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Hatsumoto Hachibi's School for Gifted Kids! It sounded like something out of a child's storybook, but that's what the letters on the archway over the school's main gate said. Soren still didn't understand why he got the invitation in the mail. He was a boy with average grades and average athletic skills, no real merit or special talents that warranted any special attention. Yet, two months before the start of his Freshman year of High School, he received an letter in the mail that made his parents believe he truly was special. All expenses were paid for as well.


“A school for gifted kids! Can you believe it, honey?” he recalled his father saying in front of him to his mother.


“Of course I can! I always knew my little boy was gifted!” she had replied.


He shuddered as he recalled that conversation. For some reason, his mind associated “gifted” with “special”, and schools tended to use that as a substitute for mentally challenged. They had looked up the school online, but there was nothing about it other than that it wall located out in the mountains, about 25 kilometers away from any civilization other than a small tourist destination in the summer and winter.


“If you keep staring off into space like that, the others are going to think something odd about you,” said a voice. Soren glanced over to see a boy that looked about his age. He wore a grey jumpsuit, similar to Soren's black, and had messy grey hair. Soren found it odd that the boy had grey hair at his age, but any oddities about it were dispelled as a kid with bright orange hair and a matching jumpsuit ran past.


“Heh. Sorry about that,” Soren replied hesitantly.


“First time coming to place like this, huh?” the boy asked. “Mine too! My name is Fuen!”


Even his name was weird. Soren couldn't help but giggle to himself as he slowly felt his troubling thoughts waning. Fuen didn't seem “special” in any way. Come to think about it, the other kids running past seemed perfectly normal as well. Maybe this wasn't so bad.


“I'm Soren!” he said to Fuen, smiling back at him.


“It's nice to meet you, Soren!” replied Fuen, returning the smile. “Hey, we better hurry to orientation! I wanna see the legendary Hatsumoto for myself!”


Legendary? So this Hatsumoto guy was something else, then! Things were looking better and better! If this school was owned by somebody famous, he could probably get into any college he wanted if he graduated.


“Y'know, so do I!” nodded Soren, following Fuen onto the campus grounds. The school was larger than it looked from the outside!


This far into the mountains, the school's lawns were a rich summer green. The buildings themselves looked like they made in Japanese feudal times, but the bricks and wood showed no signs of age. Each roof was either tiled or thatched, looking quite fancy. A small stream ran through the campus with several wooden bridges arching over them. Many types of fish swam in the stream, none all too expensive. They ran past the dormitories, which was actually a series of houses with enough rooms to fit 15 students if they tripled up.


The main hall was like walking into a small castle, and already there were thousands of students gathered, even though the orientation didn't begin for another 15 minutes. Soren noted the different colored jumpsuits; the invitation didn't specify which kind of jumpsuit they should wear, so long as it was formal. The color was left up to the individual. But these students seemed to be taking the color system to a whole different level. Soren noticed that every student had dyed their hair to match their suit. Or maybe their hair colors were natural; it was hard to tell. He wasn't one to talk, since his black hair match his suit, but at least he knew he was born with black hair. His hair always produced a tuft in front of him, no matter how he styled it. It was much easier to keep it this way, so he left it alone.


As the school bell dinged 10:00, Soren could swear he heard the main gate slam shut from inside the main hall. There was a rush of silence among the crowd as loud footsteps echoed through the large hall. There were no chairs set out, so all of the students were standing before a large stage. The steps grew louder and louder, until the school's head, Mr. Hatsumoto, walked out onto the stage. 


He was wearing a silver suit and long silver pants, longer silver hair flowing freely behind him. Even beneath his suit, Soren could tell that he had a well-toned body; his figure was absolutely perfect on the suit.


“Welcome, young ones,” he spoke calmly into a microphone, gazing onto the crowd with solemn amber eyes. He sounded a bit on the older side, betraying his handsome looks. Yet, his voice was a kind and respectful one, something you might hear from old storyteller or an ancient wizard in a fantasy movie. 


So this is this Hatsumoto guy... Soren said to himself. It was not a face Soren recognized, but since he didn't keep up with much information outside of things like anime and the gaming world and his hobbies, he didn't attest anything to that. What Soren did find strange is that there was nobody there to introduce him. Normally school orientations had a teacher, the vice chairman, or a public speaker of some kind introduce the head of the school.


“I trust that you all arrived here safely and without issue. The fact that you are here, means that each and every one of you have proven yourself capable of living with around people without revealing yourself,” the school's headmaster explained.


“Capable of living with people?” pondered Soren. That was a strange way of putting things.


“The gates are closed, and all guests have been left the campus,” Hatsumoto continued. “You are free to be yourself from now on, but I trust you to take the form your instructors request when asked.”


“Be yourself? Form?” wondered Soren. What the heck did he mean by that?


“Ah! Finally!” he heard Fuen's voice say. Soren looked to his left where Fuen had been standing. In his place was not the boy his age he had met, but a gray fox now half his size. Soren thought he was seeing things, but his ears didn't betray him. “My parents wouldn't let me come unless I stayed in that human form for the whole summer!” The fox was speaking in Fuen's voice, and the fox turned to smile at Soren. “But if Hatsumoto says it's okay, my parents can't complain!”


“Wh-What is--?!” Soren was a loss for words as his gaze darted across the crowd. A good three-quarters of the student body had turned into foxes as well! Soren was left to wonder if the students who had not transformed were human like he was, or if they were simply foxes who hadn't transformed yet.


Soren pinched himself several times over, enough so that he drew blood on more than one occasion. This wasn't a dream! Everyone here... They were all foxes! His mind was in such a panic that he missed almost the entirety of Hatsumoto's speech and the introduction of the school's most important staff members. Every time he looked to the stage, there was somebody else there. All of the staff members on stage looked like humans, but Soren had a feeling that they were all of the vulpine nature as well.


This is bad! Soren thought. They're all foxes! And me... I'm human! If they find out they'll probably kill for finding out their secrets! Or worse! What do I do? What do I do?! They're going to kill me! They'll kill me and feast on my guts! Oh! I can already feel them tugging at my eyeballs!

His panicked thoughts were making him sick to his stomach. Fuen noticed this and reach a paw up onto his side. “You okay, Soren? You don't look well!” he said to the boy. “I'm sure keeping that form is tiring. They said we could be in our natural form unless asked by a teacher to be human. Why don't you drop the transformation and we'll go find some sweet herbs to soothe your stomach after the orientation?”


“N-No! I'm... I'm fine,” Soren told the fox. That was right! There was no requirement that students had to look like foxes outside of a teacher's request. He just had to pretend to be a fox until nightfall, then he could escape. But what if they noticed his absence and traced it back to him being a human? Would they leave him alone? He remembered stories of kitsune that would prank humans for rest of their lives. If they didn't kill him, they might make his life miserable. 


He shook his head. He couldn't think about that. The first thing he had to do was escape. Maybe, just maybe, if he kept their secret for the rest of his life, they just might leave him alone. Long shot or not, it was the only option he had.


“If you say so,” Fuen sighed. “I can't blame you for wanting to see how long you can keep your transformation before getting exhausted. It's a good thing to know!”


“R-Right,” Soren replied. Maybe he could pull this off.


By the time he had relaxed himself, the orientation ceremony was almost over. He was only able to get the information that classes and dormitory listings were posted on the wall.


“Hey, Soren!” called Fuen from the crowed. The fox had already darted over to the wall to find out. “What's your surname?”


“Uh... It's--”


“Found it!” the fox shouted over him and everyone else. He quickly ran back to Soren with the widest of grins on his face. “Heh heh! You're the only Soren here!” In fact, Fuen's grin was kind of creeping him out.


“Wh-What are you so happy about?” Soren finally asked.


“Because I get to be roomies with a member of the Kagami clan!” Fuen exclaimed, his tail swaying happily behind him. “No wonder you're keeping your human form.”


Kagami? Soren wondered. That wasn't his surname. He was Soren Fujikata, and the Fujikatas weren't exactly a clan. It was now that he understood what was going on. He must've gotten mixed up with somebody else and was invited by mistake. Soren feigned a smile. “Uh, yeah. You got it!” It took a moment for Fuen's words to fully click. “Wait! You mean we're roommates?”


Fuen nodded. “Eeyup! We're in different homerooms, but at least we get to sleep together!”


Something about the way Fuen said that statement made it sound creepier than it was meant to be. For now, Soren just had to put up an act of being a fox disguised as a human. He could flee that night once everyone was asleep.


They spent the rest of the day wandering around the campus and checking out all of the buildings. It was a beautiful place; Soren felt bad that he didn't belong here. The mountain air was fresh and the sky somehow seemed bluer than usual. Though he preferred playing video games, he had to admit it was a nice place and that he wouldn't mind living in such a place if he ever became a fan of the outdoors. Such a thing wouldn't happen though now that he realized he couldn't go to school here. He was a human and everyone else was a fox.


By sheer coincidence, they stumbled into the fox that would've been Soren's homeroom teacher. His name was Kuroda, and in human form he resembled a tall man with short blond hair parted down the middle. He wore glasses over his sapphire blue eyes and wore a white-collared dress shirt and gray pants, different from the trend he had seen with the other foxes.


“It's a pleasure to meet you both,” he said politely, extending a hand to the two of them. Soren shook with his hand while Fuen did with his paw. “It's rare that the Kagami clan decided to send us one of their own. They're a secluded clan who usually prefers home-schooling us, despite us sending their kits and invitation quite frequently. Not that they need out help, since they rarely interact with humans to begin with. I look forward to seeing one of the young geniuses of transformation in action.”


“I'll try not to be a disappointment,” Soren replied with a faint laugh. Perhaps fate was smiling down upon him. It didn't seem like the Soren they were expecting planned on showing up, and if he left that night, they might just attribute it to him deciding he didn't want to mingle with humans or whatever these foxes were planning on teaching the younger generation. Had he actually paid attention during the orientation, he might have figured it out.


Having checked out the campus, the two made their way to the dormitories. Due to being new students, Soren and Fuen had a place in the back section, farthest from the classrooms. As soon as they opened the door to their new home, number 317, they could see five of their new housemates already gathered in the front room. Two were in human form -- they were naked, but still shaped like humans -- and the other three were already foxes.


“So you are two of the newbies, right?” said one of the human-shaped foxes, a naked high-schooler with longer black hair tied into a single braid behind his back. “The name's Weiss! I'll be your senior housemate.” 


“Nice to meet you!” greeted Fuen, who bowed respectfully to his senior. “I'm Fuen, and this is Soren.”


His eyes bounced between the two. “You'll both be in room D with Ein,” Weiss told them both before pointing to Soren. “And you... Just because you're a Kagami brat doesn't mean a thing here. Genius or not, here you're just a freshman, and I expect you to address me with the proper respect at all times.”


“Aren't we all just one-tails though?” asked one of the foxes, a red-furred kitsune.


“Shut it, Toshio! Or next time I light your tail on fire, I won't put it out!” snapped Weiss.


“He will, too!” piqued the other fox in human form. He was leaning back on a couch, staring up at the ceiling. He had spiky orange hair and went by the name of Leos.


Casseri, Ein, Haku, Ifrit, Kaze, Leos, Mion, Okita, Ryne, Shura, Toshio, Ven, and Weiss! These were the 13 foxes Fuen and Soren were set to spend the next year living with. Soren didn't even know why he bothered to learn their names; he'd be gone before the night was up. Perhaps it was because Weiss was kind enough to treat his younger roommates to dinner that he thought he should at least learn their names. Weiss had caught a large amount of fish from the stream that ran through the campus. Foxes were free to fish in it at their leisure, but many learned that it wasn't as easy as it actually looked. The fish were skilled swimmers and out-foxed several foxes; newcomers were humiliated several times.


“To show you I'm a nice guy, I'll let you all in on a little secret,” announced Weiss. “You've seen how many fish are in the stream, right? Isn't it strange how there's so many, yet they're so hard to catch?” Weiss grinned with pride. “The truth is that every 9 out of 10 fish in the stream are but an illusion. In a year or two, once you get better at magic, you'll be able to see the true location of the fish. That's why so many newbies make fools out of themselves all the time!”


Weiss showed off some of the magic abilities he had learned during the past year and perfected over the summer. His skills ranged from floating fireballs he could manipulate and make dance, to cloning techniques and illusions that made him sprout two wings from his back and fly. That wasn't what thrilled the others though.


“Wow! All that, and only his ears stuck out!” gasped Ein. Sure enough, two fox-like ears had appeared on Weiss' head. Feigning being unimpressed, Toshio attempted to give it a try. He placed a single green leaf on his forehead and transformed himself into a human, a shorter one with a bowl cut of red hair. He wasn't naked like the other two foxes, but instead wore his red jumpsuit. He concentrated his magical energy into the palm of his hand and produced a fireball with ease, but his human disguise was immediately dropped.


“Pffft! Even with a leaf, you gave out using magic a 5-year-old could do!” Weiss snerked. Toshio hung his head in defeat.


Soren could hardly believe what he was seeing. He was witnessing kitsune performing magic before his very eyes from such a close range. He was both elated and upset. The display was mesmerizing, but it only further proved the point that he didn't belong. These were foxes who had come to the school to learn magic, and he was a human trespassing on their studies. It wasn't just for him; he had no right to be there.


Night soon fell upon the land, but he waited until Fuen and Ein were ready for bed before he dared head to his room. The roomed had already been set up with beds, blankets, chairs and desks, and everything you could expect in a typical human dormitory. There was one single bed and a bunk-bed in this room. Some of the rooms had 3 single beds, and one had a triple bunk.


“Dibs on the top!” shouted Fuen, hopping up on a deck and then onto the top bed. He nestled under the blankets in a way that made even Soren smile at the adorable sight. Soren crawled onto his bed and under his covers. Having glanced around the room, he noticed their were no spare clothes anyway, despite being told not to bring extras. Had he come to the room first, he would've found it odd, but he had seen that the clothes the others wore were nothing more than part of their human disguises. If he had stayed, they'd probably realize the truth.


Soren waited two hours, until he was certain both Ein and Fuen were sound asleep and that there was no noise coming from outside the room. It was at this point that he slowly emerged from his bed. It was nice to meet you all! Especially you, Fuen! I wish circumstances had been different. We probably won't meet ever again.

His silent goodbye said, Soren snuck out from his room. He didn't tiptoe, but he took slow and careful steps toward the door.


“Running away, are we?” came a voice. Soren's head twisted around to see Weiss still on the couch, simply lying on his stomach facing toward the door. At least, he assumed it was Weiss based on the voice. There was kitsune with black fur covering his head from his nose up and down across his back. The rest of his fur, nearly the entirety of his body, was greyish-white-colored.


“Weiss... I...” Soren started.


“I kid, I kid,” sighed Weiss, seeing how he had startled the boy. “Not like there's a curfew or anything. Some kitsune get restless at night and play in the moonlight. Just make sure you're back before 2! If you oversleep on your first day because you were out playing, don't think I won't use my fire to get you to class.”


Soren laughed hesitantly. “I'll keep that in mind!” He opened the door, only to stop halfway. There was a question plaguing his mind, something he felt he had to ask. “Hey, Weiss... Has there... Has there ever been a case of a human sneaking onto the campus before?”


“They've tried! There's been one or two cases ever since I first started coming here!”


“But have any of them actually succeeded? Have any humans ever posed as a student and found out that you all-- that WE were all foxes?”


Weiss snickered, then burst out in laughter at the question. “Is that what's bugging you, Soren? Man, and here I thought humans were the least of the Kagami clan's worries!” He wiped a paw across his face. “A human would have to be pretty sneaky to get in here! With all the high-ranking kitsune around here, I don't see how a human could ever fool us! If a human possessed the skill needed to out-fox all of us, then they'd deserve to know our secret.”


His answer brought some relief to him. If they figured out who he was after he left, they might not go after him after all. With this knowledge in mind, he thanked the fox. He bowed to Weiss and took his leave.


Although Weiss had talked about playing in the moonlight, there was no moon out tonight. The school's odd start date, on a Tuesday when there was no national holiday, coincided with the new moon. Since he explored the campus with Fuen earlier, making it all the way to the main gate was a cinch. He saw only two foxes, and it was evident that they had not seen him. 


Soren hadn't been imagining things when he heard the gates shut. The space between the metal bars was thin, but nothing that couldn't be climbed over at the least. He reached out to grab the bars, only for a strong electrical shock to cause him to whip his hands back. “Agh! Jeez!” He flicked his hands. The bars had electricity running through them, though he didn't see any source for the electricity to come from. The walls all around were tall and slick, providing no space to grab onto.


Soren's eyes trailed up to the sign above the gates after shocking his hands. While he intended to re-gauge how high the bars were, what caught his attention was the letter hanging above the main gate on the arch. “Hatsumoto Hachibi's School for Gifted Kids,” he repeated to himself, his eyes fixated upon the name of the school. His pupils dilated and shrunk quickly as he saw something he couldn't believe he didn't see before. He wasn't sure if it was his brain skipping over a typo, or some kind of magic that blocked him the first time. There was no “d” anywhere in the name. It read, “Hatsumoto Hachibi's School for Gifted Kits”. The letters were backwards from his angle, but he knew what he saw.


“Kits? How did I miss that?” he asked himself. Things made even more sense now, but at the same time they became that much more confusing. He saw his invitation, as did his parents. There was no way all three of them could have missed such a thing. Then again, with how excited his parents were, it was possible they didn't see it either.


He had to get out of the school while he could. He wandered around the edge of the campus, hoping to find a tree or ladder or something that would allow him to climb over the wall. He and Fuen had explored the campus, but they hadn't traversed the edge of the wall and gates that surrounded the campus. Unfortunately, he failed to find anything close enough to the wall that he could climb and successfully reach the edge from. He didn't travel the whole length; he stopped when he encountered a wide field that he and Fuen had seen earlier that was used for various outdoor activities. It was long and wide, and while it stretched to the horizon, Soren was certain the school's border extended all the way around it.


He conceded.


Soren didn't see any way out. He could try tunneling, but he had a feeling it would work. Even if it would, he'd never be able to successfully tunnel his way without being noticed in one night. His only choice was to try and hide his identity until hopefully a guest arrived or somebody inside left in a way that would allow him to exit through the gates behind them.


By the time Soren returned to his lodgings, Weiss was already in his room and asleep. Nobody saw him come back in, and all the way back to his bed he didn't manage to wake a single sleeping fox. All he could do was try and get some sleep, though he was afraid that he might do something in his sleep to give away his identity. Both Ein and Fuen were sleeping in their true fox forms, and even Weiss had turned back into a fox when he last saw him. He had to hope for the best as he closed his eyes.


Soren woke to a heavy weight slamming down upon his stomach. His eyes focused upon Fuen bouncing atop his stomach, only for the fox to move forward so that his next bounce knocked a fair bit of air from his lungs. He coughed.


“No ears or tail! You're really good at keeping up your disguise,” he giggled like an innocent child. 


“Good morning to you too!” Soren gasped in quick breath, taking in a huge lungful of air. He followed up with a cough, sitting up so that Fuen would jump off the bed.


“We best hurry to the cafeteria for breakfast! Wouldn't want our first day to begin on an empty stomach!” Fuen told Soren. Having slept in his uniform, Soren didn't need to change. If he went through the motion, it'd probably just confuse Fuen. Soren also doubted he'd be able to get a shower or bath this morning. Although the house had one, there was a small line of three foxes, his dormmates, formed outside the door. He decided to follow Fuen to the cafeteria.


“Good thing we don't need any points today!” Fuen giggled, trotting along beside him.


“Points?” Soren blinked. He hadn't paid enough attention at the orientation.


“Weren't you listening, Soren?” replied Fuen. “We get points based on how well we do in classes starting next week! And we get them at the end of every week! The cafeteria has some nice delicacies that humans enjoy. If you want them, you need lots of points to buy them!”


“Oh, right,” Soren responded with a small laugh. This made things much trickier. If he needed points for food, then he hoped he could escape before he starved in the next week.


There was no line to get into the cafeteria, but as they entered, a woman whom Soren presumed was a fox as well did stop them. However, it wasn't Soren they were stopping, but Fuen. “If you're going to eat here, then you're required to take a human form and keep it the entire meal period. In exchange for free food for the week, we need to ensure you can both keep your human form and eat like humans. It's nothing personal. Next week you'll be able to eat in your fox form if you desire.”


Fuen mumbled something and flicked his wrist, producing a single teardrop-shaped leaf. He placed it on his forehead and immediately returned to the human form Soren met him in in a small puff of magical white smoke. “Fine,” he grumbled.


“No tail or ears,” the woman noticed as she looked him over. “Very good. You two  may enter.”


Fortunately for Soren, the food presented was quite edible. It ranged from berries and slightly cooked field mice, to actual fried rice and omelets. Soren helped himself to an omelet, but not before checking it to make sure it was something he could actually eat. Fuen's dish was similar, though he had some fish added to the side. The two found an open table edge to sit down at, a surprise seeing how crowded the dining hall was.


“Say, Fuen...” began Soren after they sat down. “Why do you hate turning into a human?”


Fuen mumbled something inaudible as he stuffed his mouth full of food. He chewed what was in his mouth and swallowed after realizing that Soren couldn't understand him. “Ahhhh... Sorry about that!” he smiled. “I was trying to say that I don't hate it. I like playing human, but I don't like being forced to be human. You know how things can become less fun when you're forced to do it, right? My parents made me stay in human form all summer so they could be certain I would get in.” He sighed softly. “There're countless kitsune less skilled than I am here, but my parents said they wouldn't let me accept an invitation unless I could pass as a human without my tail ever popping out.”


“Oh...” replied Soren, returning to his breakfast.


“Not like I can blame them. We kitsune of the Norigami clan are usually quite strict with how we behave. I hate it!” the fox went on to explain. “But that's just the clan I was born into. I can already picture what my folks would say if they learned I broke a rule while here.”


“I see,” was all Soren could come up with as a response.


“But I bet your parents would probably act similar if you failed a transformation,” said Fuen, stuffing his face full of egg yolk.


“My parents?” responded Soren, looking away. He wasn't sure what to say. As he opened his mouth to speak again, there was a loud crash that took everyone's attention away from him. One fox in human disguise had tripped and fallen face-first into their tray. Those around him were snickering.


“Walk much?” chuckled one fox nearby. A roar of laughter erupted form that table.


In the end, this school wasn't all that different from a normal school after all. There were bullies, popular and cool groups, nerds, and just about every other group one could find in a typical high school setting.


“Figures the Ijime clan would be the first to ridicule another,” Fuen scoffed, rolling his eyes before returning to his meal. “They're weak when it comes to magic, so they always pick on weaker kitsune physically. They just never change.”


The outburst had diverted the subject away from Soren's parents. Fuen didn't bring up anything for the rest of the breakfast period.


After breakfast, it was time for each of them to head off to their homeroom. Being away from Fuen unnerved him, since he was the only the fox that Soren felt secure around. Somehow he felt that if Fuen learned his secret, the fox wouldn't mind. Thanks to exploring the campus with Fuen, Soren was able to locate his classroom. It was set up with desks like any human class, though half the seats were currently be occupied by foxes, and the others foxes in human skin.


Kuroda, the man Soren and Fuen had met the other day, entered the room as a bell dinged the 9 o' clock hour. All of the foxes immediately bowed. Soren did the same so as to not stand out among the group.


“Good morning, young ones. For those of you unaware, I am Kuroda Hatakin. It's a pleasure to meet all of you!” the man said to the class. “I know you're all anxious to get into the skills you will learn here, but I should inform you all that your first year will generally be spent learning how to use magic without dropping your human disguise. In these ever-changing times, humans have steadily out-populated us. If we want to survive, we need to learn how to keep our values and skills without exposing ourselves to them. I know this won't apply to some of you, but learning to be human is our best method of survival in these times. When food is scarce, human society is the best place to feed ourselves.”


Kuroda began a roll call, calling out each student's name by beginning with their last. When Kuroda called out “Kagami Soren,” Soren responded. Immediately he felt the gaze of several of the foxes fall upon him. Their gazes didn't last too long though, and Soren felt the pressure ease off of him. “Midori Leos!” was one thing Kuroda said that really caught Soren's attention. He turned to see one of the human-disguised foxes speak up. His greenish-brown uniform and hair pointed out to him that it was indeed the Leos from his dorm. Having at least one roommate in his class was a little reassuring.


An hour had passed since the introductions, but the students were not moved to other classes. Instead, Kuroda had passed out a written test full of general knowledge questions to see how much each student knew. The test would help determine what classes they would be taking. Soren was actually quite confident through the latter half of the test. The questions were super easy, ranging from some obvious historical dates to simple grade-school level math. Of course, there were some questions that were on par with a student of his age, and even some beyond that, but Soren didn't find them too difficult. It was the first part of the test he skipped that stumped him.


The first part of the test that Soren came back to was about kitsune culture and tricks to performing some of the most basic spells. While he was certain that anybody in the room could answer them with ease, he was completely dumbfounded. He tried to answer some based on what he had seen and what he had also read in stories, but he couldn't be certain what he was answering with was anywhere near correct. Were Star Balls real, or just a fairy tale, for example. He hadn't seen a single fox with one, yet the test asked a question about what a fox meant when they talked about it. He spent so much time on that section that he was actually thankful when Kuroda announced time was up and the tests were collected. It was already nearing noon.


“All right, everyone!” announced Kuroda. “We'll be breaking for lunch, then all of you will head to the field for a physical evaluation of your abilities. With this information, we should have a general idea of what kind of classes will be best for each of you.”


Oh great! Soren moaned to himself. If he was supposed to compete against foxes in physical exercises, he was certain he'd fail. As the class dismissed for lunch, Soren's first instinct was to head for the main gate again to see if it might have opened for somebody or something. As expected, it had not.


He was so distressed and concerned that he couldn't even bring himself to eat lunch. He went straight to the field, trying to figure out some way to avoid exposing his identity to everyone. “Maybe I could pretend I'm sick...” he pondered. It seemed like a good idea at first, but he then realized that they might want to check his fox form for any signs of illness if he did. Before he could think of something believable, his fellow classmates had arrived on the field. A bell sounded, signaling the start of the next class.


The teacher who came to them this time was not Kuroda, but a toned orange fox with a slender, muscular build and black patches of fur around each foot and paw. His ears and tip of his muzzle were black as well. Soren also noticed a whistles around his neck. However, what stunned Soren the most was the sight of two tails trailing behind him.


“All right, runts! Listen up!” shouted the fox in a manner that reminded Soren of a gym coach. “First things first! My name is Oda of the Akuen clan. Second, you are to all take on your disguises immediately! Until I give the signal, you are to remain humans! Understood?” There was no immediate response. “I said... UNDERSTOOD?!”


“Sir! Yes, sir!” the students all shouted in unison. Those who were previously foxes quickly changed into humans, not wanting to anger the twin-tailed fox. Soren felt a bit less under pressure. It looked like they waned to see how physically adept they were all as humans. This meant that he might not be at risk.


“All of you stretch yourselves for no more than five minutes! Then run four laps around the track and head to the obstacle course!” Oda ordered. “Those who fail to complete the obstacle course in the next 15 minutes after stretching fail.”


One lap of the track was the equivalent of a quarter of a kilometer, so they were supposed to run 1 km before completing the obstacle course. The course itself was simplistic, nothing more than tires set out, monkey bars, crawling through a tunnel, and walking across a balance beam. So long as one wasn't out of shape, completing the challenge in 15 minutes was a breeze. It took only a couple minutes to complete the actual course. He also finished the whole thing in about 7 minutes, and while it wasn't fast by athletic standards, he finished in the top percentile of the foxes there. He could see a few of the foxes with their tails sticking out as they struggled to complete the task at hand, obviously not good at such tasks while pretending to be a human. Luckily, all of them made it, though some just barely.


“Excellent work, runts!” Oda commented. “Those of you who finished in under 8 minutes are about on par with a human. Those of you who took longer need to shape up, and those who couldn't keep their disguise the entire way through need to seriously work on your transformations. If you can't keep your transformation fully intact doing this, a single spell will expose you no matter how skilled at magic you are.”


Leos approached Soren, his tongue hanging out. “You Kagami clan kitsune really are good!” he complimented with a pant. “Sure you didn't come in first, but you've barely broken a sweat.”


That much wasn't entirely true. Soren was panting pretty good, but when he looked over to the foxes who had finished before him, he could see them all fours gasping for air in their lungs. They couldn't change into foxes, but they could still do this much. “Well thanks, Leos,” he replied. “But you didn't finish too long after me, and you made it under 8 minutes.”


“I suppose that's true,” Leos said with a smile.


Oda blew his whistle.


“All right, runts!” exclaimed the fox, now carrying a clipboard and pen around in his arms. Soren had to admit it was a peculiar sight. “You all get 10 minutes to rest. Then comes the next portion of our physical. You will all run the same course in your true forms so we can gouge how you compared.”


“True... forms...?” Soren stuttered.


“All right!” cheered Leos, dropping his disguise and transforming back into a fox. “Now you'll see how good I really am!”

 
Ten minutes passed, and the foxes once again took off, now running at speeds that made Soren seem like a snail. Soren remained behind, unable to turn into a fox. He wasn't surprised when he heard footsteps coming up behind him.


“Soren!” the fox called calmly. “Everything okay?”


Soren hesitated for a moment. “Um, actually, sir! I, uh... I don't feel well... I think maybe whatever I had for lunch is coming back for a fight.” He covered his stomach, trying to imitate stomach pains. Oda stepped forward and placed a paw on his stomach.


“It may be your human transformation that's doing it,” Oda told him. “Change back and rest for a few minutes. If it's still acting up, you can go to the nurse's office.”


“N-No!” Soren gasped, stumbling a little. “I... I can't...”


“Soren... I know the Kagami clan is strict when it comes to transformations, but as long as you're a student here, our rules overtake anything they may have told you. Please return to fox form so I can make certain that you're okay.” Oda moved closer to Soren's forehead, Soren backing away again. Oda growled a little as he looked over to see that some of the foxes were already nearing the end of the course.


“I don't have time for this!” he growled again. “Please, Soren! If you really are sick, you have to drop your disguise. I'd rather have Reinu yelling at me for interrupting his clan's training than allowing one of his clan's runts to collapse.”


“I can't!” Soren shouted, preparing to run. Oda quickly intercepted him.


“Listen, runt!” he snapped. “The Kagami clan may be respected, but I'm taking this less as a health issue and more of a disrespect issue.” He paced around Soren slowly. “You're only a runt, so learn some manners and please drop your transformation. I'm not going to ask you again.”


Soren looked back and forth. Many of the foxes who had finished gathered around, curious as to what was going on. Even Leos was among them.


“Please!” he begged. “Don't make me do it! I can't!”


“You can!” roared Oda.


“I can't!” Soren shouted back.


Oda had had enough with Soren's disrespect. He wasn't about to let a one-tailed kitsune disrespect him like this. He lunged for Soren. “THAT'S ENOUGH!” yelled a voice that forced even Oda to stop in his tracks. It was Kuroda who had arrived on the scene. “Oda! What are you doing?”


“This doesn't involve you, Kuroda!” snarled Oda. “I tried to be nice, but this runt here is disrespecting me!”


“And how did he do that?” Kuroda questioned.


“He refuses to change back!” answered the twin-tailed kitsune. “At first he said he was sick, but he won't even change back for that. You know as well as I do that the nurse won't see him if he refuses to change. Besides! This test requires him to do so!”


Kuroda sighed and stepped toward Soren, placing a hand gently on his shoulder. “Soren, what's wrong?”


“I just... I just can't transform into a fox,” Soren admitted, looking down. He was clearly worried.


“It's okay...” Kuroda told him. “You don't have to force yourself to be a human anymore. I don't know what kind of strict training the Kagami clan leaders are forcing on you, but I'll talk to Reinu for you. He's a good friend.”


“I just can't...” Soren continued. Kuroda forced his chin up to look at him, looking him in the eyes. Soren could see that Kuroda was concerned for him. He was a human though, so he just couldn't transform back into a fox. He was never a fox to begin with. Kuroda continued to look at him.


“I think I should take him to the nurse, Oda,” he said to the two-tails. “I think something really might be wrong with him.”


“No!” Soren shouted, brushing Kuroda's hand away. He couldn't hide it anymore. He didn't know what would happen to him, but if he didn't expose the truth now, things would only grow worse. “I can't do it!” he said. He was so scared he was shaking, so scared he was actually crying. “I can't transform because I'm not a fox!”


All of the foxes gathered around looked to each other, then started laughing. Soren didn't understand. Why were they laughing? Kuroda sighed, his palm resting on the side of his face.


“If you set all this up for a prank, it's a pretty good one, I'll admit,” he sighed again. “But pranking a kitsune four times your tail count is never a good idea, Soren. We tend to prank you back much worse.”


“It's not a prank!” Soren exclaimed, his hands clenched into fists. He was angry! Scared, but angry that they were taking such a serious matter as a joke. “I really am a human! My name's not Soren Kagami, it's Soren Fujikata! I think I got a letter here by mistake.” He continued to shudder. “I'm sorry for learning your secret! If you let me go, I swear I won't tell anybody!”


“A human?! Yeah right!” one of the student chuckled. “If you're going to pull a trick like that, at least hide your smell! Sure, you smell like a human, but anyone could recognize that scent!”


“My smell?” Soren blinked confusedly. What did they mean by that? He was a human! If he had any fox stench on him, it was because he slept in a dorm room full of foxes and had been surrounded by them the past two days. 


Kuroda and Oda were not laughing. Kuroda leaned in close, staring Soren straight in the eyes. Kuroda's lips parted to ask another question. “Soren... you didn't hit your head on your way here, did you?”


“What?! No!” he gasped. “I never--”


“This is really bad! I've heard stories of this happening, but I've never seen such a serious case!” the homeroom teacher interrupted.


“What's going on?” Oda inquired.


“I think he has amnesia. He looks like a human and smells like a human, so he probably--”


“Shut up!” screamed Soren, this time cutting off Kuroda. He didn't want to hear any more. He was a human! “I told you already, I'm a human! I've been a human all my life! My parents are both humans! I could tell you everything about humans! You can ask my parents! I'm telling you, I'm a human!”


Many of the foxes had stopped laughing. It was evident that Soren was serious. Tears still leaked from his eyes as he told everyone the truth. Maybe he should've let them believe he was just joking, but he knew he couldn't. Now he only hoped that they wouldn't kill him.


“Human, huh? Then I have to end this now,” Kuroda said to himself. He began reaching for Soren. Soren wriggled and fell back, trying to inch himself away from the human-shaped fox.


“No! Please! Stay away! Please don't--!” pleaded Soren. Kuroda made a swipe at his forehead. Soren closed his eyes, fearing the worst, only to realize that he hadn't even been scratched. He didn't feel any pain. He slowly opened his eyes. A single teardrop-shaped leaf with some kind of black marking on it now rested between Kuroda's fingers. Soren didn't know what that meant. Suddenly, he felt a strange weight behind him.


His eyes shaking in horror, he raised his hands in front of his face. They weren't hand, but paws, sharp claws sticking out from where his nails had been. He flipped them over multiple times. They were covered in white fur up to his mid forearm, where it shifted to pitch black fur. His clothes had also become looser, bigger even. Panic setting in, he lifted his feet, noticing his shoes didn't feel right anymore. His feet had become larger, no longer flat and plantigrade but long, slender, and digitgrade.


“Soren... are you feeling okay now?” Kuroda asked him.


Soren pinched the tip of muzzle and tapped his nose, noticing that they had pushed out some. He moved his paws up and down his face, feeling it all over. He pinched himself to make sure he wasn't dreaming all of this. He moved his paws up his head, grabbing onto two large ears now planted at the top of his head. He couldn't feel anything on the side where his ears normally were. Finally, he reached behind him, pulling up what he discovered was a long black tail.


“Soren!” called Kuroda again.


That was the second time Soren heard him, but Kuroda had already called out his name seven times. Soren continued to feel over his body. He didn't speak, but in his mind he was telling himself over and over again that this couldn't be real.


“SOREN!” shouted Kuroda again.


This time Soren looked to him, showing signs of attention. The rest of Kuroda's words were lost to him, though. It wasn't just Kuroda; Soren couldn't understand anything that anybody was saying. Their words all melded together and echoed, and all other sounded simply vanished. It was like being in a tunnel where everyone was speaking at the same time. Everything started spinning, and Soren finally collapsed.


“Soren!” Kuroda, Oda, and Leos all shouted in unison. Soren lay on the ground, liquid spewing from his mouth as his body twitched and convulsed. It was equivalent to having a seizure as his mind tried to cope with the strain of what was happening to him. “This is bad!” noted Kuroda. “Everyone get back!” Kuroda removed Soren's uniform and wrapped it around him. “C'mon, Oda! We have to get him to the nurse! Now!”

It had been three days since Soren discovered the truth of who he was. The black-furred fox sat up straight on a couch in Hatsumoto's office alone while Hatsumoto spoke with Kuroda outside of the office.


“Poor kid,” said Kuroda, having heard everything from Hatsumoto.


“His parents will be here shortly to talk to him, but he's said only a few words since he woke up,” Hatsumoto explained. “I can't blame the kid. He was raised as a human, so he believed he was a human. Had he not come here, he may have never known. It had to be quite a shock.”


“I'm sure it would've been even worse had he lived over a hundred years before learning the truth,” Kuroda replied. “It's probably a good thing he came here.”


Hatsumoto nodded. “For now, I think it's best that we let them handle things.”


He returned to office to find Soren still waiting for him, the young fox as silent as ever. “Hey, Soren. So are you sure you're ready to meet them?”


Soren nodded slowly without giving a verbal answer. He remembered what happened when he first woke up in the nurse's office a day ago. His parents were on the phone and wanted to speak with him. It was his mother who spoke to him, his human mother. “It's okay, Soren. We know!” she had said to him. “We've always known. As soon as we got the letter, we knew our gut feeling had to be true. After you left, THEY also came to speak with us.” There was a pause on the phone before she spoke up again. “Soren... Just know that -- no matter what happens -- you will always be our son! I love you, Soren!” A moment later, his father was on the phone. “I love you too, son!”


“Mom... Dad... I... I love you too!” was all Soren had responded with, tears dampening his cheek fur.


Soren waited patiently for about an hour before the door to the office opened again. This time, the ones who entered three foxes. One of them, a silver and black-furred kitsune with three tails was Reinu, leader of the Kagami clan. The other two, a black kitsune and white kitsune with black markings, were his parents. They were his real parents.


“Soren,” said Reinu. “It's good to finally meet you. My name is Reinu Kagami, and these two beside me are Taiso and Yves. They are your parents.”


Soren looked up at this, getting a good look at his parents for the first time. They didn't attempt to run up and hug Soren, nor did they expect him to come to them. They had come to tell him the truth, and let him decide what he wanted to do from there.


“I'll get to the point, Soren. I'm not going to try and be your mother now after leaving you ,” began Yves, the white-furred kitsune. “It happened about 14 years ago, when you were still too young to remember anything. I had just given birth to a healthy young kit only a month before. It was a stormy night; I still remember the rain pounding and the thunder causing you to cry. And then...”


She grew silent for a moment, causing Soren to look to her curiously.


“It was my fault, Soren!” Taiso informed. “I had cornered a few squirrels up on the roof of a nearby cabin where a couple and their child were camping. Me being up there must've caused the cabin to have enough height to be the target of a stray lightning bolt.”


“Couple and their child? Do you mean--?” Soren started to ask.


“The lightning bolt set their cabin on fire,” Yves confirmed. “In the blaze, the couple escaped, but their newborn son was killed. We felt awful!”


“They blamed themselves for what happened,” Reinu explained further. “The two of them decided to use our clan's transforming abilities to turn their own son into a child that resembled the child that was lost in that fire and gave him up to them.”


Soren's eyes widen, his pupils shaking.


“You never knew the truth,” said Yves. “You were too young to realize you were a fox, and the couple raised you as their own. I think... deep down... they knew it was a lie, that you weren't really the same child they lost. Yet, they still took care of you. We watched them closely for a while, and we saw that they truly loved you. You simply being alive and happy was enough for us.”


“When we were certain you were in good hands, we left things entirely to them,” Taiso added. “It never crossed our minds that you would receive an invitation to come here, Soren. We're sorry you had to find out this way. We planned to come and see you ourselves when you had grown-up.”


The two parents both bowed before Soren.


“We're truly sorry, Soren!” they said. Soren could hear a sniffle coming from Yves. He thought she was crying.


Soren couldn't be mad at them. They hadn't outright abandoned him, and he had lived a good life up until now. The two humans he raised him cared for him as if he was a member of their family, as if he was their real son. That was love. And what his parents were showing him now, it was another form of love.


“If you want to return and attend a normal human high school, we understand,” Reinu stated. “You're a member of our clan, and no matter what you decide to do from here on out, we will accept that. You deserve to live the life you want! You don't need us or this school to teach you anything. I'm sure you have a lot to think about, so we'll--”


“You're wrong!” announced Soren. Reinu was shocked to be interrupted like that. However, he also understood that Soren had every right to speak. Soren smiled at all three of them. “I do need them! Both them and this school!”


Taiso and Yves raised their heads. “Soren...”


“I need this school to teach me how to be a fox! I need them to teach me who I really am!” Soren had decided. “My parents told me... The Fujikatas told me they knew I was a fox. They could've not let me go, but they sent me here. They wanted me to learn the truth about myself and to decide what I want to do. I don't know if I belong here, but now that I know I am a fox, I have to at least find that out.” Soren looked to his family, his birth parents. “And when summer comes, could I... come home?”


Taiso and Yves both nodded. “Of course, Soren!” Taiso smiled to his son, proud of how he had grown. “Those humans raised you well. We left you in better hands than anything we could have provided you.”


Soren spent some time talking with the three Kagami kitsune, as well as Hatsumoto. It was only a few days ago that he was scared that the foxes of the school would kill him, that he didn't belong in this school. He was a human with no special merit. But as it turned out, he was indeed gifted. He was a fox who had the pleasure of being raised by humans, to be treated like a human and to experience everything they could offer. Now, he had the same chance to experience what foxes had to offer him. Unlike other foxes, unlike other humans, he had a chance to experience two vastly different worlds. Soren wasn't alone. He had friends, parents, and teachers who would help him. He knew Soren, Weiss, Leos, Kuroda, and his parents were there to help him when he needed it.


He belonged here.
