Jin’s family we’ll need to watch out for.

She looked down at the goosebumps that spread across her skin, but a vicious smile parted her lips that made Moria’s wings flutter again.  When Mia left with Inee, someone else took the opportunity to change our trajectory … It seems I will have to do some sharpening of my own skills because the girls won’t be able to handle this threat.

Her eyes sparkled with anticipation while scanning the blackness.  Splendid.  I’ve been meaning to see what these Primodrials are made of.
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                A long stream of air passed through Sora's lips as Seiōbo vanished; she glanced left at Kari, still deep in thought on some topic.  Ever since that woman’s name was mentioned, she’s been like this … What happened in her fight against that Vulpes that died?

Her attention was soon drawn by Emilia and Nari as the two got up to stand by Wendy’s single-sized bed; her daughter’s blue eyes were alright with excitement.  “What next, Aunt Nari?”

“Mmhm … that is a wonderful question!”  the blonde giggled, rising into the air to hover horizontally above Wendy.  “If we center it to the left … No, maybe the right would give more nourishment, but then it doesn’t get the right angle to reach the … Oh, Bobo, you sly vixen!”

“What’s going on?”  Sora asked, getting up to join them.  “Umm, is there anything more I can do?”  A small smile touched her lips as Emilia promptly shook her head and scooted over to hug her.

“No—at least, I don’t think so—Aunt Nari?”

It was a little strange to see the blonde teenager respond to aunt.  “Nope.  Bobo handled the hard part of navigating through that crazy chaos inside you to get the ingredients all put together into the package … She even gave me three locations to set the seed.”

“Why three?”  Emilia curiously asked, pulling away from Sora to study the sleeping brunette-haired girl.  “Is one of them better than the others?”

Nari shook her head, her tied front locks weaving with the motion.  “All three are fine for different time periods—basically, it depends at which point we enter her Oltera Nexus and what phase it is currently in.  Hmm, this will be fun!  Now, are you ready, Emilia?”

“Yup!  Just give me a bit, Mom; I won’t let you down!”

She giggled with Sora, and her mother leaned in to kiss her cheek; it was getting easier to show the girl affection as Sora became used to the dynamic of her new life.  “Take your time.”

“Mhm!  Okay, so … just like Aunt Bobo did with me?”

“Mmhm-hmm-hmm, no one calls Seiōbo Bobo but me; I love having more family members!”  Puffy blonde tail flicking to the side, Nari moved through the air to stand beside Emilia, holding out her hand.  “Let’s have an adventure!  Bobo made it look like a castle, but we’re going to be exploring a forest and diving into the mountain!”

“I’m so excited!”

A little confused as to what they were talking about, Sora waved her off.  “Have fun.”

“Thanks, Mom!”

“It shouldn’t take too long,” Nari winked.  “Okay, just like Bobo did; maintain the magic, and I’ll help you along the way.”

“Right!”

Emilia closed her eyes, and Sora smiled at the two linking fingers before sensing the familiar Vulpes Founder magic weaving around her friend and servant as the two dove into their Cores.

Stepping back to let the two work, her smile fell a tad.  Everything’s finally coming together … All that’s left to do is get stronger, help Grandma, and eventually, find Dad.  You were right, Aunt Inari; life is hard but so worth the fight.

Her gaze drifted to Kari as the Fenris Wolf stood and stretched her arms over her head, absurdly fluffy tail extending to its full length in the process; she’d been awfully quiet.

“You okay?”

A yawn parted Kari’s lips, and she nodded.  “Yeah—just been going over some things with my mom.”

Sora blinked.  “Your … Wait, she’s still with you?  Loral said she couldn’t sense your mother in you anymore, so I assumed she disappeared, and you were waiting to tell me.”

“Thankfully, she didn’t pop out of existence,” Kari muttered, vision drifting to examine the bright training room Seiōbo had taken them to.  “Even if she’s just an Intelligent Construct, I finally get to spend some time with her again … It’s like a dream come true.”

“I’m happy for you.  So,” she turned to look at the melancholy Fenris Wolf, “what happened to you in your fight against that Vulpes that died?  Was it difficult?”

“Difficult,” Kari repeated, walking around the couch to join her.  “In a way, I guess … Umm, I know this might not be the time, but … I heard my dad’s voice.”

It didn’t register for a moment as Sora’s mind spun through the statement.  “Your dad … as in … Wow!  Woah, that’s—that’s awesome!”  Sora’s smile slowly faded while Kari rubbed her left arm and glanced away.  “Oh … Is it not … Was he not so good?”  she tentatively asked.

“No, nothing like that,” Kari whispered, ears twitching a tad, and Sora didn’t miss her tail curling to press against her thigh.  “I’m just so shocked—it came from nowhere, and then … Well, I don’t know what to think after it happened, and my mom doesn’t know either.”

“Hmm…”  Gesturing to the couches they’d just left, she gave her new friend an understanding smile.  “Do you want to talk about it?”

Kari puffed out a sigh, running a hand through her thick black hair.  “What’s there to talk about?”  Her unspoken words rang louder in Sora’s mind as the girl retook a seat, crossing her legs and leaning against an arm.  “I was having—I don’t know, kind of a moment, and then he just kind of swooped in or something.”

Sora took the seat across from her, adjusting her gown and crossing her own legs.  “What did he say?”

Resting her head against the back of her hand, Kari gave a weak shrug.  “Basically, he was happy I don’t really hate myself anymore, but I still have work to do—heh, he pretty much told me I need to shape up … Then I can see him.”

“Eh-heh, doesn’t sound that good of a start,” Sora admitted, forcing a grin.

“No, it wasn’t bad,” Kari dismissively muttered, tail rising to hide part of her face as she looked at it.  “Jemissa was the first person to see my mother’s Realm with me … She was there when it happened, and it just feels … Gmmgh.”

Vision falling to her lap, Sora nodded.  “Oh … You wanted to talk to her a bit, but then you found out she died … Sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.  Humph, it’s just kind of sad, I guess … I don’t even really know why I feel sad,” she whispered, tail lowering to rest on her knee.  “I grew up in whatever dimension that was—so it wasn’t all that special to me—it was home, but to her … She saw it as something worth dying over, and I still don’t get why.”

Sora’s silver irises drifted to Mofupsi.  “I think I get it … at least a bit.  These Vulpes in the Yellow District have done nothing but survive, but eventually, they get so strong that there’s nothing left … It’s then that the loneliness sets in, and none of them can trust each other on any personal level.”

“Hmm…”  Kari followed her gaze to the red-furred Nogitsune.  “So, she became your slave to escape?”

She pondered the question for several seconds, remembering the woman’s torn apart room and shattered mirrors.  “Mofupsi puts on a charming and casual attitude—at least that was the mask she showed us—but I found out she’s been drowning for millennia, and … I don’t think she can step out of that bubble on her own.”

A somber tilt came to Kari’s lips as her vision glazed over.  “Yeah, I can relate.”

Swallowing the lump in her throat, Sora pulled a leg up to hug against her chest.  “Mofupsi needed something to latch onto—to show her a path that wasn’t the small box she’d been trapped in for over seven thousand years.”

“I couldn’t imagine,” Kari whispered.  “Seven thousand years … I don’t know what I’d do if you didn’t come into my life … And even with all the pain I caused you, you still made room in your heart to save me from myself.”

Kari’s head tilted against her fist to smile at her.  “You seem to attract the broken ones, huh?”

“Heh, tell me about it!”  Sora forced a laugh.  “No, really, though … In a way, helping each of you has helped me, too.  This entire journey has been so rough at times, but I wouldn’t give it up for the world—this world I’m building back from ruin … I met my mom,” she choked, happy tears coming to her eyes as she sniffed and blinked them back.

“I got to hug her—feel her body against mine … how she smelled and to know she loves me.  It really feels like years have passed since our time in Miami … So many things have happened … He-he, I have my grandma back, Kari!”

Kari’s amber irises shone in the light, showing signs of tears coming on herself.  “Yeah, and your aunts—even if they’re a little weird.”

“Ha-ha-ha!  You’re not wrong,” Sora sniffed, rubbing her nose and clearing her throat, “then again, aren’t all of us kind of weird?  I’m some Outer-Existence being mixed with a Founder … Hmm, I do wish my father was here, but at the same time, I have a feeling he’s alright.”

“Is that enough?”  Kari questioned, taking a short, calming breath.  “The more we both learn about our pasts … It just keeps getting more complicated.”

“I know—cut the drama!”  Sora chuckled, voice thick with emotion.  “Heh, but really … If it wasn’t for all of you, I wouldn’t be where I am today.  I wouldn’t have so much, and I owe a lot of it to the life lessons you taught me and what my aunt explained.  Oh…”

She coughed, laughing with Kari.

“So, umm, about your dad,” Sora whispered, returning to the topic.  “What was it like?”

Settling back against the side of the couch, Kari adjusted her skirt and laid down, holding her hands behind her head.  “Good question … All I remember is total darkness, but … there was a strong, protective force embracing me, pulling me closer.  His words weren’t harsh but gentle … The emptiness was kind of scary at first … then it felt right.”

“That’s nice,” Sora smiled, tucking both legs to the side of the cushion to wiggle her toes between.  “Soon as in pretty soon, or hashtag soon™, he-he?”

 “I have no idea what that means,” Kari mused, “but I can’t say … Soon for him, I guess, but I don’t even know what he is … clearly not human, and I’m pretty sure Nilly wasn’t…”  She paused, glancing around the space.  “Speaking of Nilly…”

Sora’s eyes widened, doing her own sweep of the area.  “Githa … Where did she go?  She was petrified seeing Nilly getting tossed around by that spider dude, and she vanished when Qebhet showed up.”

“Right,” Kari mumbled.  “It makes sense, I guess—this whole Realm is being purified by her so naturally, a Nekomata would split.”

“Yeah…”

A few minutes passed as they receded into their own thoughts until Kari broke the silence.  “Six months, huh?”

Following her gaze to Wendy, Mofuspi, Emilia, and Nari, Sora nodded.  “It should give us time to get stronger … Oh, you have your mom to help you, too!  That’s nice.”

“Mhm … She’s been having to recover a bit—I don’t really understand it—but there’s only so much time she can spend with me after my father showed up.  Apparently, it put stress on me that caused a feedback loop; not that it’s necessarily bad, but just a bit draining as she puts it.”

“Strange.”

“Calling my dad strange?”

“No!  I’m just … C’mon…”  Sora forced a grin, catching Kari’s teasing smile.  “She’ll be okay, though?”

“Yeah, she’s great—Inari helped to fix any of the damages … Umm, shouldn’t your black-haired aunt be back by now?  It’s kind of crazy they all have different hair colors.”

Sora looked up with Kari, eyebrows coming together.  “True … Umm, you know, now that you mention it … maybe?”

“Heh, don’t sound so confident.”

“Well, I have no clue how these dimensions work.”

Kari snickered, tail trapped between her legs, absently stretching her skirt up.  “Weren’t you listening to Seiōbo’s explanation?”

“I was…”  Sora mumbled, blushing a little.  “It was just kind of … out there.”

“I’m joking!  Heh, weren’t you supposed to be the jokester?”

Sora glared at the entertained wolf.  “It’s hard to tell with you—I’m still learning how you joke around.”

“Same for me,” Kari smirked, twisting to her side to prop up her head with her hand.  “So, care to train together and get stronger over the next few months?”

A new voice entered the mix, pulling Kari and Sora’s gaze to the small Korean girl that popped up between them.  “Excellent plan!”

“Jin!” Sora smiled, straightening a little; Kari yawned and leaned back against the cushions to close her eyes.  “Did my aunt talk to you?”

“She did … Quite different, your aunt,” she hummed, arms crossing across her petite chest.  “So, basically, the human and fox over there,” she gestured to Wendy and Mofupsi, “are going to be going through a few Spiritual Essence conversion and development cycles which will take six months, according to Seiōbo.  Correct?”

Sora’s eyes blanked.  “A … what now?”

“Not important,” Jin absently replied, skipping right over the topic.  “The critical part is that we’re going to have a lot of time…”  she trailed off, vision centering on her and tone lowering a tad.  “You still plan on coming to see Nüwa with me?”

“Of course!”  Sora chimed.  “I was just worried you might be mad since we kind of screwed up the schedule.”  Jin’s lips pulled in, drawing her gaze.  “Something wrong?”

The Dragon puffed out a heavy breath that opened Kari’s eyes and pulled her attention; hips shifting to the side, Jin effortlessly created an armchair, likely by requesting it from the room and promptly sat.  “Yes.  Yes, there is, Sora, and I’d like you to be aware of it.”

“Okay?”  Sora straightened, catching Kari scooting back against the couch armrest to listen.  “What’s up?”

“Ffppph,” Jin breathed, playing with a lock of her hair.  “Look, Sora—I’m not going for a casual visit … It’s not just Bathin and Hikaru that are going to be out there—Hell, even the Fenris Brothers may recover after Inari’s beating in six months.  Those stupid wolves are shockingly resilient,” she grumbled, vision darting to Kari.

“A real shame,” Kari dryly stated.  “So, what other dangers are we talking about?”

Lips further drawing in, Jin hissed and scratched her scalp.  “Look … I told you I’m a Second Generation Founder…”

“Uh-huh?”  Kari said as she trailed off.

Jin shot a soft glare in her direction, yellow irises flashing for a moment, but taking a short breath, she puffed it out again.  “It’s not easy for me to say.  Okay?  Chill.”

“Take your time,” Sora swallowed, hands meeting in her lap.  “It sounds important.”

“Eh … I guess,” Jin growled, directing it more at herself than them by her tone.  Licking her lips, the girl’s cheeks puffed up again, releasing more air to calm her beating heart.  “Look, I’m a Second Generation Dragon Founder, and that comes with some problems.”

Sora nodded.  “So, if I remember right, Nüwa is also a Second Generation Founder … Your big sister?”

“Eldest sister,” Jin sighed, arms closing under her armpits as she refused to make eye contact.  “I’ve been restricting my powers for a long time … It was just a lot more fun that way … It’s not like much in this universe could ever really offer me harm … And when I was really subduing my strength, Aiden’s manipulations caused me to be caught by surprise.”

“Eric and that horrible facility … Sorry,” Sora mumbled.  “So, are there enemies that will come after us when we start heading there?”

“Kind of … You see, I have something that I need to give my sister,” she swallowed, “something very important, but … the second I exit your grandmother’s Realm, we’ll be a target … a target for other Dragon Founders that want to steal it from me.”

Kari snorted, brushing her hair to her stomach before dropping down and shaking her head.  “Of course, Founders and family drama.  Who—do you know them?”  she grumbled, likely thinking about her uncles.

“Only by face … My mom didn’t really give me a comprehensive family tree—ancient and grand knowledge apparently are far more important than her failed offspring.  No one will say it, but there’s a reason why Dragons hate Inari … It’s because they fear her.”

Sora’s eyes widened.  “Oh … So, am I, eh … kind of like a warding charm?”  she hesitantly asked.  “They won’t want to attack you if I’m with you…”

“Eh?”  Kari interjected, doubt in her voice.

“Oh, wait, no … Eh, he-he, never mind—they wouldn’t know who I am.”

Kari snickered.  “Who’s a smart Vulpes!”

“I am!”  Sora giggled, playing into it.  “Umm, heh, sorry, Jin—just trying to brighten the mood.  Go ahead.”

“Right … Ahem, I talked to your aunt, and she thinks there’s going to be about ten Dragon Founders that could make an appearance.  Eyia and I might be able to handle the stronger ones, but they’ll do anything—throw any pride they have to the gutter—to get what I have.”

Sora’s eyes narrowed.  “Mmh … So, they’ll target the weaker members of the group.  Okay, so we take these six months to really train ourselves up because I want to fight with you—not behind you or cower in the back like when we were trapped by Bathin, and Eyia pushed herself to death to save us.”

“You…”  Jin sighed, rubbing her forehead in confusion.  “We’re not friends, Sora … I get that we’ve been through a bit together, but why would you get involved in a family feud you have no part in?”

“Are you kidding?”  Kari laughed.  “Have you not learned anything about Sora?  You probably don’t think of her as a friend, but to her, you’re right over that line, I bet.”

“Eh-he-he, guilty,” Sora chuckled.  “You feel closer than an acquaintance … I mean, you’ve stuck with me through so much and never complained once!  You helped a ton—probably more than I know—and what kind of person would I be if I abandoned you when you needed me?  Uh, do you need me?”  she tentatively asked.

Jin sat back, letting the question ring in the air.  “Hmm … You’re impossible to understand … No gain whatsoever, yet you’re there when people are lost to offer a hand … Honestly, I don’t know, Sora … It’s just … I know I can’t do it on my own,” she whispered, which was more than enough for Sora.

A smile brightening her cheeks, Sora nodded.  “Then you won’t have to!  You and Eyia have been a pillar in my chaotic life—comfort knowing I could look to and rely on—heh, even if you say we aren’t friends.  Let’s make it official; this will be our friendship journey.  Sound good?”

Jin’s lips pulled in, and Sora was sure she was on the verge of crying, but in solid Dragon fashion, she battled it back pretty well.  “Thank you, Sora.  I’ve never trained a day in my life—oh, boy … Eyia is going to chew me apart.”

“Ha-ha, at least Eyia isn’t a Valkyrie Founder.  Am I right … or is she?”  Sora playfully proposed.

Jin’s smile strained.  “Eh-he-he—yeah, that would be weird … A good thing there isn’t such a thing as a Valkyrie Founder, ha-ha-ha … Umm, anyway, I suppose I’ll get started with her.  Are you going to tell the others?”

“Leave it to me!  Nathan, Mary, and Ashley are leaving today, so I’ll tell everyone after seeing them off.  Oh, wait … Uh, yeah, I’ll need to let Qebhet and Loral know we’re planning on staying a bit longer, and—yay, that means we have more time to spend with the people we’ve met here!  I’d like to see Luna and Rayla again—he-he, those two fox twins were such an ad—”

She stopped suddenly, rising to her feet with Kari as a mix of white and red flames bathed Wendy and Mofupsi—Sora expected something like that, but not the shimmering lights around her daughter.

“Emilia … What’s happening to her?”

Jin hummed.  “Is this … Oh, heh, makes sense.”

“What…”

Nari unhooked her fingers from Emilia’s and did a quick twirl, grinning and giving them a cute v-sign, likely pulling the mannerisms from Emilia’s memories of Earth culture.  “Flawless victory!  And, drum roll … May I present … Darling Emilia!”  she exclaimed, holding out her hands.

Sora’s lips parted in disbelief as the eight-tailed woman she knew began to age in reverse, turning to show a nervous eleven-year-old girl.  “Umm, hey, Mom—Aunt Nari helped me to, umm … to learn how to change my physical appearance to match my age—as she says, so … umm, is that okay?”

“I, uh … umm…”  Sora stammered, unable to complete a sentence as her eyes darted between various features her daughter now held.

“Cute,” Kari grinned.  “I like the freckles; it reminds me of Sora, pre-awakening, that is.”

“Thanks,” Emilia blushed, eyes falling to the floor.  “Is … it okay, Mom?”

“Hmm?  Hmm?”  Nari pressed, still presenting the girl.  “She tried super-duper hard, and we had to study a lot of stuff to make it work; it was so much fun spending time with her to get everything right!  Isn’t she adorable?!”

“Is this … permanent?  No, I mean, yeah, you’re an absolute darling, but … How?”

“Hmm-hmm-hmm!”  Nari puffed up her chest.  “Emilia’s still not fully developed after everything my sister did, so I managed to hack in and change around some code; I love this human lingo, he-he-he!”

“Cool,” Kari smiled, giving a thumbs up.  “I approved.  Sora?”

Coming to terms with the change, Sora walked forward and reached down to lift her now much smaller and younger-looking daughter into a hug.  “I’m happy you’re happy … If this is what you want, I’m all aboard.”

“Thanks, Mom,” she smiled, sniffing back apprehensive tears while enjoying the embrace.  “Umm … Aunt Nari said we need to wait now … They’re beginning the transition.”

Nari hissed, looking up and pulling everyone’s gaze.  “Yup!  Yup!  Umm … Bobo’s calling—ugh, I don’t wanna work that hard, Bobo!  I’m tired—look at my sweat!  Do you see it?”  Sora didn’t see a single drop on the girl’s flawless skin.  “Ugh … Fine!  Fine!  I’m coming—no, wait, I’m coming!  Please, no, Bobo!”  she cried, vanishing into thin air and leaving them smiling.

Jin rubbed the back of her neck.  “On that note, I told Eyia to get ready for some training … Wish me luck.”

“You’ll need it,” Sora laughed, finding it so much less awkward to keep Emilia in her arms.  “I want to stay here a bit longer to watch Wendy and Mofuspi, then I’ll gather everyone else; I’m sure Mary and the others are getting ready to go.”

Her eyes closed, a pained sigh leaving her lungs before turning to her best friend resting on the bed.  “Wendy’s probably going to be sad she couldn’t say goodbye … I guess there’s nothing we can do about that now.”

“I’m sure she’ll be okay with it, though.  Right?”  Emilia questioned, nuzzling their ears together.  “She really wanted this.”

“I suppose … Thanks, Jin.”

“Teh, why are you thanking me?  I should be the one thanking you … Well, see you later.”  Stretching out her black tank top, Jin put her hands in her jean pockets, turned, and vanished.

“So,” Kari muttered, dropping back onto the couch.  “We gonna chill and wait to cool down?”

“Eh-heh, caught me,” Sora sighed, carrying Emilia to sit with her on the opposite sofa; the girl was already dozing off in her arms.  “I’m a bit overwhelmed right now, which gives us some time to sleep,” she said, making Emilia giggle while managing her hair against her lap.

Taking a deep breath, Sora closed her eyes and leaned back.  My life is so different now … Not that it’s terrible … No, I can get used to this.

Silence took them as they rested, and Kari retreated back into her Core to possibly talk to her mother.  After a while, she opened her eyes to look at her servant and best friend; she could sense the weak Null-Void trying to eat away at the beds, but there was a constant trickle of protection feeding into it from the room.

The destructive force was far weaker than Sora’s; it would easily be smothered had opposing energy tried to overpower it.  Then again, Nari mentioned it was a seed, and seeds grew, especially given the knowledge her aunts seemed to possess on the subject.

Closing her eyes again, Sora let her chakram relax, becoming almost liquid-like; for the first time in a long time, she felt her head breaking the surface of a gloomy ocean.
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                A ball of copper and white fluff met Sora’s vision as she roused, smiling down at the sleeping girl in her lap.  She reached down to smooth her silky locks away from her cheeks since they’d moved during their rest.

 She suppressed a giggle in her chest upon seeing Nari’s yellow-furred fox form curled up at her daughter’s feet; the couch had extended slightly to match their nighttime rustling.

“Feeling better?”  Seiōbo leaned against her armchair, legs crossed with her four white-tipped black tails lying across them; she wore a soft smile while observing their sleeping party.

Sora’s gaze drifted to Kari, her big poofy black tail curled around her front in her sleeping position; her chest rose and fell as she peacefully smiled at whatever dream she was experiencing.

“A lot better,” she whispered, looking to her follower and best friend.  “How are Wendy and Mofupsi?”

“Hmm … I’ve accelerated time to the highest degree possible without having a negative effect on their spiritual dissolution and renewal.  It’s going to be a long process, but everything is now set up … Six months in my mother’s Realm, and it should be complete.”

Taking a deep breath, Sora adjusted her position a tad, making Emilia groan, which in turn, brought a moan from Nari, but the pair only shifted around a little before settling back into sleep.

“Can you explain that a bit further?  Six months here or, mmh … No, I guess I know it’s going to be longer than that,” she mumbled, and the memories of her childhood with the brown-eyed girl touched her heart.  ”How old will she be … Will she feel out of place?”

Seiōbo’s vision went to the sleeping pair.  “I did not say it will be easy … However, I did not plan on only those two growing when putting forward this option.  Sora, you need to grow … quite a bit.”

She blinked at her aunt’s suggestion, looking down at her daughter.  “You want me to use these time chambers, too … What about Emilia?”

“I have my own thoughts on your daughter,” Seiōbo giggled, changing positions.  “You agree with me that Emilia needs special attention?”

“Yes … What do you mean by that, though?”

“The simple answer … Time to grow, find her place with you, and for you to see yourself more as a mother, which means something needs to be done to facilitate that growth.  Wendy will not gain experience in this state—she can’t—her Intelligence is in a state of paralysis.  However, you will move to new heights, and that is the price of this power she’ll gain.”

“I know … I want to make it as easy as possible to catch up, though,” Sora mumbled, studying her best friend’s resting figure.  “Things can get so complicated, and I don’t want her to feel left out.”

Her aunt shook her head.  “It’s impossible to aim for her to not feel left out, Sora, which is why she’s willing to go through this process.  In the end, this will be a net positive, but it will come with its challenges.  I have a plan.”

Trying to prepare her heart for what she likely wouldn’t like, Sora nodded.  “I’m listening.”

A slight frown touched Seiōbo’s lips as her deep sapphire irises settled on Emilia.  “You cannot provide everything your daughter needs … I know you are going to ask me to create an Intelligent Construct to help her as my sister did … I cannot.”

Puffing out a long breath of air, Sora slowly nodded.  “Aunt Inari said it was difficult, and I couldn’t do it either.”

“You misunderstand … I could, but … for reasons I cannot explain right now, I am fearful to do such a thing … Sora, Nari and I look composed and put-together … We are not.  We need time to heal and come to terms with the life we’ve already lived and lost … And this one we’ve been thrust into.”

Gut tightening, Sora sighed.  “I get it—well, I don’t, but I assume it hasn’t been smooth for you … I’m sorry for relying on you so much when you’re probably screaming inside.” 

Seiōbo’s gaze wandered to the white walls of the room they were in, a reminiscent look in her eyes.  “I am happy that you have given me this chance … I’m still young, and there is so much more I could do … to be freer than I was, and to have something my sisters dreamed of as little girls.  A nightmare and a dream … It almost makes me want to laugh and cry at the same time.”

Her focus and gentle voice turned to Emilia.  “I believe I can relate a bit to how you feel, Sora … We both want our mother to hold us as we cry into their comforting embrace, but life is cruel and will make us wait … I want your daughter to have you, even if not as much as she’d like.”

“My training for what is to come?”  Sora asked, covering Emilia’s shoulder that nuzzled out a little from under it; her adorable little body had been somewhat restless since she’d moved, and her ears folded back as her tails looped around Sora’s to keep them still.

Their attention turned to Kari as she yawned, her skirt sliding up to her thighs as she stretched out, poofy tail curving around to extend to its full length.  “Mmmgm … Wow, I didn’t expect to fall asleep,” she mumbled, throat sticky while pushing herself up and rubbing her eyes.  “I miss anything?”

Sora shook her head.  “He-he, no, I just barely got up myself.  My aunt was going to explain what she had in mind for our training.”

“Huh, I thought we were gonna be doing that ourselves,” she grunted, working around her jaw.

“You will.  However, I plan on the three of you exploring your abilities and growing together.”

Sora and Kari’s brows furrowed, glancing at each other before returning to the four-tailed Vulpes.  “Three of us?”

“Mmh-heh, yes, the three of you … Aiden will want to join you, and I suspect Alva has been planning on it as well, which is why she’s been slowly building your Core to allow for her to help in your training by projecting herself into a visual form.”

It clicked as her mind flashed back to what her aunt did when meeting Tola for the first time.  “Can she do that as a Fenris Wolf?”

“Wait, what are you two talking about?”  Kari asked, pulling her skirt down while scooting forward, now fully invested in the conversation.  “My mom can show herself outside of my Core?”

“Remember what my aunt did?”

“Umm, yeah, I guess, but … Can she?”

They turned to Seiōbo as the woman giggled.  “Of course she can; it is in a different manner, but the result is practically the same.  As Vulpes, we mold Existence through our desires that naturally tap into the flow of its design to fulfill our intent.

“Fenris Wolves take a far more brute force method—as could be expected of the strongest physical forces in Existence—they don’t rely on anything but their own strength.  Consume, grow, dominate; that is the Fenrir way,” Seiōbo chuckled.

“I am sure Alva will bring it up soon with you—sorry for the spoiler, heh, but yes, Aiden will want to join you.  He is tired of feeling like a slave to himself and wants to overcome and control his powers over causality.”

Kari ran her fingers through her mane of black hair before scratching her right folded down ear.  “No way … My mom can just show up and hang out with us?  It would … be like she’s really here.”

“Mmh, curb your expectations,” Seiōbo warned.  “Yes, it is wonderful, but it is, in essence, training your spiritual elasticity and resilience … You will exhaust yourself because it is entirely dependent on your fortitude; the longer you do it, the longer she can stay out.”

A shining grin grew on Kari’s face.  “Don’t keep hyping me up … I get to train and see my mother?”

“Emilia?”  Sora asked, trying to understand her aunt’s plan for her daughter while fending off the girl’s sleepy arms, now attempting to lock her forearm into a bear hug.

“Mmh … Emilia needs a tutor, like you had my sister; I’m happy her first real exercise with you was learning the Outer Body Technique, and it shows how you went back to the basics that my sister taught you.  Now that you are locked out of your Vulpes magic…”

“Okay, yeah, she needs a guide,” Sora finished, stroking her daughter’s tails as they overlapped her own in a possessive way.  “I get that, but I can’t see her liking it when you and Aunt Nari are here.  I know she’s kind of had to grow up fast … like me, I suppose, but there’s only so much she can understand before her emotions, as a kid, take over … Look at her now!”  she forced a laugh at the girl, still unconsciously trying to wrestle Sora into a comfortable position for her to hold.

Seiōbo puffed out a long breath.  “Yes, it won’t be easy on her at first … Not only does she need a mentor, but also a nanny I believe you call them, for when you’re learning how to properly use these new abilities you’ve gained.”

Her gaze saddened.  “Sora, when I was inside your Oltera Nexus, I learned a great deal about what Null-Void was, how it reacts to Existence, and its development inside you … I realized a vital thing while preparing the seed with Emilia.”

“Which is?”  Sora asked, catching Kari scooting back and crossing her legs, deep in thought on what her own cultivation would entail.

“Your father’s side is more potent than our side … If you don’t learn how to control the entropy it causes, you’ll never use your Vulpes magic again, and it will only continue to grow to overtake your mother’s side.”

Tingles vibrated around the inside of her chakram as she lifted her hair across her chest to stare at the circular weapon.  “So … I don’t need to focus on power but control?”

“Correct.  Sora, you have three tails … What does that tell you?”

She shook her head.  “I couldn’t say … I’m strong?”

Seiōbo’s blue irises drifted to her sister, curled up on the sofa at Emilia’s feet.  “Nari was attacked by a 6th-dimensional entity of this universe not too long ago.  How do you think she fared against it?”

Kari’s attention returned to the conversation, vision narrowing at the mention of an enemy.  “Wait, when was this—did you save her?”

Sora’s vision went to her bubbly, troublemaker blonde aunt, resting soundly against Emilia’s bare legs.  “She doesn’t look hurt … Did she win, or did you heal her injuries?”

“Heh, Nari played with the insect … How many tails does Nari have?”  Seiōbo pressed.

“You mean tail,” Kari mumbled, giving the fox an impressed stare.  “Did she really play with a 6th-dimensional being … How strong was it?”

Seiōbo rose to her feet, finding her hands behind her back as her tails fanned out.  “That’s my point … Sora, how much stronger do you think my sisters have become from their eight-hundredth birthday to their current strength?”

Sora shook her head.  “I don’t know … I want to say a ton, but the way you’re framing it—it has to be a lot.  Right?  Aunt Inari said she’s millions of years old.”

A small smirk lifted Seiōbo’s lips as she moved to stroke her sister’s small, sleeping figure.  “Founders reach the height of their power the moment they mature; the difference is how much they can utilize, control, and most importantly, understand—you can only use what you know you have—and what comes next, is finesse and familiarity.”

Straightening, she held one hand up to show the thirteen disks Sora recognized as the dimension example the woman had shown them earlier.

“The energy you can utilize in the 3rd dimension is limited because you only understand so much of it, but the limitation also grants you something Nari and I do not know, which, yes, does limit us to an extent until we cap our strength and live it ourselves.

“However, since we were born in the 12th dimension, we have experience in a sphere far beyond any power that could be gleaned in this 3rd dimension.  Even if Nari has a single tail and isn’t quite as powerful as that 6th-dimensional creature—as an example—it is still an ant looking around a small section of its world, while she is exploring the vast cosmos.”

Sora’s ears twitched before folding back.  “Are you saying … Since I have three tails, should I be able to fight 6th-dimensional beings?”

“In short, yes, Kari, Aiden, and you should be more than capable of handling any of the obstacles you’ve come up against.  You haven’t taken the time to understand yourselves or Existence.  My sister has tried to ease you into grasping those concepts, but, in my opinion, she’s being too cautious.  I want you to push forward, even if it becomes dangerous, which is another reason why Emilia cannot be there when you are stretching your self-control.”

Sora’s gaze fell to her daughter’s face.  “I get that … I agree, but … How much time will pass—will Eyia and Jin be doing this, too?”

“To a lesser extent, yes.  Although Jin has her own issues, and she will not be using these six months to train at an accelerated pace like you will … If you want answers as to why, you’ll need to ask her about it.

“In any case, as you progress, it would be beneficial to practice with Eyia; it will be essential for you to understand her powers and fighting style.”

“Hmm, yeah, I can see that—to become more rounded; I need to know how to fight people that use weapons and stuff since, heh, I am a living weapon.”

Kari folded her arms under her chest and yawned again, working around her neck.  “How much time will pass?”

Seiōbo was quiet for a moment, her focus on Wendy.  “So far as I have predicted and scheduled to correspond with Wendy’s slightly slower acceleration … Nearly three years if you train for twelve hours a day inside these time-accelerated rooms with one day a month to spend with your daughter—you will need time to rest.”

“I have already selected and stocked both a private and shared room for each of you.  He-he, not that any of you need food or water—especially, you, Sora—but you can still enjoy it.  All you need to do is wish to be in the room as a group or on your own, and the Realm Core will transport you.”

Silence ensued as Kari and Sora thought on the process before them; three years’ worth of training for six months would increase the age gap between Sora and her daughter.  She’d grow closer to Aiden, Kari, Eyia, and Jin during that time, as well.

Just breathe…  Sora told herself, closing her eyes and trying to soothe the emotions making her chakram quiver.  Three years for six months … That’s days inside this place on my own, but to Emilia, I can time it where I’ll spend every night and morning with her, which she’ll love … I’ll be nineteen years old when this is done, and Emilia will still look like an eleven-year-old, but it won’t be weird for her since she sees me every day.

Her focus moved to Wendy.  Will she change?  I suppose we’ll see; I changed … I’m a freaking weapon now!  That being said … we’ll finally have the chance to recover and get over the panic that’s been our lives … yeah, this will be a nice three years.

Clearing her throat, Sora smiled.  “It will be nice to slow down from all the insanity … Who will tutor Emilia?”

Seiōbo chuckled.  “I’ve already scouted someone while you were sleeping; you’ll meet them when seeing Mary and the others off—everything, of course, is left to your final decision if you’ll accept her for the position.”

A little nervous about the prospect of Emilia spending so much time with someone she didn’t know, Sora’s artificial lungs puffed out a hot breath of air through her cheeks; it was strange having a body that didn’t require much of anything, but mentally, she still felt as if she needed it, and the actions helped release stress.

“I trust you, Aunt Seiōbo … Hmm-heh, you’re different from Aunt Inari, but I know you have my best intentions at heart, just like her.”

Seiōbo’s attention went to Emilia.  “This may sound harsh, I am not all that attached to you as of yet, Sora, and this might seem a little heavy-handed, but it is the best path I could see.  Still, it will pass in the blink of an eye…”

Her smile drew into her past.  “I will say there is a peace I have gained that I hadn’t experienced before, and that is thanks to you, Sora … Time is a tricky thing that is more subjective than you might think.  Hmm … Mary and the others are preparing to leave; we have another two hours or so in this room to allow Nari and your daughter to rest.”

Sora leaned back and closed her eyes with a short laugh.  “I may do the same … even if I just slept, I already feel tired just thinking about everything ahead of us … Still, I’m excited.  Emilia is going to be able to be a kid for a while … She’ll go to school, find friends, and have fun … Even if we’re going to leave in six months for her.”

Kari stretched her arms into the air and leaned to the sides.  “Mmgm … Yeah, I’m happy to spend more time together, and Aiden, heh … Wow, I don’t know the last time I just hung out with him … I had so much hate in my heart … I don’t know what to expect now, but I’m not really sad or hurting anymore … Thanks, Sora.”

Emotion filled Sora’s breast while looking at the smiling dark-haired teenage wolf girl; the most terrifying person in her entire life had become her friend, and just looking back at their rough, intertwined path made Sora’s eyes water.

Now, it was time to help mend Aiden’s broken and searching heart; the weight of the sky had collapsed on them for years, but now, they were healing, and they had each other to thank.

“Thank you, Kari … As my aunt once told me, you can’t have the joy without the sorrow, and I wouldn’t trade away how I feel right now to wash away all the pain we’ve been through together.”

Leaning back, she closed her eyes and settled in, gently stroking Emilia’s hair; a blissful rumble shook her throat as she nestled against her fingers, ears folding back and making Sora relax.  I don’t want to jinx it … but I feel like we’ve weathered the storm.
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                Soft giggles made Sora’s ears twitch, and her environment bloomed in all directions as she scanned the area with her chakram, enclosing the long hair bundled in her lap.  Eyes still closed, she tried not to smile while watching Nari and Emilia hover in-between Kari and her.

Illusions of various outfits the pair crafted together fizzled in and out of focus as they played dress-up with Kari and her.  It was a pretty fun training method.  The blonde single-tailed Vulpes must have suggested it not only to pass the time, but help Emilia gain a better grasp on weaving her magic.

Currently, Sora was in pink shortalls, white, thigh-high stockings, and a winter long sleeve top with dual-colored sports shoes.  Her three tails and hair were soon dyed with pink as they continued.

“What do you think?”  Emilia whispered, bright-eyed and proud.

“Mmh … I do love the clean two colors and outfit design … Your mom’s white hair makes for a good base to mix things up a bit.  I adore those … what were they called, shortalls?  Such interesting clothing shapes, and drawing attention to the thighs while covering up everywhere else—heh-he-he.”

“I was thinking about that when you were talking about Aunt Kari—the ripped denim skirt showed off her legs, but I saw these stockings when Mom was getting everyone's clothes, and it looked so warm and cozy.  What about her tails?”

“I’m always a fan of highlights!  I don’t mean to brag, but I sort of started a trend among the other Founders when I did it,” she grinned, puffing up her small chest.  “Oh, but what did you call that racket-thingy … It’s for that tennis sport?”

“Mhm!  I wanted to play with Mom sometime, but all the memories I have of it were from the professional stuff she watched when she was younger.”

Across Sora sat the dark-haired Fenris Wolf, lying on her back and dozing away as the pair changed her clothing to a white pleated skirt, Serena tank, sweatband, and tennis shoes.  To finish off the sports look, as a matching racket lying across her belly, thick braided hair half-covering the item.

“Should we move to makeup?”  Emilia excitedly asked.

“Hmm … that cosmetic thing you were talking about?  I suppose we can give it a shot; I’m seeing a lot of unusual things humans do across this multiverse involving the stuff … Oh, but hmm-hmm-hmm, I think your mother is playing possum.”

A smile lifted Sora’s lips as she opened her eyes, canceling her chakram vision.  “Having fun?”

“O-Oh…”  Emilia panicked, fumbling the magic to cause the illusions to collapse.  “S-Sorry, Mom, but uh … I know I should have asked, but…”

“It’s fine,” Sora chuckled, focus drifting to the red gown she’d been using, “no need to be embarrassed; I was just enjoying the show.  It looks like Aunt Nari’s been teaching you how to craft illusions.”

The blonde hummed, crossing her legs the opposite way to look at Kari as the girl groaned, beginning to rise herself.  “Emilia’s biggest issue seems to be her self-confidence in her weave.”

“I’m sorry…”  she mumbled, hands fidgeting with her t-shirt front; it seemed the two had started by making her own outfit.

Nari’s tail reached over to rub the girl’s arm.  “What did we talk about, Sweetie?”

“Eh-heh, eh … not to apologize so much…”

“Mhm!  You gotta be strong and confident.  Aren’t you the most cutest Vulpes ever?”

“Uh, ha-ha, umm, maybe because you said I was,” Emilia blushed, smiling while looking down at the floor.  “You’re super cute, too, Aunt Nari … I’m just trying to copy you.”

“Oh, you sweetheart!”  Nari cooed, floating over to hug the girl.

Sora held up a hand.  “Can I give my vote for Emilia cutest Vulpes—I mean, do you see that blush with that copper hair and those eight adorable fluffy tails?  It’s undeniable!”

“Mom!  You really think so?  I, umm … I thought the white looked nice, too … like Aunt Inari.”

Everyone’s gaze went to Seiōbo as the woman dramatically appeared out of a shadowy haze.  “Hmm … Are we talking beauty?  Bah, white is overrated, in my opinion,” she huffed, stroking her black tails.  “No disrespect, Sora, but it’s rather too … vanilla, he-he, for my taste.”

 

Kari puffed out a pent-up breath while hoisting herself up.  “Says the fox hosting white-tipped tails.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” Emilia questioned, looking quizzically at the woman’s fur.  “I do like your black hair, though, Aunt Seiōbo—it makes you look ominous and spooky!”

“O-Ominous and spooky?”  Seiōbo mumbled, making Nari giggle.  “I think I look rather daring in this outfit … What is spooky about it?”

Sora tried to hold back her own laughter while studying the Vulpes’ short, unusual winter-wear.  “It does look very October.”

“I was thinking that too!”  Emilia grinned.  “She looks so cool and mysterious—like she’ll jump out and try to spook you in the forest during Halloween!”

Kari snorted.  “More like the emo-girl trying to act tough and screams while being chased by a dude in a chainsaw outfit.”

“Such fun imagery!”  Nari clapped.  “I’d love to see that, but, eh-he-he, Seiōbo can be really terrifying when she’s mad or scared—that’s when she starts getting dangerous!”

Sora, Emilia, Kari, and Nari’s cheer diminished a bit as the atmosphere darkened, even to their night vision, and flashes of blue fire popped up around Nari.  Seiōbo’s fingernails lit with flames, cobalt eyes illuminating to show a cold glare while looking past them into the shadows.

“W-What’s going on?”  Emilia whispered, floating closer to hug Nari.

A cool breeze whipped past them, large trees taking shape with the mist rolling in; the cold atmosphere cutting past their immunity to natural elements and making them shiver, and that was when the sound of a string being pulled back resonated around the sound-dampened area—the start of a chainsaw.

Sora suspected what Seiōbo was doing, but it didn’t help the haunting vibes of a Halloween night pressing in around them.  It impressed her how potent and seamless the woman was at weaving her spells to feel totally natural.

“B-Bobo … This is scary,” Nari whimpered, ears pulled back while looking around.  “I hate it when I can’t sense your magic, yet I know it’s there—I know it…”

“What are you talking about, Nari?  This isn’t me … Something’s out there.”

“S-Stop lying!  This is Mom’s Realm—it’s safe—you’re just … Eek!  I saw it!”

“W-What?!  Where?!”  Emilia jumped, arms coming loose to dive into Sora’s outstretched arms.  “M-Mom!”

Nari was close behind, cuddling closer against Sora’s shoulder.  “Y-Yeah, we—we need to stick together!  Umm … Bobo … Is this really not you…”

Opening her chakram vision, Sora could penetrate the shadows a tad further than her construct and tried not to smile, holding the two quivering Vulpes in her arms.

A masked figure floated behind the couch, silently leaning forward to Nari’s ear.  “Boo!”

“Eeek!”

Nari jumped straight into the air, landing on all fours against the ceiling to look down at them and hiss, a threatening golden aura of fire roaring to life around her frame as Emilia hugged Sora tight, eyes closed in fright.

What appeared to be shimmering rays of light instantly engulfed the area, yet to Nari’s horror, the hulking masked man was still there, and an embarrassed tint touched her cheeks as his fingers went to his face and removed the mask.  “R-Really, Seiōbo!  I—I really thought this was—was something else—you’re the worst!”

The perfect transformation faded into smoke as her sister’s sitting figure vanished, and Seiōbo took the place of the monstrous serial killer, dispersing the threatening vibes.  A slight smirk was on the woman’s face.  “It’s easy to fool you, Sis, when you rely so heavily on being able to read dimensional shifts.”

“I-It’s what Mom just taught us a few days ago!  Excuse me for being gullible, Ms. Four-Tails!”

Seiōbo chuckled, vision shifting to Sora and Kari.  “If you gave the topic they’ve been pondering any consideration, you’d know it was all drama—you have your own flaws to work on, Little Sister, because you really should have come to the same conclusion as Sora and Kari.”

Emilia glared back at the black-furred Vulpes, still holding tight to Sora’s neck.  “That was so mean, Aunt Seiōbo!  I was so scared.”

“I told you,” Nari huffed.  “Bobo’s a big meanie tail!  I like the old Bobo that was cute and would play dress-up with me!”

Face now thoroughly flushed, Nari stuck out her tongue and vanished to pout.

Seiōbo hovered closer to rub Emilia’s folded back ears, giving her an apologetic smile as Sora enjoyed her daughter’s embrace, small arms still trembling a bit.  “Sorry, Little One, but I couldn’t help myself … I find Nari cute when she’s flustered—lamentably, when my sister was a hundred years older, she was harder to embarrass.”

“I’m still mad at you,” she grumbled, but Sora could see her smile at the woman’s attentive scratches.

“What can I do to make it up to you?”

“You better make it up to me!”  Nari popped in between them, giving her sister a dirty look, but before Seiōbo could respond, she stuck her tongue out again, flipped back her hair, and vanished.

Sora chuckled a little as Emilia tried to hide a small smile.  “She is really cute.”

“Not as cute as you,” Seiōbo praised to the girl’s internal delight.  “Will you forgive me?”

“O-Okay … Will you teach me a little magic?  I, umm…”  An unsure grin moved her lips as her fervent gaze drifted between Sora and Seiōbo.  “I want to learn how to scare my mom!”

“Oh, you naughty girl,” Seiōbo mused.

Sora hugged her daughter tighter, whispering into her ear.  “You’ll need a lot of practice to do that—good luck!”

Determination setting in, Emilia swallowed and nodded.  “Y-Yeah, you’ll see, Mom!  I’ll scare you so good, you’ll jump onto the ceiling like Aunt Nari—no, you’ll jump into my arms!  He-he-he!”

“Looks like you’ve created a little devil,” Kari chuckled, smiling at the show.  “I gotta say, you nailed the vibe, though, Seiōbo … If I didn’t know what you were doing or just stumbled onto it, I would have thought it was the real thing—it really was impressive.”

“Don’t compliment her,” Nari grumbled, popping in to sit on the opposite side of Kari’s sofa.  “She’s just more practiced than I am … That’s all!  I could totally scare the dress off her if I had the same number of years to train; she’s just a cheater and has an unfair advantage against me.”

“Get good,” Kari snickered, making Nari pout again.  “Seriously, though, I didn’t realize how strong the 2nd Generation was, even when really young.”

Seiōbo glared at Nari as the girl teleported to take the woman’s seat.  “He-he!  I win—got your seat!”

“Mhm…”  The older sister made a new chair to sit beside the smug blonde, but Sora figured Seiōbo had allowed her younger sister this victory.  “So, are you prepared to meet with the departing group and screen Emilia’s sitter?”

Her daughter’s fur bristled at the word.  “What do you mean … Sitter like … like Mom’s when Grandpa was gone on business.  I don’t need a sitter—why would I need a sitter?  Mom’s not going away—right, Mom—you’re not leaving?”

Sora knew it had to come up and suspected if there was going to be a time to do it, it would be before meeting everyone and having Emilia possibly make a scene.

Taking a deep breath, she hugged her close and cleared her voice.  “Aunt Nari, could you make an illusion of what I’m going to talk about?”

The blonde perked up, ears fluttering at being relied upon.  “Oh, me instead of Bobo?  Sure!”

Emilia’s eyebrows pulled together in apprehension, tails falling across the cushion while turning around a bit to look up at her with uncertainty.  “Am I getting a sitter—where are you going—why can’t I come?”

Unfolding one hand around her side to scratch her neck, Sora pointed at the center table as Nari happily wove the illusion.  “You know how human parents need to go to work.  Right?”

“Mhm … B-but you aren’t a human parent—we’re not human.”

“I know, just listen for a second, Honey.  Okay?”

“Okay…”

“You know how I used to go to school.  Right?”

Emilia’s eyes widened.  “Mhm … You went to school with Aunt Kari and Aunt Wendy, too.  Right?”

Sora caught Kari’s wince before playing with her thick hair a bit; the Fenris Wolf didn’t know Inari hadn’t given Emilia anything negative regarding the girl, which was likely why she was so attached to Kari since all she knew was Sora and her becoming closer friends.

However, instead of focusing on that, Sora smirked, thinking about how thrilled Wendy would be when hearing Emilia call her an aunt for the first time—basically, everyone in their group was seen as close-family to her impressionable daughter.

“Yes, we did.”

“Umm … I don’t think Aunt Wendy likes Aunt Kari, though,” she whispered, her frantic mind probably trying to pull the focus away from the sitter topic while glancing between the resting girl and Fenris Wolf.

“That's … Mmh…”

Sora sighed.  “Mmh, they’re bridging the gap, but it’s complicated—anyway, I want you to go to school and make some friends.”

The girl’s aquamarine eyes widened, lips parting in disbelief.  “No way … Really?  I get to go to school like you guys did?  When … What—who are my teachers—do I get lunchtime, and recess, and arts and crafts, and all of it, too?!”

Sora’s chest shook with soft laughter, not expecting such an adorable response; she clearly hadn’t connected the sitter and school topics yet.  Telepathically adjusting her dress to a better position after Emilia’s squirms and phasing her hair through her daughter’s pressed-down hand, Sora licked her lips.

“So, I need to do some training with my Null-Void, and everyone else needs to do their own stuff, too—including your aunts—which is why we’ll be able to spend the evenings and mornings together while I go to work and you go to school…”

“Oh … Hmm … We’ll be together every day, though … Can we cook together in the mornings?”  

“He-he, if that’s what you want, we can make breakfast together, and once a week, we can make some sweets to share with everyone.  Does that sound good?”

“I-I love it!”  Emilia squealed, snuggling against her breasts while hugging her tight.  “Umm, umm—can we make cookies first—chocolate chip ones?”

Sora’s mouth tightened, glancing at Seiōbo.  “I’m … not sure they have chocolate chips here?”

The dark-furred Vulpes gestured to her right as the area was bathed in a warm sun to show rows of deep brown trees hosting large football-shaped fruit clustered along its branches.  “The Theobroma cacao tree, as you call it, is easily produced using our magic—in fact…”

She snapped her fingers for the space to be wiped away and replaced by a small patch of brown earth beside her chair.  “Vulpes Founder Magic taps into the very Core of Existence, weaving its pattern to produce our desired effects, given we have the strength to feed the process, which means from the subatomic level, we can construct the tree, plant, or finished process at any stage we so desire.”

Sora watched in wonder as the tree sprouted out of the ground and grew in real-time, yet Seiōbo ceased as Emilia hissed, “That’s cheating, Aunt Bobo!  We gotta make it by hand—umm, so can we do that?”

Nari giggled, regaining her confidence and spirit.  “Sweetie, why not a compromise?  You can come to these rooms to get the raw ingredients, consult the library for how to process the materials, and use your magic to do so.”

It sounded like a lot of work to Sora, but Emilia’s smile only grew from Nari’s suggestion.  “Ooh, yeah, yeah!  I like that!  I can show Mom how good my magic is getting and make food!”

That perspective hadn’t even crossed Sora's mind.  “Uh, yeah … yeah, that could work.  Umm, so … What your Aunt Seiōbo thought was that we spend the evenings and mornings together—you go to school, meet friends, learn magic, and I go to train—and we’ll be doing that for six months before we head over to meet your Aunt Jin’s big sister.”

Emilia smiled.  “Oh, like summer vacation?  Will we come back—no more sad stuff and bad people trying to hurt us?”  Her lips parted, and worry suddenly touched her face.  “No, but what about Great Grandma and Grandma?  Don’t we—oh, are we going to rescue them and beat up the bad guys?”

Sora's cheerful face became forced.  “Uh, I … don’t know about Grandma and Great Grandma, Emm.  I want to say we will, but that’s something Aunt Inari and Grandma are handling.  Right now, we need to get stronger, so the bad guys aren’t so scary, and then we’re going to help your Aunt Jin.  I don’t know after that—eh-heh, we’re kind of playing that by ear right now,” she giggled, pointing up at her own as it wiggled.

“He-he, umm … Okay, but … uh … who’s going to be my sitter?”  she tentatively asked.  “Will I need to share the food I make with you and stuff with them, too … Do I know them?”

She followed Sora’s questioning gaze to Seiōbo as the woman shook her head.

“No, Emilia, you do not.  However, I am positive you will like him—hmm-hmm-hmm, he has a … unique personality and traits.  I feel this experience will help her to grow as much as you; he comes highly recommended by my older sister—eh, second older sister,” she mumbled, lips falling a tad at the correction.

Sora figured Mia’s age gap over the former 2nd eldest was still a touchy spot for the woman.  “I’m going to make sure I like him, too, Emilia—and your grandma did recommend him … Let’s keep an open mind.  Okay?”

“Okay … It can’t be anyone else, though?  Oh, uh—please, not Loral,” she whispered, ears folding back while likely remembering their first encounter.  “What about Qebhet?  I like how she makes me feel … Oh, or Tola?  No, Eyia!  I like Eyia!”

“Eh, Emi,” Sora smiled, shifting her to the side and holding her in place with her tails to look at the girl.  “You need someone that can help you with your magic, and everyone else will be busy doing their own work—this person won’t only be your sitter but an instructor, as well.”

“Oh … Okay.  Umm, so … when am I going to meet them?”

“In just a moment,” Seiōbo interjected, following Nari’s playful images as Sora went into a floating box in a business suit and skirt to blast imaginary foes with Kari and Aiden as Emilia was surrounded by other kids flying around a field, playing what appeared to be a dangerous variant of tag, using FoxFire.  “I’ve informed the others we’d join them at what you call the Red Gate.”

Sora cleared her throat and nodded.  “They’re getting there now?”

“Tola is currently preparing to teleport the group; they’ve already said their greetings and goodbyes to one another.  Are you ready?”

Kari lifted an eyebrow, legs and arms crossed as she observed.  “All I’ve been doing is sitting around and watching; I’m good to get out of here.”

Sora glanced to her left at Wendy and Mofupsi, still engulfed in the shifting crimson and white flames as their Core Essence went through the conversion process.

So far as she understood from her aunt’s explanations, this wasn’t necessarily changing them into Founders or whatever her Father was, but essentially loaning them a piece of herself that could generate the energies on its own—a seed of herself—and this was just shaping them to be able to utilize it.

Anything more, she was in the dark about, but answers would come when she had more time to question it, and she had time.  “I’m ready.  Emi?”

“Mmh … I’m scared … What if I don’t like them?”

“We won’t know until we go.  Right?  We gotta be brave girls.”

“Brave … I want to be brave like Kari and you, Mom … Okay, umm, yeah, let’s do it!”

Seiōbo lifted to her feet, Nari and Kari doing the same.  Emilia was reluctant to get off of Sora’s lap but built her courage to stand after a second, and Sora followed, resting a hand on her small back.

“Umm, Mom … Will Aunt Nari and Aunt Seiōbo go to work, too?  Will … will they come back every night?”

“I wish, Sweetie!”  Nari sighed, shoulders drooping.  “Bobo is dragging me all across time … She’s gonna beat me up a bunch, too.”

“A-Aunt Bobo is going to beat you up—why?”

“So violent,” Kari snickered, glancing toward the frowning woman.

Seiōbo gave her sister a dirty look as the blonde tried to look like an innocent damsel.  “Nari isn’t all that strong.”

“Hey!  I’m strong!” she huffed, breaking character.  “I’m super, super strong!”

“Mhm…”

“Wha—Bobo!  No!  No, tail!”  Nari gasped, jumping away as her older sister appeared beside her, the girl’s fluffy tip being yanked away from her two closed fingers.  “I’m serious, Seiōbo!  No more tail grabs!”

“Okay.  Okay.  My point?”

“Fine!  Okay, yeah—I’m not as strong as you, but you're more than two hundred years older than me!  That’s not fair!”

“Why, as you termed it, I’ll be beating you up … We have our own training to do, and I need someone at least somewhat competent to push me.  You’re my only competition right now, Sis.”

“I get it … You don’t need to be so rough on me, though—I’m delicate.”

“Oh, how you’ve changed over the years,” Seiōbo giggled, making Sora and Emilia smile once the eleven-year-old understood it was all in good fun.  “Alright, we’re ready.”

The environment changed, bringing them to the colossal grand hall of the Red Gate, murals drawing Sora’s eye, and she noticed Emilia’s fascination with the artwork once the girl saw it.

“Sora!  Heh, it feels like ages since yesterday,” Ashley laughed, sounding bright and cheery from the somber atmosphere that had hung around the woman before shushing her concerns about reuniting with her family and being a failure of a mother.  “My, I can’t get over how much you’ve grown since changing.”

“Right?”  Mary mused, walking toward her with the former reporter upon seeing them.  “To see you now after knowing you before your transformation—it’s a little jarring if I’m being honest.  You went from the timid schoolgirl to Vulpes goddess, to a mother, and now, heh, a dish plate, as your daughter called you—wow, she actually looks her age, now, too!”

“So cute!”  Ashley chimed.  “I love the new look.”

“Dish plate…”  Sora sighed, giving Emilia a slight playful glare as she giggled.

“A fancy dish plate; love you, Mom!”  she snickered, hugging her waist.  “Uh, so, where’s my sitter?”

“Soon,” Seiōbo returned, gesturing at the portal.  “He’s on the other side.”

“He?”  Emilia and Sora whispered in unison, looking to the portal.

“Mmh-he-he, you’ll see.  Right now, it is time to say your goodbyes.”

“I don’t like goodbyes,” Emilia mumbled, vision drifting to Mary and Ashley.  “Can you come back and visit?”

The two women smiled, and Ashley laughed as Josie snuck up behind her to latch onto her mother’s leg, peering around to look at Emilia; the five-year-old’s big eyes looking up at the smaller Vulpes before her.

“Mom,” she hissed.  “It’s another magical fox girl!  She has eight tails, Mom—can I say hi?”

“Heh-he, I don’t see why not, Honey.  Sora?”

Sora looked down at her daughter.  “Want to go show Josie some of the magic you’ve been practicing?”

“Can I?”

“Magic!  You can do magic?!”  Josie gasped.  “Can you make me a princess?  I want to have a wand, too!”

Emilia’s fur bristled, yet an eager smile was on her lips.  “I can make you a princess dress—umm, it won’t stay when I go, though.”

“That’s so cool!  Yeah, show me!  Show me!”  the little girl pleaded, rushing out from behind her mother’s legs to bounce up and down in front of the eleven-year-old.  “Can you be the prince, and we go on an adventure to save our kidnapped brother?”

“Wha—why do I have to be the kidnapped one?”  Cedric yelled from across the large hall, their words carrying over to him.  “I want to be the prince!”

“Nuh-uh!  You’re the damsel this time!”  Josie shot back.  “I was kidnapped last time—you were the prince, and Sinia was the bad guy!  Remember?”

“Ugh … I guess, but … I want to escape.”

“Okay!  We’ll beat the big dragon together!”

The adults chuckled as the kids rushed off to a corner of the room for Emilia to practice her illusions while playing the kids' games.

“Sinia?”  Sora questioned, glancing to her right as Kari met Aiden, Nathan, and Alice, laughing as they talked in their little group.

Liz seemed somewhat conflicted to see the Vulpes she’d spent over a hundred years beside leave on a new adventure with Nathan, yet the two seemed to accept they were bound on different journeys.

A soft look came to Ashley’s face while turning back to see a nine-tailed Húli Jīng being pulled away by the two human children to join in their game as the villain and magician guide, playing both roles.  Her husband waved them off and made his way to them with Tola by his side.

“Yes, one of Tola’s attendants that’s been acting as the kids' playmate; the kids are a bit heartbroken we’re leaving, but Inari is taking us to a place that is a bit more modern so we can be more comfortable in starting a new life.  It’s still in one of her many Realms and will have other Vulpes the kids can fawn over.  Heh, we’re even going to learn a bit of magic.”

“Can’t wait for that one,” Brandon cut in, sliding his arm around Ashley’s waist to pull her in and kiss the side of her head.  “Maybe it will make managing these energetic tornados easier—please, give me a stamina potion or something, I’m begging you, hah—they’ve been bouncing off the walls since arriving here.”

Sora was happy to see the two being affectionate to one another after their long separation—throughout it all, Brandon never gave up hope on his wife, which touched her heart.  “What about you, Mary?”

“Ah, my husband is already in another Realm—eh-he-he, given a choice, naturally, we asked for a place with a more Sci-Fi culture.  She’s even giving us a sort of dimensional cell phone we can use to call our friends and family with.”

Ashley puffed out a long breath.  “That sounds nice—when I was kidnapped and turned into a werewolf by Eric, a lot of our friends and family turned on Brandon … It was hard.”

His grip tightened around her waist.  “It was nothing compared to not knowing what happened to you, not to mention the kids' questions.”

The blonde woman cleared her throat, cheer returning.  “My little sister and Brandon’s older brother are going to join us—they were the only support he had.”

“There was the Church,” Brandon added.  “He-he, a lot of casseroles—the stereotype is real.  I’m looking forward to starting again, and in a place the kids have dreamed about…”

Nose turning red while brushing back tears, he cleared his throat.  “Sora, thank you for bringing my family back together.”

“Really, Sora,” Ashley mirrored, sliding out of her husband’s arms to move forward and hug her.  “You’ve changed our lives—my nightmare—into a fantasy … Thank you.”

Trying not to cry herself, Sora returned the embrace.  “I’ve learned a lot—a whole lot from all of your examples … I’m so happy for you, even if it wasn’t for long … Maybe we will see each other again.”

“I hope so,” she chuckled, sniffing and coughing as she pulled back and laughed.  “Don’t push yourself too hard—you have a daughter, too, now.”

“I know … I need to get strong enough to protect her at the same time,” Sora whispered, looking to the corner of the room as Sinia generated a small but real castle for them to try and storm with Emilia’s help as the battering ram, using her natural Founder strength to smash the wood to the kids’ thrill.

 “I can understand that … I wish you could have a more peaceful life after everything I’ve seen you go through—life really isn’t fair … Still, I’m glad you have such a positive outlook on life, despite the hardships.”

Mary moved in to hold Sora, choking up herself.  “Without a doubt, you are an extraordinary girl, Sora—and I’m not talking about your family—you’ve been an inspiration to me.  I want to help people like you’ve helped me.”

“What?”  Sora laughed, chest fluttering against the woman that had been her outlet against Kari’s bullying.  “Without you, I don’t think I’d be here right now … You’ve been someone I could trust for so long … Thank you, Mary, for believing in me when no one else would … I know it was probably so hard to stay, even when you knew Eric was dangerous.  You risked your life for me to—to just have someone that believes in me.”

“I can’t imagine walking in your shoes … Sora, please, take care of yourself—you have such a big heart, but don’t forget you need time to recover, too.”

“Gah, heh, I’ve learned that the hard way … I’m finally getting my family back, though.”

“Your father?”  Mary asked, eyebrows pulling in as she broke away, hope in her brown chestnut eyes.

“No … No, I don’t know what happened to him after he vanished … I have a feeling things will work out, though, so I hold onto that.”

“I’m happy then … I’m so fortunate to have met you—yes, heh, despite being blackmailed, threatened by teenagers, forced to watch horrific things, and turned into a werewolf … We’ve been through so much in such a short time, yet I wouldn’t trade it away.  It has been my pleasure to know you, Sora, and I’m proud to see the woman you’re growing into.”

“She really has grown up, hasn’t she?”  Ashley giggled.  “I haven’t known you as long as Mary, but I’ve seen you mature in leaps and bounds by the day … And look at you now.  You’re so beautiful.”

Sora’s gaze fell to her dress and proportions.  “It’s … just a Null-Void construct that I kind of made a bit much, eh-heh, but hopefully, I can grow into it in the coming months.”

“Oh!”  Ashley nodded emphatically, vision drifting to the two floating Founders, silently observing a little ways away to not interfere.  “Your aunt told us about your training.  I’m sure the extra time will give you time to reflect and grow closer with your daughter.”

“I hope so … Look at her, though … She has the experiences of an eleven-year-old by borrowing from my life, but she’s never had real friends—she’s technically less than a week old—yet look how engrossed she is in the game.  I doubt she can even hear us … yup, she’s not commenting, even with her hearing, she’s too focused,” Sora laughed.

“That’s how kids are,” Brandon added, sliding his arm around Ashley’s back as she pulled him in by the waist this time.  “We—”

He paused, and everyone turned to the gate as if flipped to a royal purple.

Tola’s soft voice carried to each of them as if standing in their party.  “Brandon, Ashley, Cedric, and Josie, Lady Inari’s timed pathway has been bridged to your destination; it will swap to Mary’s in three minutes.”

“No!”  Josie and Cedric cried in unison.

“Thank you,” Ashley moved to give her one last hug as Brandon waved at her, shifting to jog over to his children.

“C’mon, Kids.  We’ve got another adventure!”

“Take care, Ashley,” Sora said into her ear.

“You too.”

Mary and Ashley hugged and said their goodbyes before the family went to the gate, Cedric and Josie teary-eyed while waving at Sinia and Emilia.

“I hope we play again, Sinia, Emimia!”  Josie called out, mispronouncing Emilia’s name.

Cedric coughed, trying to hold back the liquid in his eyes.  “I—I had fun, Emilia, Sinia … Thank you for playing with my sister and me.”

“I wish you fortunes in the next adventure,” Sinia calmly returned after teleporting to their sides to give them one last hug.

Emilia weakly waved back, a sad look in her sapphire eyes.  “I had fun, too … Safe trip.”

With that, the family left.

Mary took a deep breath as the portal turned green, and a nervous little male Vulpes popped out of thin air beside her, Tola seemingly bringing him in, and the woman moved her soft smile to the boy.  “You remember Zeri?”

“Yes,” Sora said, grinning as Emilia caught one look at the boy and dashed to hide behind one of the pillars; it was her first time seeing a male Vulpes, and clearly, she had an instant crush on the cute boy.  “How are you?”

“Good … I, umm … I’m thankful for what you’ve done in liberating all of the women,” he muttered, tail and ears falling a tad.  “I had no clue what—what they were going through, but Mary helped me understand none of it was my fault.  I, umm … She is going to be taking care of me now … I don’t want to cause anyone any more trouble.”

“Zeri,” Mary whispered, bending down to embrace him.  “You’re not bad; it’s just a bad circumstance, and you have a special aura.”

Now that she mentioned it, Sora could sense an unnatural wave from the boy, and she assumed it must have been a rare male Vulpes trait considering their scarcity.

Sora took a deep breath, watching her daughter duck back behind the pillar as she looked her way; she didn’t think Emilia would be affected by the aura, considering her defenses, which just meant she was stunned to see a male Vulpes and could naturally sense it.  “I know you’ll be okay with Mary.  Uh, heh, looks like you’ve got your own dependant,” Sora smiled.

“Yes, he-he—he’s a wonderfully innocent boy—he’ll be fine, just as I know you’ll do well, Sora … As a mother, and as a person.  Don’t force yourself, but yes, if we can meet again, I’d love nothing more, and, hmm … perhaps Emilia and Zeri can become friends.”

“We’ll play it by ear then,” Sora laughed, remembering her earlier joke.

Emilia slowly returned to Sora’s side, looking somewhat confused about what she should be feeling while watching Sinia remove the fort they’d been storming and the cute Vulpes boy leave.

Mary and Zeri departed, waving one last time, leaving Alice and Liz to give one final embrace, Nathan and Aiden shaking each other’s hands before doing the same.  Sora caught their final words.

“Keep lookin’ up, Aiden—you’ve got a long life ahead of you, and it’s finally yours to live.”

“I know—thanks, Nathan—thanks for not judging me and being there when I needed you … I learned a lot from our talks.  Ha-ha, maybe one day I’ll be as tough as you.”

“Woah, there, Boy, heh, don’t go setting unrealistic expectations!  No, but I can see you’ve got your feet under you, and Liz is here to keep your head on straight.  Punch him for me, will ya?”

“Liz…”  Alice sighed as her friend grinned and slugged Aiden’s arm with everything she had, forcing him off-balance while the men laughed.

“What, he told me to,” she snickered.  “I’ll make sure to keep an eye on him, Nathan.  Thanks for teaching Alice and me so much—we were so lost, eh-heh, maybe not as lost as this guy, though,” she said, nudging Aiden.

“Hey!  Hey!  I’m good now.  For real, you two get out of here and experience the world—Alice can save you if you get in hot water.”

The pink-furred Vulpes blushed as Nathan laughed.  “I have no doubt; she pinned me good last night when she wanted to try wrestling—I couldn’t do a thing!”

Tola cleared her throat.  “One minute until the passage closes.”

“Oh, hear that … Yo, Sora!”  he called.  “I know Ash and Mary probably covered everything, but take care of yourself!  Don’t go blowin’ up any star systems any time soon, okay?”

“Ha-ha, I’ll do my best, but I might get a little hungry.  If you need anything, uh … I don’t know, I’ll try to figure out some way to know if you do.”

“Naa!  Sora, don’t go worrying about us—move on and live a little; you’ve earned it!  Okay, you ready, Alice?”

“Nervous, but yes … Show me what it’s like in this Earth place; I look forward to trying the Turkey creature you mentioned and the Thanks Of Giving with your brother.”

It helped Sora to hear Emilia unable to restrain a snort.  “It’s Thanksgiving,” she whispered, making Alice blush.

“Y-Yes, Thanksgiving…”

The pair left, Nathan assuring her it was adorable and totally not embarrassing; finally, they were gone, and the portal returned to its ruby hue.

“What now?”  Emilia mumbled, focusing on Aiden and Kari as they talked to one another.  “My sitter?”

Nari and Seiōbo floated forward as Tola bowed to them and silently took up a standing position to their side.

“Yup, I can sense they arrived on the other side!”  Nari sang, kneeling behind Emilia to pull her into a hug.  “Isn’t it exciting?!”

Seiōbo folded her hands into her sleeves, fixating on the portal as Kari explained to Aiden what was happening, and all of their attention was pulled to the gate when a tall man entered—a male Vulpes, like Zeri.  However, unlike Zeri, this man radiated an elegant charm and powerful aura; his nine tails were snow white.

“A Kitsune?”  A lump formed in Sora’s throat as her mind flashed back to Hikaru, yet unlike that Vulpes, this figure had only a single patterned mark along his center tail.

Wooden platform shoes clicked in the silent atmosphere as he descended the stairs, hands hidden behind his back and face masked by the covering her aunt’s Kitsune traditionally wore.  His long hair flowed behind him, intricate kimono molding with his movements.

Brushing away the comparison, Sora’s interest grew upon seeing Tola’s muscles lock and tails pause upon seeing him, and once again, she wondered if there could be chemistry stoked here.

Curbing her doubts, she waited until he stood before he spoke, voice deep and soothing as he removed his face covering and bowed.  “Ladies, might I introduce myself?”

Sora was a little taken aback, but it wasn’t because her aunt’s turned to her to give a response; the Kitsune’s face was relatively mature and hotter than she anticipated, lustrous topaz irises fixed on the black stone.

Illuminated tattoos, the color of Emilia’s eyes, shone across his face, and his hair was shockingly wild compared to the female Kitsune she’d seen at her aunt’s shrine.

“Umm … Sure,” Sora mumbled, Emilia sliding behind her to hide.

Straightening at the consent, the man mirrored Seiōbo’s posture, keeping his tone even and respectful.  “My name is Roman, and I am a servant of Lady Inari.  I was contacted by Lady Seiōbo as I passed this universe and was allowed the opportunity to instruct Lady Emilia in her weave if my instruction was accepted.  I await your verdict.”

“Formal guy, isn’t he?”  Kari muttered, walking up to join them.  “Eh, I don’t know if it’s the best fit, to be honest.”

“C’mon, give the guy a chance,” Aiden encouraged.  “He’s been here five seconds.”

“More than enough time, in my opinion.”

Sora wanted to give him a chance but agreed that the formal instruction wasn’t really compatible with Emilia.  “I … do think Emilia needs someone more like … like you, Aunt Nari … Not that you’re bad, Roman, umm…”

“Ahgh,” Seiōbo cut in, scratching her left ear.  “Roman, I told you not to stand on ceremony—don’t get the wrong idea, Sora, he’s got a whole different personality, but there’s the whole ceremony thing when meeting with Mia—basically, it’s an old rule pounded into the Kitsune training program.”

Roman’s lips curved into a small smile, posture changing to put a hand on his left hip.  “I thank you for your consideration, Lady Seiōbo!  I’ve had my fill of getting told off by your sister and would rather play it safe in that regard, but consider me shocked when you approached me of all Kitsune to act as a tutor.  Do you want her to grow up a delinquent?”

“Delinquent?”  Emilia mumbled, poking her head out for her long copper hair to swing to the side.  “Umm … Are you a bad Kitsune?”

A chipper, toothy grin split his lips.  “Very bad!  I’ve corrupted many Kitsune in my terrible ways.  I’m of the opinion you should be free to be who you are.  Don’t you agree?”

Now more unsure than ever, Sora gave her entertained aunts a side-long look.  “How about … I watch you do one lesson with my daughter and see how it goes.”

“Oh!  My choice?”  he asked, bringing up a hand to rub his chin as he looked down at the nervous eleven-year-old girl.  “Let’s see … Ah, I know just the thing!  Do you mind moving locations?  I think we can have a ton of fun in this magical Realm!”

“Uh … Sure,” Sora restlessly returned.

Wondering if this had been a mistake, but considering he was a Kitsune, there was a certain degree of trust she was willing to give, and her mother apparently recommended him, as hard as it was for her to believe.

What have you got us into, Aunt Seiōbo?
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                A weave of magic encircled them, and Sora had the distinct impression Roman was making it as obvious as possible while turning to present a field of perfectly aligned pink bark trees filled with small grape-sized berries taking shape.

Emilia’s ears lifted a little while looking up at the shining sun beaming through the branches and sniffing the sweet scent that filled the air.  “Is that … cotton candy?”

Sora’s own mouth started to water as the smell ticked her own senses.  “Where are we?”

“I don’t know,” Liz whispered from beside Aiden, spinning in a short circle for her two tails to follow.  “I, umm … I’ve never experienced something so sweet.”

“I’ve … never felt a weave of magic so pure,” Tola mumbled as Nari squealed and floated to a nearby tree to sort through the berries to select specific ones.  “We’ve moved to one of the orbiting spheres…”

Roman chuckled while pointing Emilia’s attention to the tree beside the one Nari claimed.  “These are actually trees created by Lady Inari; the devil fox doesn’t have a realm without them and likes to think no one notices—he-he, at least, I think she does!”

“Why?”  Emilia asked, eyes big as she turned to Seiōbo for answers.  “Is it important; does it taste good?”

“Delicious!”  Nari mused, shifting to a new branch.  “Mmm!”

The dark-furred woman floated in the air beside them, legs crossed as she examined the field.  “My eldest sister has always had a sweet tooth; it appears she’s been busy perfecting it throughout her life … These are rather fascinating creations, though … Spiritual-based,” she added, using her magic to pluck a single one to float into her mouth.

Kari grabbed one, her skirt fluttering slightly at the motion. “Why’d she plant them? Although, they look interesting—” The Fenris Wolf’s face paled before coughing and spitting it out.  “W-Why is it s-so sour?”

“Are you okay?”  Sora instantly jogged over to touch her shoulder.  “It’s not poisonous, right?!”

“Hehehe,” Roman shook his head, winking at Emilia, “no, Lady Sora; these berries, as your astute aunt has pointed out, are refined spiritual products, not native to the physical plane but given a form to grow within.”

Nari snickered.  “Mhm!  You gotta be careful, Wolf Girl!  You gotta pick them at their right maturity, or you might get a super spicy one!”

“Yuck—you could have warned me,” Kari grumbled, sticking out her tongue.

“Now, where would be the fun in that?”  Roman mused, kneeling down to Emilia’s level as she looked between speakers.  “Besides, we’re here for my potential student’s first lesson—how would you like to refine your sense of smell to experience flavors on a whole different level, Emilia?”

The little girl’s eyes widened, licking her lips before looking up at the towering trees with their sapphire and ruby leaves.  “You mean—I could make cake taste even better—how?”

Even Sora felt a bit curious as everyone else focused on the mysterious male Kitsune’s grin.

“Hmm … Here, let me show you by example…”

Lifting a hand, Sora felt a small thread of magic weave out to wrap around a slightly plump rosemary-tinted fruit and bring it back for him to present to Emilia.  “Starting the lesson off with something sweet should put us in the right mood!”

Emilia took it in her tiny hands, looking at it before sending a fervent glance Sora’s way.

“Go ahead,” Sora urged, putting her trust in Seiōbo that nothing terrible would happen to her daughter.

Smiling with anticipation and wonder, the girl popped it in her mouth.  “Mmm!  It’s so sweet!”

“Mhm … Move it around with your tongue, sample the air, and crush it against the roof of your mouth to squeeze out the flavor,” he instructed.

“Mmm…”  Smacking her lips, Emilia’s rosy, slightly freckled cheeks lifted to gaze at the trees.  “All of them have different flavors?”

“Indeed, my little lady!”  Roman chimed.  “Taste changes based on the smell, chemicals on the tongue, and texture in your mouth … It’s a complex process, but what if I were to tell you that’s only a tiny portion of the flavor you’re extracting?”

“How do I get more?”  Emilia eagerly asked, eyes sparkling for the answer.

“Hmm-hmm-hmm … That is our first lesson.  Okay, let’s lay down on the ground and close our eyes.”

“Okay!”

A little curious to where this was heading, Sora crossed her arms to watch, and Kari, Aiden, and Liz stood beside her; the dark-furred girl was still struggling with what must have been an intensely sour taste that lingered in her mouth.  Her aunts and Tola stood on the opposite side to observe.

Emilia dropped down to the ground, small eight tails fanning out around her legs while closing her eyes.  “Like this?”

“Just like that!”  Roman returned, mirroring her.  “Now … Take deep breaths … In and out … What do you smell?”

“Mmh … Cotton Candy … Ooh, rabbit!  I think I smell rabbit … Umm, raw rabbit … Eww, is that tuna eyeballs … My mom had some at grandpa’s party—I don’t think I’d like those either…”

“A lot of familiar scents, hmm?  Now, try to remember what the berry in your mouth tastes like and open up your spiritual network … Imagine it’s like the ocean … its waves flowing over you.”

Cheeks pulling in, Sora hummed; her daughter’s defenses weakened a tad as the gates were opened and her own spiritual energy blanketed her.  Inari had never done anything like this with her.

“Can you feel the water?”

“I … I can … Is this my spiritual energy?”

“It is!  Is this the first time you’ve encountered your own unique magical force?”

“I, umm … I think so.  It feels a little familiar to when my mom was teaching me the Outer Body thingy, but … it’s so much warmer—there’s so much of it, and—and it has a sugary flavor!  ”

“Oh, you’re such a natural, Lady Emilia!”  he encouraged, making Sora smile; he’d been pulling her into a web of mystery to make her curious as to what she’d find next.  “You have an unbelievable amount of spiritual reserves for your age; you’re very gifted.”

“Y-you really think so?!  Umm, b-but not as much as my mom…”

“Why would you say that?  I certainly wouldn’t compare the two of you.  After all, don’t you have your own special talents?  Can you do something right now your mother can’t?”

“Uh … I—I think so … Mom can’t use her magic anymore, so … I got to help Wendy and Mofupsi.”

“See, aren’t you talented?”

“I … I guess so!”  Emilia smiled, tight hands easing against her small chest as her tails relaxed a bit.  “Umm … So, this is my spiritual energy—this sweet stuff?”

“It feels like a blanket, doesn’t it?”

“Kind of … yeah!  It's warm and covers me everywhere.”

“You can do all sorts of stuff with it now that you’ve learned what it feels like.  Can you imagine it turning into a jelly around you and wiggling it?”

“Mmh-hehe!  It tickles!  It’s all woobly if I move!”  she chortled, fidgeting a bit on the ground.

“Uh-huh!  You’ve got it so quickly—okay, now can you spread it out like a mist?”

Sora watched in fascination as the protective coat of spiritual energy cocooning her daughter expanded in the tranquil environment, brushing up against them as it exploded over a hundred meters, and it was then she realized what he’d been guiding her into funneling it into a trapped state to not only act as a soft shell but to then release in mass after.

“Now, look for your favorite scent.”

“Ooh—cookies—I want to make cookies with my mom sooo much!”  she squealed.

“Ah, heh, if that’s the case, let’s save that for later; what about your second favorite?”

“I want to know what ice cream tastes like—like, my mom’s had it, but I only have it from her memories.  Can I?!”

“Can you smell it?”

“Vanilla … with chocolate chips … mint, too!  I—I smell one!”

“You can tell where it is, right?”

“Umm … No, uh … I think it’s to my right—no, that’s my left hand—sorry.”

“You’re doing wonderfully.  Try sending a small spark of electricity through the spiritual mist you’ve just created—what do you see?”

The girl’s lips parted, ears pulling back.  “W-Woah … It’s—it’s so much … I—I can’t focus on it all…”

“Why not just look for that scent?”

“Oh—wow, umm … I see every little part of it—it’s so big, and it’s like—like a river inside, running around and little workers…”

Sora was stunned, and Aiden muttered, “Is she actually studying its spiritual network—that’s like … I know she’s just sitting there and putting all her focus into it, but that should be hard for someone that’s only just discovered their own spiritual network.”

Kari hummed.  “He does seem to know what he’s doing…”

Roman was silent for a minute, allowing Emilia to get lost in the curves and flow of the berry’s spiritual pathways.  “What do you think?”

“It’s pretty … So clean and bright.”

“Try to imagine the mist sticking to the outside in a protective bubble.”

“Yeah, okay … uh—like that?”

“Perfect!”  Roman chuckled, opening his eyes and rising to his feet.  “Now, let’s play hide and seek with it.”

Vision popping open, Emilia jumped up, tails swinging around as she grinned at Sora.  “Mom!  Look, Mom!  I did stuff!”

“Yeah!  Good job, Emi; keep it up.”

“Mhm!  What’s next—uh, what should I call you?”

Rubbing his chin, Roman lips curved a little.  “You can call me whatever is easiest.”

“White!  Can I call you White, uh-heh, because you have white tails?”

His nine sleek fluffy tails swung to the side for the girls to fixate on.  “White is perfectly acceptable, my little lady; from now on, I will be known as White.”

Emilia squealed as he accepted the name, turquoise irises darting to Sora.  “Is that okay, Mom?”

She shrugged.  “If he’s fine with it, I don’t see a problem.  Uh … What’s next, White?”

The eleven-year-old leaped on the topic.  “Mhm!  How do I get the ice cream berry?!”

White folded his hands behind his back and glanced at various branches, a calming wave coming to his deep voice.  “When you spread your spiritual energy throughout this area, you were able to connect not only your physical senses but spirit to everything around us … You’ve marked the berry; it can’t escape from your eyes!”

Emilia’s copper hair shifted across her shoulders as she scanned the branches.  “Oh?  Oh?  How do I see it then?”

“Just like before, let your spiritual energy glaze across your eyes, but this time, keep them open.”

Face brightening with glee, the girl bounced up and down, looking left and right.  “It’s so sparkly and pretty—I see it!”  she pointed at a tree twenty meters away, running that way.  “I—umm, but … it’s so high up.”

White followed after her with everyone else.  “For the final piece to our opening lesson, Emilia, do you recall making your spiritual energy into a jelly?”

“Mhm!  Mhm!”

“Do that again, but this time, you want to tug up on it—push it up instead of just condensing it around yourself.”

“No way,” Sora mumbled in disbelief as her daughter’s joyful cries filled the warm air while taking to the air, hands waving frantically to balance herself.

“I—I’m flying, Mom!  I’m flying like Aunt Nari and Bobo—uh, oh-no—I can’t stop!”

Sora took a step forward, but a string shot out of White’s invisible spiritual aura to latch onto Emilia’s like a fishing hook as he calmly pulled her away from the thick trunk she was advancing toward.

“Stay calm … Remember, you’re in control—there you go, don’t push too hard, you’re only trying to go at a slow pace … See, what did I tell you?”

“Heh—haha, uh, that I’m a natural?”  Emilia giggled, dress fluttering against her legs with the movements.  “Mom!  I can fly!”

“Yeah … that’s so amazing, Emilia; you really are amazing!”  Sora cheered, trying to be happy and not overwhelmed by the spike in sudden advancements her daughter made with the Kitsune’s teaching style; he was making it fun for her while touching on complex subjects yet only scratched the surface to do a specialized task.

I didn’t learn how to fly until a few days ago … I guess I had to learn on my own, but … Emilia’s already learning how to see things spiritually … She’s only a few steps away from charging an offensive elemental aura, as far as I can see.

“Mom!  I got it!”

“Nice!”  Kari and Aiden cheered.

Nari floated up beside her to hug her waist.  “I knew you’d learn fast!”

Seiōbo clapped, deep sapphire irises drifting to her with an expectant smile.

Snapping out of her shock, Sora shifted, noticing Liz trying to replicate a little of what White was teaching Emilia to only tiny success.  Feet leaving the vibrant green grass, Sora went to take Nari’s place, hugging Emilia to her chest.  “I’m so proud of you—if you practice more, we can fly around and visit fun places.”

“I’d love that, Mom!  Oh, umm, do you want this ice cream berry?”

“No, this is for you to enjoy.”

“Uh, split it?”  she offered, big eyes looking up at her.

“Heh, sure.”

“Yay!”

It warmed her heart to be making a memory like this as she watched her daughter split the small fruit, causing a bit of gray juice to spread across her fingers before offering it to her.

“Say ahh!”

“Wha—hehe, okay—ahh…”

Emilia grinned, popping it into her mouth, and Sora took the one in her hand and did the same to her excited daughter; it really did taste like a perfect blend of ice cream, chocolate chips, and mint. 

“Aww, cute,” Kari smiled.  “What do you think, Aiden?”

“Me?  Ha, well, I think I never thought I’d be in this situation—yeah, Emilia is definitely cute, and snap, if we don’t buckle down, she might actually get stronger than us!”

“No joke,” Kari laughed.

Liz cleared her throat, ears folding back as she leaned into Aiden’s ear.  “Umm—can I train with you, too, Aiden?  I’ve never done anything like this, and—and it’s kind of hard.”

Kari’s lips curved suspiciously, eyeing the two as her ears twitched.  “Hmm?  You saying you want one-on-one private training from Aiden?”

“Uh, yeah … is that okay?”  Liz innocently asked.

“Kari…”  Aiden hissed, face steaming up.

“Hey, she said it; way to go, man—you’re in!”  Kari snickered, punching his shoulder to Liz’s confusion as she glanced between them.

“Don’t make it weird!”

“How is this weird?”  Liz questioned, light pink tails twisting around one another.

Sora laughed with everyone else, and as it died, White cleared his throat, drawing their attention.

He hovered nearby, left hand on his hip while wearing a soft expression.  “Excuse me, my ladies, but we haven’t concluded the lesson, and there is one last thing I’d like you to do, Emilia.”

“What?”  Emilia asked, continuing to try to stabilize herself in the air.  “Will it be fun?”

“I think you’ll find it more than fun—what do you say about making a present for your mother to keep while she’s away; when she’s feeling lonely, she can look down at it and remember you.”

“Really?  I’d love that!  Mom?!  Can I?”

Sora chuckled, sliding her fingers through her fiery locks and shaking her head.  “You really have impressed me, Roman—no, White, I suppose it is now.”  Noticing Tola’s interest in the Kitsune, an idea formed in her head.  “Tola, would you have the time to sit in for the first week—would that be alright, White?”

“Me?  Lady Sora, I—”

“I’m all for it,” White interjected, turning a dashing smile her way.  “We can have some great fun, and I believe much of the old worlds are totally new to you, Lady Tola; we could explore some wonderful teaching opportunities across them.”

“Yay!”  Emilia’s hands went to her breast, literally bouncing in the air but more from a lack of control as she barely kept herself afloat than anything else.  “I get two teachers for the first week!”

“Eh-heh-he, mmh,” Tola’s ears pulled back.  “I … don’t know if Loral would be fine with my absence.”

“Nonsense,” Seiōbo replied, turning her head as a tiny snake girl flashed into existence from a beam of light.  “Qebhet, might we borrow Tola for a week?”

“Hmm?”  the realm’s overseer’s serpent-like eyes and serene aura passed through them in an instant.  “Oh, how lovely; so, you do plan to stay for six months as I suspected?  I think that should be fine.  I hope you have a lovely time, Tola!”  she waved, and just like that, she was gone again.

“It’s settled then,” Seiōbo smiled, clapping her hands together.  “So, one last lesson, and then we can go our separate ways.”

“You’re so bad, Sora, Bobo,” Nari mused, giving the bewildered blue-furred Vulpes a knowing look.  “I’m sure it will be fun.”

“I can’t wait!”  Emilia said, rushing forward to hug Sora again.  “Umm, so—you’ll be back at the end of the day, though.  Right?”

“Yeah, and we can work on getting things ready for cookies.”

“I love this!”

White’s smooth voice carried over.  “Lady Tola, would you mind accompanying Lady Emilia and me to our destination; after all, this is supposed to be a surprise gift!  Ah, and sadly, for the cookie’s bit, we will likely need to wait for the weekend, in my estimation.”

“Ooh!  Yeah, super-secret, Mom—only the three of us, and the weekend—I forgot, I get a whole day with you!” Emilia exclaimed, jumping into the mood.  “I’m gonna make something super good—eh, I think?”  she asked, vision darting to the nine-tailed fox.

“Most definitely; it will take a good twenty minutes, I assume—the process is a fair bit more complicated than what we were doing here, but the results will be dazzling!”

“Okay,” Emilia swiftly nodded and pulled away, leaving Sora somewhat dazed.  “I’m gonna be right back, Mom!  Just wait a bit—I’ll make the best gift!”

“Alright…”

White whisked a thrilled Emilia and speechless Tola to a new location with a showy bow.

Kari lifted an eyebrow at her slow descent to the ground.  “You look like someone beat you on the back of the head with a club.”

Aiden forced a grin.  “Can you blame her; is this the first time Emilia left her?”

“Oh, now that you mention it, you’re right,” Kari nodded.

“Eh … is that bad?”  Liz mumbled, still trying to follow the first lesson of imagining her spiritual energy in a gel-like state.

Sora sighed, plucking at her red gown for no apparent reason but to do something with her fingers.  “You’re right, umm … I guess she’s growing now, which is good.  I don’t know; it all just seemed so rushed … She was all over me this morning, and now she’s running off to make stuff with someone we hardly know, including Tola.”

“You did give them permission to go,” Kari pointed out.

“Yeah, but not that quick … It’s just … I don’t know, like a whirlwind or something; I just feel a little breathless.”

“Hmm … Having second thoughts?”  Nari asked, brushing out her long golden tail with a slight smirk.

“No, I think White will be good for Emilia,” she mumbled, pulling her own three tails around to glare at them.  “He seems to be fun and a good teacher.”

“Just as I said he would be—your mother did recommend him.”

“I know … I don’t know why I feel suddenly anxious … I just do.”

Aiden rubbed the back of his neck, a low note in his throat while glancing around.  “Uh … So, want to talk about the training?”

“What’s there to talk about besides adding a second bed to your room—oh, or do you want one?”  Kari teased, poking the Firebird with her bushy black tail and causing a small frown from Liz.

“Still on that—no, I’m talking about how we’ll know when to leave.”

“That’s simple,” Nari tittered, now examining her fingernails and applying some kind of magic that changed the shade of color to various golds.  “Bobo set up an alarm clock thing that will let you know what time it is outside; it even has a little song that plays when times up.”

“Convenient,” Aiden smiled.  “Thanks, Lady Seiōbo.”

“That being said,” Seiōbo took a deep breath and let it stream out, “Nari and I must leave soon, but the Realm will take you to your destination if you say it out loud.  Just say, I want to train by myself or with one another; it will interpret your desire.”

Sora nodded, walking forward to hug her two aunts.  “Thank you, Aunt Seiōbo, Aunt Nari … I hope everything works out.”

“Me, too!”  Nari grinned, arms tightening with surprising strength.  “If we wanna be ready for the big send-off, then we gotta go now—or, at least, Bobo says so.”

“I did.  I look forward to understanding more about your life and experiences, Sora … I do wish to better understand the path you’ve walked and our new family.  Now, take care!”

A sadness touched Sora’s heart as they vanished; still, she knew she’d see them again, but the stress of what was before her was really sinking into her chest now.

“So … We just wait?”  Kari muttered, vision shifting between their now diminished group of four.

Aiden shrugged.  “I guess so—how’s the spiritual aura release, Liz?”

“Umgm … Not as good as Emilia … How did she make it look so easy—mine also smells like burnt leaves … What’s up with that?”

“Uh—mm-I-dunno,” Aiden mumbled, glancing toward them.

“Nope,” Kari absently replied, looking at the trees again.

“Not a clue.”

Nearly nineteen minutes after White had spirited her daughter away, the jumping and squealing girl reappeared, holding a small, wrapped box.  “I did it, Mom!  It’s so—oh, no, shh!  I’m so excited!  Here!  Here!  Open it!”

“He-he, okay!  Okay!”  Sora laughed as the eleven-year-old girl presented the gift to her.

Her vision went to Tola first, but the woman had a thoughtful look that told Sora she had been impressed by the lesson, and White’s face was all smiles.

“Emilia poured her heart and soul into making that,” White commented.  “She really outdid herself; I can see Lady Inari’s talent in the young lady.”

“Aww, thanks, White!”  Emilia blushed.  “I really want to see my mom’s face, though.”

“Hehe, I’m going … Let’s see…”

Kari, Aiden, and Liz gathered around to look at her untie the bow and unwrap the white paper; it was reasonably clear by the size and dimensions that it was something like a jewelry box, and as Sora expected, it flipped open to reveal the item inside.

Aiden’s eyebrows lifted.  “Niiice!”

“Wow…”  Kari mumbled, amber eyes widening.  “You made that, Emilia?”

“Mhm!  White showed me how!”

“Pretty,” Liz whispered, watching Sora lift it out of the box to study.

What appeared to be a large fire opal with swirling copper-hued foxfire swirling inside illuminated at Sora’s touch; a black haze of cosmic energy was infused around it, giving a contrast that looked like a forming star.

The gemstone was fitted into shimmering silver that sparkled like marble in the sun and rose into eight foxtails that curled into a heart shape before chains wove together into an intricate pattern to be worn around the neck. 

“It’s … gorgeous, Emi … I-It has your name…”

Emilia grinned, cheeks rosy with pride as the words ‘Emi’ twirled into shape before being replaced by ‘Nari’ and the other members of their family.  Sora’s lips began to quiver, tears coming to her eyes as her chakram vibrated.  “Jarlath … You even put…”

“Grandpa!  Mhm!”

“Oh, thank you, Emilia; I love it!”  Sora cried, kneeling down to wrap her daughter in her arms.  “I love it so much … Thank you!”

“Y-Yeah—M-Mom … Why are you crying, though?”

“I’m just so happy—I get to wear something you made me—thank you, Emilia.”

“Yeah … Umm, I was going to make you more stuff, too!  Uh, White is going to teach me lots of stuff—really cool stuff!  We’re gonna make chocolate things today for our cookies tonight; I’m super excited!”

“Me too!  Me, too!”

It took a full minute for Sora to get her emotions under control, being careful not to hurt her daughter with Null-Void, and the thought of destroying her daughter’s precious gift did cross her mind.

Once the time came for them to split their separate ways, Sora kissed Emilia’s cheek one last time and went to her room of solitude; she’d spent days in space, but looking down at the pendant gave her strength and reminded her why she was doing this—family.

Her training first consisted of learning how to craft a thin protective shell of invisible Null-Void around Emilia’s gift and tie it off; even if she lost control, her Null-Void would simply skate around the piece.

After that, she cut loose, pushing her powers to the maximum to try and reign them back in, gaining better control over the new Anti-Existence Force, and days passed.  She didn’t sleep, couldn’t, would be a more appropriate word—trying to find the depths of her Null-Void was turning out to be more challenging than she thought, and after her previous rest with Emilia, it felt impossible to lay down and drift into oblivion.

It almost came as a shock when the soft chirping of birds signaled 7:55 P.M. in her grandmother’s Realm; it was finally time to head back and see what progress her daughter made.

A week passed like this, and every day Emilia grew in unexpected ways; White had her learning methods of utilizing her magic in enhancing seed growth and cultivating the proper ingredients, including taking care of the odd birds this Realm used as chickens for their eggs—she named one with a silver hew Tizzy—her favorite, apparently, since it reminded her of Sora’s eyes.

At the end of the sixth day, Sora got ready to head back to the house in Tola’s district they’d been given as a temporary home, and apparently, more kids were being pulled into Emilia’s lessons to further her social skills, building a friend group.  Of which, Sora knew two, Rayla and Luna, the twins—Emilia invited them over to share in the spoils of her labor.
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                White grinned while watching the look of concentration on Emilia’s face as she tried her hardest to push through the block she’d experienced the day before; the cute eleven-year-old Founder’s eight tails were stiff as a board, utterly focused on the magic she was attempting to weave.

“You’re doing good; keep it up.”

“Mmgm … Shhh!  I … I think I’m getting it!”

“Hmm-hmm-hmm-hmm.”

They stood beside a field the girl had prepared by her own hand over the week, testing her magic and cultivating the materials she’d need for her big plan.  It had been a fun experience, helping her gain more confidence in her magic, which was her primary problem when they’d first started.

Emilia was making fantastic progress.  Unfortunately, a problem was arising he hadn’t anticipated; White’s fingers tightened on his hip as he felt Tola’s gaze slide to him, a soft smile on her lips.

The woman sat nearby, hands folded in her lap and tails making patterns she was utterly oblivious to, yet he’d be blind to miss them, which made it all the worse.  It was clear to see the blue-eyed girl was interested in getting to know him better, and it couldn’t be more obvious that Sora, Kari, and Aiden were taking an interest in listening to her reports for that very reason.

She rested on an invisible platform of magic she’d created thirty minutes previously and adjusted the white dress Emilia had woven together in her practice earlier today.  

Tola had never seen a male Vulpes stronger than her, which was natural, given her environment, and he knew that was at least a part of her fascination in him—he had to be careful with the opposite sex, especially Vulpes—considering the natural allure he produced.

Of course, he wasn’t the only one to blame, but at least he recognized his unintentional influence; he hadn’t come here to develop sparks.  Her unconscious, heated pressure told him about the deviant thoughts running through her mind, even if he wasn’t trying to search for them.

Tola was pure, which was more than a little shocking for a woman of her age, yet environment had played a role; the scent she gave off put a shiver through his bones that he tried hard to resist—she had yet to be deflowered—Tola was practically an aphrodisiac to male Vulpes, and she had no clue.

The woman was the real deal, and he knew by the Realm’s records.  Loyal, stalwart, caring, and self-sacrificing, she met every requirement to pass Inari’s tests, yet Tola’s heart was never invested in power for herself, only for those she was in her service of, those weaker than her.

As rare as White was among their race, he saw Tola as being even more unique, which was precisely why she didn’t need someone like him.  A broken, lost cause that didn’t do what he was told, a constant screw-up—someone unable to give her the love she deserves. 

White had had more than one lover over his fifty-thousand years under Inari’s service, and he hadn’t been kind in his youth to those women that were drawn to him; he was nothing but a drug that was cursed to never find the connection he desired.

Female Vulpes' spiritual and physical anatomy craved the opposite force—the process of the two contrasting powers bonding produced divine sensations unavailable any other way; it was nature.  Then again, nature could be terrifying and toxic as much as it could be beautiful and celestial.

Few understood the torture romance was to male Vulpes; Lady Mia, one of the few female Vulpes who could resist his natural charms, could sympathize with his pain.  It had been a source of relief when Inari made him the communication line to her sister to act as a buffer; the two had a rocky history.

He wanted to sigh but restrained himself from showing any agitation at being in Tola’s presence; she was so innocent to her own seductive pull, which made him want to laugh at just the thought, considering the gravity she created.

Little did she know, even among all of Inari’s countless worlds he’d visited, she was something precious, and White couldn’t help but suspect Mia knew exactly what she was doing when recommending him to her recently revived sister.  All of the Great Vulpes Ladies were likely snickering behind their veils at his internal struggle.

Still, Emilia was who he was here for, and he couldn’t let himself become distracted by the attractive tidal wave attempting to pull him in.

His pulse rose, tails slowing a tad as the woman’s scent hooked his nose, carried along the breeze with the gentle beating of her spiritual lure, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw her head tilt to the left, fingernails sliding through her unbound locks to manage it in the short gusts.

Tola’s cleavage was more on display than the conservative robe she’d worn before with Emilia’s design, and the knee-length dress showed an unfair amount of smooth skin from her crossed legs; the girl had taken inspiration from some of her mother’s memories to fashion tonight’s outfit, and the girl’s exposed neck only enhanced the magnetic forces she radiated.

The most alarming part was the threads of time weaving around them and drawing a future picture as Tola’s existence continued to wrap around him, loop by loop.  Is it instinct or purity … I can’t tell, but I can’t get distracted.

Her focus went to him, trying to be discreet, yet when he looked over, she swiftly averted her gaze to study Emilia; she was trying not to blush after focusing on his tails, likely dealing with similar emotions.  

White’s smile pulled in a tad as he studied the innocent eleven-year-old.  Is it her instincts as a Vulpes Founder … Subconsciously sensing the woman’s interest in me and trying to bring us closer … Weaving flowers into crowns, asking us to trade with each other … having Tola show off different outfits with her magical studies…

His smile became a tad forced, rubbing the back of his neck; it was like the whole universe, and the beings beyond it were pushing them together.  A low chuckle shook his chest as the soft breeze brought the woman’s scent again—the flowers around them couldn’t compare—even the wind was against him.

Pulling off the flowers Tola had given him on Emilia’s trade request as the woman did the same, he breathed the fragrance in and shook his head ruefully.  It’s only been a week, and she’s already breaking down my walls … It’s too much, hehe, and she’s totally clueless.

White replaced the circlet around his ears, vision rising to the heavens, unable to escape her strings of spiritual thread from touching him.  Lady Inari, help me … I’m supposed to last another twenty-five weeks … It really is too much.What is this future I see that you’ve wrapped me in, Lady Mia … You wicked woman.

 

* * *

 

A big grin lifted Emilia’s lips as her careful weave finally looped.  “I’m doing it, White!  I’m doing it!”  she cheered, jumping up and down as the tree sprouted, roots fanning out while her magic fed it to make a complete cocoa tree.

“Congratulations, Lady Emilia,” Tola clapped.  “It looks like you surpassed White’s expectations yet again; you’ll still have a bit of time before your mother returns to gather everything.”

“I know!  Thank you, White!  Thank you, Tola!”  Emilia cried, tears coming to her eyes as she ran to her mentor and hugged him.  “I can finally make cookies with my mom!”

White’s comforting hand rubbed against her ears, folding them down as he chuckled.  “You’re the sharpest Vulpes I’ve ever seen, Little Princess; if I’m not careful, you’ll surpass me by the time our training ends!”

Emilia’s lips widened, drooling at the prospect.  “Really!  You really think so?!  I could even protect my mom and fight the bad guys?!”

“Hehehe, let’s not get carried away,” White mused, pushing lightly on her head to prompt her back before kneeling to her level and showing a big grin.  “Your mother’s working hard to get stronger to protect you; you gotta give her some wins, too.  Right?”

“Ooh, mhm!  Mhm!  I get to make her goodies, and she keeps me safe!”

Tola joined them, hands held at the base of her wavy tails while smiling and showing rosy cheeks.  “I’m so proud of you, Lady Emilia; you’ve been working so hard.”

“Nuh-uh!  You should see how tired Mom is when she gets home—I gotta work harder.  Oh, do you think she’d like the flower crowns we made?”

“She’ll love them,” White assured, pointing at the one she was currently wearing.  “You wanted to make some with her and trade them like Tola and I traded.  Right?”

“Mhm!  I have everything planned; Rayla and Luna, too—they’re coming, Ms. Tola?”

“They are.  Do you still want to help them decorate the house I gave them to stay in after tomorrow?”

“Yeah!  After school, I had this big plan for doing some art projects—like the canvas kind that was really cool in my mom’s old home—uh, heh, but not the weird ones that were all squiggly.”

“I’m sure they’ll love it,” White laughed.  “So, you ready to start the extraction process to make this chocolate stuff?  I’ve looked at the process humans used in your mother’s previous world, quite fascinating.”

Emilia’s smile grew.  “White, have you not had chocolate either?”

“I haven’t.  I’m looking forward to the experience.”

Turquoise irises sparkling, her focus darted between the two adults.  “Oh!  Oh!  What if we have a little baking trade, too!  I love it!  White, you and Tola can make some for each other!  Mom will make some with me, and we can trade, and then we can watch a movie—oh, you got the one I asked for, White?”

White held up his hand, looking somewhat curious at the box art.  “I must say, I never thought about turning a human movie into an illusion, but your magic filling in the gaps with your imagination is more than doable—Brave, huh?”

  “Yes!  Thank you, White!”  Emilia squealed, hugging him again.  “Oh, okay, now I gotta do the popcorn tree—wait, no, it’s corn; yeah, corn—let’s do it!”

White looked up at the bright sky before scanning the field of products Emilia had grown; they’d only been at it for a few hours so far.  “Alright.  You ready for the gathering part—do you want to learn how to use natural magic?”

“Ohh, instead of my own—how do I do that?  Yeah!  Show me!  Show me!”

For the next hour, Emilia went through the refining and gathering process of harvesting everything she’d been working on over the week.  After that, it was time for afternoon classes with the twins to learn a little about Vulpes history, different forms of math, and studying how to convert languages, using Emilia’s natural tie to the Vulpes Realm’s Core as a reference.

She didn’t understand all the steps, but White broke them down into tiny pieces over the week to draw into a bigger picture to help her grasp the more complex weaves, and Tola helped refine a few points.

Finally, it neared 8 P.M., and Emilia could already feel the panic settling into her chest.  “W-What if I mess up, White!?”  she cried, using magic to carry the baskets of product into the big house Tola had given them in the city and taking them to the kitchen.

“Have you messed up today?”  he asked, smiling down at Rayla and Luna, trying to help them with their own unsteady magic.

“Uh—yesterday, but not today…”

Rayla grinned, tail stiff as a board while trying to maintain the spiritual weave around the basket she held.  “You’re super strong, Emi; look, you can do five at once!”

“Mhm!  Mhm!”  Luna urged, a little more proficient than her big sister with her own concentration.  “Mmh, I can’t wait to try the chocolate—you make it sound so good!”

“It is!”

Tola snickered, moving on their opposite side.  “How do you know if you’ve never tried it, Lady Emilia?”

Luna’s eyes widened.  “I haven’t thought about that!  How do you know, Emi?  Is it the super Vulpes Founder secret stuff?”

“I want to know super-secret Founder stuff!”  Rayla cried.  “How do I know what things taste like without trying them?!”

“No!  No, I don’t know how to do anything like that!  I have some of my mom’s memories, and she loves it—uh, she always wanted to make cookies with her dad, but he was never home on Valentine's Day … I want to do something for my mom like that, too!”

“Valentine’s Day?”  Luna, Rayla, and Tola questioned, and all heads turned to White’s pensive face.

“Eh-hehehe, it’s a day spaced across many multiverses that humans, and sometimes other races, decided to mark as a day for couples to give gifts to one another or to focus their courage to ask those they cared for to enter into a courtship—basically, centered around love.”

“Love?!”  Luna’s eyes widened.

Her sister nodded, ears and tail bristling at the word.  “What’s love?”

“It is a somewhat unfamiliar word for me, as well,” Tola hummed, making Emilia puff up her chest in pride at knowing something the others didn’t, including the pretty blue-furred adult.

“Hmm-hmm-hmm!  I know what love is!”

“Really?”  Luna smiled, setting down her basket with everyone else as they entered the kitchen.  “What is it—it sounds tasty?”

Emilia’s eight tails spread apart as she spun away dramatically.  “It’s something magical—where you feel butterflies in your belly, and you get all flustered, and your face turns red, too—oh, but you’re not crying—well sometimes…”

“Butterflies?”

“In your belly?”

The twins looked at each other in bewilderment before looking to White.

“Eh-heh, it’s an expression, girls.”

Emilia nodded.  “Yeah, hehe, not real butterflies!  It’s like a swirly feeling in your belly—I think … It’s how they say it in the movies.  Oh, and lovers dance in movies, a-and kiss!”  she blushed, thinking back to the movies her mother had seen.  “It makes you feel super important to each other.”

“Kiss?”  Tola hummed, blue eyes drifting to the male Vulpes.  “What is that, and how does it connect to this love feeling?”

White puffed out a long sigh, leaning against the counter and focusing on Emilia as everyone else looked at him; she wanted to see how he’d answer.

“Ugh … Love isn’t best defined by the actions passing between individuals.  Yes, touching lips can bring a couple closer, but it is the bond both parties share that stimulates the spiritual spark, not the action itself.”

“Huh?”  Emilia’s eyebrows pulled together.  “S-Stimulate … spiritual spark?  I don’t have any memories like that from my mom … What’s that?”

“Yeah, tell us!”  Rayla urged, her sister following.

“Please!”

“Hehe, you girls are impossible,” White sighed, head falling forward a tad.  “I would say it’s something best explained by your mother, Emilia, but no one else will explain it to the others … You’re right, though, Emilia.”

An unusual look crossed her instructor’s face as his yellow irises drifted to Tola.  “Real love comes in many fashions, but it's not built on contact or what humans call ‘love at first sight’ … Real love is a solemn, fulfilling heartbeat; it’s living—an action—and requires a stalwart passage through the tempering fires of pain and sadness—it’s enduring.”

A little lost but feeling unusual at his tone, Emilia’s ears folded down as he reached out to put a hand on her head.  “One such word is familial love—the feelings that have driven you to push so hard to get things ready for your mother … Love is what you call it when two spirits intertwine—both are independent, yet complete when together.

“When your mother holds you at night, and you feel safe and whole in her arms … Love is the absolute embodiment of pain and joy … The perfect state of being complete, and it is for that purpose, when it breaks, there is nothing that can equal its devastation.”

Emilia tried to swallow, her mouth somewhat dry.  “Isn’t love supposed to be beautiful, though?”

“Beyond anything one could experience; opposition in all things, my Little Princess.”

White waved and gave her a smile before moving to the other room, removing his hand.  “I’ll be back in a bit.  Don’t hold back on my account!”  He vanished in light.

Emilia felt like crying, but it wasn’t for herself.  “Why did he sound so sad?”

Tola’s hand pressed against her breast, looking after his exit.  “He was hurt … Perhaps he had that love at one point, and as he said, nothing can equal its devastation once broken.”

Luna sniffed, looking over at her.  “How do we cheer him up?  I-I don’t like seeing White sad.”

Emilia hugged her sides, shivering a little; she couldn’t feel White’s warm spiritual presence for a little bit—he’d hidden it.  “I don’t like seeing White sad, too … I don’t know what to do, though.  Umm … I’ll ask my mom.”

Tola rubbed her arm, nine tails falling to the floor.  “Perhaps we shouldn’t have brought up the topic … I will ask Lady Loral about it.  Mmh … But we should apologize to him when he returns.”

Taking a deep breath, Emilia nodded.  “I don’t think love is bad—my mom really likes love movies, hehe, lovey-dovey, she calls them … All of them turn out really nice and good, even if there are troubles…”

Lost with what to do, Emilia couldn’t do anything but move on, her heart feeling a little heavy as she prepared her chocolate, and after several minutes, White returned, a smile on his face and bringing delicious berries from Inari’s fields to add unique flavors to some batches.

 “I thought these might be appropriate, considering what humans put in theirs.”

Tola was the first to clear her voice and draw his attention.  “We did not intend to bring up painful memories by our questions.  I apologize for our insensitive questions.”

“Yeah, I’m sorry, too, White!”  Luna said.

Rayla sniffed.  “Me too!  Does it still hurt?”

Emilia walked forward to hug him, her eight tails twisting around each other.  “I’m sorry to make you hurt, White…”

“Girls…”  The man puffed out a long stream of air, his big hand covering her head and gently pulling her back to kneel down and smile at her.  “It’s not any of you … This is a topic left for another time.   Isn’t this your special day with your mother?”

“Mhm…”

“Isn’t that great?  Let’s be happy, not sad!  So, are you ready—didn’t your mother say she was coming back with a surprise?”

“Umm … Yeah—yeah, she told me I’d be surprised when she came back … Are you sure you’re okay, White?”

White’s glowing yellow eyes were soft as they drifted to Tola and returned to her.  “It’s an adult thing, Emilia—you shouldn’t have to worry about it for a long time, and hehe, I’ll be just fine … I have a talented pupil to make me happy.  I can’t wait to see the look on your mother’s face.”

“Yeah … Okay.  We’re here if you need a hug!”  Emilia said, pushing forward to embrace him again.  “We’ll chase away your sadness.  Okay?”

“Hehe, okay…”  he chuckled as Luna and Rayla jumped in to join her, Tola wearing a gentle smile while watching them.

“Emi!”

“Mom?!”  All thoughts vanished in her mind, sudden panic gripping her chest as she hissed, “Oh, n-now?  We’re not ready!”

“We just got back!”  Aidan laughed.  “You wouldn’t believe how hard Kari can hit—I swear, you broke my arm.”

“Bah!  You’ll heal.”

“Wait, really—where?”  Liz questioned, walking in with the others; she had Aiden’s arm in her hands, pulling back his long sleeve shirt to examine it.

“He-he—no, Liz, it’s healed—you know how fast I heal!”

“No, but I could have healed it,” she mumbled in disappointment.

Emilia’s mother laughed, putting her wrists on her hips and grinning down at her daughter’s stunned expression.  “Well, what do you think—does it fit me?”

“Pretty … Mom, your hair and tails … They’re not silver anymore?”

“Yeah, it’s all coppery fire now!  I thought it might help remind you of how I used to look—I’m still working on my eyes, but—oh, do you like the new dress—I went with the twist-midi style in cobalt since it goes well with my skin.  Oh, I can make an apron, too!  Check it!”

Emilia rushed forward to jump into her arms as White straightened.  “Mom!  Mom, I love your red hair—it’s like mine—you made it look like mine again!  We look alike, and you’re so pretty!”

“Yeah!  Oooh, did you make all this stuff?”

“For real?”  Kari lifted an eyebrow.  “Is that cocoa powder?”

“Nice!”  Aiden gave her a thumbs up.  “So, you got everything ready for cookies, huh?  You’ll love them, Liz.”

“You’ll show me how?”

“Pfft, I don’t have a clue—Emilia’s the captain of this ship tonight.”

“Yeah!  I’m the captain!”  she cheered as her mother set her down, and she raced back to the counter.  “Oh, and we have a flower crown-making thing after, and then a movie and popcorn!  See!  See!  I made the corn White got me to grow, and I did all of it myself—all by myself—White and Ms. Tola didn’t help once!  Right?”

Tola giggled and nodded.  “Yes, Lady Emilia has been very productive and fiercely independent this week.”

“That’s the way, Girl!”  Kari laughed, holding out her fist for Emilia to bump.

“Yeah!  Oh, and I’m going to be doing the movie—uh, I may need a little help from Rayla and Luna, though—we’ve been practicing linked magic!”

“I’m pretty good,” Rayla boasted, puffing up her chest.

“I’m a little better,” Luna giggled.

“That doesn’t mean I’m not good!”

“Yeah, we’re all good!”  Emilia jumped in.  “I provide the magic, and they help me stabilize it!”

“I can’t wait.  So, how was your first week with White; you seem to be enjoying it—should he stay?  I’ve heard good things from Tola.”

“Hmm?”  Kari and Aiden mused, eyes drifting between the two adults.

Emilia instantly nodded.  “Mhm!  I love the stuff White teaches me, and he gets me stuff from your old world, too, Mom!”

“Huh—wait, really?”

White chuckled and held up the DVD that appeared in his hand.  “Little things she wants to do with you; she’s been quite diligent.  So, does this mean I will be seeing to your daughter’s tutelage without a chaperone?”

Emilia’s tails and ears went on end.  “Huh, wait—without Ms. Tola?  No!  No!  No!  No!  I love having Tola around—I get to have dress-up games where we see who can make cuter clothes, and she does my hair and teaches me new fashion stuff!  I need her to stay, Mom!”

“Lady Emilia…”  Tola forced a chuckle.  “I have my own duties I must oversee.”

She swiftly shook her head, determined to have the woman stay with her.  “No!”

“Eh-heh, Emi…”  Sora whispered, but she trailed off as Emilia took a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling.

“Ms. Qebhet!  Ms. Qebhet!  I need you!”

A small smile moved White’s face as he sighed, “As I feared.”

Everyone's gaze shot to the bright green light that brightened the room, the Realm’s overseer answering Emilia’s plea.  “You called, Lady Emilia?”  

“Can Ms. Tola stay to help guide me?  Please, Ms. Qebhet—I need White and Ms. Tola—I need both of them!  White can’t help me with girl stuff!”

She was a little confused by the amused smirk that lifted the small snake girl’s lips as her serpent irises drifted to the wistful man.  “Lady Emilia does make an excellent point, and six months is a perfectly acceptable time of leave for everything Tola has accomplished on her own over her long years of service.  You will not have any complaints from me.”

“Yay!”  Emilia jumped for joy with Rayla and Luna.  “We get to stay together, Ms. Tola!”

“Emi,” her mother whispered, making Emilia settle down a little as Sora gave the blue-furred woman a strained smile, “it is Tola’s decision to make.”

“B-But … Won’t you, Ms. Tola?”

“Look at those big eyes,” Kari snickered to Aiden, making him laugh.

“Yeah, look at her; she’s already breaking down—we all saw the signs.”

Tola took a deep breath and smiled.  “If I will not be a burden, I would be honored to support you, Lady Emilia.”

“Wooh!  Thank you, Ms. Tola—I want to play more!”

The woman’s arms bent down to lift her up and hug her as Emilia ran to her.  “Hehe, I look forward to it … White, is it okay with you?”

Emilia’s big eyes moved to him.

“Mmh-hehehe … Oh, my Little Princess … How can I say no?  Qebhet, I have one question, though…”

The floating little snake girl giggled, giving him a wink.  “I think you know the answer!”

“I suppose I do … The future isn’t set.”

“Keep telling yourself that if it makes you feel better—sorry, girls, gotta go!” the little girl laughed; she waved and vanished before Emilia could ask her to stay.

Kari, Sora, and Aiden gave each other looks Emilia didn’t quite grasp, and by Liz, Tola, and the twins’ expressions, neither did they.

Wanting to move past everything, just in case someone decided to change their minds, Emilia cleared her throat and pointed at the baskets.  “Everyone ready?  I’ll show you what to do—I memorized the recipe yesterday!”

“I did too!”  Rayla added.  “Luna and I did during studies!”

“Oh?”  Sora questioned, moving forward to examine the work.  “Please, teach us.”

“Hmm-hmm-hmm!”  Emilia laughed.  “I’m the teacher tonight!  Here, let me start—oh, and we’re exchanging chocolates like Valentine's Day!  Luna and Rayla, White and Ms. Tola, uh—uh-oh … Liz and Uncle Aiden, but what about Aunt Kari?”

“He-he-he!  I get mine all to myself!  I get a bigger portion, too!  Fenris Wolves have big appetites!”

“Tell me about it,” Sora giggled.  “I think you ate five cows worth of beef before we left.”

“Naa, six!”  Aiden mused.

Kari clicked her tongue in disappointment.  “You’re both wrong!  I had enough beef to easily hit ten; you were too busy stuffing your own faces to notice!”

Liz’s expression became forced as everyone laughed.  “Really, she’s not exaggerating—I had no clue anyone could eat so much … Especially Aiden.”

“Yo, I work up an appetite when Kari keeps pounding my face in—you still gotta learn how to suck spiritual energy from food.”

“I’m getting there … slowly.”

“She’s been making progress, for sure,” Sora commented, comforting hand closing around Emilia’s back to pull her close.  “Okay, my Little Genius—take the wheel!”

Bubbling with excitement, Emilia began the baking fest.  Everything turned out amazing—not one person burnt their chocolate—well, that’s not entirely true, Liz had to make a second batch, to her embarrassment, but Aiden ate them despite her protests, claiming they were perfect.

Tola and White’s exchange was met with smiles, and to finish off the session, Emilia got to trade with her mother; she put white chocolate and a few berries that simulated strawberries in hers while, to Emilia’s delight, Sora added nuts and cherries to hers.

The flower crown ceremony she’d planned went off without a hitch, and she had the pleasure of teaching her mother how to craft it; Kari had to ask for help because the wolf was hopeless without Emilia’s assistance, and to finish off the night, they gathered around to watch Brave, Emilia, Luna, and Rayla spinning their magic perfectly to show the holographic display in its full glory—popcorn for everyone.

When bedtime came, Emilia surprised her mother by turning into her fox form; she’d been practicing, and to her shock, her mother did the same, cuddling next to her—it seemed they’d both been practicing hard for their first week—and tomorrow, she’d have her mother the whole day!

Wrapped in her mother’s warm, three burning copper tails, Emilia drifted into blissful slumber, cuddling into her fuzzy side on their big bed; everything had worked out in the end, and this was perfect—finally, she had her mother.
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                Sora’s consciousness roused to the brightening sunlight as it moved across the sky, illuminating the room Emilia and she shared.  A giggle vibrated her chakram as she found the inside of her ring around her daughter’s small fox body at an angle, her tiny paws holding her tightly against her belly.

Sometime during the night, she must have lost control over her fox form since she hadn’t mastered it yet, resulting in Emilia nuzzling through the center.  Figuring the eight-tailed pup would wake up soon since the light was getting stronger, Sora let herself be smothered in her daughter’s silky fur.

To Emilia, a week had gone by, but every morning Sora left, it was a little more than six days in the chamber before she got to see her daughter again; tonight marked the end of the sixth week if including the time accelerated room since she’d begun her training.

Sora’s full view of the room with her overarching vision allowing her to see Emilia’s pendent, resting on the dresser beside the bed; the precious jewelry her daughter had personally crafted was a treasure to her in those long six days.

Learning to control her Null-Void was proving to be more challenging than she imagined, and even taking on the shape of a fox, which was the second most natural thing she should be able to transform into, was still causing her trouble.  Still, the last two weeks had been worth the practice to experience cuddling up to her daughter’s little body.

Typically, she went to the chamber at 8 A.M. and returned at 8 P.M.  Sora saw it as working Sunday through Friday, having today—Saturday—off with her daughter to recuperate and bond.  They had time to talk until Emilia’s bedtime at 10 P.M., before waking up around 6:15 A.M. to begin the day.

It was decided Fridays were an exception, though, allowing her daughter to stay up until 11 P.M. to watch movies and bake goodies, which meant sleeping in a bit on Saturday.  Currently, she guessed it was around 7:30 A.M.

A short flare of non-lethal Null-Void flashed into existence a foot away as she projected the force to the spot, fashioning her fox body to float around to Emilia’s back and cuddle up to her.  Her movements caused a short groan from Emilia as she held Sora’s Chakram tighter to her body and snuggled back against Sora’s fluffy stomach.

“Mmh-Mom … I want two more chocolate puffs—I’ve been a good girl—please,” she mumbled in her slowly rousing mind, still trapped by her dreams, and making Sora want to giggle.

Chocolate puffs, huh?  A sneak peek into next week's treat?

Leaning in, Sora whispered, “Just this once.”

“Mmgm … I love you, Mom … Eh … Huh?”

Sora smiled as her daughter’s eyes cracked open to stare around the big bed they sat on and the brightening light shining in through the soundproof windows; she was sure the city was already bustling with Vulpes, but every inch of it was spelled for comfort.

“Finally waking up?”

The young fox yawned, little baby teeth showing as she stretched out against her body and got up to stare between her legs, tails flying high into the air.  “Heh—hehehe, Mom, I have your ring!”

“Oh, no!  What will I do?”  Sora laughed.  “You’re holding me hostage?”

“Fufufu!”  Emilia hopped away, bouncing on the squishy bed to give her a playful grin.  “I’m in control now; I get all the popcorn!”

Sora’s form expanded in a flash of flames to show her more human form, lying on her side while supporting her head; she didn’t even need to shower or dress, crafting her figure to perfection.  “You really aren’t going to share any with me next time?”

“Nope!  You ate almost all of it yourself!  Humph, I’m looking out for you, Mom—you might get fat!”

“Me?  Look at my stomach,” she said, rubbing her belly to draw the girl’s focus while creating a double of her Chakram while sliding her real one up and around her daughter’s fur.  “I’m perfectly toned; I even have a bit of muscle!  Didn’t you feel it?”

“Nu-uh!  Hehe, you’re all squishy to snuggle up to!”

“Eh-heh, that’s because you weren’t snuggling against my stomach.”

“Part of it—hey!  That’s cheating, Mom!  Get back here!”

Sora’s Chakram playfully shot from around her daughter’s body, phasing through it and causing the replica to vanish; the little fox darted around the room, taking to the air to chase her ring and trying to snatch it with her teeth.

“Hehe, you’re gonna have to be faster than that to catch me.  Got any magic tricks?”

“How about … this?!”

Seeing past Emilia’s multiple illusions of herself with a bit of amusement as she tried to pin her against the ceiling, Sora let herself get caught.  “Oh, which Emilia is the real one—so many fluffy tails flying in the air…”

Hovering up as she proudly snapped her jaws around her actual body, Sora right behind her unsuspecting daughter, causing her to squeal as she snatched the little kit out of the air to hug against her bosom.  “Mua-haha!  Who has who, now?”

“Hehehe, I give!  I give!”

“You ready for a shower?”

“Ooh, and you’re gonna help me with my tails?!”

“Aren’t you big enough to do them yourself?”  Sora questioned, flipping her around to give her a small smirk.

“Eh-hehe, well, yeah, but I like it when you help me—there’s just so many of them!”

“Are you lowkey bragging?”

Emilia’s mischievous eyes drifted to the side.  “I mean, I do have five more than you, Mom—it’s a lot of work, hehehe!”

 “Hmm … I guess I have no choice then, huh?”

“Mhm!  Oh, I can start the shower without touching the panel now, too!”

“Can you now—why don’t you show me?”

“Okai!”

Sora released her daughter for her to twirl in the air, red flames engulfing her to reveal the girl’s eleven-year-old body; her silky red nightgown fluttered with her tails as she zipped through the open door to the shower room down the hall.

“C’mon, Mom!  Hurry!”

“So much energy in the morning,” Sora giggled, hovering to the ground before walking to join her.  “Have you started making the products yet?”

“Huh, oh, for showers?  No, not yet.  White says he’s going to teach me how to combine natural ingredients and how to tell which ones will work for it in, umm … two weeks?  Mom, see—look—I can do it!”  she excitedly pivoted, pointing at the warm flowing rain that suddenly fell from the ceiling.

“Very nice!  You’re getting so much better at using your magic than I was, and you’ve only been at it for a week, you talented girl!”

“Nuh-uh!  Not at all,” Emilia protested, sliding off her nightgown and running to the cubby in the right corner of the room, outside of the spray to check on the clothing she’d laid out the night before.  “I can’t do all the crazy clothing stuff you did yet, and White says my Outer Body Technique could use some work, but Ms. Tola’s helping me with that.”

“That’s nice.  I think you’re a little genius, though,” Sora doubled down.

Shedding her Null-Void cobalt dress—she could only make the two types of outfits so far, not including the apron—to step into the shower, Sora let the liquid slide down her skin.  Her Chakram floated nearby; her daughter seemed to love polishing it in the mornings.

She sat on one of the wooden benches they’d both carved together earlier that week, looking through the curtain to smile at her frowning little girl.  “Something wrong?”

“No, it’s just … I want to have more outfits like you had when you were my age.  Wearing the same clothes feels weird, but I know Rayla and Luna always wear the same two dresses … I don’t know.”

“Have you created any new outfits; it looks like you have.”

Emilia pulled out her night bun, set the elastic band with her nightgown, and walked to her, ears folding down and ducking a little as she stepped under the spray.  “No, I haven’t learned how to do that yet—weaving fabric together—but not the complex stuff you did.  I made some with Tola helping, but I want to make them myself—we use illusions to have fun and imagine new styles, which is fun.”

“Mhm?”  Sora responded, pulling her bangs back as they absorbed the water.  “How soon until you learn how to transmute and shape clothes?”

“I need to better visualize it, White says.”

“The Outer Body Technique?”

“Mhm … How did you do it so easily?”

“Hmm, I wouldn’t say it was easy, but Aunt Inari spent quite some time teaching me it.  I think it was because I could use it to teach myself a lot of things rather than relying on a teacher to jump me through the hoops.”

“Is that better than what White’s teaching me?”

“I don’t think so.  It was probably good for me at the time, and it was really helpful; I was in a bit of a different circumstance than you.  We’re not rushed on time now, so you can become more well-rounded than I was.”

Emilia's lips pulled in as Sora used a duplicate Chakram to snatch one of the conditioners from the rack on the wall.  “Mom, is training hard for you?”

“Why would you ask that?”  Sora hummed.

The magic of the shower sensing she was applying product to Emilia’s ears and hair, creating a temporary barrier on the spots to let it soak in; it was a little silly compared to just magically cleaning their locks, but it was the experience that mattered.

“You come back so tired sometimes … I get to have so much fun with Ms. Tola, White, Rayla, and Luna, but you’re working so hard.  I want to work harder, too.”

“Hehe, you want to know a little secret?”

Emilia’s light blue eyes widened, looking up and nodded as Sora worked the conditioner into her radiant copper locks.  “Mhm!”

“I don’t sleep very often, and if I want to sleep with you, I gotta dump a lot of my energy, which means I do a super big project every time I’m about to leave.”

Sora grinned and winked at her daughter.  “I play a little, too.  Kari, Aiden, and I have games to see who’s faster or hide and seek.”

“What about Ms. Lizzy?”  Emilia asked.

“Eh-heh, well, we try not to bully her.”

An accusatory look crossed her daughter’s face.  “Mom, bullying is bad!  You’re not supposed to bully Ms. Lizzy!  She’s nice.”

“Haha, I know!  I know!  We’re trying to help her, but she’s trying to learn how to use her magic like you are.”

“Oh … Umm, will she join us?”

“Eh … I think she’s a bit too attached to Aiden for that,” Sora snickered, leaning in to whisper, “the lovey-dovey kind.”

Emilia’s ears wiggled, a rosy grin spreading across her cheeks.  “Really?  Ms. Lizzy likes Uncle Aiden?  Oh, I should tell Luna and Rayla, hehe!”

“Shhh … We don’t want to embarrass her.”

“Mhm!  Mhm!”

Sora smiled, knowing her daughter wasn’t even aware of the situation she’d put White and Tola in; Emilia genuinely loved the dynamic she felt between the pair.

Moving to her tails, Sora enjoyed the morning talk with her daughter before doing the same for her.  Finishing, Sora instantly dried herself by devouring the water and reconstituted her cobalt dress.

They helped each other with their hair, Emilia pulling Sora’s hair into a long, high-wavy ponytail while Sora did Emilia’s in Dutch braids.

Heading downstairs, it was 8:07 A.M. when they made it into the kitchen.  Sora took out some of the strange green eggs they had in the Realm with some kind of unknown meat that tasted like pork to make breakfast omelets; there were a few vegetables that she chopped up to sauté.

“Mom, you’re missing your apron!”  Emilia called, sitting on the island chair while adjusting her green dress.  “When you cook, you gotta wear an apron.”

“Totally right!”  Sora chuckled, presenting herself as the article appeared over her dress.  “Better?”

“Better!  Oh, umm, what are we having for lunch today?!”

Sora smirked, turning back to her items.  “Kari said she wanted to make lunch for us since you had our mysterious destination picked out for our hike.  Eyia said she was going to make something, too.”

“Oof … Do Aunt Kari and Aunt Eyia know how to cook?”

Emilia had started to refer to specific individuals in their party as more family as they went on; Sora was slowly getting used to it.  At least she didn’t have to answer questions about her father, which was a bit ironic; it did make sense why her Aunts thought of Emilia more as Sora’s sister than a daughter, but she didn’t care at this point—this was their relationship.

“Hehe, your Aunt Eyia, probably … Your Aunt Kari … heh-hehe, yeah, I’m a little concerned, too.”

“Hmm, maybe she’ll surprise us!”

“Yeah, we’ll see.  She has some weird shake stuff she makes in the mornings when I’ve trained with her,” Sora muttered, thinking back to the ungodly smelling ooze the Fenris Wolf gulped down like a cherry smoothie.  Sora shivered, recalling the scent.  “Let’s hope it’s something normal.”

Laughing while spending time with her daughter and not worrying about having everything ready by a particular time, Sora had a peaceful morning with her daughter.  It had been nice using some of the cooking skills she’d learned from her caretakers when a little girl.

Sora motioned for her to join, to Emilia’s glee, and she floated over to help cut up ingredients, humming melodies Sora didn’t recognize which Tola had taught her; apparently, certain areas in the Vulpes Realm had a rich musical history that came with dances they’d made for the Vulpes Council.

Once they had eaten, they moved to some stretches and physical exercises that Sora did more as a method of habit than anything else, now that her life wasn’t so rushed.  Spreading out her rings and spinning the micro-layers was like arching her back and twisting her hips.

Her daughter loved the exercises, even if their dresses weren’t the easiest to do everything in, and Sora figured her next goal was crafting herself workout attire.  In fact, she decided the next six weeks would be dedicated to mastering her non-lethal Null-Void clothing skills.

Leaving the house at 10 A.M. to meet the gang at the big fountain in the Blue Section of the city, Sora giggled, watching Emilia practice her flight control while keeping her dress in a proper position.

The attitude of the Vulpes moving through the streets had changed, and many were now heading into the countryside to experience what it was like to farm or live outside of the city walls.  It was fun seeing the nearby village Vulpes entering the colossal capital for the first time.

Since entering the Vulpes Realm, everything seemed to have changed, and Qebhet's soothing, radiant aura could be felt across the entire place, helping to uplift and guide the child-like foxes into a new golden age.

Her aunt had rebuilt much of the Realm Core—at least, Sora figured from the 12th Dimension down—tweaking it to better accommodate the current population of growing Vulpes.  It was a paradise, and Loral acted as the petite snake goddesses’ right hand.

Looking up at the shimmering spheres in the heavens, Sora could only see the blue and yellow planets past the blue atmosphere and clouds.  Vulpes were being carried to the other worlds to explore and find the place they most wanted to settle down.

There were many new areas to discover, including towers of esoteric tombs for advanced magical study or to learn the history of places across Existence and far beyond this Realm.  It seemed Amy, her gorgeous grandmother and the first Vulpes, had spaced many records of Existence and its creatures for advanced study, depending on the dimension.

As Sora saw it, this Realm was fashioned like a house, and the higher you climbed, the more interesting things you’d find.  She had no reservations about coming back and further exploring this place at some point, and maybe with her grandmother herself; after all, she had eternity, which was an unusual thought.

Making it to the fountain, she found Kari in brown shorts, a black tank top, and her hair done up in a high ponytail.  She sat on the side of the fountain, a picnic basket beside her that Sora had no doubt was spelled to have extra storage; even from this distance, she could smell the sandwiches inside.

Aiden and Liz were nearby, talking about some game they’d been playing with the local kids that the Vulpes had never done back in her little town.  It involved spinning your magic around tops in a miniature obstacle course to reach the end the fastest.  Apparently, the kids had schooled them.

Many new things came to the capital from various communities around the Vulpes Realm, introducing the population to fun activities.

Tola would be their teleportation guide today since White had taken the day off to have some personal time; Sora thought he was probably trying to detox himself from the blue-furred fox’s presence because it was more than a little clear to her senses that both had it bad for each other.

Although Sora had to wonder if White had someone waiting for him, a girlfriend, or wife—perhaps multiple for all she knew—in some other Realm because she had no doubt Tola wouldn’t be hard to pull in.  He was resisting her clear signals like the plague.

Rayla and Luna, the devious little twins, hadn’t made it yet, but Sora had no doubt they’d be showing up soon.

The final addition to their party was the stalwart blonde Primordial; it was still odd to think Eyia, who called her Sister, was supposed to be one of the Founders’ mortal enemies.  Jin and the Valkyrie had been undergoing pretty vigorous training in the higher dimensions of the Realm.

On the downside, Jin was engrossed in meditation at the moment, but Eyia jumped at the opportunity to spend time with her.

It had been slow, trying to convince the serious Valkyrie she wasn’t the worst thing since Fenrir for the blunder of unraveling the City Core by asking it to recreate the Primordial Realm she’d known for most of her life.  At least they were past the worst of it now.

Emilia zoomed out of the sky to spin around Tola, drawing everyone’s attention.  “Hey, Ms. Tola!  Look, I’m doing so much better now!”

“You are,” Tola clapped, wearing what appeared to be Emilia’s design of clothes; a straw hat, brunette dress, and sandals.

She seemed to take the girl’s advice about simple earrings, a necklace, and an ankle accessory; for some reason, Inari had chosen to imbue Emilia with just about all the knowledge Sora had on Earth fashion.  So, she could see why her daughter was so disgruntled about her current wardrobe, and nothing Sora had previously made her fit Emilia any longer since shrinking in size.

“So, you’re looking cute today,” Aiden complimented as Emilia waved at them.

Liz nodded.  “Did your mother do your hair?  I’ve never seen braids like that.”

“Oh, yeah, she did—they’re called Dutch braids!  Thanks!  Umm, I’m going to learn how to make more soon.  Eh, have you seen Rayla and Luna?”

Eyia brushed back her bangs, golden dress fluttering around her knees as she turned to point down one of the streets.  “I sense them making their way here; they seem anxious.”

Sora stopped a little ways away from the group, catching Kari's comfortable smile while following Emilia's bounce between conversations; it was nice learning more about her as she became more open and sociable.  “I can smell those sandwiches; at least they seem normal.”

Kari rolled her eyes, scratching her left wolf ear as it folded down.  “Another comment about my shake—look, you still haven’t tried it, so you don’t even know.”

“Do I need to when it smells that bad?”

Liz poked her head around Aiden’s shoulder to grimace.  “Seriously, it smells rotten.”

“C’mon,” Aiden snickered, “it’s not that bad.  I mean, I’m not a fan of peanut butter, but it is kind of Kari’s thing.”

“Huh?”  Sora lifted an eyebrow.  “Wait, it tastes like peanut butter?  Hey, I’m made out of Null-Void here—I eat basically everything—and that smells disgusting.  It doesn’t resemble peanut butter at all.”

“Guess Chakram fox girls have a delicate stomach,” Kari mused.  “I don’t know what to tell you; Aiden doesn’t think it’s bad.”

“Peanut butter?”

“Wanna try some?”

“Mmh…”  Sora suspiciously glanced between the Fenris Wolf and Homā Bird.  “Why do I get the impression you two are conspiring on this?”

“Because you’re scared,” Kari shrugged, giving her a challenging smirk.  “Can’t take the heat, Ring Girl?”

“Hmm, fine—tomorrow, I’ll see if it tastes like peanut butter.”

“Among other things,” Aiden added.  “Still, mostly peanut butter.”

“Mhm…”

Her daughter snatched her attention as she cheered, and Sora looked up to see the twins unsteadily floating through the sky.

“You two did it!  You’re flying!”

“Y-Yeah,” Rayla forced a laugh, having cut her hair at her shoulders to differentiate from her sister’s long hair.  “I’m faster than Luna!”

“Not—woah, ugh—heh, safe!  Not by much!”  she huffed, landing beside her proud older sister.  “I’m better at other stuff, too.”

“You’re both flying!”  Emilia cut in, zooming in to carry the two into a dizzying spin that left them helpless in her daughter’s arms.  “Hehe, we can play sky games now!”

“Eh—E-Emi—I can’t focus…”

“Emi!”

They laughed as the girls slowly lowered to the ground, with Emilia supporting the unstable twins.

“So, are we ready?”  Sora asked.  “Where to, Navigator Emi?”

Emilia threw a fist into the air.  “The Ruby Fall Caves!”

“Where’s that?”  Kari asked, crossed legs tapping a little.

“Planet Red!”

Aiden smirked.  “Creative name.”

“Really?”  Emilia blinked.  “I thought it was kind of plain—I wanted to name it Crimson Dawn—because it shines in the morning!”

“Oh?”  Liz questioned, looking into the heavens.  “I can’t see it.”

“Well, when you can see it, it shines.”

Sora nodded.  “Great.  Tola?”

Magic enveloped them, and they were transported to the location.

Blinking, Sora made an impressed note in her throat with the others while spinning in a slow circle; the rays of sunlight peeking over the horizon caused the roseate mountain range to glow, casting a dazzling display against the tinted clouds high in the sky.

Green rivers flowed inside the sierra, curving and twisting with the tremendous pressure they were under to shoot out sparling ruby mist once exiting to collect into floating pools that gathered to rush over the flat edges.

Unusual gem-encrusted animals moved slowly in packs to the streams, and further down the valley were yellow-leaved trees that branched into a lush jungle valley.

“Wow,” Sora whispered.  “Where to next?”

Emilia pointed down a path that led to a fissure in the mountain, leading into its obscured crimson depths.  “The caves!  White said it’s magical!”

“Alright!”  Kari grinned.  “Ready for an adventure?”

“Mhm!   Oh, I’ll lead the way—c’mon, Rayla, Luna.”

The twins were still spinning around in circles, overwhelmed by the site.

Sora chuckled and fell into step as Emilia held up her dress and jumped into the ankle-deep, slow-moving crimson water, kicking it up a bit.  “Hehe, it’s so pretty!”

Liz and Aiden talked to one another about the sights, but Sora’s attention was taken by Eyia as she neared.

“How is your training, Sister?”

“Heh, hard, but probably not as hard as Jin and you are going!  How about you?”

“It is good … Jin is not happy about her progress, though.  I do not know how to help her.”

Seeing her somber look and unimpressed attitude toward the sight, Sora figured she’d seen much grander on her island or was more concerned about Jin.  “Hmm … Is she weak?”

“No, surprisingly strong, Sister,” Eyia instantly replied, deep blue irises lifting to look at the heavens.  “We are nearly evenly matched.”

“Near—meaning you tend to win?”

“I do.  Is that a problem?”  she asked, blinking innocently.

“Eh-heh.  Would you enjoy losing all the time?”

“No … I would not.  I do try to win at everything I do.  Jin is the same way … I suppose we are harming each other?”

Sora shook her head, catching Kari trying not to look like she was listening; she doubted the Fenris Wolf would offer her own thoughts, considering how Eyia felt toward her.  “Have … you ever trained with anyone before?”

“My father when I was young … I only saw combat after that.  It is amazing how strong Jin is without such training and refinement.”

“Heh … Just give her time.  You’re doing great, Eyia; she’s not frustrated at you.”

“I see…”  A brilliant smile moved her eyes.  “Thank you for your advice, Sister.  Haha, I do see great potential in your daughter.  When will you begin her weapon training?”

“Ugh…”  Sora breathed in and hissed out the breath as they entered the river to reach the caves.  “I … can’t say, hehe.  She’s a Vulpes, but I guess learning weapons wouldn’t be a bad thing … Eh, I think I probably need more of that in a few weeks.”

Eyia’s eyes sparkled.  “I would love to instruct you, Sister!”

Knowing this was precisely where she was leading the conversation or to bring it up to her daughter, Sora nodded, fearing how brutal the weapons master would be on her.  “I can’t wait…”

Kari snorted, drawing Eyia’s glare, but Sora just laughed it off.

The cave closed around them, showing dazzling beams of color that swam through the air like fish in slow rhythms.  Strings of luminescent puffball creatures flowed with the gentle breeze filtering through the curves, generated by the moving water that parted around their bare feet, having abandoned their shoes for Tola to store.

A gentle hum that sounded like a choir of women played in the background by how the water vibrated the pink string-like plants that grew into the gemstone mountain, green roots releasing pulsing lights that scattered through the crystal to cause emerald streaks to join the weaving ruby waves.

It really was magical, and the melody and patterns they made changed the further they went into the cavern until they arrived at a hollowed-out section with a sapphire the size of a six-story building that bathed them in a cool glow, decreasing the temperature in the area and causing white flowers to cycle in a rhythmic pattern in the gravitational force it generated.

The flora appeared to wrap its vines around the gem until its petals touched the surface, sending its seeds out to attach their own as its parent died in real-time in perfect harmony.

Continuing on in awe, they made it beyond the mountain to a sea of golden grasslands, spotted with ruby-trunked trees, crying a slow mist that was carried across the plane.

Finding a good spot up a small natural path to a rise in the crimson ridge, they had lunch, talked, and went over the things they’d seen.  Tola and Eyia explained various phenomena they’d observed in the inner-workings, and Emilia showed off her skills in crafting jewelry by making a piece for everyone present.

Sora couldn’t have been more proud as she tried to teach Rayla and Luna the process, the student becoming the master, passing on the knowledge White had taught her in their secret lesson.  She couldn’t do anything super complicated like the pedant she’d made with his help, but simple stuff was doable.

Rayla and Luna got a necklace with the first letter of their name imprinted on the front that the two adored.

Likely remembering the conversation they had earlier, her daughter giggled while crafting a phoenix wrist charm for Liz, who was ecstatic about the imagery, and a heart necklace with a fox head and two fluffy tails linked to the chain in a heart shape for Aiden.

Everyone but the twins and Tola eyed the symbolism with grins, but Sora couldn’t guess why Aiden would be giving her an accusatory look as her snickering daughter revealed the gifts.

Kari got a necklace of a ruby moon, not that she was a werewolf, but Emilia got a hug and praise from the Fenris Wolf, nonetheless.

As for Eyia, Sora was impressed when her daughter revealed two ruby earrings with dangling spears that resembled the legendary weapon of her father.  There was a bit of confusion after Eyia took them, tears welling up in the Primordial’s eyes and making Emilia panic a bit, glancing at Sora to know what she did wrong.

Sora didn’t have to move as Eyia pulled her.  “I—I will treasure this gift for as long as I live, Emilia … First, your mother invites me into her family, and now her daughter has accepted my instruction in honoring my father!”

“Huh?”  Mind blanking, Sora had no clue what the Valkyrie just said.  “I-Instruction?”

In contrast, Emilia’s eyes widened in delight.  “I-I get to practice swinging spears and swords and stuff with you, Aunt Eyia!  Yes!  Can I learn how to throw my mom really far—like the Olympics disks thing!”

Sora was losing touch with the conversation.  “Huh?  Throw me like—”

“Ah, I believe Jin has spoken of such activities to me!  I will show you the proper way to use your full body to send a projectile to the greatest effect!  I shall speak to your current master and discover a time that will best suit you!”

“Yay!  Can Luna and Rayla join?”

Rayla and Luna bounced up and down.

“Please!  I wanna know what a sword is!”

“Spear, too!  What is a spear!?  I wanna throw a disk, too!”  Luna cheered.

Aiden leaned over and whispered.  “Think you lost this one, Sora.”

“I—Eyia … egh…”  She trailed off as the twins, Valkyrie, and her daughter’s big eyes moved to her.  “If … it’s just light training—nothing dangerous.”

“Of course, Sister!  They will learn the proper way to handle weapons!  I cannot wait for tomorrow!”

“Me, too!  I’m gonna throw my mom so far—like a frisbee!”

“Eh-hehe … like a frisbee,” Sora sighed.

The twins jumped up and down, excitement bubbling over at the random turn of events.  Once calming down, Emilia fashioned the final two pieces for the remaining party.

Emilia made Tola a wrist charm of hearts to celebrate their friendship, and her final product was a bracelet that said:  Best Mom Ever!

Regaining her bearings, Sora hugged her daughter, and Kari got out the sandwiches she’d spent the morning making; they were pretty simple, but she’d made over five dozen, and most went right into her belly.  Sora ate six, Emilia teasing her about getting a big belly to everyone’s entertainment.

Exploring the area more and enjoying each other’s company, they went back to the capital for dinner, everyone pitching in to make the dishes at Tola’s instruction.

They ended the night by telling ghost stories on a snowy winter mountain to the far north beside a fire to set the tone; Rayla and Luna got scared, but Emilia comforted them, being the ‘big girl’ she was.

Kari’s witch story got a jump out of her, though, when she jumped at the huddled kids, causing a short scream from them as they hid their faces in the blanket Tola created for them.

It had been a good day with her daughter, and at 9:45 P.M., they went home to prepare for bed; she couldn’t believe they’d actually had a whole week without the universe collapsing around them, and Sora settled into her fox form to cuddle up with her daughter.

Maybe these three years won’t be too bad…
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                Emilia stretched out on her bed as the light stimulated her mind, rubbing against her mother’s soft belly.  She cracked open an eye, turning as her mom groaned, still in her fox form for the first time through the entire night; she was so proud of her!

A giggle slid through her tiny body as her mom’s cold nose nuzzled against her left ear, paws pulling her in as if to tell her not to get up.

Settling in, Emilia breathed out a long stream of air, looking at the clock she’d made on Sunday to put on the wall; it was Tuesday, 6:23 A.M., which meant they still had a little bit before she needed to wake her up.

The Vulpes Realm had their own calendar system based on the colors of the rainbow, but it was more confusing than just naming them what she already knew.

Today was going to be fun; finally, it was time to decorate Rayla, Luna, and her houses.  White and Tola would be helping them learn how to mold raw materials into functioning designs they could imagine and mentally picture.

There was an advanced course in infusing magic into items, but right now, they were still on the basic crafting stage, which meant they got to be creative!  Plus, this gave her practice that would help her learn how to make more clothes by herself.

Life had been nothing but bliss since all the chaos had died down; her mother spent every day with her, she had friends and some fun teachers.  As a bonus, her magic was becoming so much easier to control and weave.

Hot air puffed out of Emilia’s nose while remembering Loral manipulating her and telling her she wasn’t good enough to be her mother’s daughter.

Who’s bad now?  I’m super talented, White and Tola tell me every day!  I can make cookies now—all by myself—and we’re going to make brownies with nuts on Saturday.  Ha, and I grew them all.  I’m a good daughter; I make my mom sweets, and she loves them!

Time passed as she enjoyed her mother’s warmth until it finally became time to wake her mother up—this was a first—usually, she was the one being roused.  “Mom, hehe, it’s time to get up!  It’s 7:30; shower and breakfast time!”

“Mmgm … Is it morning already?”  her mom grumbled, lifting her head for a moment and squinting at the brightening sky before her head sank back to the small pillow they shared.  “Ugh.  I’m still sore.”

“Ooh, hehe, you’re not healing as fast this time?”  Emilia asked, getting up on all fours to move a little away and sit to look at her mom stretch like an old lady.  “You okay?”

“Mmh-yeah … I was straining myself yesterday—then Kari came out of nowhere and slapped me on the head—I mean, really…”

Emilia’s smile became mischievous.  “Wasn’t it you that said you were supposed to do surprise attacks, Mom—Auntie Kari was complaining about her side yesterday morning when she stopped by to collect lunch?”

“Yeah … I guess it was revenge, hehe … She got my Chakram good, though, oof, and she even found a spot with her claw—grrgh—she keeps hitting the same area.  I swear it’s on purpose.”

“Next time, you’ll trick her with a decoy, right?”

“That’s the plan!”  Her mother’s figure flared like fire for her human form to appear, arms reaching out to snatch her up and carry her to the showers, stroking her fur, which felt amazing.  “What’s for breakfast today, huh?”

“Oh!  Can we make French toast?  We have everything!”

“Mmh, I haven’t had that in a long time; are we going to use the powdered sugar you made on Sunday?”

“Mhm!”

“Sounds good, and some berries—mmh, you aren’t going to trick me like yesterday and give me sour head berries?”

“Hehe, no, no, and I didn’t trick you—you just didn’t pay attention to the label!”

“I mean… you have so many different kinds of berries now.”

“Yeah, because they all have different flavors, Mom!  You gotta know this stuff.”

“You’re right, heh, you’re right!”

Showering and dressed in her yellow dress that Tola had made her yesterday, Emilia helped her mom with the food before seeing her off when Kari, Aiden, and Liz arrived to have their group training.  She was a big girl and could walk to Rayla and Luna’s house herself for their lessons since they were starting there!

She hummed a song Tola had taught her, looking around the bustling city; Emilia could already see Vulpes gathering in various areas to learn about farming or other magical feats that they wanted to go over.

The whole Vulpes Realm was going through a significant change as people were allowed to travel everywhere now, including some regions of the Great Tower.  Certain special places were prohibited, and there were rules that Ms. Qebhet laid out, but everyone was happy, which Emilia loved to see.

She could fly to her friends’ house, but she had some time to enjoy the walk.  Rayla and Luna were actually pretty good cooks since they helped bake things in the morning in their small town before her mother arrived in the Realm.

The Vulpes Realm was originally created by her great grandmother for research, learning, and a safe place for Vulpes across Existence.

She wasn’t quite sure about all the specifics since just this world seemed so big; something as big as Existence was just too vast for her to really think about at this point.  Besides, she hadn’t even explored a sliver of the seven planets in the Vulpes Realm’s 1st 3-dimensional sphere.

White taught them yesterday that there were things called multiverses, or branches of initial events that occur at the beginning of a universes’ initial creation.  Basically, he showed them a mirror, or the whole universe, and then shattered it into seven pieces to represent the seven parts that made up this universe.

It was more complicated since this was a Realm or a condensed 12th-dimensional sphere that had been absorbed by a 7th-dimensional universe—she wasn’t exactly sure how that worked—but currently, she was still learning about the ‘lower spheres’ of the Vulpes Realm.

Unlike Realms, which were artificially created by higher-powered beings, natural universes had a near-infinite amount of possibilities or little mirror slivers; it wasn’t really infinite, but it might as well be for most creatures who couldn’t grasp the higher concepts.

It all acted like a body; veins, blood flow, and tiny cells that had their own convoluted worlds.  Emilia was still learning how to manipulate the spiritual and physical aspects of a 3rd-dimensional sphere, yet there were also far more advanced things she was studying regarding her own spirit and how it functioned since it was so important.

Things changed as you moved through Existence, but your spirit and personal powers would remain a constant, which White said meant it was the most important thing to understand.

Some of it cooked her brain, but the examples White used, like the mirror, helped give her something to relate it to.  Tola said it would be like the city; at first, it was a little confusing to navigate the streets, but after a week, she’d gotten the area's layout near her house.

She made it to her friends’ four-room residence with several minutes to spare before 8:30 A.M.  The twins had a small kitchen, shower, bedroom, front room, and a guest bedroom if anyone they knew back in their town came to visit.

Emilia knocked on the door, holding her hands behind her back while shifting to the side to see groups of humans and Vulpes talking to one another, sharing their plans for the day.  According to Tola, Qebhet was instructing the humans talented in magic to become teachers; she wasn’t the only one going to school.

The door swung open to one of the grinning black-furred twins, Rayla by her shorter hair.  “Emi!  Hey, come in; we’re getting everything ready for art class!”

“You’ve already pressed the flowers?”  Emilia asked, eight tails swaying as she walked inside the hallway to follow Rayla to the front room.

“Mhm!  Hehe!  I’ve almost got a whole bucket.”

“I just finished mine,” Luna snickered, causing Rayla’s ears to fold back.

“No way—I was so ahead of you!”

“You thought you were!”

Smiling while jogging after the pair, Emilia giggled as the twins got competitive, Rayla refusing to lose to Luna; her younger sibling had a slight edge in wins.

“Here, let me help!”

Luna’s eyes lit up.  “Oh, can you beat us, Emi?  We have a whole bucket on you!”

“Heh,” she puffed up her small chest, “I’m the great Sora Moore’s daughter!  I can make sugar cane and chocolate trees!”

The younger sibling put a finger to her mouth.  “Isn’t it called Cacao trees?”

Rayla waved the correction off.  “I like chocolate trees better.  You ready, Emi—here’s your bucket!”

“Only one?  Ho-ho-ho!  You underestimate my power!”

“We will see, the Great Emilia, grower of plants and wavy, umm … what was it, Luna?”

“Wheat.”

“Yeah, wheat!  ”Oh, we should make bread today—mmh, it tastes so fluffy and good!”

“Mhm!  Mhm!”  her sister nodded in agreement.  “We have lots of flour.”

“Bread and butter for lunch!”  Emilia cheered, causing the other two to follow.  “Eh, we need vegetables and fruit, too—vegetables are the most important!”

A knock came at the door, causing them to drop what they were doing to rush to open it.

“White, Ms. Tola!”  they cheered in unison.

White had a small smile on his face, right hand on his hip as his nine super long tails weaved to the right and away from Tola’s.  “Morning, Girls!  I heard we have bread and butter for lunch.”

Rayla nodded emphatically, practically drooling.  “Mhm!  I loved the taste!”

“Eh, White?”  Luna asked, glancing at Emilia questioningly.  “Umm, Emi said vegetables were the most important, but I’ve never heard that.”

“It totally is; my mom was taught it in school!  Erm—v-vitochemicals?”

“Phytochemicals,” White said, walking in to join them in the front room.  “For humans, vegetables are quite important for a healthy diet, yet for Vulpes, like us, we require many different types of spiritual nutrients that a plant-based diet doesn’t cover.  In fact, an all-meat diet is more healthy for us since we can extract the lingering, more complex spiritual systems of the creatures involved.”

“Oh … b-but we can have bread?”  Rayla pleaded.

“Of course we can,” White chuckled, rubbing her head as she squealed for joy.  “Oh, you’ve been busy!”

Luna rushed forward to present her bucket of red paint that had been extracted from the flowers they’d gathered the day before.  “Look!  Rayla and I have been practicing.”

Tola bent down to examine it with a smile.  “My, you two are growing at such a rapid pace.  You certainly are gifted.  Also…”  Pulling back her silky blue bangs, she turned her gaze to White.  “I can’t say I’ve ever heard Vulpes nutrition be a taught subject or brought up.”

“Indeed, it is essential,” he said, glancing toward the twin’s kitchen.  “The health of your three Core aspects is affected by your diet, including a balanced natural energy intake and the grade of force a universe has to offer.”

Rayla’s eyes widened.  “Are we unhealthy?”

“I heard most of the Vulpes are,” Luna whispered, bringing around her single black tail to look at it.  “Someone on the street was saying apparently if Vulpes don’t have black, gray, or red fur, they’re unhealthy … like Liz.”

“Poor Liz,” Emilia whispered, mentally picturing her pinkish fur.  “Will she be okay, White?”

White’s magic encircled them, spacing out the products around them to give them room.  “There are very few places in Existence that have a more balanced diet in energy and natural products than here—it was personally crafted by Lady Inari’s mother, after all.  You needn’t concern yourself with that, though; Lady Qebhet has taken steps to restore the Core balance to both humans and Vulpes.”

He motioned toward the items they’d gathered, mostly wood, to be converted.  “Are you ready to learn how to transmute?”

“““Yeah!”””

 

* * *

 

Sitting in the air a short distance away from White, Tola crossed her legs and smiled while watching him instruct the three excited kits; she couldn’t have guessed this would be where she was a month ago.

Her entire life—over thirty thousand years—had been dedicated to helping the Vulpes around the world and in her District.  At that time, she felt so alone, which was so discouraging when she finally made it to the Council to find such apathy.

The other Council Members were only after their own personal interests, whether it be knowledge, power, or entertainment.  It was then she finally understood the solemn smile her predecessors often wore … Sora’s appearance changed all of that.

 A content, soft smile moved her lips as she watched the radiant Vulpes teach the impressionable youth; White was everything she’d hoped to find in the Council, and basking in his soothing glow felt more comforting than anything she’d ever experienced.

His welcoming scent, silky spiritual beats, caring touch, and his deep, strong voice held a cotton coating that made her ears want to twitch in delight.  Just hearing his laughter while responding to the girls’ fervent questions heated her skin and quickened her pulse.

He’s so sincere and patient with them … Honestly, I don’t do much in these lessons, yet … for some reason, I don’t want to go.  Emilia’s pleas for me to stay … I’m only helping her with clothing … my time could be spent so much better elsewhere…

Catching his gentle yellow eyes, the thoughts melted in Tola’s mind, air locking in her lungs as she lost herself in the gradient flecks of color the light cast on them.

As if a bubble popping, she blinked as he motioned to her.  “Lady Tola, would you mind demonstrating how to transmute a canvas?”

Fingers finding her a-line, pleated brown ankle-length skirt, she fidgeted with it while trying to tame the unusual thoughts and feelings.  “Of course … Do you girls recall the instruction White gave you on imagining it breaking into tiny workers and moving into the shape of what you want them to go into?”

“Mhm!”  Emilia nodded, tails wagging with the twins as they focused on her.

“You just need to do that while weaving your magic … See?”

“Woah,” Rayla breathed, watching the block of wood shimmer and transform into a canvas with a wooden frame.  “It’s so big—you could paint a person on it!”

Emilia clapped.  “Yeah!  We’ll paint each other!  I’ll do Rayla and Luna—they can do me—and White!”

“Eh-heh, let me guess,” he looked at Tola, making her fingers tighten against her thighs, “I’ll be painting Lady Tola, and she will be doing me?”

“See!  You know what I’m thinking—you two can give it to each other!  Uh, we’re doing the mental image weaving stuff?”

Tola’s skin tingled at the prospect, the sensation cascading from her Core to her lower half to end at the tip of her nine tails.  Why do I feel this way whenever Emilia has him give me something … I can’t think clearly sometimes.  No … How will I picture him?

Gut tightening at the prospect, Tola hadn’t felt more unsure about something in all of her life.  Why am I so hesitant?  I don’t understand this!

Her mental paralysis ended as White ran his hand through his hair to scratch his right ear, folding it down and giving her a smile that tugged at her heart.  “Well, if that’s what you decided, but why don’t we do something a bit more structured.  What do you say?”

Emilia grinned, nodding emphatically.  “Oh!  There was this one painting my grandpa and mom had in his house that they loved; it was of Wendy and my mom dancing at Disney World’s parade.  We should do one where we’re dancing—oh, Rayla and Luna can draw me with my mom—yeah, one of them could do me, and one does my mom!”

“Dancing?”  Tola asked, saliva suddenly becoming sticky at just the thought of holding hands with the man as he led her in one of the festival dances.

What occurred during the celebrations of the past caused her face to steam a little; she’d never participated, seeing as she couldn’t allow her mental state to become hazed since she had so much work to do and being held up with a child for months would only impede her, yet it was hard not to see the results over the millennia it had been practiced.

There was a pleasure in it she didn’t understand, yet for some reason, those thoughts were now coming to the surface.  W-Why am I thinking about such things … Why does it feel so different than it should … Sure, it can be used for pleasure, but it was always for the festival … Breathe … Why can’t I breathe!

“Ms. Tola?”  Luna muttered.

Emilia stepped forward in confusion.  “Woah, Ms. Tola!”

Spirit in a wild state of disorder from the images flooding her brain, the world spiraled as, for the first time in her life, Tola utterly lost control of her magic.  Platform vanishing, she fell through, tails spreading out at random, her mind in a spiral in her mental collapse.

In the next second, strong arms closed around her back, pressure changing her direction, and her lips parted, yet she was unable to speak, tails twitching as they brushed against White’s kimono and muscular legs.

A warm, understanding smile moved his yellow eyes.  “Girls, I’m afraid Tola may be unwell; why don’t we let her rest for a bit?”

“Is she okay?”

“What’s wrong with her?”

“Why isn’t she talking?”

“It’s fine, Girls,” White reassured, his deep and compassionate voice triggering another quiver from her as she centered on his touch.  “I’ll take her to the guest room to rest; it’s just a spiritual reflux … It can happen to anyone.  Tola just needs some time to correct her spiritual flow after it was reversed.”

What happened after was a whirlwind, and all she experienced was the firm, comforting influence of White’s radiant spiritual presence washing over her like a shower, soothing her sporadic Core as he carried her to the twins' guest room to set her in bed.

She felt paralyzed, yet the apprehension in her excited heart was softening by the second, and after setting her on the mattress, White used his silk-like magic to position her hair before moving to the door.

There was a sadness she couldn’t quite grasp in the odd, magical moment that had utterly stunned her mind, body, and spirit.  “Rest up, Tola.  Tonight we can talk if you like … I’m sorry.”

He shut the door, the girls looking for more answers to what a spiritual reflux was and if she’d be okay.  After several seconds, liquid came to her eyes, and she didn’t know why.  Silent tears freely fell as she tried to understand the turbulence running through her hot body as trembles slid from her thighs to the tips of her tails.

Why am I breaking down out of nowhere … Why did he apologize?  Those sensations hidden in his aura … Why do they make me so sad, and … why do I want to hold him and let him cry?

Struggling to come to terms with what she’d experienced, Tola began to regain control over her faculties, and the truth came to the surface.  I want White to stay … even after these six months end … I want to be around him.  He makes me feel like everything will be alright … I lose track of time, and the way he teaches … I learn new things.

She shifted to her side, legs curling a bit while using her magic to look through the walls at the four; they were finishing up their first painting exercise.  Her throat caught when White’s smile lifted to look directly at her, sensing her weave.

Why would he stay?  White is here for Lady Emilia, not to comfort me … yet I allowed such an embarrassing thing to happen…

Cheeks flushing again, Tola released the magic and rolled to her back to stare up at the ceiling, nine tails fanning out to hover at the edges of her vision.  I stole his attention away from Lady Emilia today … I ruined her lesson.  Should I even be here?

Her ears stood on end, puffy red eyes snapping to the door as a knock sounded; she hadn’t even noticed anyone approaching, mind locked in itself.

Clearing her throat, Tola took a deep breath and refreshed her appearance with her magic to scoot to the edge of the bed, adjusting her skirt and black blouse.  “Sorry, come in.”

Emilia’s unsure head poked in, followed by Luna and Rayla.

“Ms. Tola … Are you feeling better?”

“Heh, yes, Lady Emilia … I apologize for the scare.”

“It’s okay … Umm, I wanted to give you something to get better—White helped us make it … Can we come in?”

“Of course,” Tola chuckled, trying to show them a smile.

Opening the door, Rayla and Luna carefully brought in a life-sized canvas; White leaned against the doorframe as they came in and turned it around for her to see.

Tola’s belly tightened, mind and body numbing as she stared at the large piece of art.

“Erm… ta-da,” Emilia smiled.  “We thought it was so cool when White just teleported over and caught you—so we wanted to—heh, as the great painters say, capture the moment!  See the golden hues and your tails as you look at each other.”

Her heart throbbed, seeing White’s understanding and reassuring expression in the piece, arms supporting her back and legs while his hand slid through her hair to keep her head up; she hadn’t even recalled the last part, but now, her scalp tingled just looking at it.

White puffed out a long breath.  “The girls wanted to do something to cheer you up, and this is what they came up with.”

Emilia nodded emphatically, directing her to the painting again.  “Yeah, White was like a knight, swooping in and catching the damsel before she fell!  He was so cool!  Right, Rayla, Luna?”

“Yeah!  I was scared you were hurt!”  Rayla mumbled, tears coming to her eyes, and Tola felt like crying, as well.

“I… don’t know what to say.  Thank you, Lady Emilia, Luna, Rayla … I’m so sorry to make you worry.”

“Nuh-uh!  We’re just happy you’re okay, Ms. Tola!”  Emilia grinned.  “Umm, White says we should let you rest more, so … do you want us to bring you in some bread and butter?”

Feeling like an utter failure as an assistant instructor, Tola bit back her inner emotions and chuckled.  “That would be amazing, Girls.”

“Yay!  Let’s get started!”  Rayla chimed, rushing past White to the kitchen.  “I’ll get the supplies out!”

“Rayla,” Emilia cried, “we need help moving this—uh, should we put it near the wall, eh, for now, Ms. Tola?”

“That … umm, yeah, that works.  Thank you so much for thinking about me and giving me this precious gift.”

“Mhm!”

“Just use your magic to move it, Emi; I’m getting supplies out!”

“Ugh … okay…”

Luna snickered, helping Emilia with her weave to lift the massive canvas that barely fit through the door and place it against the wall.

“There!  Okay, we’ll make that and bring you some warm buttery bread soon!”

“I look forward to it.”

The two ran off, leaving White in the doorway to follow them out with his eyes; after a second, his soft gaze shifted to her.  “Don’t blame yourself, Tola … I’ll explain everything when Sora returns to take Emilia.”

“I…”  She trailed off, hand raising to her breast to feel her thumping heart; she’d never felt so vulnerable.  “Thank you for supporting me, White.”

“Always.  Heh, I should go before Emilia comes and chases me off for not allowing you to rest.”

“Hehe, I suppose she is like that.”

“Hmm … Again, don’t blame yourself, Tola … It’s not you.”

He shut the door, leaving a new note of confusion in Tola’s heart.

It’s not me … What does he mean by that?
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                White breathed out a long stream of air at 8 P.M.  Sora would return shortly to spend the night with her concerned daughter.

He’d transported Tola back to her chambers in the Tower to rest after they’d moved to Emilia’s house, and the twins went back to their own house fifteen minutes ago.

No one but he knew how genuinely embarrassing a spiritual reflux was; if any of the young Kitsune had done that in their training, they’d practically die of shame, but luckily, ignorance was bliss in this situation.

Naturally, all the girls talked about was the spiritually unstable turquoise-furred Vulpes, which had distracted them throughout the lessons.  It couldn’t be helped, but it wasn’t like he couldn’t see this coming.

Standing in the hallway with Emilia bouncing up and down on her toes beside him, waiting for Sora to arrive, he sensed the girl’s anxious emotions like a tidal wave; she wanted to confide her worries to her mother and get reassurance that her beloved mentor would be okay.

There’s not a single way for me to evade Emilia drawing Tola and me together… No matter what we do or how I try to redirect, she has us do things together.  There’s no escaping this talk, but given Emilia’s involvement as a singular entity, I can’t see how this will end; it will depend on how Tola responds to the lesson.

Sora appeared outside, usually teleporting outdoors to come in as if just returning home for Emilia to greet her.

“I’m back!  You wouldn’t believe what—”

“Mom!  Mom, it’s Ms. Tola!  Ms. Tola collapsed!”

“Huh?”  Door half-open and hand still on the ancient knob, she halted as her daughter ran to latch around her stomach.  “What’s… going on?”

“It’s Ms. Tola!  She had this—this spiritual relapse thing—”

“Reflux,” White calmly corrected.

“Yeah!  The reflux thing, and she’s been resting all day!”

“Okay… What’s going on, White?”

Right hand on his hip, White gave Emilia a soft, understanding smile.  “It is a bit of a personal matter, I’m afraid; she is fine and only requires some rest.”

“B-But, White!  She was sweating and panting, and I was so scared!  Are you sure she’s going to be okay?”

“She will be fine, Little Princess,” White grinned.  “I’ll take care of her, so don’t you worry.  Okay?”

Ears coming up a bit, Emilia started to calm down.  “Okay… Mom, you should have seen it!  She just suddenly—her magic went poof—and White was right there to catch her!  He was so cool!  He took her to bed, and—”

“Bed?”

Sora…  White internally groaned, knowing what was on her mind.

“Yeah, to her bed—well, Rayla and Luna’s guest bed … I’m worried!  He told us she’d be okay and made sure she was comfortable.”

“Alright, alright,” Sora forced a chuckle, rubbing her head to look at him.  “Is she going to be okay by tomorrow, White?”

“I can’t say for sure; it will depend on a few things, but I will send you an update before you head to bed to put the young princess’ mind at ease.”

A thankful smile lifted Sora’s shimmering green eyes.  “Thank you, White.”

“Yeah, thank you, White!  Umm, can you tell Ms. Tola I hope she gets better—Rayla, Luna, and I are so worried about her—if she needs sweets, we can make some more for her to feel better.  Right, Mom?”

“Heh, yeah, sweets would be nice… Do you want to make some cookies to bring her tomorrow before we go to bed?”

“Can we?!”

“Of course.”

“Yes!  Cookies will make her feel better!”

“Only a little taste of the cookie dough tonight, though.”

“Okay!”

Ushering the now excited girl to the kitchen, Sora mouthed thank you and disappeared around the corner.  Nodding, he teleported outside to look up at the dimming heavens, leaving them to their bonding time.

How should I approach something so delicate?

“Hmm?”

Looking past the large colorful spheres in the sky to scan the Realm Core, he searched its history to better grasp the place Tola was coming from; it only took a few minutes to review the social environment the Vulpes had experienced, which made him sigh.

This will be more troublesome than I thought.

Emotionally and spiritually preparing himself, White generated a filter to help combat the woman’s gravitational lure.  Moving through space to appear outside her bedroom, White lightly rapped his knuckles against the large wooden door.

“Come in,” Tola said, the Tower projecting her voice to him as it opened to her command.

Hands behind his back, White hid his discomfort with a reassuring smile and entered.

The room was extravagant, yet it was clear she didn’t spend much time here by how plain the decorations were; it hadn’t changed since her predecessor, which showed by the old artwork done by other Vulpes in the district tens of thousands of years ago.

Tola pulled back her sheets to swing her legs over the side of her large bed, adjusting her relatively modest black nightgown, which he was grateful for.  The pain of the beautiful woman’s naivety still burning through his chest, even with her choice of outfit.

“How are you feeling?”

“Better… Mmgm, White,” she whispered, fingers tightening against her breast as he neared and making him slow.  “Why… do I feel like this when you’re around?”

Breathing in deeply, he released it while asking for the City Core for a chair and taking it.  He crossed his legs and gave her a compassionate smile.  “Lady Tola, it is among the most complicated and simple things in nature.”

His pulse increased as the scent of her sweat carried to him with her turbulent spiritual waves, yet he pushed on.  “This is the reason I was hesitant about us teaching Lady Emilia together.”

“Am I… not suited to teach her?”  Tola asked, ears falling back a little.

No… don’t look so vulnerable!

White shifted in his seat and moved his tails to the left, placing his hands in his lap.  “You are a wonderful instructor, Tola … The primary issue is me.”

“How so?  You are incredible, White; every day, I feel as if I am the student with how much knowledge you convey, and in a manner even the children can understand.”

Vision falling to the carpet, he gently shook his head.  “Lady Tola, do you know what lust is?”

“I… have seen Vulpes that lust after human males, but the use of compulsory magic was banned by my predecessor.  Are you saying I am being taken over by this emotional state called lust?  H-How did that happen… Is it curable?”

A short chuckle shook White’s chest.  “It isn’t so easy… Do you know what ‘love’ is?”

“As in… Hmm, that is a complicated word … So far as it is translated to me, it has a few meanings.”

“Several.”  He paused, considering his words. Grimacing at the thought of both pushing her to the bed or away, he fought through the discomfort.  “How would you like to take a short journey with me as I explain your condition and my curse?”

“Please, help me understand,” Tola said, struggling to get up as her legs trembled slightly, but she managed it.  “I… don’t appear to be able to utilize my magic properly, and the City Core isn’t supporting me in this regard … I apologize for the inconvenience I’ve become.”

“Don’t apologize to me, Lady Tola… As I said, I am to blame.  It may not be easy for you, but this will be the fastest way for me to show you.  We can start here…”

White spun his magic to show the bright-faced little snake girl currently overseeing the Realm’s recovery.  “Lady Qebhet has love for everyone and hates to fight … She has universal love for the betterment of all.”

A small smile touched Tola’s lips as she hugged herself.  “Lady Qebhet has been nothing short of miraculous for the stability of the Realm.”

“Indeed…”  Wrapping them in illusions, he carried them to the opposite side of the planet, and the recovering woman stiffened upon seeing Niomie in a field.

“Why…”

“Self-love can be a wonderful thing in small doses—to have confidence and self-respect—however, it can be harmful.  Niomie is an example of what being too self-absorbed can do… When all you care about is yourself, love for others has no place, and you become callous and cold.”

Silence followed as they watched the former leader of this Realm labor in the sun, a magical collar around her neck, gnashing her teeth and cursing; the other Vulpes, happy to toil in the heat, were keeping a reasonable distance from the fallen and cursing woman.

“I… don’t want to be like her.”

“You are the furthest thing from Niomie,” White chuckled, voice softening as he pondered this Vuples’ simple—yet unimaginably—beautiful soul.  “In fact, the aversion you feel is precisely because of that, and to a degree, you are an example of someone who puts too much value in the betterment of others, neglecting yourself.”

“Hmm… I only wish to see others not suffer… to be happy.”

“Which is wonderful, but you must also understand that you cannot properly take care of others if you are not well yourself; the City Core has kept you alive and fully functioning for tens of thousands of years, yet now, it is failing you and you are lost for answers.”

Fingers tightening against her stomach, Tola’s bare feet pawed the earthy ground they stood on, masked from observation.  “I haven’t rested for so long, and the girls need me… Heh, I suppose that is also the reason Lady Qebhet has given me this time to spend with them.”

“Give yourself time.  Heh,” he turned to gesture at a young human child and mother as he shifted space to bring them near the field’s edge.  “Familial love… Sora and Emilia come into this category; Sora hopes to deepen that bond her daughter is craving.  It was not present in many places on this planet because if Niomie couldn’t have it, no one could.”

Tola’s lips pulled in, observing the woman playing with her baby.  “I believe… Isn't the love Kari and Sora fostering friendship?”

“Hehe, you’re learning!  Yes, Kari seems to have never been able to actually build any meaningful understanding of friendship, and Sora is showing her the way.”

Cheeks blushing a little, Tola’s eyes lowered a bit with her ears and tails.  The simple action put White on edge, his blood rising.  “Kind of like you’re teaching me about these various meanings of love.”

Why… Why does she have to be so innocent!?  She’s so pure with her emotions and thoughts.  I need to be more direct.

Taking them back to her room while making sure her feet were cleansed from the dust of the earth, Tola looked around in mild confusion as he dropped into his seat.

“Is that… the whole journey?”

White leaned against the side of the chair, golden irises drifting from the hem of her nightgown, up the imprint her legs left to her hips—slightly hidden figure by the baggy nature of her dress to her lips—flushed cheeks, searching eyes, and fidgeting ears before falling to her swaying tails.

She still doesn’t know how much she’s showing off those tails!  Gah, the flexibility and mesmerizing motions, but she’s just nervous, and it comes naturally.

“White?”

Running his fingers through his hair, he groaned.  “Lady Tola, please, take a seat.”

“Mhm?”

“You understand the attraction that comes to the opposite sex?”

“I do … It is reserved for the Festival of—”  she cut off, vision widening as if just noticing something.  “The Festivals were something crafted by Niomie… Why…”

“Hehe… Lady Tola, lust is when men and women feel the urge to come together in nature to revel in our more carnal instincts … Something you have no grasp of since your entire life has been groomed around and dedicated to the happiness of others.”

Once again, White struggled to maintain his thoughts, trying to guide this innocent woman and help her recognize what lust and sexuality were; holding back his desires was proving to be the hardest thing he’d ever done.

“You mean… The ritual—Vulpes and humans—they do it for no other reason than pleasure?”

“There are many reasons, and lust is a part of nature, Lady Tola; the way you are feeling is what nature intended.  However, as you previously stated, compulsion was outlawed by your predecessor… I am living compulsion.”

Thighs tightening and swallowing the saliva that gathered in her mouth, Tola cleared her throat, eyebrows pulled together.  “You… make women feel lust … is what you are saying?  Are there other purposes because I cannot see you trying to force me into such an act?  I’m confused.”

Her focus fell to her lap, tails wrapping around one another.  “I have had thoughts of the ritual with you… unusual thoughts and emotions,” she whispered.  “All I can think about is how pleasant you smell… the kind actions you take, and the gentle way your aura presses against me… It’s difficult to concentrate.”

“Hehe,” a bitter note touched White’s voice against his will as he glared at the wall; knowing what his presence would bring her didn’t help him reconcile hearing the pure Vulpes desperate plea.

“It’s the male Vulpes’ curse.  Female Vulpes can experience true love… We cannot.  I feel sorry for Zelri; he’s so young and innocent.  It might be for the best to tell Sora and Emilia you need to recover and…”

He trailed off, Tola’s arms tightening against her breasts as she slowly shook her head, tears gathering in her eyes.  “White… All I hear is your heartbeat … Sad and slow.  What is true love that makes you hurt so much?”

I’m careless… She’s so sensitive, though.  I’ve never had to mask my spiritual aura to this extent.

Sucking in his bottom lip to stop it from quivering as her pure emotions encircled him, weaving past his filters in ways utterly unfamiliar to him, making his ears twitch and air lock in his lungs.

White took a shuddering breath before letting it go in a gradual hiss.  “Tola… Do you know how tempting you are to the opposite sex?”

“Tempting… It is my fault?  Am—am I doing this to you?”

“No, listen… Tola, you are a virgin.”

“Yes?  I haven’t participated in the Festival since I had my duties to fulfill.”

“Hehe, it’s called sex, and you don’t understand the value of a virgin.”

“Help me understand,” she pleaded, rising from her bed to take a step forward in earnest, but she hesitated as White slipped through space to stand by the door.  “Why?  A-Are you running from me?”

Looking at the carpet, White rubbed his shoulders.  “Because… I am a drug to the opposite sex, Tola, but women have their own sort of drug, and… and I have never met anyone more captivating than you.”

“Because I’m a virgin?”

“It’s… Monsters, humans, all creatures that asexually reproduce… Mmgm … Virgins are used in rituals and fed upon by certain monsters because inside of a woman’s reproductive organs—her spiritual womb—you build power to pass onto your child throughout your life, and that can be tapped into… drained, yet it costs the woman’s life since it is tied to your very essence…

“It is among the most valuable energies in Existence because of its unique trait of granting life; it is why firstborns have been given such status across cultures and multiverses.  A mother’s first child is usually granted an extraordinary gift, which can be wasted or utilized to a magnificent degree, and… it only builds with time.”

Tola’s searching eyes drifted to the painting he’d crafted at Emilia, Rayla, and Luna’s pleas.  “So… Not many Vulpes do not have sex for over thirty thousand years,” she whispered, “and… virgins have an effect on men… especially, male Vulpes?”

“Yes, but the issue isn’t you, Tola… You’re precious—unique—something to be treasured, and you deserve someone that will make you happy.”

Shifting to her left hip, Tola’s bewildered expression only increased as he spoke.  “I’m only just beginning to understand what this… love and sex are … What does true love and sex have to do with you making me unhappy?  I-I’m not unhappy when I am with you…”

A shiver ran through his bones at the emotions radiating off of her.  “That’s the problem… sex is mostly instant gratification … True love is what you deserve, Tola; the bond that comes through time, effort, and the sharing of pain.”

Ears falling back, a somber smile moved his lips.  “I’m just a drug; all I’ll draw out of you is lust.  It isn’t me you love but the spiritual and physical pheromones I produce—the proof of that is how unstable your Core has become since meeting me.  I’m toxic to you, Tola.”

“...”  Tola’s mouth was open, but silence ensued as she processed his warning, yet as he looked up, all he saw on her puzzled face was agitation, and after a second, her Core began to stabilize, turquoise irises hardening as she looked up at him.

“You’re toxic to me?  If I understand correctly, you’re saying I cannot help but have sex with you, and because of that, you are unworthy of love.”

A sigh of relief exited his stressed lungs, and he smiled, scratching the base of his right ear.  “You do get it.  I’ll tell—Tola?!”

He backed pressed against the closed door as she passed through space to stand in front of him; he could sense her spiritual network cycling through her energy in a surprisingly efficient manner while staring up at him.

Her voice was soft but firm.  “White, you deserve love, too, and if you believe I am too weak to resist you, I’ll prove you wrong; you are not beyond true love… You can have happiness, as well.”

Regaining his senses, White stilled his urges to strip her clothes and force her to the bed, the fur on his tails on end with her so close; in truth, considering her previous reactions, this was unthinkable.

Forcing a smile, he could not keep an ear from twitching as he licked his dry lips.  “Oh, and how are you going to prove it?  You’re putting on a brave front, but you can hardly stand; I won’t take advantage of you.”

“Because I’m a precious virgin; who would make a better partner for this true love than someone who refuses to take advantage of me?”

“Not me.”

Tola’s bright eyes narrowed, but her face was already flushed, arms and legs already shaking, yet despite that, her voice didn’t quiver.  “What do I need to do to prove it isn’t compulsion?”

Beginning to grow desperate, White’s jaw locked, and he spun a weave of magic around them before his emotional state grew too wild, throwing everything he had into this last push to show her exactly what she was up against.

They vanished in white light for her to gasp in surprise and wince as she sank into her mattress, White trapping her in on both sides; long silver hair draping around her face, he could feel Tola’s burning skin through her nightgown.

“W-White…”  she hissed, now beginning to quake while looking up at his dead-serious golden eyes, sticky saliva showing in her mouth.

Gut tight, he let the total weight of his aura hit her, making her turquoise irises spin.  “I am toxic, Tola… You can feel my heat… smell the pheromones on my breath against your neck… And you think I’m worthy of true love?”

Tola’s throat caught, yet her knotted hands tucked under her butt, tails wrapping around her legs while resisting the pull to give in to desire.  Tears falling down her flushed cheeks, she bit her lower lip, drawing blood and her messy locks shifting with her shaking head.

White waited, using every ounce of self-control he had to keep himself from going further.  “You can’t even look me in the eye or talk—your thighs are a mess—you're practically burning from a fever.  Give it up, Tola… You can’t trust me.”

Gradually, ever so slowly, the defiant woman’s vision met his, fingers digging into the base of her own tails as she shook her head, unable to keep the heat from her husky voice.  “No… How long?  I’ll prove you wrong!  You’re worthy of love—too, White,” she swallowed, eyes closing as looking became too much for her.

Still, five seconds passed—ten—and Tola refused to give in to her lust; spiritual network in shambles, muscles twitching in protest to wrap around his neck and draw him in, she endured.

It’s impossible…

 

* * *

 

An inferno consumed Tola’s mind and body as White veiled her; if she opened her eyes to look into those dejected golden saucers, she knew she’d give in—he needed her, but not like this.  Blood dribbled down her chin, nails digging into the base of her tails as she waited.

If I give up… No, White believes I’ll break… If I do… If I can’t resist, he’ll never love himself.  He isn’t like Niomie… White needs to love himself, and if I can’t take this…

White’s somber, deep voice hit her gut like a blow, burning air from his lungs tickling her neck as his strong hands pressed down on her bed, closing her in and making her stomach twist.  Her heart battered against her ribs, every pulse sending a spike through her resolve.

“Tola… Do you really think I’m worthy of love?”

Speak!  Why won’t my mouth open!  Open!  No, hands—don’t fail me!  she growled, left fingers latching onto her right.  Don’t you move, tails!

“I… I know you are … I’ll prove it.”

“...”  Again, silence ensued, yet she knew he was trying just as hard—if not harder—than her.

Ten more agonizing seconds passed of his spiritual waves crashing against her faltering will, and then he slid to her side to stare up at the ceiling.

“If you can go three months without me suppressing my aura… I’ll acknowledge your resolve.”

Three months!  Of this?!  Oh, breathe… breathe.  He’s not over you anymore… No, don’t brush your arm against mine!

“Mmmm…”  She didn’t know if filling her lungs was the wrong or right move because all she could smell was his overpowering scent and allure; it was nothing like she’d experienced over the past week.  “Three months… Is that all?”

“Hehe… Well, I hope it is easy for you because… it won’t be for me.”

He vanished, leaving her heart thumping and eyes spinning, and his parting words dug into her breast.  “It won’t be… for him?”

Cheeks wet, she smiled, emotions settling into a warm realization from his caring lessons.  He does love me.
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                A low groan puffed out of Sora’s mouth as she dropped to her butt, positioned her three copper tails to the side, and laid on her back in the grass a few feet from Aiden’s heavy pants; Kari and Liz were spending the day training since the girl needed to practice strengthening her magical weaves, and the best target was an impenetrable wall.

“Heh, you’re growing stronger, Aiden!”  she grinned, looking at him through her hovering chakram overhead rather than her eyes, currently centered on the bright sunny sky the room generated for them.

“Wooh…  If you say so,” he forced a breathless cheer, throwing a weak fist in the air.  “Seriously—Kari can take twice those blasts?”

Following her tails motions as she split them out to block the sun from her vision, Sora giggled.  “Not quite twice; she likes to puff up her chest and look big.”

“Haha, she totally does; she’s always like that.  She’s making progress, though?  Because I get wiped out by your Null-Void!  What’s this for today?

“Mmh, well… it’s not of Existence, so naturally, even Kari has a hard time defending against it.  I think she’ll eventually find out how to block it, but, heh, in the meantime, the more I hurt her, the stronger she gets, and seeing as I can mostly bypass her defenses…”

“Yeah, hehe, she’s gotten pretty strong; makes me want to work harder.”

Sora shifted her head to smirk at him.  “C’mon, you’re discovering your own powers, and it’s not the same.”

“You’re right.  You’re right.  Man, it’s hard seeing you two powerhouses, though…  Liz is feeling a little overwhelmed.”

Sora sat up a little, examining her newly fashioned workout top and bottoms to make sure everything was staying in proper shape; she’d been keeping it on pretty consistently when training with Kari, but this was the first time wearing it with Aiden and slipping out of it in front of him had an entirely different feel than her wolf friend.

“Right, how is Liz?  Didn’t White offer to give her special lessons on the weekends?”

“Ugh, the weekend—heh, thirty more minutes until we relax for a bit—these last twelve weeks have been killer on my body!  Liz seems to be having the time of her life, though…”

Studying the Firebird, Sora hummed, watching him play with his large red wings and four burning tails; ever since he’d been tapping into his mother’s side, much about the boy had changed.

From what Alva told him, his father was a Celestial Phoenix, whatever that was, but that part of him was swiftly being overtaken by his mother’s Founder genes as he pulled from that side of his powers, going so far as to change his appearance.

His blonde hair had transformed to match his red wings, green eyes lightening to shimmer slightly in his radiant flames; Nathan had gotten him to work out before leaving, causing the boy to fill out quite a bit as his diet increased, given how hard they were working.

Sora couldn’t help but smile at seeing his softened expression while talking about the pink-furred Vulpes.  She’d gotten quite the catch in the looks department since Aiden’s gloomy atmosphere had lifted.

The positive vibes he put off since growing closer to the woman made Sora happy; if she’d told herself how much Aiden would have changed thirteen weeks ago, she wouldn’t have believed it, yet the peaceful look in his eyes was genuine.

“She’s trying hard.”

He laughed, wings dispersing into comforting flames that uplifted Sora’s mood as he let them vanish.  “I tell her that every day, but all she sees are two titans clashing in the sky…  You know, I think she may take White up on his offer, and I get why.”

“Mmh?”  Sora reached over to nudge his shoulder with a slight smirk.  “Do you really?  I don’t think it’s us, Man!”

Aiden’s head shifted to the side to give her a thoughtful look.  “Sure, she wants to help me, but it’s the two of you that show her how outclassed she is.”

“Aye, I’m just saying,” Sora snickered.  “I can smell hormones; you can’t!  That girl has it bad for you, and the thought of you living forever and her growing older to eventually die…  A thousand years for a Founder is nothing.  Heh, right?”

“True,” he sighed, a shiver running down his frame as his four long tails followed Sora’s own motions mockingly; he knew she couldn’t help the movements.  “Hmm…  When she kissed me…  Wow.  I didn’t know kissing felt that good.”

Sora sat straighter, ears standing on end and chakram swirling around in the air to catch every inch of his expression; he didn’t look abashed in the least.  “That’s the first time I heard about this kiss!  Details, Man!  Ooh, and she kissed you?  Hmm, hehe, the vixen in her coming out?”

He shrugged, showing a half-smile.  “Liz is scared you’ll steal me away from her.”

“Pfft!  Hahaha!  We’re totally not like that!”

“I know, hehe, but she can’t help it,” he muttered, scratching the side of his head.  “You should have seen the look she gave me before I came to your training room.”

“Ooh, that dead-eye?”  Sora snickered.

“Total opposite!”

“Hmm?  Go on,” Sora grinned, floating into the air as he got up to support himself with one arm.

“Ears folded back, vulnerable and pleading—tails all bunched up near her chest—practically begging me to think about her.”

“Bro, she’s got you wrapped around her tails!  You’re skipping, though—spill!”

“Heh, she doesn’t seem to think so.”

“It’s a ploy…  Just like you not talking about that first kiss!”

“Ahh, I see now,” he mused, rubbing his chin.  “You want details because you’re still a kissing virgin and a Vulpes at that!”

“Don’t turn this around on me!  Talk!”

“Hehe.  What should I say?”  He fell to his back, smiling up at the clouds.  “She’s good—at least my inexperienced lips think so.”

“Hmm?”

“Man, do all Vulpes wrap their tails around you, draw you in, then just go in like a wolf on the hunt?  Because that just came out of nowhere to me.”

“Ooh, the tail maneuver, huh?”  Sora nodded as if knowing what she was talking about.  “You know, we have hormone glands in our tails; she powdered you up, Boy!  Haha, I guess she’s marking her territory because I can always smell her on you when we’re together; hehe, I know what that particular scent is now.  She’s saying, ‘back off, Girl!’ ”

“Haha!  Really?”

“I’m telling you; she’s got that smell punching me in the nose!”

“Hehe…  She won’t tell me what White said he’d do to make her stronger.  Hmm…  I think she wants to surprise me…  Show me how much she’s grown.”

“She’s looking for you to notice her work ‘compared’ to us, Man—take a hint—tell her how much she’s improved compared to me…  Oh, but don’t mention us spending the last bit talking and catching up; hehe, she might take it the wrong way.”

“Really?”

“Trust me!  Tell her you slugged me good in the face, and you tricked me with that fire acceleration thing you did.”

“Why?”

“She wants to know you’re a badass!  Let her praise you; she wants to make you feel good.”

“Huh…  I mean, I did get you.”

Sora held up her hands.  “I’m not saying you didn’t!  That reckless style, though—I took off your arm for it.”

“I had it back in two minutes!”

“All I’m sayin’!  If she saw that scene, she’d faint on the spot—then probably kill me, hehe!  Liz doesn’t know we figured out you can even regenerate from my Null-Void—given enough time.”

“I think I can decrease the time,” he mused, flexing his fingers.

“Until I start turning up the heat,” she winked back.  “I’ve been holding back against Kari and you since you both can’t defend against my Null-Void yet—eh-heh, don’t tell Kari!”

“Oof…  Feels bad!”

“Yeah, but seriously, dude, Liz is really trying—by the smell of her on you—really hard!  I think she expects you to make the next move.”

His eyes widened.  “You mean…”

“Mind out of the gutter, Boy!”  Sora chided, chakram coming down to smack him on the head.  “Makeout session!  You initiate.”

  “Ack…  You know, that thing actually sank into my skull.”

“Duh!  It has a pretty sharp edge.  Let’s get back to this kiss, though!  Where was it—did her ears fold back all cute like, and she gives you that big-eyed stare?”

“Mmh…”  Aiden lifted an eyebrow.  “You sure you didn’t abuse your admin rights and peek in on us?”

Sora motioned for him to keep going, letting his mind question her innocent smile; of course she hadn’t, but she’d let him wonder.

“Fine!  Fine!  Hehe…  Man, gah, I don’t know…  Kari told us that Alva recommended we try to train in a higher dimension—only 4th—like the two of you were doing but to take it slow with Liz.  So…  I took her to the beginning of a universes’ creation—well…”

Flipping her chakram to the flat side, she smacked his head again.

“Ouch!  C’mon, I’m being serious…”

Smile softening, Sora floated down a tad.  “I know…  That was for not knowing what you were doing, Idiot!  You shared that first experience with her…  Of course, seeing something like that…”

He blinked, still totally clueless why that would put her in the mood to kiss him.

“Gah, you’re hopeless!  She watched the creation of a universe—nebula exploding around you in dazzling colors and you nearby—wait…  Were you holding her hand, too?”

“I didn’t want her to be scared…”

“Bro!  Now I’m wondering if you set her up!  Her heart beating, universe expanding around you, and you’re smiling at her, that look in your eyes—hand tightening around hers—boom!  You practically baked her brain and heart at the same time…  Poor girl couldn’t take that—no!”

“What?”  Aiden asked, sitting straighter in a slight panic.  “What did I do?”

“You didn’t show her your new wings and tails—did you loop tails?”  Sora gasped, blushing at the scene painting in her mind.  “Your first tail looping—and kiss?!”

“Well, I, erm—I guess… they touched?”

“It’s over!  Call it, Ref!  She’s done!  Vulpes tails are so sensitive; you don’t even know!”

“I…  What…  Are you saying what I did was bad?”

Sora grinned and gave him a thumbs up.  “Nice!  Well played, and here I thought she was the one leading the show.”

“Uh-huh…  Right…  Haha, I totally know what you’re talking about.”  His smile returned, and Sora could see him thinking about his girl, making her heart bloom.  “So… go back and let her know I’ve had her on my mind?  I can do that.”

Settling back, he grinned.  “How’s Emi doing; feeling more like an old woman?”

“Shut up!”

He dodged two of her chakrams by shifting his head left and right.  “Hehe, I’m serious!  I’ve been getting that Mom-vibe from you.”

Holding up her wrist to look at her bracelet, a tender note touched her voice.  “She’s precious… and now that Emilia looks her age, it really helps my internal image.  Oh, that reminds me; heh, I need to go see Tola.”

“For?”

“Emi’s been worried every night since Tola collapsed on Tuesday, telling me how she looks weak some days, and she’s worried Tola will collapse again.”

“Huh…”  Aiden’s mouth tightened.  “Isn’t that hairpiece she always wears supposed to like… heal her or something…  I don’t know?  I thought I heard something like that.”

Sora puffed out a long breath, running her fingers through her thick copper locks to pull out her real chakram and spin it around her hands.

“Yeah, it’s supposed to, but I haven’t heard about this ‘spiritual reflux’ stuff that White talked about…  Tola’s pretty freaking old and powerful; I’d think she’d know how to manage her spiritual network better than any of us, so…”

“You’re going to talk to her to put your daughter’s mind at ease?  Hehe, such a good mother.”

“Hey, I’m a bit worried, too…  Tola’s been good for Emi, and hehe, she acts as a stand-in to try out new clothes so I can be surprised.”

“Ooh, is next week going to be a fashion show?”

“That’s what I hear.  Oh, you going to be by for brownies tonight?  She’s super excited, and Jin, Eyia, and Kari said they’ll make it.”

Aiden sucked in a sharp breath, hissing it out slowly.  “Eh…  I kind of had this plan to surprise Liz with…”

Sora’s eyes lit up as she leaned forward.  “Oh?”

“Eh-heh,” Aiden forced a smile and rubbed the back of his neck.  “I’ve been scouting out some places, and I found this library on one of the new planets—the red one—that has some interesting stuff I think she’d be interested in.”

“Hmm…  A bookworm?  Ooh, what are you going to do in the library?”  she asked, lifting her eyebrows a few times.

“Now whose mind is in the gutter?”

“I was thinking about dancing!”

“I’m sure…  Wait, can this place play any music from the Human Realm?”

Sora pointed up at the sky, a grin splitting her lips for a beat, and music starting to play as the scenery changed to a dark room and library.  “Sweep her off her feet, Bird Boy!”

 “Ah, heh…  I might just do that.”

“Attaboy!”  Sora shot forward to punch him in the arm and float back.  “I guess I’ll do as I promised and go see Tola.  Don’t do anything I wouldn’t—unless you get some protection, hehe!”  she winked, waving him goodbye.

“For real—”

Appearing in front of Tola’s door a few minutes earlier than she typically exited the training room, Sora leaned against the wall and held her hands behind her back while watching her chakram spin through her hair to bind it back in place, sliding down to condense near the tip.

As she expected, the blue-haired Vulpes arrived in her bedroom the instant 8 P.M. struck.

Knocking on the door after giving her a few seconds to settle in, she heard her slightly breathless voice on the other end.  “Y-Yes?  I…  Umm, who is it?”

“Hmm…  Sora.  Emilia’s been worried about you, so I promised to come see you…  Are you feeling up to it?”

Five seconds of silence followed before the doors opened, showing the woman sitting on her bed; to Sora’s surprise, her legs shook slightly, but Tola tried to hide it.  However, the scent that hit her when the door opened caused Sora to hesitate at the entrance.

“Sora…  I haven’t been able to catch you for a while.”

Saliva becoming a little sticky at the scent, she slowly entered, vision shifting to the painting of White holding her in a princess carry; it was far more emotion grabbing than she’d first thought after hearing her daughter’s recount.

“Yeah…”

The woman’s face was flushed, sweat now beginning to form on her brow that she had no doubt the Vulpes had suppressed with her magic until now—clearly, it had grown too much for her—and she could practically feel the heat radiating off her skin.

She’s a total mess…  Tola’s spiritual network is in shambles—I can look past it, and I’m still having trouble with my spiritual sensing!  White can’t be doing this on purpose.

“Are you… okay?  If you want to talk—I know it might not be a good time…”

“Mm-mmh…  No, I’m just…  I just need a second.”

Sora nodded, sitting in a floating position before the woman as she breathed, trying to regulate her pounding heart.  “I’ve… heard Liz say she tries to avoid White because he makes her feel a certain way.  Umm, I… didn’t know it was that bad, though.  Do you need to…”

“No!  No, I’m fine,” she stressed a smile, unable to stop the short tremor that moved down her frame.  “I’m engaged in a challenge with White.”

“Okay?  Is it appropriate to, eh…  Can you fill me in on it?  You don’t seem fine, Tola, and Emilia is worried about you, and now… I am, too.”

Taking another few seconds to collect herself, determination filled the blue-haired woman’s clear turquoise eyes.  “I will resist having sex with him.”

“Woah…  Okay?  You’re… going to have to explain that one to me…”

Tola gradually unfolded the conversation she’d had with White; to Sora, it sounded like a pretty private matter that she certainly wouldn’t have opened up about, but it did bring an entangled mess that put a frown on her face.

Tola’s so innocent… yet so kindhearted and determined.  I didn’t realize how jaded White was toward love, and here we were always talking off in the back, probably making him feel so uncomfortable…  He doesn’t want to do this to Tola, but…

“No…”  she hissed, rubbing between her eyes as Tola gave her an ardent and earnest look.  “This is all my fault—Emilia pleading for you to stay—and I didn’t even notice.  I’m sorry, Tola.”

“Why would you apologize, Lady Sora?  I am the one who has resolved to see this crucible through…  Yes, it is challenging…  More than I anticipated, but value will come of it… if I persist.”

“You don’t even know what a courtship—dating is like, Tola,” Sora argued.  “You’re only thinking about helping White overcome his broken heart, but…  You could shatter it if you don’t understand what you’re asking of him.  Mmh…  You don’t fully grasp what love is, but yes… he may love you, and that could ruin him.”

Tola’s ears flicked with agitation, confusion now swimming in her gaze.  “I… don’t understand…  White explained it to me?”

“Mmh…”  Sora ran her fingers through her hair, trying to think of a way to explain it to the woman.  “It’s… complicated, Tola…  Probably one of the most perplexing and simplest things in Existence, but White’s situation is… tangled.  Sex—touch is big—a huge step…  It’s only one component, though, and all of those things will wreck everything… for both of you.”

“What do I do…  I want to help him,” Tola pleaded, swimming irises searching for answers.

Rubbing the goosebumps that appeared on her arms, Sora’s tails twisted around one another, gut churning at the words leaving her lips.  “Tola…  I’ll try to help you understand, but… it’s not going to be easy.  Would… you mind Kari, Aiden, and Liz helping?”

“What about Lady Emilia?  Isn’t this your special time with her?”  Tola hesitantly interjected.

“Eh, Emilia wants me to reassure her you’ll be alright, and… yeah, no… you will not be alright if this continues…  I feel like White is hoping you’ll break so he won’t have to open his heart, and…  It’s just not a healthy path forward when you don’t know how much you’re tearing him apart.”

“How do I learn?  How did you learn?  I don’t want to hurt him!”

“No, ugh… I just… grew up around a culture that valued that… unlike here—because of Niomie.”

“Niomie!  It’s always Niomie!”  Tola growled, Sora forcing a laugh as a pulse of resentment flooded her senses, and she’d almost forgotten just how powerful the innocent Vulpes was.  “She’s even stopping me from healing White now!”

“Tola!  Tola!  It’s okay…  I know you’re passionate about this, but… calm down a little, hehe…  It’s going to be okay…”  A little stunned, Sora moved forward to embrace the frantic woman as she started breaking into tears.  “Hey…”

“He’s so hurt, Sora… There’s so much pain, and he smiles every day… teaches Emilia so many wonderful things… and he’s dying inside!  I feel it… and it’s torture…”

Wow…  She’s so desperate, she forgot to call me Lady…

Stroking her back and watching her trembling, intertwined tails.  “Tola… I’m on your side…  All of us are.  So just…  It’s okay…”

Doing her best to comfort the distraught woman, she began to wonder if Tola really did have feelings of love for White; her desperate desire to heal those in pain had pulled on her heart in ways the woman had never experienced, and after discovering what these emotions swirling in her breast were, she’d been stumbling through the darkness.

“You’re not alone anymore…  Tola, you’re so strong.  We’ll get through this.”

She sniffed, puffy face buried in Sora’s chest.  “I just want him to be happy…  How he’s made me feel…  He’s so good with Emilia, and I love seeing them together, but—but it’s also so hard, Sora … Why do I feel this way?”

“Love, Tola… it’s love…”

“Why…  Why does something that is supposed to make you the happiest hu-hurt so much?”

“That’s just how it is,” Sora whispered, brushing down the woman’s left ear as she looked up to her for answers.  “We’ll get through this… I promise.  Just let out your tears…  White isn’t going to be at the party tonight, so…  Tola, do you want to spend the night with Emilia and me?”

“But…”

“No, she’d love it!  It will be like a sleepover—hehe, we can watch Brave again…  Think of it as a teaching exercise, and we’ll invite the twins over—girl time—just us!  Sound good?  Hehe, we have brownies!  Well, we’ll make brownies!”

Tola slowly nodded, trying to control her sniffles, ears pulled back, begging for help.

“Alright…”  A smile lifted Sora’s face, clearing away her own tears as, for the first time, she felt a small link connect—an emotional tether—her mother’s side.  “Let’s not make this complicated!  Treats to feel good, fun, and unwinding after a long, long week!  Your girls have got your back!”

Being as supportive as she could, Sora teleported to Kari to break the news, catching her scarfing down a secret portion of sweets Emilia had snuck her at some point; she tried to play off as an after-dinner snack.

Laughing and teasing the wolf about ruining her dessert, they stopped by the twins to inform them of the surprise sleepover before dropping in.  Emilia squealed upon seeing the party, not expecting the twins or their blankets and pillows.

The rest of the night was spent cheering Tola up and helping her handle the pressure her heart was under.  Fluffy girls uniting in arms to steal the heart of a lonely Kitsune!  They had a hill to climb, but with each other, Operation Pearly White would be a success!

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    Real Support!:

I hope you've been enjoying the free entertainment, and I'd like as many to enjoy it as possible!  The internet is divided into different echo chambers; you have a specific group that only hovers around specific sites/content.  So, by recommending my serials to others, you give it more exposure to different echo chambers and help it grow.  Ratings are excellent, Trending is terrific, but it only will appeal to a specific echo chamber.  If you like my content, then please share it in your own unique way.

Normal Plugs:

Discord Link - Growing Community =D

Vote on Top Web Fictions

View and help contribute to the Wiki

Support me with Merch or on Patreon for up to:

10 Chapters ahead in A Tail's Misfortune.

11 Chapters in The Oscillation.

10 Chapters in Undying Empire.

10 Chapters in the Pokemon Fanfic

Mystery Wednesday Patreon Exclusive Chapters:

+ 8 Chapters in The Power Of Cuteness And Positivity

+ 28 Chapter in Soul's Requiem (Volume 1's End)

Chapters In Mystic:  My First Attempt At A Male Protag Isekai

All pictures are up for free download on Patreon with the artist I commissioned listed.



                



B5 — 16. Week 3; Making Progress


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Scott Edwards
                        

                    

                    PoV:

1. Kari (Our Friendly Fenris Wolf!)

I want to thank my patrons for continuing to support me:

Bob jones, Bast, Britney Fletcher, Klaas Meyer, Kantalia, BamfTheSlime, Alex, Yu Hsien Hsu, Petropan, Tye, and my other Patrons!



                

                The bright visage of dual pink moons took up Kari’s vision, black locks whipping above her as air rushed around her falling body, a small smile on her lips, allowing the high atmosphere chill to press against her back.

 Sometimes her hair would block out the unusual phenomena happening above her, yet that was also a part of her training, and the pale light touching her eyes was truly something to behold as the colossal, celestial objects blurred in a long pattern—past and present—and it may only be a short peek, but she was doing it.

In the clear night, she fell freely through the sky, arms and legs stretched out while attempting to peel back the folds of time by expanding her spiritual perception to peer into antiquity, if only a little.

The blushing spheres twinkled in the ruby-hued heavens she flew past, giving the green planet she was using as a testing stage a rustic sheen, and even though there was only one moon that orbited it, Kari had a faint view into segmented sections of the past as if gazing upon stained glass.

Vision attuning to the higher dimensions, the stars blurred as the past position of the earth unfolded various visages of the heavens to her 4th-dimensional vision, making her mouth part in wonder at the unusual majesty of the twinkling nebula and beautiful streaking comets—it seemed to go on forever—and then… she struck soil.

Dirt erupted around her, yet still, she could see beyond the falling debris by gazing into a time the ground was solid and air clean; although the layer of falling earth clumps and dust filling her nose didn’t help her concentration.

Swiftly closing her mouth and holding her breath, she closed her eyes as the upturned earth veiled her, cycling her spiritual energy to provide the needed sustenance to her body.  Internal physical generation was far easier for her than external, which Vulpes excelled in.

It didn’t take too long for most of her soft blanket to overlap her, and Kari used her spiritual aura to lift herself out of it instead of pushing through the soft clay, mud, and dirt herself.

Rising out of the crater, she looked down at her dirty bare skin and chaotic hair—she didn’t need them being destroyed like last time—and smiled.  I can do it, Mom…  I think I beat Sora to it.

Her mother’s soft giggle reverberated through her Core.  “You’ve been doing well, yet let’s not forget that Sora is working on primarily staying ‘in’ her clothes and not just destroying them, Honey.”

I know, Kari mumbled, floating to the nearby pink-tinted lake to wash off.  I’m just glad I am making progress, too, and hehe, I can tell her I’ve got a leg up on her.

“Aiden is making substantial progress, as well; he’s even surpassed your regenerative feats.”

Yeah, he’s doing great, but uh…  Liz is having a bit of a personal crisis.

“It was inevitable—she is a typical Vulpes, severely malnourished for well over a century, and trying to learn something she’s never taken seriously… and against Founders, at that.”

Oof…  It’s gotta be tough, but White said he’d help her…  Although, after what we learned with Tola…

“Yes, I was wondering when the topic of having a male instructor would come up.”

Wait…  You could have said something, Mom, Kari growled, entering the warm waters of the conjured world.  Or… was it because it wouldn’t have the same impact?

“Hmm…”

Kari stilled for a moment, vision closing as she focused, projecting a personal image for her mother to take; Alva shimmered into existence at the edge of the pool, only a private illusion of sorts—a self-deception—that she alone could perceive, yet it had become one of the greatest things her mother had taught her.

“What’s up?”  Kari asked, taking care with getting the clumps of soil out of her hair.

Crossing her legs in the air while gazing around the silent and clear night, a calming smile was on her mother’s lips.  “Mmh…  I am torn trying to be your teacher and mother… Kari, I am not really your mother, but I know you need it.”

“This again?”  She frowned, shifting to view her mother from the side beyond her dripping black locks.  “I still don’t get what you mean by that…  My mother created an Intelligent Construct, and sure, it wasn’t complete, but Inari helped fill in the gaps.  In all intents and purposes, as far as I see it, you’re my mom’s attempt at being my mother…  Why’s that wrong?”

“Huu-haaa…  It’s a complicated feeling that may have more to do with my emotions and be more of a technical understanding of what I am…  Naturally, as an Intelligent Construct, I know I am not Alva but an extension of her will to accomplish a specific purpose.

“Not in the slightest can I see myself as your true mother because if every Intelligent Construct could take the place of their source… it would be quite problematic.  Which is why Spiritual Constructs are quite frowned upon, as it can become… messy… even if you know what you’re doing.”

“Bla-bla-bla… is all I hear,” Kari said with a small grin.  “I get it’s hard for you… but it’s not for me, and I’m not going to change my opinion.”

“Hmm-hmm-hmm…  No, I don’t expect you to.  I am merely explaining my conundrum,” she said with a sad half-smile while leaning forward to prop up her head to watch her wash.  “I want to believe so many things about myself… that I took certain steps, yet I’m afraid I may not have, and so there are topics I hesitate to discuss with you.”

“Haha!  Don’t even know yourself, huh?  I can’t help you there, Mom…  I just wish I wouldn’t have taken so much time for granted,” she mumbled, vision falling to the rippling waters, she breathed, trying to find her voice.  “...With you and with Tiri.”

“Mmh…  I can’t tell you what the future will hold, and… so much of my former knowledge is fractured.  It makes me wonder… what did I want so desperately to hide?”

Kari moved to her knees to dunk her head and rub her ears.  “Umm… do you think it has something to do with my dad?”

“Possibly,” her mother mumbled, a touch of concern in her voice.  “As I’ve said, it is something that is… conveniently missing from my memory… something I am not likely to omit as a trivial bit of information, and how Nilly responded to you had both Inari and me questioning who your father might be.”

A slight blush touched Kari’s cheeks as she recalled her father's deep voice.  “Mmh…  I’m just happy I have one…  Heh, well, I know I had one, but… he wants to know me, and he said it would be soon…”

A pout touching her wet lips, she rolled her eyes.  “Haaa… then again, when it comes to Founders and stuff, as Sora pointed out… Soon™…”

“Hehehe… I find that expression so silly and amusing.”

“Gets the point across!  Seriously, what’s up with all of you guys being so cryptic all the time?”

Her mother gave a helpless shrug, following Kari’s gaze to her long dripping tail poking out of the water.  “Ultimately, it’s because we know it will affect things in a way we do not want to try to correct; better to sail the clean skies and smooth breeze while you can without brewing a storm that will slow your progress to the destination.”

“Uh-huh…  Anyway, as you said before, we can’t really worry about my dad and stuff since we don’t know anything, to begin with!  You can’t sense the same thing that Sora has in me to be unlocked, right?”

“Unfortunately, if it is there, neither Inari nor I can see it, which means…”

“Hehe, above the 12th dimension!”  Kari finished with a grin.  “So, my dad must be a bigshot, huh; because you weren’t that high, which means you couldn’t have locked it away.”

“Hmm…  Indeed, and why Nilly could observe something we could not…  At the same time… Sora’s being sealed in a manner 12th-dimensional entities can observe means the option to unseal her father’s half was given to Mia, who gave her approval to Inari.”

“Mom!”

“Hmm?”

“You worry too much!”

“Hehe, I can’t help it, Dear…  I want to protect you.”

“Because you’re my mom—see!”

“Haha… there’s no winning with you.”

“Nope!  What can I say?  I’m a stubborn wolf!  So, uh… can you give me a progress report?”

“Ooh,” her mother leaned forward with a sly smirk, fluffy silver-coated tail swaying to the left, “looking to show off to your friends?”

“W-Well, I was just thinking—you know, I’m doing so much better than last week, and I want to show I’m not slowing them down…” she mumbled, sinking further into the water to look at her mother and hide her colored cheeks; she wasn’t accustomed to feeling embarrassed at showing her achievements.

“How cute!”

“I…”

“Hehe, blowing bubbles makes you look like a child again.”

“Mom!  I’m trying to get stronger!

“Aiden can already look forward in time to see possible outcomes, and like you said, his recovery is better than mine.  Plus—plus, he was a total weakling before we started training, and now he’s freaking fighting Sora and taking Null-Void blasts with a grin on his face!  I can’t do that!”

“Eh-heh, Honey, by ‘a smile on his face,’ you mean getting an arm blown off and it recovering…”

“He still does it!”

“Then there’s Sora—she went from an average human to like a super Vulpes outer-existent Founder—I don’t know what—Null-Void mega fox in like six months!

“She went beyond the 13th dimension before you, or any of the Second Generation Founders, and I’m still stuck here trying to get a good look in the 4th dimension, taking a smack of Null-Void in the head like a gong!  If I don’t get stronger—”

“Mmh…”  Her mother slowly nodded, features softening.  “I know, even if Sora would never abandon you, there will be places she goes that you cannot, and then there’s Eyia and Jin…”

Kari shivered, thinking back to Monday earlier this week when Sora asked to have the pair join them; as was expected, Sora fought the Valkyrie—Kari understood why the Null-Void Vulpes didn’t want her to face the temperamental blonde—leaving Kari to face Jin.

Forget fighting; Kari couldn’t even land a blow against the insufferable, taunting Second Generation Dragon Founder as she lazily used dimensions to utterly bypass any chance of Kari so much as touching the Korean girl’s smug face and proving how essential understanding dimensions were.

To make matters worse, when she stopped slipping through space, she read Kari’s movements by peering through time to evade her every move—tripping her on more than one occasion—it had been infuriating and totally embarrassing.

At least Aiden didn’t fare any better, having his regeneration and intangibility shut down in an instant for the Dragon to simply teleport in front of him and tap his forehead with the back of a single finger to knock the bird out cold.

Jin more or less played a game of tag with them where she never got touched while casually watching Eyia and Sora’s battle in the heavens.

Eyia was the only person so far able to deflect Sora’s blows, having discovered a way to deal with her Null-Void in a way Jin admitted she had yet to uncover; according to the Valkyrie, her father had instructed her on how to defend against such forces in a manner she couldn’t share with them, nor would it help.

The Valkyrie hadn’t put said advice into practice until meeting Sora in the sky, yet apparently she was just that skilled.  At least she allowed Sora to try whatever she wanted against her, standing perfectly still, their game being for Sora to force her to move—naturally, that never happened.

Worse, Kari found out her first friend had been holding back this entire time, and even against Aiden, who was getting more of a punch as he could recover the damage.

Finished cleaning off, Kari transformed to her Fenris Form to exit the lake and shake herself off, spraying water everywhere before returning to her human state.

Grimacing down at her now only slightly damp skin and hair, she breathed in deeply.  “Haaa…  How am I doing, Mom?”

Her mother moved to stand a few feet away and watched as Kari got dressed.  “In short, you’ve learned how to control your size better, enhanced your ingestion attributes, have greatly accelerated your regeneration, can better utilize your physical and spiritual unity, and have vastly improved your defenses.”

“Ugh…  Only for ‘in-Existence’ stuff, though.”

“Hmm-hmm, Kari, did you honestly expect to master something I don’t understand—no less in a mere eighteen weeks?”

“It would have been nice to at least have an idea by now,” she grumbled, pulling her tank top on and flipping out her hair before adjusting it.  “I mean, sure, it’s cool.  I can literally fall from the atmosphere in my human form, hit the ground, and just walk away, but that’s strong 3rd-dimensional stuff…”

Her mother’s imaginary fingers closed around her cheeks, lifting her head to look into her reflected amber irises.  “You must start somewhere, my Little Wolf.  Aiden and Sora are certainly impressed.  Be proud of yourself.”

“I guess…”

Hugging her illusionary mother, Kari broke away and asked for the room to take her to Sora; it was nearing the end of Friday of their third week in training, meaning eighteen weeks had passed for them, and she’d learned so many new and interesting things about Aiden and Sora.

Last weekend they’d had a marathon of something called ‘Grey’s Anatomy’ to help Tola understand romance in a comedic fashion—according to Sora, at least—the new mother had promptly had her daughter skip ‘certain’ scenes while highlighting others.

Eyia and Jin had been enthralled in the tales, and they were set to continue the series tomorrow—after Emilia’s morning fashion show—the little girl promising to have things to make plenty of treats once they got out of training tonight.

Kari wasn’t against it—she would take anything the little girl made—Emilia had turned out to be quite the little chef in such a short time; it made her wonder how many of her lessons were dedicated to the act.

Looking up with a frown as the room took her to the time-accelerated area where Sora’s friend and servant were, Kari walked forward, scanning the white space.  “Spending a bit of time with Wendy and Mofupsi?”

“Hmm?”  Sora glanced up from the armchair she sat on, placed by Wendy’s resting head.  “Ah, yeah, I try to make a visit here at least once every other day…  Hmm…  She’s changing, and I wonder how she’ll take it when she wakes up.  It worries me a little.”

Sliding her fingers between her back and damp hair, Kari found her elbow while stopping in front of the beds to study the two; streaks of Wendy’s brown locks were turning either copper or white, and the same could be seen on Mofupsi, including her tails.

Kari pulled in her lips for a moment.  “Mmh…  It’s a tug-of-war against which part of your essence will take dominance in them, huh?”

“I guess…  Huu-haaa…  From what my aunts told me, we won’t know exactly what form my two sides will take with them.  Wendy could become a big battle-ax like my dad, a chakram like me, or something else entirely… maybe a Vulpes and not a weapon—who knows.”

A smirk lit Kari's cheeks.  “If she does, Emi could have two people to call dinner plates.”

Sora turned a dry look her way.

“Her words, hehe!”

“It does make her giggle,” Sora mused, a sad smile lifting her bright emerald eyes.  “I've got my fox form down now, so she doesn’t wake up with my chakram around her body… I think she feels a little disappointed at that but likes cuddling up against my belly.”

Taking the seat across from her, she followed Sora’s gaze to the changing pair.  “It’s nice seeing her always so happy…  How’s she doing with Tola now spending more time with you after the lessons?”

Running her fingers through her hair, Sora chuckled.  “Thrilled…  She’s a little expert on love now, talking about holding hands and dropping little playful hints that, hehe, are really no help to Tola at this point, but it makes her flustered with the illusion demonstrations she makes of the pair of them… usually in a school scene.”

“Pfft-hehe, yeah, sounds about right for her.”

“Mmh… it makes me wonder if she’s subconsciously telling me she wants a similar experience that I had with school.”

“Uhh…”

“No, heh… she doesn’t have any of the bad memories, so it’s all boy crushes, classes, homework, and spending time with Wendy.”

“Oh, that’s… nice… only seeing the happy stuff… before I ruined everything.”

Sora shrugged, not looking too bothered.  “Gloria showed me all the happy moments I kind of buried behind the bad ones, and that’s behind us now…  You were going through your own nightmare.  Did you have any crushes?”

Kari leaned back, arms folding under her bust as she crossed her legs to stare critically at her brown shorts.  “Crushes…  I guess that really depends on the word.  I may have lived as a human for three years, but I wasn’t all that steeped in the culture… as much as I tried to be.”

“Hehe, c’mon… When you looked at someone, did it make your heart bump—was it hard to get them out of your mind?”

“Hmm…  Not… really?  My mind was always on making sure everything didn’t collapse under my feet… My brother wasn’t invading my territory, or the pack wasn’t having outside issues… defying orders…”

“Eh-heh… sounds exhausting.”

“Really was… looking back,” she mumbled, crossing her legs to bob her foot and looking back at her memories.  “Still… it kept my mind off other stuff.”

“Yeah… hmm.  I suppose you were just trying to survive.  You do know some interesting bits of pop culture, though.”

“The pack…  ahem, girls… tried to get me to look at sites or videos they thought I might like, which is how I got into the whole motivational speech stuff.”

“Nice…  We both just want to make new memories…  Kari?”

“Hmm?”

“What do you think my dad’s doing?”

Head shifting to the side of her chair, Kari gently shook it.  “I… couldn’t tell you.  I wonder the same thing about my own dad.  Heh, mine was M.I.A. for my whole life, and yours took off into the Null-Void…  Crazy life, huh?”

“Crazy… dysfunctional families,” Sora forced a laugh.  “Oh!  How’s time been with your mom?”

“Amazing!”  Kari leaned forward with a grin.  “I can do this kind of self-illusion thing—it’s like she’s sleeping on the same bed as me—I can talk to her and see her when we’re discussing stuff!”

“Wow!  Hehe, it sounds like you’re in heaven…  I’m happy for you.”

“Thanks… uh, it wouldn’t have been possible without Inari.”

“My aunt…  Yeah, everything kind of changed when I met her…”  A soft smile lifted Sora’s cheeks.  “I know my mom was scared to expose me to her because of, well…”

“Heh, yeah, your tails and forcing the change.”

“Mhm…  Yet Aiden helped me through that…  Heh, he’ll never take credit, though!”

“Pfft!  Aiden?  The man can’t take the last roll off the plate without feeling guilty!”

“I know!  Someone, heh, needs to tell him how to be a bit more selfish.”

“Tell me about it!  Aiden… mmh…  I used to think he was annoying, always following around my brother like a puppy, and then when everything changed…  I hated how he kept my brother stronger than me, so…  I guess he’s really just never felt like he’s fit anywhere but with Eric.  Tiri really liked him…  I guess that’s one reason why he took her death so hard.”

Her throat constricted, thinking back on her grinning eight-year-old little sister.

“Liz seems to be good for him.”

“Good?  Hehe, she’s practically taken him by the throat and forced him out of his shell!  I was surprised by how bossy she is, considering how she was when still ensnared by Nephesh’s curse.”

“She can be a bit that way.  Hehe… still, Aiden kind of… needs someone to need him—I guess—and she does that pretty well.”

“Huh, I never thought about it like that,” Kari muttered, looking back at their life.  “When I’m with him, he talks a lot about Nathan too.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, which is a bit weird since they didn’t know each other that long… but it sounds like they really connected.”

Looking off to the side, Sora hummed.  “I mean… I suppose he hasn’t had that many male role models to look up to…  Mary and Inari were kind of there for me when I needed them, and they sort of filled that place…  What about you?”

A little flustered, Kari’s vision fell to her thighs.  “My role model…  Not to sound weird, but… it’s been you.”

“Really?”

“Don’t look so surprised.  I had no one… almost no one… and then you came along and slapped me on the face and asked me to be your friend—chewed me out about being so gloomy, and said you’d be there for me when I’m feeling down… cause that’s what friends do.”

Looking up, she found a soft smile on her friend’s face.  “And look at us now.  We’re growing up, huh?”

“Uh—someone has a daughter!”

“Not wrong, and she’s all sorts of fluffy adorable!”

They giggled, slowly dying down as Kari looked back on the impossible journey they’d taken together, moving from enemies to friends—her first real friend—and now her life was opening up more with the reintroduction of her mother.

“Mmh…  Well, isn’t this wholesome?”

Kari’s ears stood on end as Sora and her vision snapped to the sofa to their right, where a smiling, mischievous Seiōbo sat; the woman was dressed in a Miami summer hat, sunglasses, blue thigh-high dress, and brown heels.

Two black tails folding atop either side of her crossed legs, she aimed an amused smile in their direction while removing her shades to place it on her hat.  “How have you been, my Little Niece?”

Sora’s emerald eyes lit up as she instantly floated over the table to hug the Vulpes Founder.  “Aunt Seiōbo!  You’re back—where’s Aunt Nari?”

“Mmh, there’s the warmth,” she snickered, returning the hug as Sora’s flaming aura accidentally slipped out in her excitement.  “My, you’ve been making strides—look at you, all coppery like my sister’s daughter!  Nari?  She decided to stop by and surprise Emi first; I’m sure you’ll find her face filled with sweets by the time we meet the helpless addict.”

Kari sat back and listened, giving Sora time to enjoy her reunion; a lot seemed to have changed with the woman’s attitude since they’d last seen her, and she appeared to be enjoying her time in Miami, following Sora’s history.

“Hehe, pretty bad?”

Sapphire blue eyes rolling and head shaking in exasperation, Seiōbo released a short hiss.  “You have no idea…  We’ve stopped by every sweets shop in Miami since she discovered chocolate, and now she’s talking about exploring the U.S. as a veiled excuse to find more to sample.”

“Haha!  I love it.  Emilia’s is something special, though!”

“I’m sure.  Nari was nagging me to return last week, but I need some way to motivate her to try and battle me seriously—she needs work—she plays too much.”

“How long are you going to stay—a few days?  Maybe you can help us with Operation Pearly White!”

“Ooh, this little charity project with Tola?  Mmh-hehe, I do not believe my assistance is necessary; White’s days of ‘sobriety’ are numbered with girls like you on the case!”

“You make it sound so bad,” Sora blushed, Kari not far behind, yet a giggle touched the Vulpes’ throat.  “How long are you staying?”

“Mmh, let’s see…  Nari will need more time than me… she can’t help cooing at some of the things your father did with you when you were younger, saying she wants to do something similar with her kids.  So…  tomorrow night should be enough time.”

“Great!  We have extra rooms in our house—Emilia will be so happy—and we’re having a fashion show and, wait…”  A dubious look crossed Sora’s study of her aunt’s shameless smile.  “You knew Emilia would be baking, having a movie day, and fashion show, didn’t you?”

“Wouldn’t miss the darling’s first little strut, showing how much she’s learned, and I have no doubt she’ll want to dress all of us up—it’s a chance to allow the girl to stretch and find a fashion for herself!”

“Aww…”

Kari couldn’t help but smile, herself; Sora’s aunts really seemed to be trying to be a part of her life, which was something she knew the girl needed.

Getting up, Kari stretched a little, drawing the pair’s gaze.  “So, should we get to the party?  It’s almost 8 P.M.”

“Yeah!”  Sora took one last hopeful look at Wendy and Mofupsi, taking a deep breath before having the room teleport them to her house.

Kari chuckled as Sora opened the door to be greeted by Emilia’s squeals.

“Mom!  Mom!  Aunt Nari!  Aunt Nari’s back!”  Rushing into the hallway, tails stiff as a board and chest panting, her big eyes centered on her other grinning and waving aunt.  “A-Aunt Seiōbo!”

The grinning black-haired Vulpes opened her arms for the girl to float into it, almost losing control of her magic to send her face-first into the smooth stone floor.

“Breathe, Emilia,” Seiōbo soothed, hugging the girl to her breast as tears fell out of her eyes, smiling happily.  “Hehe, we’ll be here until tomorrow night, and I don’t need your mother’s wrath if you have a spiritual collapse and end up in bed.”

“Hehe, I didn’t expect her to be this excited,” Sora laughed, taking the hiccuping girl from her aunt.  “Hey, yeah, it’s okay—they aren’t just going to vanish—Aunt Seiōbo wanted to be here for your fashion show.”

“R-Really?  I’ve been using everything I’ve learned—Tola helped me know how to get everyone’s sizes—I made some for Aunt Nari and you, too!”

Sora set her down for Seiōbo to look further into the house.  “I’m so excited!  I can’t wait to show it off, hehe—is your Aunt Nari currently pigging out on some of your old snacks?”

“Am not!”  Nari called from the kitchen.

Emilia snickered, braided hair bounced as she nodded.

“Hehe.  Well, we’ll have to make some more.”

“Yeah!”

Kari enjoyed the heartwarming atmosphere, allowing it to wash through her as Sora shared her family time with Tola and her—White had bowed out the second Nari showed up—and Emilia walked them through making chocolate pasta with hazelnut cream sauce, white chocolate shavings, and fresh berries.

After, she introduced them to the concept of the ‘cosmic brownie’ that they’d be making that had Nari and Kari salivating at her illusionary display in the baking process.

Not wanting to ruin tomorrow’s show by starting the next episode, Nari and Seiōbo gave a recount of their travels through time, enjoying the culture Sora grew up in to better connect with her while following along parts of her life.

Kari didn’t even know some of the things the pair talked about when discussing the trips they followed Sora on, like the Tahiti resort vacation, and the party was shocked when discovering Kari had never been to Disney World, despite living in Miami for three years.

Emilia was so hyped up that she crashed by the time 11 P.M. came around, causing the end of the night, and Kari waved her goodbye, opting out of Tola teleporting her back to her little residence—she didn’t need much space—deciding to walk the night.

Breathing in the clean air, hands in her pockets, Kari wandered the streets for another hour, doing something that had come naturally to her over the last few weeks; everywhere she looked, Sora’s influence on the Realm was present.

Peace had come to the Realm, granting it freedom it hadn’t experienced before, yet still, most humans and Vulpes retained a semblance of their previous habits, gradually branching out little by little with the new interactions they had.

Qebhet appeared to be tempering things so they wouldn’t grow overwhelmed with the sudden spark of agency that had been released within them; Liz didn’t have that luxury, causing her to jump on a roller coaster of emotional highs and lows, but now that the snake goddess was guiding the Realm, she was doing better.

Overall, they influenced the Realm—she had a small part in that—which meant a lot to her; she had done something good, no matter how tiny it had been.

Reaching her temporary house, she got ready for bed and sank into the magical mattress that put her to sleep in seconds.
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