“What happened with the strange guy outside the convenience store?” 
Jon didn’t look away from the coffee machine. The dark, steaming liquid poured down onto the carafe. Ever since he could remember, this part of his morning routine was the most vital part of his day. The dark, reflective liquid showed him his expression—a blemish-less image reflecting back at him. It was a brief moment of mental respite that allowed him to slow down. With how incompetent everyone else at F.U.R. could be, he deserved a small break. 
"It was one of those ghost-hunting weirdos you mentioned. About time that they showed up." He bit into the croissant, cringing at the total lack of meat inside the baked good. The only thing inside was molten cheese—the convenience store barely stocked after the break-in last night. "Did you follow up on what happened to Terry?"
"I called the hospital. His condition wasn't as bad as the first victim's. No broken bones, at least…" He was clutching onto the silver lining like a lifeboat, clutching his arms as he looked into the window. "I just wished that I could do something. Boss called me here because I was supposed to help, but I haven't done anything so far."
“Welcome to the field, kid.” Jon raised the mug, chugging down the coffee—letting out a dry exhale after consuming almost half of the porcelain container’s contents. “You watch, you wait, and then you act. Before that, you’re not allowed to do anything else. If you do, you’ll just mess everything up.”
“But isn’t waiting what is allowing all these foxes to gain weight? Shouldn’t we take at least some kind of initiative?” Sebastien sulked, solemnly gnawing at an energy bar. 
“If you want to rush into danger, soon. You’re important to the mission, but that also means that you’re vulnerable. You’re a fox too, right?”
“Well, if they could get my hands on me, they would’ve already done something, right?” With a massive bite, the fox engulfed almost half of the bar down in a single instant—cheeks bulging with cereal and nuts. “I think I’ll do fine.”
“That’s the kind of thing people say right before they start doing not fine. Don’t test your luck.” He knew it from experience. The experience with Gage still lingered in his mind like an aching scar. The sight of anything remotely greasy made him feel as if he was being pricked by small, pointy needles. No matter how much he reminded himself that even the unhealthiest types of meals would be a hundred times less caloric than whatever Gage gave him; the feeling that something would go horribly wrong would never leave him whenever he even laid eyes on those greasy meals. “Besides, we don’t know how the excess weight actually works. All of it is being digested into fat in mere seconds… that’s now how it usually goes with the cult.”
"What's up with that cult anyways? Is it like, run-the-mill Satanism?"
“Good lord. Are you a suburban mom with unrestricted access to the internet and conspiracy theory rhetoric? That is barely a problem nowadays compared to the things that are never reported or spoken about online.” Jon huffed. Steaming, hot cheese squeezed out of the croissant as he clenched his hand around it. “And not just that, but didn’t Boss explain it to you?”
“He told me that you would run me down on the details. I just assumed that you hadn’t done that because we were so busy with the sudden rush of fox sightings.”
“Of course he told you that.” Jon took a swig of coffee before reaching to serve himself another cup. “They’re a cult that worships a gluttony god. Their usual MO is sacrificing people by feeding them and rupturing their stomachs.”
“…But this time, they’ve made it so that their stomachs digest it all immediately. Maybe they want it to be grueling? Like, a slow kind of suffering. Shasta had very unstable vitals when we went into the hospital.”
“That is true… but I don’t think that the sole cause was the weight gain. Such a rapid shift in muscle mass and fat tissue would hypothetically leave their hearts completely unstable at all times, but he didn’t even need a heart pump or anything like that. It’s only when he started to experience intense distress that his vitals even resemble something that a morbidly obese patient should have.” 
“Huh, then are you saying that something else is happening to them?”
"Pretty much, yes. The details of their abilities are inconsistent at best. Most F.U.R. agents don't bother delving too deep into their business. They’re cowards that are afraid of ending up sharing the same fate as the cult’s sacrifices.”
“Aren’t you afraid?” 
Jon scoffed, almost as if the question had been asked in poor faith and with offensive intent. "I'm more invested in seeing this thing through to the end than I'm afraid."
The fox sat awkwardly on his bed—clenched fists hidden behind his crossed legs. The cold, almost speech-like way he described the entire situation made him feel uncomfortable. It seemed almost systematic—like boxes on a list to be crossed out. There was passion in his voice, but none directed at the victims. Even the perpetrators behind the horrible acts seemed to register as nothing but crooks in the puma’s mind—that’s how Sebastian saw it at least. “Do you know what his name is? That god… why would they follow him in the first place?”
“Their god has seventy-eight recorded names across civilization’s history. Those names are supposedly whispered into the current leader’s ear after an intense night of feasting.” 
“…Feasting?”
"What are you surprised about? You've seen the link these freaks have with food. It's no wonder that they're only able to connect with that accursed being by letting themselves go." 
Sebastien felt a lump in his throat as he imagined the kind of feast necessary to commute with a higher being. 
It would be the maximum expression of gluttony—loud slurping, plates clanking as hungry patrons reached for more—loud, ear-ripping moaning—shameless belly rubs. He didn’t even want to think about it, but the image left on his brain was palpable—a thought so lifelike that it almost felt like he was present for the imaginary feasting. Candles lit alight a seemingly forever stretching, flickering flames illuminating glossy, greasy food.
There were hundreds of them; businessmen—politicians—dejected office workers—and police officers. The sound of chairs creaking as they struggled to hold up the line of ravenous cultists was ear-piercing. Tight robes wrapped around their portly frames, the fabric stained with blood and grease.
And above them all, a swirling ouroboros of azure light that seemed to host something utterly foul.
“Sebastien!” 
The fox gasped, recoiling onto the bed as he scurried back against the wall with jagged, labored breathing. It was like he had fallen asleep deep into a dram without realizing it, only to be jolted awake by the puma's scream.
"What the hell happened?! Are you okay?!" Jon gripped the fox's fingers, claws dug into his shirt. "Did… Did something happen?!" 
The worry was written all over the feline's face. Sebastien would've even welcomed the rare show of care from him were it not for the horrifying miasma that was traveling down his veins. It was a split-second visage, but it felt eternal whenever he looked back on it. 
"I just… started to think about it," Sebastien explained. "What that meant for the people involved. What they would see…"
"Tone down on the concern, kid. If you give it your all by being empathetic to others, you won't have any energy to look out for yourself." Jon nonchalantly explained. "And there's no proof of his existence, so don't worry.
"Still… aren't you worried about that god?" What if he's real?" The flickering light of cyan still felt like it was hovering above him. Of course, there was nothing up on the popcorn ceiling other than stains of dubious origin and chipped-off protrusions, yet that ominous feeling still remained. “What even is he? There has to be an explanation, right?”
“If there was an explanation on what their god was, we would’ve shut the cult down a long time ago. Almost all of the scripture about him is burnt so that we can’t learn anything from their religion.” Jon sighed in frustration. He had given this explanation a hundred times before to other equally ignorant employees before. The difference in knowledge across the office was ocean-wide; he had been set out in hundreds of investigations and stake out missions to investigate them while most other agents, even some at the top rank, shuddered at the thought of interacting with something so dangerous. “Apparently, from what I’ve seen from rumors, the god’s new name is Thomas.”
“Thomas?”
“Did you not hear me correctly?”
“I-I did! It’s just that… I expected something for, I dunno, god-sounding? Thomas is such a common name…”
“The current theory from F.U.R. is that it’s a recruitment tactic. They speak of Thomas as if he was a flesh and blood person, just always happening to be out doing ‘charity’ or some kind of planning for cult activities.” He remembered hearing one of the cultists—completely crazed and with a muzzle covered in bits of innards and blood—looking at him with dead, glazed eyes. 
Thomas is a normal mortal person. Just like you and me.
“He’s not.” He bluntly said. “He’s just scripture. He’s fiction. He’s as real as characters written into a book.”
Sebastien swallowed, wrapping his hands around his stomach as he practically shrunk on the bed. “I-I never… I don’t want anything like what you’re describing to happen to anyone. We gotta stop them, we gotta—“
“You’re hyperventilating. Calm down.” Jon said flatly. “Hold your breath… and then—“
A high-pitched tune burst out of Jon’s pocket. The two of them jumped back at the sound—the color draining from Sebastian’s face while the black fur across Jon’s body frazzled up at the sudden sound. The two of them completely froze as the noise continued to erupt into the room, reverberating across their skulls in an ear-shattering manner.
"God dammit. I forgot that Boss changed my ringtone… stupid office pranks." The puma grumbled as he picked up the call, still keeping his eyes on the distraught fox. “What’s up, Bos—“
“What in the hell are you two doing?!” Boss’ scream was so intensely loud that the speaker struggled to broadcast, the audio peaking into barely understandable crackling. “Are you two having fun twiddling your thumbs and shoving ‘em up your behinds?!”
“W-what are you saying?! It’s been one day and we’ve already gotten two cases. We’ve been working our asses off!”
“W-what’s wrong?” Sebastien asked meekly.
“I hired a goddamn expert to meet you there and you blew him off!” Boss screamed. “Seriously?! One night of dealing with a crazed maniac and you’re throwing a hissy fit with your COWORKERS?!”
“Expert? What are you talking about?!” Jon asked furiously. “There’s no one here other than the locals and that idiot ghost hunter that tried to—“ He suddenly held his tongue, feeling his heart stop.
“Yeah, idiot. That’s the goddamn expert I was talking about!”
That overweight buffoon… The neon, vaporwave pattern stretched across a massive gut—the obnoxiously bright green hair—the stubble spread across multiple chins that hoisted up a goofy, unassuming smile—that unbearable disposition. It didn’t matter that he didn’t spend more than a minute with him, nor the fact that a part of Jon was aware that the fox was just the last straw on a camel’s back—thinking about him was like rubbing salt on a bleeding wound.
“Jon? Jonathan!? Did you hang up? You better have not hanged up, I swear to god—“
"I didn't, sir," Jon said flatly, the weight of the realization curb stomping his ire and leaving him with overwhelming lethargy. “I just… I just didn’t know. He didn’t identify himself—“
“Because you didn’t let him! He was trying to be subtle, but your tantrum was drawing attention from the paramedics. Did you forget that you’re part of a secret organization?”
“N-No, sir. It’s just that… I never expected someone like that to be the expert. I thought that he was just a geek. I-I mean, look at him! He looks like he stepped out of a comic book convention.”
"It's because people can have multiple interests, Jonathan. 
“I… I suppose?”
Boss sighed in frustration. “Just make sure that you talk to him the next time he approaches you. I sent him your address, so he’ll be here soon. His name’s Chase. Do not disappoint me.” He hung up abruptly, leaving the puma to sulk.
“…So, that strange guy that the police chief mentioned last night was an informant?” Sebastien asked Jon.
“Yes.” He took a deep breath, clenching his fists. “He fucking is.”
///
Jon felt his stomach twist into a knot as Chase awkwardly nudged himself into the room. The rotund vulpine struggled to push himself through the doorway—his spilling, overflowing flab getting caught in between the entrance. It would’ve been a laugh-worthy riot were it not for the fact that the buffoon in front of him was supposed to be the person that Boss had sent over to order him around. How could someone who didn't even bother getting clothes that fit for a private meeting be of use to them? The only reason that he didn’t send the fox away was because Boss' threat hung over him like a guillotine.
“Gosh, they really need to make better infrastructure! I mean, it’s barely accommodating to people on the heavier side…”
I don’t think that they should… it might encourage people to get as big as you… He could barely believe that the fox could get out of bed with how much he weighed, let alone walk all the way to the hotel. It was as impressive as it was disturbing that he had learned to maneuver his way through everyday life with all that weight. His gut hung so far down that it grazed his knees. The fuzzy, cream-furred bottom of it peeked from his shirt, constantly wobbling in unison with the fox’s breathing. This guy must be at least five hundred pounds… and that’s probably an underestimation… Even just being near him felt demeaning to his status as a top secret agent. Looking down at his and Sebastien’s suits, the excessively ‘casual’ attire Chase was sporting was infuriatingly disrespectful.
“So, you’re the expert, right?” Sebastien asked. 
He seemed more curious than anything else. Jon didn’t expect a total novice like him to understand the risk they were being put under by working with a total outsider like Chase. Sure, the fat fox hadn’t actually said anything, but all it took was having eyes to know that he reeked of unprofessionalism. He had seen their types before—tech experts who were carried entirely by their academic expertise and were dimwitted when it came to other aspects of their lives. Year after year, the IT department disappointed him—weeks if not months' worth of time lost because they just couldn't work fast enough on the gadgets needed to catch their targets, and of course, they'd just greet him with excuses. Just from looking at him, he could tell that he was the person Chase was.
“Yep! Full name’s Chase Avila. Paranormal expert. Very nice to meet you!”
Jon reluctantly extended his hand out for a handshake. Chase’s palms were sweaty and slick—the leftovers of what Jon assumed to be grease mixing with the perspiration to make an oily substance that matted his hands. The only solace that he could take was that at least the fox had gone through the effort of making sure that his body odor wasn’t unbearable to be around. The puma got a whiff of fruity scents emanating from Chase—a cinnamon, sweet aroma that was surprisingly pleasant.
There’s at least one thing to list from him. Don’t want him getting comfortable, though, so I won’t compliment him on it.
“Jonathan Silva. I assume that you know that me and Sebastien are agents, right?” 
“Indeed! Your boss filled me in with all the details. I was surprised that he didn’t fill you in though. I was thrown for a loop when you told me off!” Chase explained through laughter.
Jon noticed that his laughter lifted the fat surrounding his face. Chase's cheeks sagged downward naturally. They had such volume that it somewhat enveloped the sides of his face, inching near his mouth. "Yeah… Apologies for my behavior. It was a high-stress situation and we were dealing with an injured cult victim. I just assumed that you were a random civilian, and—“
“Oh, no need to worry about it. It was already late and I’m sure that we wouldn’t have gotten far in our discussion anyway." Chase then walked over to Sebastian's bed, sitting down beside him—causing the springs below to let out a high-pitched screech underneath their combined weight. "And what about you, fellow fox?"
Sebastian turned speechless as he gawked at Chase’s massive size. Tight clothes wrapped around his form, now looking double the size he was now that he was sitting down close to him. The center of the mattress dipped downwards thanks to his weight, his massive posterior pushing the entire bed to the floor with no effort from his part. “My… My name is…” The agent sputtered, mouth twitching as words refused to come out of it. He’s so huge… How can someone be so big?!
His arms were like tree trunks, thick with fat that Jon’s hands dug into the mattress at the thought of how soft it would feel to grab that flab. His chest rose high with each breath he took, a pair of hefty man breasts raised alongside it. Even though Sebastian wasn’t short himself, Chase still seemed to tower over him—the top of his head barely peeking out from behind the fat fox’s shoulder. A strange sort of necklace wrapped around his fat neck—extended by additional pieces of strings sewn onto the original segment—probably having snapped before during the task of enveloping the titanic mass of his face. He immediately found himself intimidated by such a huge figure, he also found himself strangely drawn to it—like a small kid looking up at a grown-up despite them being the same age. “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?” Chase asked.
“I take offense to that phrase.” Jon huffed.
“O-Oh! Sorry, I zoned out…” What’s up with me today? “Sebastien Esprithe. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”  
“Excellent! Let me just take out all the documents that I have on the situation…” Chase fumbled with the straps of his satchel and yanked it open, rifling through the papers stuffed inside. He grabbed handfuls of stapled documents, folders filled with notes, and a stack of slips of paper and quickly handed them to Sebastien, the pile quickly piling up on the agent’s hands. “I’ve been doing research into the void cult for quite some time.”
Jon raised his brows, clutching his crossed arms. “Wait, how? Their movements are almost impossible to predict. They’re too scattered to be tracked… You usually have to wait for them to make a move to know where they are.”
"Yep! Tracking them the old-fashioned way is inefficient. Instead, you have to get to know them.”
“Get to know them?” Sebastien asked.
“Yep! You gotta comprehend your enemy to predict their actions.”
“How can you even get to know them? Their rhetoric and religion are still a complete mystery to us. They always burn their scripture so there are no traces."
“There are other ways to know them! Like I said, traditional investigating is pretty ineffective in situations like these.”
“Other ways?” Sebastian muttered. Instinctively, he looked up… only for a chill to go down his spine as he saw something lingering above them. A faint trail of cyan light slithered through the air, a faint ringing sound emanating from the ebbing segment of energy. I… Am I… He blinked, focusing his gaze. The trail dragged itself across the ceiling like a giant slug attached to the wooden planks. What is… what is that? He opened his mouth, yet nothing came out. His lungs were deprived thoroughly of air—a suffocating sensation squeezing his chest as he saw whatever was up on the ceiling crawl around them like a predator assessing their prey. Did… I… Have you seen this before? It feels so… familiar
He hadn’t seen anything like the creature above him in his life, yet at the same time, yet he was overcome with a creeping sense of familiarity. His throat felt tight and uneasy as if something inside was bulging outward. He reached up to investigate, finding his Adam's apple bobbing from within. He felt like he was playing out a horrific scene he had been the protagonist before—every single action nesting a feeling of remembrance that wasn’t there before.
Chase's and Jon's words floated around him like muffled whispers, jumbled together without any rhyme or reason. Their voices overlapped with each other, any meaning lost through a symphony of chaos—the sound of their speech far, far away. The light blazed above Sebastien—searing hot and burning his eyes as he stared at it unblinkingly.
Who… what… are you?
“SEBASTIEN!”
///
The fox lay on the bed, motionless and quiet. His breathing was shallow and labored, damp patches of sweat slowly forming around his neck and chest. He blinked in confusion as he heard his name being called, almost as if it had come from far away. As reality set back in, a look of dread washed over his face. “Huh? W-what did you…?”
Jon's voice repeated itself more urgently. "You zoned out again... Are you okay?" 
“I… I need to vomit.” Hand over his mouth and nausea crawling up from his stomach, the fox stumbled out of the bed and shot into the bathroom, slamming shut the door behind him. 
Jon sank into his own mattress, muffling his groaning into his hands. This was what he was worried about. From day one, he knew that something like this would happen. That unbridled enthusiasm and empathy would just lead Sebastien to crash like this. It was just a matter of time. Should he have pushed harder? Should he have pushed less? The fox was clearly inexperienced, and he was sent out into a minefield of horrors that even veterans stayed away from.
Sent with a smile and hopes of making the world a better place.
Boss… what the hell were you thinking bringing him here… Hearing the young intern empty out his stomach onto the toilet, the pointlessness of the entire situation seeped into him. With other criminals, there was an end goal—something that would help him understand why they were doing what they were doing; money, power, blackmail, anything. What were they supposed to take from here? A desolate, accursed place filled with maniacs that followed a false god. None of it was real—it couldn’t be. There was no justification for what they were doing—mindless slaughter and fake worship. All of what was happening around them… it was a sick joke. 
“Did… Did I arrive at a bad time?”
Jon bitterly scoffed, taking his hands away from his face to glare at the rotund vulpine dead in the eyes. “What do you think?”
“I-I didn’t know! Your boss didn’t—“
“I don’t care whatever that fat idiot has to say. Just… fuck.” He hissed through clenched fangs, voice breaking ever so slightly. “What do you have for us? You better have the discovery of the century if you want me to take you seriously.”
“O-Of course! Let me just…” 
Chase scurried through the stack of papers that Sebastien left behind, picking up a folder covered in stickers from Japanese games that Jon didn’t know. That jovial disposition had been completely uprooted by Sebastien’s strange outburst—glasses-clad eyes nervously darting back and forth between the paper and Jon.
“A-alright, so what I’ve been using to track them down is this.” He showed a photo of a dagger with a dark blue hilt. The actual blade was jagged, zigzagging metal ending in a triangular tip. Of course, the thing that drew the most attention was the dried-up blood smeared across the entire blade. "This is—“
"One of the sacrificial blades they used when they split the victim's stomach open." Jon shuddered. He was just starting out in F.U.R. when he first saw one of these—placed on a medical tray as he accidentally walked into the room where the autopsy was being held. The body barely remembered a person—the amount of gore and viscera that was coming out of him leaving him wordless the first time he saw it. “The blood looks incredibly old. Have you not cleaned it?”
"It's better this way." Chase solemnly whispered. "It's what allows me to track them, after all. From what I've gathered, the standard practice for them is cleaning the blade and then melting it down so it can never be used again. It was only found at the scene of the crime because the police interrupted the ritual."
“So how did you get your hands on it?”
“Bought it off. They had identical copies of the blade and after they did a blood test, they didn’t have much use for it. It wasn’t exactly legal, per se, but…" Chase looked away from Jon, laughing at himself nervously. "Well, the logistics aren't really that important, aren't they?"
Boss knows how to pick them… "And how do you use that thing to track them anyway? That's just a piece of evidence."
“It’s only a piece of evidence if you don’t take the metaphysical into account.” Chase took out another array of photos depicting a series of old-looking objects; an old radio, a grandfather clock, and a sheet that was covered in suspicious black splotches. "Things like these also serve as beacons for signals that are tainted with the cult's spiritual power."
“Spiritual… power?”
"Well, that's just a simplified term. Ghosts don't operate on the rules portrayed by most mainstream media. The way their presence lingers is something more like a fungus or infection present in a 4th-dimensional space that interlinks with the 3rd-dimensional space of the object."
“So you’re saying that you’re tracking them… with ghosts.” Chase’s words felt like they were being spoken through another language. The information itself was somewhat simple to grasp in a vacuum, but no matter how much he tried he wrap his head around the concept, it just didn’t compute in his mind. Was he supposed to accept that whatever nonsense the cult believed in was real? That there was a rhyme and reason for the cult’s reasoning? “That’s your trump card? Paranormal research?”
“I know it’s easy to be skeptical, but—“
“Oh, nonono. Don’t even start with me.” Jon stood up, the anger that had been building up ever since he arrived reaching its apex the more he thought about Chase’s explanation. “Really? You waved your funny little devices bought off the internet at whatever was used to murder someone like it’s some sort of game to you, and you want me to take you seriously?!”
“My research is not a toy, Mister Silva—“
“Do you have any idea of the horrible things that those people do because people like you validate their delusions? You’re just as bad as them!” How many people had been slain in the name of some man-made god? How much corruption had seeped into their lives because they thought that they’d be rewarded for something? He could hear Sebastian retching in the bathroom—the fox’s pained moans croaky and broken. “And do not ‘Mister Silva’ me, you absolute buffoon. You’re only here because Boss is desperate to grab whatever idiot on the sidewalk screams about the cult!”
Chase stood up, his entire body wobbling. His face was pale, his eyes wide with shock. For a few moments, he just looked at Jon, wordlessly trying to process what had just been said and the venom spat at him from this stranger to whom he had granted hospitality. "...I'm humbly asking you to refrain from disrespecting me. Otherwise, I'll need to talk to your superiors—“
“Oh, really? You’re making demands of me!?” Jon asked, baffled at the gall of Chase to talk to him in such a way. “What are you going to do? Tell on me? I’m untouchable! I’m the best agent in F.U.R. Everyone knows I’m irreplaceable!” They’d all be completely lost without him! The Gage case would’ve gone completely unsolved were it not for him, and that was just the most recent example he could think of. His investigative prowess was completely unmatched—he was the best in the country! “So you’ve got a screw loose if you think that you can do anything to me. Not that I’m surprised, since you believe in ghosts and such other nonsense.”
Chase puffed up his cheeks in a pout, taking a deep breath as he held his photos with faded breath. “Mister Silva,” He flatly stated, looking down at the snarling puma. “I’ll refrain from engaging in petty discussion. While I understand that you might find me delusional, I am working with you, so I ask you that you work with me even if you don’t believe me.”
“And drag myself down to the level of a conspiracy theorist? Please.” Jon stomped around the room, launching the closet door open and beginning to retrieve his gun and F.U.R. badge. “How about you make yourself useful and take care of Sebastien? He’s probably affected by last night’s events. You know, real problems.”
Chase reluctantly seated himself, slowly collecting all the documents strewn around the bed. “Alright. We can discuss things later. It’s clear that you already have your mind set for now, so there’s no point—“
“Don’t you patronize me." He spat, clenching the doorknob as he lingered under the entrance. "I don't need make-believe to find them. I can do this. Alone.” He slammed the door as hard as he could, walking outside. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Downpour had begun to engulf the entire town, not a soul in sight. He could barely hear himself thinking with the sound of the stormy clouds furiously raining down on the town. In mere seconds, his lilac hair lost all structure. It flopped down on his forehead, obscuring his view and forcing him to move it to the side of his head. “…Even if I have to scour this entire accursed town, it ends tonight... He looked back at the motel, scowling as he looked at the window where their bathroom was. “…You need to go home.”
