Working with others was hard. Too many moving pants. Too much discord. No one ever agreed to anything. The only reason that he kept working in the Cherryton City General Hospital was because of an issue of legality. His doctorate was completely valid, but he never got any permits to operate his clinic in the BAM. No matter how many people he had saved through a decade of pro bono medical work, in the eyes of the law, he was no different than a novice offering abortions to desperate young women. Not even having the vouching of one of the current Beastars meant anything to a bunch of stuffy congressmen in the way of progress.
Smoke flew out of his lips, floating adrift into the night sky. Ever since the penalty they applied to him for smoking indoors, the hospital rooftop had turned into his safe haven. He had heard the joke regarding the irony of a doctor having such vices, but he didn’t care. There was only so much weight an animal could carry on their shoulders before they searched for an outlet, independent of how much good it did to them.
Suddenly, the horrible sound of his pager going off broke whatever little peace he had gathered during his break. "God fucking dammit." He already knew what the code would be even before checking. He had been dealing with cases like these all week long, and by now, the horrible sight had become routine. Some of the staff would be as horrified by his reaction to the patients as the patient's actual condition. He didn't blame them, of course. They hadn't seen what he had seen in his years as the BAM medic.
Of course, what they were dealing with right now wasn’t exactly common even in the BAM either. “Code REATG…" Rapid Excessive Adipose Tissue Growth; he was the one who came up with the term. He didn't know why or how it appeared on patients, but they had to put something on the clinical forms. Giving it a quick-to-reference term was just the best they could do at the moment.
He rushed down the stairwell, adjusting his coat as he threw the cigarette onto one of the overflowing trash cans placed between floors. Even a few floors away, he could already hear the commotion happening on the emergency wing; erratic screaming and growling as commands were flung left and right to remedy a damned situation. “Dammit, why does this always have to happen when I’m on my break?” 
He practically barreled through the door as he rushed to the wing, grimacing at the nursing staff trying to stabilize the obese carnivore. Seeing them struggle to hold down the giant beast only made him shake his head in frustration—longing for the bed straps he had used previously in his clinic. Legality be damned, they at least worked better than the pitiful sight in front of him five nurses all futile attempting to inject tranquilizer agent while evading sharp fangs and claws. 
The closer he got to the bed, the more his stomach churned and bile rose in his throat. The smell that hit him was enough to make a grown dog faint—a pungent combination of rotten meat scraps and body odor emanating from the creature's overweight body. His frame was covered in hundreds of pounds worth of blubber spilling out of an ill-fitting outfit. Stretch marks pilfered once pristine skin underneath all that dirty, matted fur—visible thanks to the standard erratic thrashing typical for those afflicted by REATG. 
“Move.” With a rough shove, he pushed the group of frightened nurses aside and snatched the syringe from their trembling hands. Turning, he seized the writhing animal by its thick neck, pinning it down with urgency as he prevented it from taking a bite out of anyone. “And give me some space, dammit!” He bellowed at the surrounding nurses while locking gazes with the patient beneath him. The canine’s head was deeply mottled with grease stains and bruises. His dilated pupils vigorously shook in unison with short, relentless breathing. Loose, flowing folds of flab growing from his cheeks and chin covered his face. Worst of all was his muzzle; yellow, meat-stained fangs acting as the opened gates for a foul stench to be breathed out of him. "Dammit… What the hell did this one eat?!”
The pressure held the canine down, his overfed belly quivering like a bowl full of jelly with each frantic motion. Atop his lap, bounced up and down chaotically—slamming against his waist with a wet slap. Fat, chunky meat rolls clashed with one other in a revolting display, the sound enough to make some of the nurses flinch in disgust. Underneath him, the bed frame groaned in protest under the dog’s titanic weight, threatening to collapse at any moment.
Siberian Husky. No foam at the mouth, just drool, so no risk of rabies. Dealing with REATG is already bad enough. He cringed at the feeling of fingers making contact with the canine’s oily, damp fur. The surface was slick and sticky, sweat and grime mixing to form a horrible, oozy texture. There were telltale signs that something involving horrific amounts of meat happened to the poor man. Even the worst cases of meat highs he had seen in his career paled in comparison to the crazed carnivores that were wheeled into the emergency wing day after day.
Gouhin felt the husky's thick, flabby legs push and kick against his body as the animal struggled to break free of his grip, but the excess flab lugged around by his tree trunk legs was too heavy for him to muster enough strength to throw the panda off—kicks feeble and ineffective. 
“Aaaand… hold still.”
He pressed the syringe down against the carnivore’s neck, letting the semi-transparent liquid flow down the needle into the man’s system. The once ceaseless convulsing started to die down—the fight leaving the crazed husky’s eyes as they glazed over into a hazy, flat blue tone. Thrashing limbs turned still, stress flowing out of tense, strained muscles. In mere moments, the canine stopped like a machine suddenly running out of power. 
His hand still pressed down on the carnivore, adrenaline running wild. Racing thoughts still flowed through his adrenaline-ridden brain—bracing for the moment that the unconscious canine would spring up and attack him. The entire staff stood in silence with him—shocked in unison. The sound of his intense heartbeat was echoed through his ears, a solemn melody joined by the sound of medical equipment and the shuffling from other wings of the hospital.
The droning symphony rang in his ear with a cold, mechanical ferocity. The emergency had died down as fast as it came. Just when he had settled into a familiar rhythm with the horrors their biology brought, a curveball struck him. The reports would always be the same; lone wolves with poor financial standing would go missing for a week or two, and then be thrown out onto the slums for somebody to spot—now hundreds of pounds heavier. The growth the victims showed was impossible by any scientific margin—their own feeble, drugged minds seemingly struggling to keep up with their new strife as they fruitlessly tried to sit up, their overinflated midsection acting as a blockade in their path
“Oh, goodness me… Did I arrive too late?”
The panda instinctively groaned at an annoying, familiar voice as it broke the solemn silence—irritation brought to the forefront instead of trepidation. Punctuality was a value he held dear—a value that no one in this accursed institution seemed to hold in equal regard. “Doctor Klein.” He mumbled. “You’re late. Again.”
“Apologies, it was just all so sudden! I tried running down as fast as I could—“
“Run faster next time.” He spat at the badger. “Seventeenth case of REATG this week. Did you find anything at the lab?”
“Results were… inconclusive. We know that it’s an external pathogen causing their bodies to digest food incredibly rapidly, but we don’t know how to treat it or what it even is. A liquid-only diet seems to mitigate the effects, but only for so long before they start showing signs of mental degradation again.”
“Same old news. Unless you find something, I want you in that damn lab all day long. You hear me?”
Klein practically shrunk in place, clutching onto the clipboard with ferocity like how a child would hug a plush for comfort. “…Yes, sir. H-however—“
“What?”
He momentarily faltered, retreating away and almost letting go of the clipboard. “We found something on this one’s personage. We usually just throw these immediately to be quarantined by the lab staff, but I thought you might want to see this.” Klein reached into his voluminous overcoat and produced a thin tablet. He activated the device, which emitted an eerie blue glow as he held it in front of the panda.
Immediately, a wave of rigor spread through the ursine's body as he gazed into the device's contents—stiffened as if he had been struck by an electric current. His fur stood on end as Klein swiped through slides of photographs and data.
“You mentioned the name of this wolf before, so I thought that it might be prudent to mention it to you—“  
“You said that this was found on that Husky? Where exactly? Wallet? Pocket?” He needed to know every detail. Even the most minute of aspects could tell a thousand words. Years of forceful therapy—or what some would call ‘kidnapping’ if his actions were to be looked under the eyes of the law—had taught him to weave tales from simply observing a person and what they carried with them. “Klein, where did they find this man?”
“I-I, uh-ah—“
“Mister Gouhin.” An old, squawky voice said. “May I be of use? I’m sure that I can run the story by you. Doctor Klein is very busy, after all, and time is of the essence, is it not?” Yayoi—perched atop a heart monitor looked at him with the kind of look a disapproving mother would look at her child with. Her petite nurse hat almost slid off her head as she cocked it with a frown to go alongside. 
His star nurse and the only one that he trusted with dealing with inventory keeping back when he still ran the clinic. The owl had always been a nagging but caring presence in his life ever since he was an intern back in this hospital years ago—back when he still had the kind of worldview that frustrated him oh-so-thoroughly in the present; overly ambitious and optimistic to a fault.
“Fine. And as for you,” He said while looking back at the badger. “Give me that tablet. We’ll be busy for a long time reviewing this mess.”
“Y-yes, sir.” 
Gouhin practically ripped it off his hands, not a second after strutting down the hall with a stalwart, iron-fierce resolve. His rationale told him that the stupid kid would be perfectly okay, but for some reason—he was strong and with enough connections on both the legal and illegal fronts of the city that he was essentially untouchable—but for some reason, he couldn’t bring himself to swallow his concern. 
I haven’t talked to him in years… He didn’t want to implicate the to-be Beastar in the running of an illegal, unlicensed clinic. His position as a dual unit with that rich, prissy buck made them already contentious in the eyes of the senate—wary, predatory eyes on the lookout for any excuse to strip them both of their titles. At least the antlered boy was crafty enough to erase any trace and smear that betrayed the perfect image he wanted to portray, but Legosi was far more careless. Just acknowledging their relationship would make his already contested position all the shakier.
But legality didn’t mean anything in the face of strife. What good did a title serve if all that it could be used in was a eulogy or gravestone markings?
“Run me the story, Yayoi.” He said as the nurse sat atop his shoulder.
“And what kind of way is that to ask for a favor?”
“I don’t have time to mess around right now. This is serious. I think the kid might be in danger.”
“Oh, please. Didn’t he scrape against the leader of those lion thugs all those years ago? He’s as tough if not tougher than you!” She jeered, moving her left wing in a poor attempt at obscuring the wry smile around her beak. “May it be that you’re just concerned instead? There’s no shame in parental instincts.”
“…Tempting fate is something only people with a death wish do, woman. I’d rather be paranoid and neglectful.”
“Suit yourself, you big grouch.” She coughed deep into the base of her wing, beginning to narrate off the minuscule folder meant for avian her size. “Patient Benoit Silva. Age 25. Worked as a tech repair workshop assistant. Was last seen going into the new carnivore district, supposedly to meet with an old childhood friend. Lived in the Hidden Condo.”
“Hidden Condo…” That's where the kid lived… but it's still pretty popular with low-income folks. Not enough to determine if it's something more than a coincidence. “Did the police find out who he was meeting with?”
“Nope. It’s still too early to make a call. He was eventually found two weeks later in the storage closet of the workshop he worked in. It looked like he was locked in from the outside.”
“Christ. Did he attack anyone?”
“Nah, you know how these REATG folks are mostly harmless unless you let your guard down. Too fat to do anything.”
“Good, good. We still don’t know if it can be spread through cuts or bites, so it’s better to keep safe.” The panda exhaled as he and Yayoi entered the elevator, paying no mind to the other animal’s wandering eyes. He knew that he wasn’t particularly liked among the staff—a fact that he had already come to terms with by day one. “So no wallet or phone. How’d they find Legosi’s ID on there then?” 
“He just had it on him. Was stuffed inside his pocket.”
“Really? That’s it?”
“That’s all I have for you, panda boy. You’ll have to do some good ‘ol investigation by yourself. It'll be just like when you were just an angry runt starting your clinic!"
“Don’t remind me…” 
He took a step out of the elevator door, only for the wretched, high-pitched sound he loathed so much to call him back. 
“Another instance of REATG?” Yayoi asked.
“…It appears to be the case.”
///
“Are you sure that what you saw was real? No hallucinogens or any kind of psychoactive substance?”
The obese pig’s eyes sunken eyes squint into a frown. Taking haggard breath as his lungs strained pulling air against the pressure of multiple adipose layers pressing down on his ribs, he tried clenching his sausage fingers into a fist—a desperate attempt at dignity-keeping for someone bound to a bed by their flesh. "Do I look like a liar to you?" Suddenly the pig exhales on its own, its monstrously large jowls flapping like a dog after a long run.
“You’re rubbing people with rich folks. That’s a dead giveaway if I’ve seen one.”
“Go fuck yourself, you carnivore! I’m giving you free information, and you’re spitting it in my face!”
“Omnivore. I don’t eat meat.”
The next patient ended up being a businessman who was found being taken down to an office building by two other identified figures. According to the person who called the police, they were carried on a makeshift stretcher by two unidentified figures who ran away when spotted. 
“Pah! As if. No panda is that large unless they’re taking some kind of meat-based growth simulant. I’ve seen the crap that it does to your kind’s body.”
“Very interesting observation, Mister Bantou. How would you know what meat does to people? A herbivore like you can’t eat meat, after all. You’d puke it minutes after consumption.”
The pig’s scowl deepened. “Because I run with the Kibishis, that’s what I fucking told you! They’re in on whatever… this is.” He said while running his fingers over the contours of his body, growling in disgust at all the flab there was to pinch and grab. “I don’t remember what exactly happened to me after getting knocked out, but I swear those fucks were talking about something involving the heir before they hit me on the head. Then… something happened, and now I’m here.”
Bantou certainly deserved it. People like him—corruptive parasites wormed into the bedrock of society—were bound to run into fates like the one he was staring at. The conga line of backstabbing was ever-stretching, forever ongoing as the desperate clawing to the top escalated. The Kibishis were always a minor mob—too cowardly to ever get involved in turf war, always from the sidelines—but with a power vacuum, Gouhin could see the pack of pachyderms climbing to a position that matched the Shishigumi’s golden days; powerful enough to tramp over unwanted obstacles like him with no trouble.
"It's not the first time that I've dealt with a ring of criminals before." The scent of crossbow arrows soaked in blood was still fresh in his mind even after so many years. The storm on the livestock tower was the first time in his life that he felt like a part of the BAM—Part of the sickly, rotten underbelly of the city. He was a murderer, plain and simple. Yayoi chastised him to hell and back for being so reckless, but it got results—that was all that mattered in the end to him. “I’ll have this done in a week.”
The pig scoffed, incredulous while holding out a deep scowl. “Are ya crazy? They’ll have you gunned down and turned into a fur coat before you even know it.”
He could only grumble in return. It had been a long time since he had intermingled with the criminal world, but even while rusty, he couldn’t walk away. Not without trying to see if Legosi was among the kidnapped victims. He wanted nothing more than to call and check on him, but if he were to be wrong, the wolf’s career would go down the gutter. He couldn’t do that to him—it was a risk not worth taking. He’d go solo and brace whatever came towards him.
“We’ll see about that.”
He turned his back towards Bantou and started walking away, ignoring the string of curses thrown at him from behind. The insipid no-smoking rule felt the most suffocating it had ever been. His hands twitched for the rush of nicotine as an agonizing pressure built up at the center of his temple. Why would they take him? And for how long? It must've been before or during the timespan of the Husky's kidnapping and release. 
He went for the elevator, jamming his finger against the calling button. If he came back from this, Yayoi would certainly kill him for doing what he was about to do. She’d probably have a higher chance of killing him than the prissy elephants, that was for sure. The door opened, and he rushed inside as fast as he could to press the door-closing button. No one could see him, so he had to be nimble. 
The mirror on the back reflected his stress-filled scorn at him. It made him feel old and weathered—a sad shell of the vanguard to the carnivore district he used to be.
The few people who knew about his storage unit in the basement had called him crazy for keeping such dangerous things inside a hospital. They were all paid off, so there wasn't any risk of them ratting him out—the only worry being their ignorant judgment. As the doors closed—a poor woman looking in horror as she tried rushing in at the last second, only for the doors to slam shut—Gouhin felt a strange wave of nostalgia going through his body. In a way, he felt sick about what he could only approximate as giddiness coursing across his veins. A part of him still yearned for that cathartic retribution towards those that had deprived the world of its balance—drug lords, livestock traffickers, mobs; all of them acceptable targets—for as meaningless as it was at the end of the day. 
It was just risk assessment—that’s what he had told himself ever since he went to that tower. Even if cutting the head of a hydra sprouted two more, it’d give respite to everyone around him as those two heads grew back. Then, he’d cut three. Four. Five. Six. He had cut enough hydra heads in a lifetime that he surely had a higher body count than those six feet underground. He was foolish to think that after the BAM was reborn, the ashes of the hydra would remain intact. Cozied up in a porcelain hospital, he had let them regroup—the Kibishis would be just another head to cut off.
All his gear was stored downstairs—clad in dust and ready to welcome him—
“With open arms.” 
The voice was shrewd and evil. Those three words alone carried malice that Gouhin had only seen from the worst that the BAM had seen. 
Gouhin didn't think. He sharply turned around and swung his fist against the mirror as hard as he could. The glass almost caved under the sudden force with an ear-grating sound—the fissure splintering off from the impact point and spreading across the entire surface. His knuckles bled all over the reflective surface—body unmoving as he gazed at what lay in front of him.
Behind the faint blood smears and damaged reflection was a massive, towering vulpine. He looked like a leviathan looming over him—his size physically impossible for the cramped elevator. Gouhin stepped back, frantically looking all around him to check where the vulpine could be other than on the other side of the mirror, but was nowhere to be found—his gleeful, toothy grin amplified by the uneven surface of the cracked, reflective mirror. 
“Who are you?” The panda whispered, only now retreating his fist from the fractured mirror. “What are you?”
“My identity is of no importance. All you need to know is that you’ve been chosen for supper.” Strange, brown locks with golden tips surrounded the fox’s head. “You’re a very strange man, Mister Yakushiji. I wonder what would compel a man of action to choose such a blasé and boring life.”
That’s my last name. “How do you know about me?”
“What I know is not relevant to our conversation, is it? You should be interested in what you don’t know.”
He was right. Gouhin felt himself swallow his spit—a lump forming in his throat. Looking up at the electronic floor display, instead of a number, there was a strange symbol in a Japanese dialect he didn’t know. The red sigil glitched out every few seconds, coming undone and reassembling as the screen struggled to display it through the screen. “What do you want, money? Because I’ve blown most of my inheritance keeping that clinic up for years. Don’t have too much left to my name.”
“Not at all. Material possessions aren’t anything I’m interested in.” The fox chuckled to himself—his laughter snidely and coarse. “What I am interested is in your presence in our banquet. A man that purged the BAM of corruption for so long, only to miss one last festering aspect on his way out… it’d be a delight to have you.”
“Cut the crap.” He never believed all the scripture feline-kind spouted about mysticism, but it looked like he would swallow his words once he came out of this. “I’ve heard about… specters like you. Whatever kindness you’re offering, I don’t want it.” 
“Tsk tsk tsk.” The fox shook his head. “Such a rancid personality. It is no wonder that every single presence of your life has forsaken you…“
“Don’t bring them into this.” The panda hissed, fangs pushing against each other with the ferocity of an uncaring hydraulic press. “You don’t have the right to—“
“A distraught, helpless wife,” As he spoke his venomous words, another tail suddenly sprung from behind, adding itself to the original appendage. “A neglected son with crushed aspirations,” A third one burst between the first two—blue, flickering embers beginning to manifest around the series of multiplying appendages. “Not one, but two abandoned protégés. You were afraid, so you severed the faint red string that tethered them to you,” Another two appeared on each side, the small flames growing into blazing embers that engulfed the entire elevator in an intense, azure hue. “That beautiful vixen that bore her heart to you, and you used the guise of professionalism to push her away,” The room started to heat up, sweat creeping down the side of the panda’s face as he stood in complete and utter paralysis while looking at the fox’s six tails. “Your own family… no condolences or anything. Only thing you gained from them was their capital to fuel your hero fantasy, and of course…”
“I don’t deserve any of this. I’ve helped people! You don’t have the right to speak to me like this!” Gouhin roared, spit flying into the mirror as the fox remained undaunted. “SHUT YOUR MOUTH!”
The eight tails frazzled up, turning completely stiff as they formed the shape of a fan behind the fox. “Poor, poor Legosi.”
Gouhin screamed as he felt fire suddenly burst from within him. His eyes and throat burned as blazing, azure embers surged from his insides, spouting into the elevator as if he were a living flamethrower. He thrashed desperately as all his senses burned up—nothing but the crackling of fire and the pain it brought processed by his body.
“And now, you’ll join them.” The fox’s voice echoed in his head. “I’ll see you at dusk, Mister Yakushiji.”
///
The sound of fluorescent, flaky lights serenaded Gouhin as he woke up. As he opened his eyes, he found himself lying against the floor—left cheek directly rubbing against the tiles and soaking the small river of drool that cascaded past his lips.
“What the…”
Rising from the ground, he found himself in a strange mix of opulence and bland, hospital-like architecture. The tiles and walls were the same as the ones from the Cherryton City Hospital rooms, yet instead of medical equipment arranged around the premises, there was a giant banquet table that stretched across the massive room with food lining every inch of it. Served atop golden plates were extravagant dishes coated in heavy layers of spices and sauces foreign to him. They were all freshly cooked too—pleasant but potent smoke rising up from each one.
Looking around, the lack of any kind of exit quickly dawned on him. He was still getting air—that meant that they wanted him alive. Why was he trapped here? Who was the fox that appeared in the mirror? How in the world were such metaphysical feats possible?
“Oh, you’re awake! How wonderful, Mister Yakushiji. You’re quite the heavy sleeper. Did you know that such a thing is a sign of high stress?”
Those questions were swept away as that meddlesome, irritating voice grated his ears. He groggily rubbed his eyes, not still fully waken up. “What… is this place?”
“Think of this as an experimentation chamber. We’re quickly undergoing a crisis of hunger, so we’re experimenting with chemical compounds of food.”
“…So I’m a test subject, then.” He said bitterly, unable to spit out any more ire through exhaustion. “What are you testing? If you went through all the effort of kidnapping me, it bust me something dangerous. My bet is that you’ve been seeing loads of organ failures.”
“Your particular physique isn’t that pertinent to our investigation in the grand scheme of things. I just chose you as a… symbolic gesture of sorts. My beloved has quite the fascination with you.”
"So it's a joined venture, then. Makes sense. Something of this scale couldn't be achieved through the effort of only one person, even with all the capital in the world." He kept scanning the room as he spoke, looking at where the speaker that the fox's voice was coming from would be located. There was definitely a camera hidden in the room as well, considering that they knew the exact moment he woke up. "You still haven't told me what this is testing."
"The actual side effects are a… surprise! Of sorts. We can't have you know, otherwise, the placebo effect might kick in and alter our results in ways that we haven't predicted. For now, your first instruction is to eat."
“And what happens if I don’t? I don’t see anyone to enforce that rule.”
A few moments of silence followed. For a fleeting, almost millisecond-long moment, Gouhin thought that he had managed to push the fox into silence.
He knew he shouldn’t have gotten his hopes up as an intense, deadly electrical current jolted through his body. He crashed onto the ground, clutching his body in agony as he twitched—an ear-bursting wail emitted into the air. The shock was so intense that he only processed he was on the ground seconds after he landed, fur standing on end as he swiftly clenched his teeth in order to perverse a sliver of dignity. He immediately felt for the shock collar, only to realize that whatever was used to electrocute him came from inside. …Dammit
“Do I have your cooperation, Mister Yakushiji?”
“…Ngh… You have my compliance.” He hissed.
“Same thing to me! Now, please head over to the dinner table and commence eating. There is plenty of food, so no need to be shy or conservative with your portions!”
Cursing under his breath, Gouhin slowly rose to his feet. The lingering effects of the shock still traveled through his system—an unceasing tingling sensation that made him shudder with each step. He festered in his failure as he stepped over to the banquet table, eying the dishes for a long time. Their scent was divine—it was undeniable—but he also was justifiably suspicious of anything his kidnappers presented. Even more with the knowledge that all these strings were pulled to test something on him regarding the food. However, if he wanted any chance to escape, he had to be in top condition—something that he couldn’t be if he was fried alive by thousands of volts.
Looking over the food, Gouhin settled for choosing the thing that looked the least likely to kill him. He had only eaten risotto once in his life—one of his patients gave it to him as thanks for the pro bono treatment—but it was at least something that he quickly recognized. Plump, moist grains of rice were cradled by a glossy sheen of butter, cheese, and a white cream.
He grabbed a small spoon and hesitantly dipped it into the golden bowl, readying himself for any kind of sharp pain or strife. As he brought the spoon to his mouth, it was like the sense of dread smeared across the room made time stop. He closed his eyes, holding the spoon so fiercely that he could feel the muscle underneath burning.
As he finally swallowed, Gouhin found himself stupefied at how good the taste was. He gasped fiercely at the incredible combination of flavors assaulting his taste buds. Words refused to come out as he breathed through his mouth and he quickly scooped another spoonful. The creamy coat of the risotto melted in his mouth as he shoved more rice into it. The rush of euphoria was so intense that it was only as he made progress through halfway of the plate did he start to wonder why it tasted so good. He certainly wasn't hungry when he woke up. Maybe it was just his fight-or-flight response?
"Starting with the Risotto, huh? Excellent choice there, Mister Yakushiji!” The fox cheered. “How would you describe the taste? Please be as descriptive as you can.”
His first thought was telling his captor that the food tasted as if it was cooked with toilet water, but with the unknown method of electrocuting him still hanging over him, he decided to play along. “It’s… well-prepared. The creaminess of the risotto mixes decently enough with the butter and cheese, and the rice itself is in the perfect margin of how long it was cooked for.” Even just stopping to explain his thoughts made his stomach twist itself into a knot as it demanded food. His voice strained at the end as he struggled to keep a hunger-induced yawn from being spied on by the cameras. “Is this enough for you? Or do you want me to shower you with some more praise, huh?
“Not at all! Please, continue sampling our wonderful food. Our chefs worked hard on them!”
Worked hard on drugging them more like it…
Gouhin's hand trembled slightly as he weighed his options. The sudden gnawing in his stomach won out in the end as he reached for the serving spoons. His hand seemed to move on its own as he grabbed whatever was within reach of the plate. He shoveled it into his mouth without hesitation, flavors exploding on his tongue—so powerful that he wasn't able to focus fully on them. However, through the cascade of stimuli, he couldn't help but feel that something was off about the dish. Of course, with him shoving food into his mouth so quickly, trying to pinpoint exactly what was practically impossible. The closest he could get to identifying it was that he could feel a sharpness that lingered on his tongue after each swallow.
Gouhin shoveled the last spoonful of food into his mouth, but instead of feeling full and satiated, he felt even hungrier than before. His stomach was bloated and distended, knotted with empty pangs that made him feel uncomfortable despite the soothing sensation it gave him. He glanced down at his body in confusion, an eyebrow raised in suspicion as a low grumble rumbled through his stomach.
"H-how is it even possible?"
As if his stomach itself was speaking back at him for questioning it, it grumbled even louder—insides twisting and turning in demand for more food.
Like a starving man, Gouhin reached for the first plate he saw. He began cutting the French steak dish served on a crouton bread of the same size. It was topped with smaller portions of meat that he recognized as duck liver and truffles. All of the meal was slathered with a brown, meat sauce.
As he took his first bite, Gouhin's eyes rolled back in his head at the incredible taste. The meat was so rich and tender that it melted in his mouth, and the sauce was so savory and flavorful that he couldn't help but moan in pleasure. He tried to slow down, to savor the flavors, but his hunger was too great. He found himself shoveling the steak into his mouth against his better judgment. He devoured the steak and crouton in record time, barely taking the time to breathe between bites. His stomach churned as he felt the food rapidly digesting—feeling stomach acid sizzle like an overclocked fryer as it attempted to break down the torrent of food… And yet, despite the deliciousness of the meal, the gnawing emptiness in his stomach only grew stronger.
All right, what the hell is going off!? 
He steeled himself to stop eating, throwing the cutlery to the side. With a deafening clank, he looked down at his stomach… and felt his heart stop. “…What?” He asked, mouth full of meat and truffles. 
His midsection protruded outward, pushing the yellow polo fabric outward. It looked like a small pillow had been stuffed underneath his shirt, but he knew it wasn’t that. The single glance at his now soft, pliable stomach contrasting against the chiseled body he had maintained for years told him everything he needed to know. This… this is what they were doing to all those people… He still didn’t know the why of things, but it wouldn’t help him much even if he did hold that knowledge. He was trapped under the fox’s rule—the vulpine holding absolute power over his body.
“What is the matter? If you need a drink to wash down the dish, there is a healthy serving of wine next to it—“
Gouhin’s hand darted toward the golden plate resting in front of him. Trembling with fury—fingers around its smooth surface with a firm grip—the skin underneath his knuckles' fur turned white with a mixture of desperation and rage. He drew the plate back, ready to smash it against the wall, but as he arched his arms back, he felt that violent electric jolt coursed through his body again. His hands and arms locked up in place—fingers clamping around the plate with the ferocity of a bear trap’s jaws around its victim. He tried squirming or at least letting go of the plate, but it was to no avail.
“Let me make this very clear to you. I have no stake in how you feel. Your body is mine to command."
"H-how are you doing this?!" He asked through grunting and gasping. "You are are SICK in the head!”
“Your job here is not to play doctor. Now, how about you be a good guest and sit down, hm?”
Gouhin moved like an automaton set on a pre-determined course towards the chair. His newly plump stomach grumbled loudly in demand of food—a bottomless, pitch-black pit that beckoned for infinite sustenance. "N-no! Don't you dare make me into a walking pile of adipose, you psychopath!" He shuddered at the sensation of not being in control of his body. It was one thing to be electrocuted from inside—by whatever means the fox used, be it technological or magical—but to walk the earth with no bodily autonomy was the closest thing to hell he could think of. His feet smashed against the ground as he clumsily seated himself on the opulent chair—the soft cushioning feeling damp as he poured stressful sweat out of every pore. “I’ll drop the investigation if that’s what you want! I can’t lose this body! I have to help people! I can’t do that if I’m massive!” 
His pleas were unheard as he found himself once again shoveling food into his mouth. He tore through the last slivers of the Tournedos Rossini in the blink of an eye. The sauce slathered around his mouth as he chowed down like a meat-drunk carnivore, each gulp causing his stomach to swell outwards rhythmically. The food was transformed into adipose tissue, lining his body and attaching itself to it as his hulking muscular frame began to be obscured by the growing layers of fat. 
The contours of his stomach pushed outwards even more. His polo began to rise upwards as it failed to wrap itself completely around his midsection—revealing a fuzzy, white underbelly where a hardened six-pack used to be mere minutes ago. He was allowed to move his hand away from the now almost empty plate, the horrifying realization that there was no coming back worming itself into his brain as the tactile sensation of fingers brushing against flab settled in. Gliding his fingers to the side let him feel the burgeoning love handles that were pouring over his waist. He felt sick at the sensation of something so chunky and fat attached to his body. With sick curiosity, he pushed down on the thick flesh; gentle resistance against the pressure fading away as it yielded to the touch. Malleable, cushiony panda lard that made the lump in his throat grow larger.  
With the dish completely demolished, Gouhin moved onto a giant golden bowl filled to the brim with caviar. He tensed his muscles as he tried to stop himself from tilting the bowl against his mouth. The golden rim grazed his lips and his arms raised it—a flow of salty, fishy orbs barreling down his gullet.
Like a water balloon being filled up, Gouhin's body bloated evermore. It bulged with layers of fat adding themselves upon already existing layers. The button on his trousers strained against the growing mass of his belly, threatening to pop off at any moment. The defined musculature of his biceps and upper arms was swallowed by a coat of blubber that sagged downwards, jiggling against the slight movement of his arms—a fate shared by his widening legs. His pants wrapped around meaty, chunky thighs as the chair underneath groaned in agony at holding his weight up.
His breaths became labored as he struggled to take in enough air to fuel his insatiable hunger. Even as his body screamed at him to stop, he couldn't help but swallow the tsunami of caviar into his mouth.
Each passing second caused his clothes to strain more and more. The pressure of the fabric struggling to imprison his growing mass was agonizing. They were skin-tight, tugging at his body and irritating to the point that it was growing red underneath.
He heard the fox's voice, barely registering it as the words filtered through his haze of mindless indulgence. "You see now, don't you? The pleasure of excess is all-consuming. You will drown in it. Choke on it. Wither in it. Like how everyone else is predisposed to.”
The sound of the back of his pants torn asunder by his ballooning posterior was like nails against a chalkboard. The feeling of his ass being wedgied by his underwear as his ass cheeks made him squirm and moan in pain as he tried to alleviate the pain through minute movements. The fabric stretched itself to the limit, the sound of it tearing swiftly joined by his pants' button finally giving out under the pressure
The small accessory flew through the air and smacked against the wall, landing on the ground with a pitiful and barely audible thud. He felt his stomach lunge forward—no longer compressed—wobbling up and down for a few seconds after the motion. He sighed in relief as he was eased off the strain, holding the bowl up with one hand as he allowed himself to rub circles around his midsection. He could feel thousands of calories all being digested and churned at lightning speed. His love handles were now overflowing down past his waist, a pair of sagging rolls hanging in the air. They cascaded past his shirt—flabby and trapping sweat between them.
His stomach was now hanging over his waistband, drooping down like a lumpy sack with cellulite and stretch marks adorning it. He could feel his body turning into a grotesque caricature of itself, with every new layer of flab pushing him further and further away from the person he used to be.
No, NO! I CAN’T STOP! I HAVE TO STOP!
“Let’s take a breather, shall we?”
Gouhin inhaled sharply as control suddenly came back to his body. He immediately put the bowl down and spat the eggs in his mouth, wiping his mouth clean of the watery substance they were marinated in. "Guh… nugh…" He panted, twitching with adrenaline as he struggled to process what just had happened. "W-what the… why did we…" Even though the embarrassment, a part of him still yearned for a way to satisfy his hunger. He felt sick for falling so easily to temptation, but his beaten mind couldn't resist. 
 “This is an intermediary break so that we can assess your progress, and let me tell you, you’re doing great so far, Mister Yakushiji.”
A hatch on the ceiling opened up, a screen lowering from within the darkness above. It turned on, letting the panda get a good look at how far he had fallen; his torso was now a glob of fatty tissue. His arms and legs were barely visible under the thick layer of adipose—giant chunks of meat for arms and tree trunk for legs. His sad expression was surrounded by layers of pudge around his cheeks and jowls. A large group of cheeks hung off from the bottom of his face—the hanging lard fusing with the protruding lard emerging from the side of his neck.
He was probably now 500 pounds—the sheer mass of his body making him swallow in pure unadulterated guilt and shame. Gouhin could feel his muscles straining to keep his gargantuan form in place—aching from the immense weight they were now supporting. It was almost too much for him to bear, yet he still found himself wanting more—to indulge even further in this seductive pleasure… no matter how dangerous that could be. 
“And since you’ve been such a good guest, I think that you’re owed some closure. You were intending to stop us because of your beloved wolf, right?”
Gouhin solemnly nodded, gripping the armrest as he looked down at his stomach—his polo just barely holding onto his girthy frame. It looked more akin to a glorified bra to hold a pair of giant, plush moobs with perky nipples rather than an actual shirt.
The feedback changed to static, a loud whirring. Slowly, the mess of visual noise and grays faded away into a recognizable image... the gray-blue fur enough to make his fat-coated heart sink.
Legosi lay motionless on the ground as a giant blob of meat and fur—his giant immobile body reflecting a sad, blubbery shell of his former self. He was a wolf-shaped mound of lard and fur. His body was completely covered in fat and obscured by an uncountable amount of flesh folds hanging off from his form—not unlike the folds of clothing hanging off a hanger. The wolf’s fur was unkempt—matted in food and having grown to excess after months of not being cut.
The movements on his face were barely visible—his features obscured by giant sacks of fat from his cheek having grown so large. Even worse, when he squinted, Gouhin could get a glimpse of the wolf’s face—no life to be seen in them or his form. His eyes were empty pits, glazed over with nothingness behind them. The most that the canine could do was mindlessly wriggling his sausage fingers—a constant, droning moan coming from his muzzle.
“As you see, your protégé has happily joined us in our life of gluttony and obesity. Do you see how futile it is to resist?”
Gouhin had no words after seeing Legosi reduced to nothing more than a lifeless mass of blubber and flesh. He couldn't help but feel responsible for the wolf's downfall. If only he had been there to guide him, maybe things would have turned out differently. The temptation of excess had consumed them both, and now they were paying the ultimate price. Now, there was nothing else to do. He was at least holding onto the vague hope that he could hold on for long enough and maybe someone would come and rescue him, but seeing Legosi made it clear that he was doomed. No one was coming to rescue him or the wolf.
“What is the matter? Cat got your tongue? Your student is in such wonderful bliss! You can reach that level of happiness too if you let us in…”
There was only futility. The pleasure of excess was like a siren's call, beckoning him closer and closer towards his destruction. He could only fight it for so long, and with all this food here, he would surely meet the same fate as Legosi in a few hours. 
Gouhin closed his eyes as he leaned forward to continue eating, ready to continue his descent into gluttony. The thought of becoming an unrecognizable mass of flesh and fat no longer scared him, it excited him. The pleasure of excess was all he had left, and he was willing to indulge in it until he could no longer move. 

As he started to eat, a strange feeling washed over him. It was like a warm embrace, a sense of comfort that he had not felt in a long time. He felt a strange connection to Legosi, as if they were both part of something greater than themselves. He knew that they were both lost causes, but at this moment, it didn't matter. He was happy just to be alive and indulging in this pleasure.
It’s all he had left, after all.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The fox’s cackle resonated through the room—deafening and overpowering. Joined by the loud slurping and swallowing of the panda, the dissonant cacophony started… seemingly to never cease.
