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It was annoying, really, this feeling of being watched, wondering if I was going crazy or if the strange presence I’d felt over the past two weeks was more than just a figment of my imagination. I guess it was possible I was imagining the whole thing. Considering the level of paranoia my father operated under on a daily basis—and the fact that I had a tendency to absorb other people’s emotions as if they were my own—there was a distinct possibility I was losing it. 

I didn’t fear my watcher, even though fear would have been a healthy response. I simply understood I was capable of the impossible, possessing skills that were valuable to people both good and bad. The thought of someone spying on me seemed inevitable at this point. 

My father did everything he could to keep my particular skill set a secret. For all intents and purposes, I was your average seventeen-year-old who lived her life just like any other teenager. I dealt with normal teenage problems and had normal teenage experiences. 

Oh yeah, I’m totally normal. 

I think I was just ready for something to finally happen and sick to death of hiding who I was and what I was capable of. Instead of ignoring my stalker, I was tempted to turn around and confront this faceless observer. 

That’s it! That’s exactly what I would do. I would turn around, throw my hands up in the air and scream, “Okay, you got me. You’ve finally figured it out. Take me to whatever freaky government lab you want and start dissecting my brain for answers. Then maybe you will be able to tell me why I do what I do.” 

I understood my powers. I just couldn’t figure out why I was the only person who had them; the only person on this planet capable of healing illnesses and injuries in ten seconds or less. 

I almost laughed at that last thought. Ten seconds or less…it could have been a catchy business slogan if miraculous healings were something the general public accepted as totally within the realm of normal. 

I was so not normal. 

My father and I pondered the “why” for years, but we’d never been able to find any answers. He now refused to dig deeper and tended to avoid the topic whenever I brought it up. I couldn’t tell if this was some form of denial or maybe some kind of coping mechanism for raising a daughter with supernatural abilities. On the other hand, I always felt like he knew more than he was willing to discuss, and I never pushed him to open up about it because I was scared he might actually tell me. I wanted answers, and I was afraid of what those answers might reveal. 

Back to my strange stalker issue. The presence I felt wasn’t necessarily malicious or threatening in any way. It felt more watchful. I had no way of knowing if that was good or bad; hence my irritation. I decided the best thing to do was to continue on my way to the hospital and think about it later. I had more important things on my mind. 

My father had called me not five minutes earlier to let me know he needed me at the hospital. 

Needed me! 

My father rarely called me back to the hospital after I’d finished a shift. He didn’t like to encourage my natural propensity for healing anything broken. He hadn’t given me any more details, and I knew better than to ask. We never talked about my abilities over the phone. 

I had the errant thought that grabbing my truck and driving the two blocks over would have been faster, but I’d been so surprised by my father’s phone call, I’d failed to consider it. 

I entered the hospital through a side entrance and ran up the stairs rather than taking the elevator. I wanted to avoid as many people as possible. My father met me in the stairwell on the second floor. 

He looked awful. My stomach clenched at the thought that someone was injured. 

“Dad, what’s happened?” 

He grabbed my hand and pulled me through the door. In a lowered voice he stated, “A little girl; eight years old. Ambulance brought her in about fifteen minutes ago. She was in an awful car accident and has suffered some major head trauma.” 

“Head trauma?” My eyes shot to his face. “Dad, you know if her brain is too damaged to communicate with— ” 

My father glanced around, agitation written all over his face. 

“Hope, lower your voice. It’s bad enough I’ve brought you back here. I’ve already cleared out everyone in the ICU. As long as she’s unconscious there’s really nothing they can do, which is convenient for both of us.” 

I stared at him in amazement. “Nothing they can do?  I find it hard to believe your team of doctors and nurses aren’t running more tests just because she’s unconscious.” 

“I did the preliminary exam and told them she was dealing with a minor concussion and a broken arm.” 

I nearly stopped dead in my tracks. 

“If I can’t heal her your preliminary exam is going to have several holes in it. How could they have possibly bought that?” 

My father’s jaw tightened momentarily, a sign he was about to tell me something he was uncomfortable with. “I may have lied and stated any other tests were strictly against the parent’s religion.” 

Now I did stop dead in my tracks. Anxiety descended like an unwelcome in-law. “You could lose your job. If her brain is beyond repair you could—” 

My father’s grip tightened on my arm, and he continued pulling me forward. “I know, Hope. Just take a look at her, okay?” 

I couldn’t understand this. My father was no risk taker, especially when it came to my powers. This was terribly out of character for him. 

We were almost there. A few feet later we reached the entrance and rushed inside. I sucked in some air and let it out slowly, recognizing the little girl lying in the hospital bed. It all made sense now. 

“Eve?” I spun around in a panic. “You didn’t tell me it was Eve.” 

“You know I couldn’t talk about this over the phone considering how high-profile she is.” 

“Forget the fact she’s the mayor’s daughter, she’s a family friend.” I wasn’t sure I could do this. I’d babysat Eve on numerous occasions, and it was always harder to heal people I cared about. I was so afraid I’d fail. There was also the possibility Eve was supposed to die. If it was her time to go, I wouldn’t be able to heal anything, and my father would most likely be called into question for not reporting the severity of Eve’s injuries. 

“Hope, we can’t let her die. Her father would never survive it.” 

His voice shook with barely suppressed emotion. He was just as upset about this as me. Now I understood. My father would never risk discovery if it were anyone else but Eve. He’d never put me under this kind of pressure, either. He wanted my life to be just as normal as I did. If I failed to do this it would devastate me more than he could possibly imagine, and he knew it, but Eve’s parents had been close to mine since before either she or I had been born. We had to save her. 

I had to save her. 

“Is she meant to die, Hope?” 

I blinked; startled he’d spoken those words out loud. He was slipping. He wasn’t being as careful or as guarded as usual. I pushed those thoughts from my mind and turned around to face my sweet little Eve. 

I studied her for a moment and waited for that sinking feeling to settle in, but it didn’t. That was a good sign, but there was only one way to be sure. 

I walked over to her bed and reached out, gently holding her head between my hands. I closed my eyes and searched for her life force, connecting with it instantly. It was strong and welcoming, ready to receive instructions. 

“She’s not supposed to die,” I whispered. 

My father’s heavy sigh of relief echoed my own, but I knew the injuries she’d sustained would most likely take her life if I didn’t concentrate and proceed with great care. The process of healing was something I never treated lightly. It required complete focus and careful attention to detail, otherwise, I could actually make things worse. 

Each healing was very different from the other. A person’s life force was as one-of-a-kind as a fingerprint and sometimes difficult to connect to. 

Not this one, though. 

Eve possessed a spirit that was pure, innocent, and incredibly trusting. 

Connecting to Eve’s life force enabled me to determine what was happening within her body, but if I couldn’t do that I wouldn’t be able to save her. 

I cringed, grateful she wasn’t conscious enough to experience the pain her injuries caused. The first problem I encountered was damage to her skull and brain tissue. I choked back a small sob. I’d spent so many hours with Eve and her vibrant personality. She was a spunky little eight-year-old, and I loved her. I did not like seeing her injuries or feeling her pain. 

I found damage to the cerebral cortex, severe swelling in the brain, and a blood clot in the anterior cerebral artery. My concern escalated to a whole new level. The anterior cerebral artery supplied blood to the inner regions of the brain. There was a chance she’d have a stroke, or worse, if I didn’t dissolve the blood clot as soon as possible, but if the head trauma proved worse than this, her life force wouldn’t be able to send healing instructions to the brain. At least, none that it would be able to recognize or understand. 

I took two deep breaths to calm my emotions and then focused on the blood clot, showing Eve’s life force what had to be done. I wanted the blood clot to dissipate slowly and morph into a very thin line. I offered up images from my mind and visualized this rather complex process, giving mental pictures and step-by-step instructions with as much detail as possible. I saw the intelligences within the blood cells begin to respond as her life force relayed my instructions to the brain. It responded immediately; a very good sign. 

The blood clot thinned out gradually and then completely disappeared.  

I wanted to hold her in my arms and cry happy tears of relief. Instead, I let out a shaky sigh and moved on to the next injury. 

The brain tissue and veins surrounding the cerebral artery needed repairing, as well as the fracture to her skull. I continued relaying instructions which were received and implemented with quick efficiency. Turning my attention to the rest of her body, I balked when I discovered a kidney had been punctured, causing severe internal bleeding. I felt certain she was supposed to live, but it was amazing the poor child had lasted this long. I gently stroked her cheek and sent images of healing, knowing they’d be followed and obeyed.  

Once I was satisfied with the condition of her kidney I focused on the rest of the damage. She had a broken arm and some superficial injuries, but they were in no way life threatening. I reluctantly left those injuries alone, knowing her body would take care of them on its own without my help. It wouldn’t do for the girl to have nothing wrong with her after being in such a terrible car accident. I couldn’t raise suspicion or bring unwanted attention to the hospital. 

I left the cuts, bruises, and broken arm alone despite an overwhelming desire to do the exact opposite. I settled for teaching Eve’s body how to speed up the healing process, instructing her life force to send certain signals to her sensory nerves—mainly the nociceptors— that no injuries had been sustained. If the signals could prevent her nerves from recognizing the remaining injuries, she wouldn’t feel any pain while her body healed.  

Pain is an important and crucial part of healing, but with me there to monitor the healing taking place, there was simply no need for it. I wanted her body well-rested from its ordeal, and easing her pain was the one last kindness I could give her.   

Exhausted, I gently released Eve’s small head, severing my connection with the sweet little girl. She no longer had to fight for her life. A tired happiness engulfed my entire being.   

“Hope,” my dad whispered.  He laid a warm, supportive hand on my shoulder and rubbed it gently. 

I’d been so absorbed in the healing, I’d completely forgotten my father was sitting in the room with us. I glanced up at him and was struck by how exhausted he looked. 

“Will she make it?” His voice was laced with worry. I gave him an encouraging smile. 

“She’ll make it. She had a blood clot in her brain and some internal bleeding due to a damaged kidney, but that’s all better now.” I rubbed my tired eyes and felt the residue of the little girl’s life force slowly ebbing away from me.  

My father still looked worried even though Eve was fine. His graying sideburns and the shadows under his eyes made him look much older than his forty-three years.    

“I healed her easily,” I continued, hoping he’d stop looking so somber. I turned to watch the even rise and fall of Eve’s chest as she slumbered on; unfettered by the very serious condition her body had been in not ten minutes earlier. “She was very receptive.” 

Children were always easier to connect with. They had less baggage and a more trusting nature unless their parents were monsters. Connecting with the life force of a child who’d dealt with years of abuse was nearly impossible.  Fortunately, I hadn’t had much experience in that department. 

“I knew about the head injury and the blood clot, but not the punctured kidney.  I’m relieved I got you in here when I did.” 

I gave him a hard look and wondered why he didn’t sound relieved. 

“What would I do without you?” He sounded sincere, but appeared a little distracted. 

“Well, your life would be pathetically boring considering the fact you never do anything but work at this hospital. Glad I can provide some excitement around here every once in a while.”  

I needed him to joke around with me or crack a smile. He mussed up my long, dark hair in a way that made me certain I looked as if I’d just rolled out of bed. I pushed his hand back and managed a look of annoyance as I attempted to smooth out the damage he’d inflicted. 

The tension we’d felt before I healed Eve was finally beginning to lessen, and my fun-loving, albeit overprotective, father started to resurface. 

“You kept Eve’s lab results a secret then?” I asked. My father nodded. 

“The only injuries recorded in her file will be the ones you didn’t heal.” His face looked troubled. “It’s not the most ethical thing I’ve ever done, but I felt it necessary that we intercede like this, for John’s sake.” 

That’s what he was worried about. It’s what he was always worried about; being discovered. 

“We saved her life, Dad.” 

“If anyone finds out I fixed the results…” 

“They won’t,” I interrupted. “No one will. Just look at what we’ve accomplished!” 

I turned back to Eve. I was glad I’d had a shift at the hospital earlier. If anyone did see me in the area they’d probably assume I was just working late. I did the cleaning and janitorial work on the third floor. It wasn’t a glamorous job, but it gave me some extra pocket money, and allowed me to pursue my main reason for being here. I wanted to help the patients who needed me. In my mind that was everyone, but my father was big on keeping a low profile. I stuck to healing children, and only if their injuries were life-threatening. Sometimes I helped teenagers and adults when they’d accept me, but many wouldn’t allow me to connect with them. There were so many resistant and distrustful people out there.  

I would have liked to have worked as a doctor myself and helped in a more official capacity, especially since I knew more about the human body than any other doctor I’d ever encountered, including my own father. Being a high school senior wasn’t the same as being a college graduate with an MD, so I had to settle for janitorial work. 

At the start of each shift, my father would bring me into his office on the second floor and discuss the condition of any patient he felt might benefit from my gift. He didn’t like having me here healing people and would have avoided it altogether, but considered it a necessary evil after learning the first three months of my job had been spent dodging various hospital personnel in order to sneak into patient’s rooms and heal as many children as I possibly could.  

When a twelve-year-old autistic boy with a broken leg was miraculously healed from not only the break, but the autism as well, it caused such an uproar amongst the staff and the boy’s parents that my father nearly fired me.  

Oops!  

I had to suffer through a huge lecture about remaining discreet and avoiding attention, but secretly I was congratulating myself on the young boy’s condition. He was an awesome kid and had so much to offer. After that, my father began monitoring all extra-curricular activities during my shifts. It annoyed me, but I guess I could see the wisdom in it. 

There was a Pediatric Oncology Unit that took up the entire third floor. It was funded by some wealthy congressman whose teenage boy had been saved from a fatal gunshot wound by my father. I’d played a major role in that particular miracle, but no one could know that. When I wasn’t cleaning the hospital rooms or making beds I spent the majority of my time with the oncology patients. The children seemed so excited for the visits, and for me, that was all that mattered. I tried not to get too attached to them, though. I knew there were many who’d eventually pass on, and I wouldn’t be able to prevent it from happening.  

That being said, I’d grown very fond of a ten-year-old boy named Kirby and visited him as often as I could in order to ease his pain and attempt to heal him. The healing never took, though, and each attempt became a bit more heartbreaking for both Kirby and myself.   

I kept at it anyway. I wasn’t going to stop trying until I figured out what was preventing me from being successful. 

My attention snapped to the present when my father suggested I call it a night and head for home. I nodded, getting ready to walk my weary frame out the door when a thought hit me. 

“Were there any other people hurt in the accident?” 

He looked at the floor and swallowed.  

“Dad?”  

I moved directly in front of him so he couldn’t avoid my gaze. He let out a loud sigh and sat down in one of the chairs. 

“John’s office aid, Sarah. She was in the car with them.”

 I looked down at the floor feeling unreasonably angry. 

“You were just going to let me go home without even allowing me to assess her situation? She’s the closest thing to a mother that Eve’s got.”  

“Hope, just walk away from this one,” he pleaded a bit desperately. “She’s an adult. It will be too difficult for you to connect with her, and there’s nothing you can do. I don’t want you internalizing that. I don’t want you comparing this situation to what you’ve already been through with…” he stopped talking before the thought could be vocalized.  

My father rarely touched on the subject of my mother. All it ever did was leave an uncomfortable silence in its wake. Then he’d be withdrawn and pensive for the rest of the day.    

“Just let this one go, okay?”  

I shook my head, refusing to look at his pained expression. I didn’t want him suffering due to my decisions, but I couldn’t walk away from anyone. Not if there was a chance I could help. Being acquainted with Sarah didn’t make the situation any easier. I wasn’t close to her, but I knew Eve couldn’t lose another mother. 

“You know I can’t do that. I have to at least try. For Eve’s sake, I have to try.” 

“I promise there’s absolutely nothing you can do, and I didn’t get access to her records in time. Her situation is known amongst all applicable staff. There’s really no changing this one, Hope.” 

“Can I just see her?” 

He ran his hands through his hair and let out a frustrated sigh. 

“Only if Betty’s working this shift. I won’t be able to sneak you in if the nurse on call is anyone else.” 

Betty was the head nurse at the hospital. She tended to turn a blind eye to my sporadic interference because she respected my father and she was religious enough to believe that my “healing influence” was a direct gift from god. That’s what she said, anyway. If she suspected what I was really capable of she never let on.  

Even though my father was Chief Surgeon at the hospital, he still needed to be careful and follow protocol as much as possible, but his status made it much easier for me to maneuver my way around, healing whomever he allowed me to heal.  

“Thanks, Dad.” 

“Don’t thank me yet,” he grumbled as he reluctantly stood up. “I still think this is a bad idea.” 

I pushed my overprotective father out the door and followed him down the hallway.
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Betty, a slender, middle-aged, black woman, turned from her work and met me with a sad smile. 

“Hello, Betty,” I said.  “How’s the patient doing?” 

“She’s in a coma. Not sure there’s anything we can do except make her as comfortable as possible and pray to the Lord Jesus that some kinda crazy miracle takes place.” She grabbed the tiny gold cross around her neck and kissed it quickly.  She was always tugging and kissing on that thing. I found it endearing. “Sometimes, though, your presence seems to be all people need, girl. Maybe you could work your crazy mojo on this one and everything will turn out just fine.” Her smile brightened a bit. 

I smiled back, feeling a special kinship with the wiry woman. 

“Has her condition changed at all?” my father asked. 

The nurse shook her head. She had thick black hair that looked as if someone had sprinkled powdered sugar on it. It was pulled back into a loose bun at the nape of her neck. I’d always thought she was a natural beauty. The light graying in her hair managed to make her look younger rather than older. 

“No, Dr. Fairmont, nothing has changed. I’m hoping she’ll pull through, though. It’s gonna be hard on the mayor if she doesn’t.” 

I didn’t respond. I was too busy studying Sarah and pushing away that familiar sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, the feeling I always get when I recognize there’s nothing I can do. My father must have noticed my distress. 

“Betty,” he said, “might I have a word with you outside?” 

He gave me an encouraging smile, knowing that I needed to be alone for this one, and quickly guided her out of the room. 

I sat down next to Sarah and placed my hands on either side of her head. My heart lurched as I connected with her more quickly than I’d anticipated. That kind of thing didn’t usually happen. It tended to take much longer for a connection to occur with an adult. The intense pain her body suffered caught me off guard. 

A different kind of emotion gripped me as I realized, with certainty, there was nothing I’d be able to do for her. Sarah was meant to die. No matter how hard I tried, and I would try, her life force would be unable to respond to any instructions I gave it.  

Tears formed quickly, tracking silent paths down my cheeks. A tiny spark of anger rippled through me. 

No! Your life force must stay. Do you understand? I can save you. I can keep you here. 

I sent image after image, begging and pleading with Sarah’s life force to begin the healing process. I focused on the cells that were most badly damaged within the brain and showed them what needed to be done. I focused on the broken bones, the damaged tissues, anything that might elicit a response from her. Over and over again I tried with dogged determination, but I could feel no response from the woman’s spirit other than the overwhelming feeling that it would be departing soon.  

Let me go, Hope.  

I was so startled by the voice sounding within me, I nearly dropped her head and lost the connection altogether. In all the years I’d been healing, I’d never actually had anyone communicate with me.

 Let me go, Sarah said again. 

I recovered from my surprise. 

I can’t save you unless you fight. You must try harder. 

I was frantic for her to understand the seriousness of her situation. Something was different this time. If I could actually communicate back and forth with her, instead of simply sending images and instructions, then maybe Sarah could be saved despite how sure I felt that she had to depart.  

You were never meant to save me, Hope. My death will not be your fault any more than your mother’s. 

My confusion grew at the mention of my mother.  

Sarah, I don’t understand what you’re talking about. What do you know about my mother? 

I’d always blamed myself for my mother’s death, but no one other than my father knew anything about that. 

You grow more powerful every day, she continued. You’ll have the answers you’re looking for. Now please, Hope. Let me go. 

The feeling became more urgent. I nodded and tried to ignore my own heartbreak. Salty tears continued to slowly travel down my stricken face. I released Sarah’s head and broke off the connection between us. The hospital monitor beeped slow and deliberate. I watched as Sarah’s heartbeats grew fewer and farther between until nothing remained but one long, uninterrupted line. 

 

* * * 

 

I sat in the hallway outside the intensive care unit thinking how unusual it had been to actually talk with Sarah. I had no idea what it meant or how it was possible. The life force of a person acted as more of a conduit to the human subconscious. It was always aware of what happened within the body and sent me images of exactly what needed to be fixed. I could usually feel a person’s pain, but beyond that there was no other connection that might have led to a two-way conversation. 

Deep in thought, I didn’t sense my father’s presence until I felt him wrap an arm around my shoulder. I only hoped my eyes weren’t too puffy. I knew he’d worry and tell me I should quit my job at the hospital or something equally ridiculous.  

“I’m so sorry, Hope,” he said as he eased back in his seat and rested his head on the wall. “I really wanted to spare you the heartache.” 

“I know, but I’m glad I did it. Something different happened this time.” I kept my voice lowered. 

“What? What do you mean?” He sat up and leaned forward.

 “I mean, Sarah’s life force actually spoke to me.” 

Shock spread across his face. My dad may not have understood exactly how I managed the things that I did, but even he knew that kind of communication was unusual.  

He looked around carefully and whispered, “You better not tell me about this right now. Why don’t you get home and get dinner started, and I’ll be there in about an hour. We can talk about what this might mean then.” 

For some reason I had this crazy desire to continue talking about my powers as loudly as I possibly could. Keeping everything a secret had always been difficult, but right now it felt stifling. I wanted to talk about who I was and what I could do without constantly looking over my shoulder. 

I knew anonymity was a frustrating must when it came to the amazing miracles that occasionally happened at the hospital. I understood that, but my father wanted me to remain anonymous in almost every way imaginable. I couldn’t have a Facebook, Twitter or email account. I couldn’t blog, and I was barely allowed a cell phone. He didn’t want any of my personal information on the Internet.  

A year ago, I’d gone online to order a copy of my birth certificate so I could get my driver’s license, and I couldn’t find anything. No record of my birth anywhere. I mentioned it to my father and he told me he’d take care of it. Eventually he did, but it felt like we were hiding from someone specific instead of the whole world in general. It still felt that way. 

“Do you want lasagna or meatloaf?” I asked a little louder. 

“Lasagna will be fine. Be sure to go straight home, Hope. It’s already dark out.” 

“Dad, we live two blocks away. It’ll be fine.” 

Sometimes my father’s overprotective nature felt like incessant nagging. He just smiled at me and shook his head. I stood up, gave him a big hug, and then walked down the hall toward the elevators. 

I waited for the dilapidated machinery to make its way to the second floor. The elevator and I had a love-hate relationship. I hated that it made me wait longer than was necessary, and I was convinced it loved making me wait.  

I had plenty of time to think about Sarah again. Not only was I confused about the strange way in which I’d managed to communicate with her, but the remarks she’d made about my mother left me feeling unsettled and anxious.  

I don’t know at what exact moment I decided to go visit Kirby, but I found myself getting off the shaky elevator onto the third floor and hanging a right toward the children’s cancer wing. 

Turning into the first room on the left, I found Kirby lying on his bed reading The Maze Runner. His level of reading was exceptional for a boy his age. His vocabulary wasn’t half bad either. He immediately dropped his book on the bed as soon as I entered the room. 

“I was wondering if you’d get a chance to visit me today,” he said, smiling brightly. 

“That desperate for entertainment, are we?” I gave him a big grin and sat down on the bed next to him. He wrapped his arms around me and squeezed tight. I hugged him back, sensing there was something bothering him. 

“The TV’s boring, and I’ve read all of these books at least ten times. The most exciting thing that’s happened to me all day was the card I got in the mail from my mom.”  

Ah ha. His mother was definitely a sore spot for him. 

“You’re kidding!” My eyebrows rose in disbelief. “She sent you a card?” 

“I kid you not. I even saved it just in case you came by so we could both have a moment of silence to commemorate this rare, almost nonexistent occasion.” He slowly reached under his mattress, creating a moment of unbearable suspense before unveiling the object of interest. “Pause for dramatic effect and voila!” he said as he produced the card and proceeded to open it with an equally dramatic flourish.  

I chuckled softly. 

“The card reads, and I quote, ‘Dear son, so sorry I missed our little visit last week. Busy making millions. Please let me know if anything changes. Warmest wishes. Sincerely, your loving and devoted mother, Sylvia. P.S. Please tell Nanny May to go buy you whatever your heart desires for your birthday this year.’” 

“Oh, Kirby! I can’t believe that woman isn’t even going to be here for your birthday! She is absolutely heinous.”  

“And yet, so predictable. I kind of like knowing where I stand with that pariah. Wouldn’t you?” 

Kirby’s smile was infectious, but I could see the hurt in his eyes despite the brave face he wore. 

Sylvia Herrington was a successful actress who’d never had much time for Kirby to begin with, but pulled away from him entirely when he was diagnosed with leukemia two years ago. When I’d first met Kirby, I found him to be wary and distant, unwilling to trust anyone or let anyone in. I’d also sensed his pain and heartbreak as if it were my own, and continued to visit him daily, reading to him some of his favorite books and short stories.  

Kirby’s tastes in literature were pretty surprising for a ten-year-old. He loved Tom Sawyer and The Chronicles of Narnia but his favorite book was Treasure Island. He eventually began to thaw toward me, and within a couple of weeks we were good friends. My desire to heal him was inevitable, but I knew from the beginning I’d never be able to do so. It didn’t stop me from attempting to heal his broken heart, however.  At least in that I felt like I’d been somewhat successful. 

Kirby had grown up very independent for such a young child. With a mother like Sylvia, he absolutely had to. His sweet brown eyes may have held pain, but they also held maturity and a surprisingly positive outlook on life even though he didn’t have much of it left to live.  

“Something’s wrong, Hope,” he said.  

 Kirby read my moods as well as my own father. 

“It’s nothing. I think I’m just tired and overloaded with homework from all of my antisocial school teachers.” 

He shook his head and grabbed my hand. 

“You don’t get to do that you know. It’s me.” He held my hand in his frail, tiny fist. His gaze locked with mine and he gave me an encouraging smile. “It’s just me.” 

His skin was paper thin and translucent. The tiny bones in his hand felt fragile in mine. I held it gently, afraid to break him.  

“My father called me in to help with Eve. She’d been in a car accident.” 

“You couldn’t save her?” he asked in a small voice. Kirby didn’t know Eve personally, but he knew how upset I got when I failed to heal someone.  

Telling him about my healing capabilities had been unintentional.  The first time I ever tried to heal him happened about a week after I began visiting him. It was late at night and he was sleeping, or so I thought. I’d sat down next to him on the bed, connected with his life force, and decided to ease his pain since there was nothing more that I could do. His joints were aching and his stomach was upset from the chemotherapy he’d received earlier that day. 

The minute I finished, Kirby’s dark brown eyes opened slowly, and the smile he gave me seemed to brighten the darkness of his hospital room. He wanted to know how I’d been able to make him feel so much better, and for some reason I decided to tell him. It was the first time in my life I’d ever discussed my gift with anyone other than my father. I’d never even told my best friend, Angie, about it, and she was the first person I’d ever healed. She was the reason I’d discovered my abilities in the first place. I’d told Kirby, though, and had felt good doing it.  

“No, I was able to save her. I just couldn’t save Sarah.” 

Kirby grabbed my other hand and made me look at him. 

“The mayor’s office aid?” 

I nodded. 

“I know you feel responsible, but there was nothing you could do. You know this. When it’s a person’s time to go, you can’t save them.” He spoke quietly now, knowing that no one else should hear this conversation. 

“There are so many good and wonderful people in this world who deserve to live. They deserve to stay.” I lowered my eyes and whispered, 

“You deserve to stay.” 

“This is really about me, isn’t it?” he asked. 

I bit my lip, struggling to choke back so many unwanted emotions. 

“Hope, you’ve been trying to heal me at least three times a week for a while now. It sucks that it isn’t meant to be, but there must be a reason for it. Instead of fighting it, just be happy that you got the chance to try. Being told no doesn’t have to be so sad. Dying doesn’t have to be so final.” Kirby shrugged his shoulders. “I’m just moving on to the next phase of my journey a little earlier than most people do.”  

“First of all, what ten-year-old talks about his death as if he were Gandhi or Obi Wan Kenobi, and who says I have to sit back and accept it?” Tears began their slow descent down my cheeks.   

He pulled my hands to either side of his face. His eyes were filled with love and concern.  

Concern for me.  

He was dying from leukemia, and instead of feeling sorry for himself he was trying to console me.    

Typical Kirby, I thought. 

“Check again, and tell me whether or not you can heal me.” He closed his eyes and waited for me to try. 

I breathed in deeply to steady my emotions and reached out for Kirby’s life force. It wasn’t hard to find. Connecting to it was even easier, but I knew the answer even before I saw it. Abnormal blood cells were deep in the bone marrow and multiplying at a rate that not even chemo or a bone marrow transplant could prevent. 

Kirby was supposed to die.  

“Well?” he whispered as I continued to go through all the images his life force showed me.  

“I can’t.” I could barely get the words out. They felt awful passing through my lips. 

“Then stop blaming yourself and start accepting what is meant to be.” He brought his hands up to cover mine. “I’m not afraid to die, big sister. Plus, I’m totally jazzed to meet Elvis when I get to the other side.” His smile was bright and contagious. 

I focused again as I sensed more of his emotions.  

“You’re in pain. Why didn’t you tell me it was so bad when I came in?” 

“You’re tired. It’s just my joints acting up again. All the doctors have pretty much given up on chemo. You can help me some other night.” 

I stubbornly shook my head. “No, just relax, and I’ll take care of this so you can sleep tonight.” 

“Hope, you’re tired,” Kirby repeated as he tried to push my hands away. “You’ve had to do this a lot tonight. You won’t be able to walk home.” He looked out the window and narrowed his eyes. “The fog is rolling in thick.” 

We lived in a small city along the northern coast of California called Eureka. It was beautiful country. You had the ocean to the left and redwoods to the right. The only downside this far north was the weather. It was either chilly or freezing, and it rained all the time. The fog wasn’t my favorite thing to deal with. Driving in it at night was a pain, but walking in it didn’t worry me. 

“I’ll manage.” I closed my eyes and began the process of easing Kirby’s pain before he could voice another protest. I sensed his body relaxing as I lowered him back on his bed and pulled the covers over him.  

“Thanks, big sis,” he said. He reached for my hand as his eyelids closed. 

“You’re welcome, little bro.” 

“You’ll stay ‘til I fall asleep?”  

“Of course I will, Kirby.” 

I kissed his pale cheek and waited until he drifted off to sleep; waited until his breathing evened out before getting up and making my way to the door. Pausing in the doorway, I felt reluctant to leave him. He didn’t have much time left. Just a few weeks.

Some of his emotions flooded through me as a direct result of our connection, and I gasped in surprise at the awful sorrow he harbored in his heart due to his mother’s absence. Well, his mother may have been absolutely worthless, but I was here for him. 

Always. 

I’d never let him die alone. 

I looked back at him one last time and blew a silent kiss his way before walking into the hallway and heading for the exit. I wasn’t up for another battle of wills with the annoying, elevator so I took the stairs. I made it to the first floor and out the door in record time. No doubt the elevator would have held me captive for an extra ten minutes.  

It was the prickling feeling on the back of my neck that first made me suspect I was being watched again. No, not just watched.  

This time I was being followed.  
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I quickly turned around and glanced behind me. The hospital lights were blazing from within, and there was quite a bit of activity visible. No one other than medical personnel was within walking distance from where I stood, and yet I knew someone shadowed me. It was completely different from the feelings I’d experienced over the last two weeks. I wondered if the creepy presence I felt was coming from a hospital room window. Did I have two stalkers now?  

The fog rolling in muted the lights from the hospital, making everything else look smoky and a bit out of focus. It definitely upped the creep factor.  

I turned around and continued on my way, counting the cracks in the sidewalk like I always did. I was fairly certain I had those cracks memorized. I told myself this was slightly less pathetic than my intense dislike of social outings and my virgin lips status. Two blocks later, and I’d almost managed to distract myself from my own irrational suspicions.  

Then I heard the footsteps. 

For every step I took, I could have sworn another person took one behind me. The footsteps were soft though, almost padded it seemed, and stealthy. Taking time to look behind me was probably a bad idea. My best friend Angie had made me sit through enough horror movies to know that when the girl turns around to see who is following her, no one is there, and when she turns back she smacks right into the very thing she’s running from.  

So I kept my focus straight ahead as I began jogging across the street and onto the next block. The footsteps kept pace with my light jogging.  

That’s when I began to freak out a bit.  

I took deep breaths and continued on, wondering if it was such a good idea to lead the psychopath to my doorstep. I mean, my father wouldn’t be home for another hour. I should have been running to Angie’s house.  

I was only two houses away when I felt something hit my feet, causing me to lose my balance and slam roughly to the sidewalk. A hot wind brushed past my face as I went down, my hands and knees taking the brunt of my weight. I barely registered the pain it caused due to the loud explosion that ripped through the silence of the night. I looked up in time to see the tree ahead of me burst into a brilliant blaze of fire. 

What the he- 

Footsteps rushed up behind me, and I forced myself to my feet, turning in time to see…a cat. 

No, wait. A cat? 

The cat skidded to a halt, turned around and made a mad dash back the way it’d come. I couldn’t believe a cat had made all that noise, and it certainly hadn’t lit a tree on fire. I looked around the street to see if there was anyone else in the area. Hadn’t anyone heard the explosion? My neighbors were old, but they weren’t deaf. Not yet, anyway. I looked at the tree blazing a few feet in front of me. For a minute I stared at it, mesmerized, knowing that the bright orange flames licking the sides of the tree would’ve been consuming me if I hadn’t tripped on...what had I tripped on? 

I bent my head down and searched for the hard object that had bruised me while simultaneously saving my life.  

A tree branch. It was thick and long, at least two feet. There was no way I wouldn’t have noticed it on the sidewalk if it had been there in front of me. No, someone had definitely thrown it at my legs, but whether it was to help me or hurt me I simply didn’t know. 

And what was up with the flame thrower? What idiot ran around chasing teenagers with fire balls? 

I tore my gaze away from the flaming tree and made it to my front porch without further incident. I turned around and began scanning the neighborhood again, which was probably a stupid thing to do. Someone had just attacked me. I should have been running inside the house, hiding under my bed and dialing 911 on my cell. 

I hadn’t really expected to see anyone sticking around after that noisy explosion, so I was stupefied when I actually spotted someone standing in the shadows of the house across the street from me. I immediately felt a strange kind of magnetic pull urging me forward. I caught myself taking a step toward the stranger. The creaking of my porch step snapped me out of my trance long enough to make me realize what I was doing. 

Mind racing, I whirled around, opened my front door and slammed it behind me. I leaned against it, taking comfort in its sturdiness as I wondered if the events of the last ten minutes had actually happened. I could explain away the footsteps and the figure standing in the shadows. I wasn’t the only one in the area who enjoyed late nights strolls. I could even talk myself into believing the tree branch I’d nearly cracked my ankle on had been there waiting for someone as clumsy as me…while I escaped a random stalker.   

Okay, so how do I explain away the exploding tree? 

Yeah, I had nothing. 

Another thing I found difficult to wrap my brain around was the way that cat looked as it ran away from me. I was pretty sure my feline stalker had two tails. 

 

* * * 

 

“Dad, would you please come back inside? The lasagna is getting cold!” I shouted, following him to the front door. “There’s no way anyone is out there now.” 

My father had reacted rather violently when I told him some crazy person with a flame thrower had tried attacking me earlier. He’d grabbed a hammer from his set of tools and stormed out of the house, hell bent on finding the SOB who’d dared to threaten his daughter. 

In hindsight, blurting out the news to my father about my late-night stalker the minute he arrived home from work probably hadn’t been the best way to greet him, but I’d been alone in the house for forty minutes, and I’d had all that time to obsess over it. It was probably a good thing I hadn’t mentioned someone had been watching me for the past few weeks. 

He finally came back inside, looking disturbed. 

“Tell me again exactly what happened to you on your way home.” 

As I sat across the table from him and retold my bizarre story I studied his strained features. 

“You’re saying someone followed you, threw a tree branch at your feet, and then a fireball erupted and burned the tree in front of our neighbor’s house?”    

“It kind of sounds stupid and rather anticlimactic when you sum it up like that, but yeah, that’s exactly what happened.” I waited for his response, but all I got was a disbelieving stare. “Dad, didn’t you see the tree? I’m surprised Mrs. Simmons hasn’t called the fire department yet.”

Now he looked worried. 

“Honey, I just checked that tree, and there was nothing wrong with it. There was no fire. No smoke. I couldn’t even smell smoke. If that tree caught fire the way you said it did, it’d smell like a campfire out there.” 

It was my turn to stare in disbelief. 

“That’s impossible! I swear I saw the tree go up in flames. I’ve never been so scared in all my life. Plus, I got stalked by some ax-murderer.” 

“I thought you said he had a flame thrower.” 

“Which is how the tree caught on fire,” I shouted. 

My father let out a tired sigh. 

“Okay, I believe you saw what you say you saw, but why did that guy bother to shoot a flame thrower at you and not attack you when you fell? It just doesn’t make sense. Why isn’t the tree on fire?” 

I sat at the table feeling like I’d stepped into the twilight zone. Was it possible I’d imagined everything? Maybe I’d been sleepwalking. Had I ever done that before?  Not that I could remember. 

“I don’t know. Maybe I’m just tired or something.” I was so wishing I’d never brought it up. 

“Is this a side effect of healing we haven’t encountered yet? Do you think the stress is getting to you and you’re having hallucinations?” My father’s question was innocent enough, but I felt a little insulted all the same.   

“You think I’m crazy,” I accused. 

“No, that’s not what I said.” 

“You do,” I insisted. “You think I’ve lost my mind.” 

“Stop.” My father placed a calming hand over mine. “You and I have had to navigate your abilities blindly. We’ve had no help, no information. There isn’t a manual that can explain why you’re capable of doing what you do or what the side effects and repercussions could be for you long term. Tonight, something very unusual happened with Sarah, and you managed to communicate with her.” He gave me an amazed look. “An actual conversation, Hope. What if that put some strain on you? Not to mention the stressful situation I put you in by asking you to heal Eve. Maybe you just need to take a break from the hospital for a while and focus on yourself for a change.” 

I breathed deeply through my nose instead of saying something snotty and tried to look at the situation from my father’s point of view, although I was finding it hard to do. I should have known he’d somehow tie this back to my job at the hospital.  

“I don’t know how I was able to communicate with Sarah, but why should we view this as such a negative thing?” 

“What was the conversation about then?” he asked pointedly. 

“She wanted me to let her go.” I squeezed my tired eyes shut for a minute as my father processed this new development. I also didn’t want him sensing I was withholding information from him.  

“Well, this has to mean something. Are your abilities beginning to grow? Have you felt different in any way?” He was studying me as if he were about to perform a complicated surgery that required excessive planning first. 

“I felt just the same as I always do after trying to heal someone…and failing miserably.” I muttered that last part. “I feel perfectly normal.” Normal being relative in this case. “Sarah did mention my powers are getting stronger, but I have no idea how she knew that unless her connection to me gave her that information.” I felt frustrated at not having the pieces of the puzzle laid out before me. 

“This is really interesting, and what does it mean for you in the future? So far what you do merely makes you a little tired. You also tend to take on some rather unfortunate personality traits from the people you heal, but other than that you seem to be fine.” 

“I am fine,” I replied automatically. 

“Physically you’re fine. I’m not so sure how you are emotionally. Did she say anything else?”  

I considered sharing the comment Sarah made in regards to my mom, but I couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to see the heartbreak resurfacing on my dad’s face. 

“Nope, that was the extent of the exchange between us.” I wished I could’ve sounded more convincing. I knew my father would sense that I was keeping something back. Thankfully, he didn’t push the subject further. 

“At any rate, this is something new to deal with, and maybe it’s affecting your ability to tell what is real from what isn’t. You should take a break from healing for a while, and we can see if anything strange—like a tree catching on fire when it really didn’t—happens again.” 

I frowned, completely annoyed by this. 

“I’ll compromise with you,” I said leveling my gaze at him. “I won’t heal anyone for a whole week if you promise to quit harping about my job at the hospital. I only work there three nights a week, and it’s the best job I’ve ever had.” 

My father rolled his eyes. “It’s the only job you’ve ever had. You’re a janitor for heaven’s sake! Don’t you think you’re more qualified for something else? Do you really love cleaning that much?”  

“You’re completely missing the point. Of course I don’t like to clean. I like to heal, and I’m good at it.” I smashed my fork into my cold lasagna and shoved a piece into my mouth, glowering at him as I chewed. 

“You don’t have to work at the hospital to heal people,” he said, trying another tactic. “I could call you if there are any emergencies I think you should be aware of.” 

“That’s just it, Dad. They are emergencies!” I set my fork down, knowing if I didn’t I might fling it across the room in frustration. “I almost didn’t get to Eve in time tonight. Do you realize that?” From the solemn look on my father’s face I could tell that he did. “It was crucial for me to get to her as soon as possible. Every second matters. You know this. There are some people that I just can‘t heal, but I’ll be damned before I allow another person who can be healed to die just because I can‘t get there in time.” 

My father studied me silently across the table then put his fork down and rubbed his tired eyes. “I think there are a couple of things bothering you.”  

“The only thing bothering me is your desire to fire me.” 

“Did you go visit Kirby again tonight?” He sat back in his chair looking as if he already knew the answer to that question. I was confused by the change in topic. 

“Um, yeah. I did.” 

“He’s part of what you’re frustrated about, isn’t he? Because you can’t heal him?” 

I stared down at my dinner plate. I was so tired of crying, and now, not only could I not heal the people I wanted to, but I was hallucinating because I was healing too much. 

“You’re doing it again.” He looked like he was getting ready to bring up another sensitive subject. 

“I’m just visiting him.” I swallowed hard, knowing my father wasn’t buying it. I tried reasoning with him. “His mother doesn’t want anything to do with him. Since he’s ill he’s not something she can use to further her career. He needs some support. He needs a friend, and we’re friends.” I looked up to see the sympathy in my father’s eyes and took that as a good sign. “At the very least I can help him manage his pain, even if it’s just for a little while longer.” 

He nodded. “He doesn’t have much more time?” 

“No.”  

I was grateful he didn’t ask for a specific date. 

“I think it’s great that you visit Kirby. He needs someone like you to keep up his spirits, but who’s keeping up yours? I’m really concerned about what this is doing to you emotionally.” 

I remained silent. My lasagna sat cold and lumpy in front of me. 

“You’re too attached to him, too close to the situation, and you may be trying to ease his pain, but I know you, Hope. You’re trying to heal him, too. Not being able to heal someone always wears you out more than anything because of the way you beat yourself up when you can’t. And yet you keep doing it when you already know what’s coming. You’re setting yourself up for some real heartbreak here. What happens when he’s gone?” 

I flinched. It felt like my heart was being pulled from my chest. I raised my eyes to his and tried to remain outwardly unaffected by his question. 

“I’ll be fine.” The words sounded hollow, even to me. “I’m completely prepared for the inevitable here. It’s not like I’m a stranger to death. Besides, Kirby helps me be at peace with…with things.” I swallowed the lump forming in my throat and knew my father was once again not buying it.  

I sucked so much at lying to him. Of course it’d affect me. We both knew I’d be a total wreck once Kirby was gone, but admitting it would only further my father’s convictions that not only should I not work at the hospital anymore, I shouldn’t go visit Kirby anymore either. 

“Please stop doing this to yourself,” he pleaded. “Don’t you remember how bad you were after your mother died?” 

Wow, he really wasn’t holding anything back tonight.  

“That was different,” I managed to choke out. “She was my mother, and she wasn’t supposed to die.” I pushed my lasagna around my plate slowly. “Ten seconds, Dad. That’s all I needed. If I’d been there ten seconds sooner she would have been just fine. That’s why I need to be there. I need to be at that hospital because ten seconds can change everything. It can change it all.” 

He nodded his head, his suspicions confirmed. 

“You took too much on. Blamed yourself for what was out of your control.” He had to stop abruptly and breathe a bit as a tear slowly made its way down the side of his face. “If you’ll remember, I wasn’t much help in saving her life either, and I’m the doctor.” My father gave me a weak smile laced with self-reproach. I saw the pain he tried to mask and felt like I’d put it there. 

“There wasn’t anything a doctor could do. The damage that bullet did to her heart was impossible for anyone to repair, anyone but me.” I reached across the table for my father’s hand and grasped it in my own. We both sat in silence, father and daughter thinking about Julia Fairmont’s death.  

“You’ve been doing your best to make up for a situation that no ten-year-old should have had to deal with. I see you trying to be everything for everyone just in case there’s a chance that you’ll be too late, but Hope, honey, people die. You can’t save the world.” 

“I can try,” I whispered determinedly. 

My father sighed in defeat. 

“Let’s talk about something a little less…depressing.” He reached for his fork and took his first bite of lasagna, then grimaced. “Too cold.” He picked up his plate and walked over to the microwave. “So, let’s talk about school. How are your classes going?” 

“I thought you said you wanted to talk about something less depressing. You’ve failed miserably.” I gave up on any attempt at eating my lasagna. As far as I was concerned, anything you had to reheat wasn’t worth eating.  

“You love school. Are you struggling in your classes? Why is this the first I’ve heard about it?” 

I put up a calming hand before he had an aneurysm. 

“Dad, everything’s fine. I’m getting A’s in all my classes, okay? I’m just bored with it is all. The subjects are super easy, and the only thing I find even remotely interesting is my class in folklore and mythology.” 

“I didn’t know you were taking that. You started that this semester then, or were you taking it in the fall as well?” 

“It’s not like math. Public education only allows you to take fun classes for one semester. Math is used to torture us all year.” 

His eyebrows lifted in surprise. 

“I thought you said your classes were easy.” 

“The words ‘easy’ and ‘torture’ go hand in hand in this case. Math easily tortures me. Plus, nothing even remotely interesting ever happens to me.” 

My dad gave me a wry look. I realized that statement must have sounded strange coming from a girl with the ability to heal people. 

“I’m referring to the fact that I go to my classes, I take notes, I turn in homework assignments, and I ace my tests. It’s all pretty predictable.” 

“What about guys? Isn’t there someone you’re interested in at school?” His fake smile hinted at his disgruntlement on the subject.   

“Please. The only action I’m getting around here is experienced vicariously through Angie. I swear that girl has a different boyfriend every other week.”  

Now his smile was genuine. 

“Don’t look so thrilled. The relief is oozing from your eyeballs.” 

“I’m not thrilled. Who said I was thrilled? It’s perfectly healthy and normal for you to be dating at this age. Kissing boys in parked cars. Getting your heart broken by some immature guy who gets drunk on the weekends and cheats on you with some bleached blond cheerleader. All part of the learning process.”  

“What if I did start to date someone? Then how would you feel?” I gave my father a tiny smirk. 

“Completely unthrilled.” 

“Unthrilled? Dad, that is so not a word.” 

“I’m your father and a doctor, and that means unthrilled is most definitely a part of the English language. How is Angie doing by the way? I haven’t seen her in about two days now. That’s like a record for you two, isn’t it?” 

I smiled, thinking of my crazy best friend. 

“She’s had the flu for a couple of days now. I thought about healing her, but she enjoys whining and complaining so much I figured all the babying her mom does would make her that much more enjoyable to be around once she got back to school.” 

Dad chuckled softly, retrieving his lasagna from the microwave and sitting back down. 

“I don’t get you two at all. I know you’re best friends, and I love having Angie over, but you’re nothing like each other.” 

I thought about that for a second. Angie and I were different in every way imaginable. Personality, clothing styles, opinions, and even right down to the way we looked… everything was different. I would have loved to look like Angie, but I’d been stuck with thick black hair, olive colored skin, and dark blue, almond shaped eyes. Not a terrible combination, but Angie’s appearance leaned more toward the femme fatal variety.

I broke from my musings and realized my dad was waiting for some kind of response from me. 

“Angie helps me loosen up a little bit here and there, and I keep her from going to jail and possibly getting herself killed. We balance each other out,” I reasoned. 

My father’s lips lifted in amusement. 

I stood up from the table and put my full plate of lasagna in front of him, knowing he’d be more than happy to eat it. 

“Well, I hope for your sake that something crazy happens at school tomorrow, even if Angie isn’t there to instigate it.” 

“Even with Angie there, I still have math class.” I smiled brightly as my father’s laughter followed me up the staircase and into my bedroom. 

My cell phone began to ring as I walked across my room and flung myself haphazardly on my ivory colored bedspread. I laughed, recognizing the ring tone as one of Angie’s personal favorites. Moves Like Jagger blared loudly from my cell phone.  

“Were your ears burning?” I asked sweetly. 

“So you were talking about me,” Angie said. “I can’t say I’m surprised. The thought of you discussing my many virtues and accomplishments, simply delights me.” Her voice came out low and throaty.    

Angie is, I think, the most stunning beauty to have ever graced the face of this earth, a sentiment she probably shares. No false modesty in her corner. Fiery red hair…check. Perfect porcelain skin …check. Emerald green eyes…check and check.     

“You know I do have other friends,” I said. “You didn’t considered the possibility that I might have been discussing my latest love interest before you called?” 

“With your father? Please!” I smiled as Angie’s loud gasp crackled through the receiver. “Wait, do you have someone you’re crushing on?  Because if you do, and you talked to your dad about it before talking with me, I will hunt you down and force you to eat an anchovy pizza…minus the pizza!” 

I had to smile. She always made me feel so normal. It was partly why I loved having Angie in my life. Though I’d never admit to it out loud, my father was right. The constant weight of everyone else’s pain was beginning to wear on me. I always felt like I led two different lives. There was Hope, the serious healer, and Hope, the carefree, average teenager. If Angie and I had never become friends, I don’t think I’d have known how to balance my secret life with my supposedly normal high school one.   

“Oh, yes. I can visualize you trying to pin me down while shoving slimy, miniature fish in my mouth. You’d die before laying one of your nicely manicured fingers on something so beneath you,” I teased.  

“This is very true.” Angie sounded disappointed. “It’s a shame you know me so well. That threat might have held some validity with anyone less worthy.” 

“And yet, it resembles the latest boy you broke up with: shallow and empty.” 

“Hey, Nathan was very full of…well…he was full of something.” Angie’s laughter sang sweetly through my cell phone. 

“Full of himself, you mean?” 

“Too true. The last date we went on, he spent a full ten minutes looking at his reflection in his dinner spoon.” 

I held back the urge to give her a big lecture on her awful taste in guys. 

“Tell me you made him pay for dinner that time.” 

“Are you kidding? I got up and left, making sure I got a ‘to go’ box, of course.”  

“Of course.” I thought about Nathan Treadwell and the insane level of stupid he managed to operate under on a daily basis. “Why do you always go for guys who treat you like crap, Angie?” 

There was silence on her end. I waited for her to break down and actually talk to me seriously for once about this subject.  

“Well, they’re always such fantastic kissers. Have you ever met a nice guy who actually knows how to kiss? And if you did, would he actually be good looking?” 

I shook my head. Clearly, her plan was total avoidance. “Angie, there are nice, handsome guys out there who are good kissers.” 

“I’m going to have to disagree with you on that one. If a guy is a good kisser, it’s because he’s good looking, and because of his good looks he has various opportunities to use said good looks in the pursuit of women. Which also gives him plenty of practice with kissing, which simultaneously makes him a good kisser and a first rate jerk…or man whore…whichever term you prefer.” 

I decided to match her light tone with my own. 

“Then I suppose, in order to avoid the jerks of this world, it’s going to be of the utmost importance that we date only non-attractive, second rate kissers for the rest of our miserable lives.” 

“Your words are poison to me.” 

I let out a soft chuckle. 

“So,” she continued, “has that magnificent melon of yours come up with fantastic songs needing debuting at Expresso?” 

Expresso was a very popular café/restaurant, dedicated to giving high school students a chance to “express” themselves. You could read poetry, sing songs, play your own music, and perform any other type of talent while others ate, mingled, and enjoyed the entertainment. The atmosphere was pretty awesome and laid-back. Angie and I had become regulars there, due in large part to her insistence that I take my journal full of lyrics and sing them for the “undeserving masses lucky enough to be present.”  

Once we’d joined the ranks of high schoolers, we’d started going there every week. Over time, I’d become good friends with the members of the band who worked there on a permanent basis. All I had to do was give them the chords and they were on board with whatever. As a rule, I don’t like drawing attention to myself, but this is normal, healthy, high school attention, and for me, I really need the release. 

“Perhaps,” I answered. “Why? Are you suggesting we head over there and check out the night life?” 

“Heavens, no! I’m still feeling quite overcome by this vicious flu bug,” she huffed. “I need one more day to relax, recover, and enjoy my mother waiting on me hand and foot.” 

“Sounds pleasant enough.” 

“Oh, believe me, it is.” Angie sounded extremely pleased with herself. “I just need to know when you’re planning your next performance. There’s this guy I want you to meet.” 

“No guys! I can’t focus on my singing when you do stuff like that.” Angie’s exasperated sigh crackled over the connection. 

“Fine, since you refuse to allow me any excitement, did anything crazy happen to you tonight…without my help? In other words, would you really have a life if I didn’t insist that you live it?” 

I rolled my eyes, which was pointless since Angie wasn’t there to see it. Then my thoughts went to recent events and my alleged hallucination. “Well, something really weird happened to me as I was walking home from work.” 

“Ooooh. Do tell. Did you meet a handsome stranger?” 

“You’re so optimistic, and no, I did not. I think I have a stalker, though. I’m not one for the dramatics, but I could’ve sworn someone was not only watching me, but following me. I could actually hear their footsteps behind me.” 

“Hope, are you serious or do I need to be waiting for some kind of punch line here?”  

“No, I’m totally serious. There was someone out there. I started running, and whoever was behind me started running.” 

“Whaaaat?” 

“I know. Freaky, right? But it gets worse.” I rolled to the middle of my bed and began plucking at the fringe on my throw pillow in an effort to calm my nerves. “As I’m running, something hits my legs and sends me sprawling to the cement just as this weird burst of flame shoots past me and hits the tree in front of me.” I accidentally tugged too hard and broke off several wispy pieces. I frowned down at my handiwork and folded my hand underneath me. “I swear this really happened, but when I told my dad, he said he’d just walked past the tree and there was nothing wrong with it. He thinks I just imagined it.”  

Telling the story again made me realize how crazy it did, in fact, sound. On the other hand, talking about narrowly escaping a large ball of fire made sitting alone in my room entirely too creepy. I looked toward my window and wondered if my attacker was still outside waiting for me. What if he was watching me? I stood up fast and walked over to the window. 

“So, someone followed you, sent a flame thrower your way, and there’s no sign of any damage to the tree or any idea of who your stalker is?” Her voice had risen in volume.  

My window faced the front of the house, and I couldn’t help but look out toward the deserted street in search of my would-be killer.  

Nothing. Of course, with the heavy fog encircling the entire neighborhood it was kind of difficult to make out much of anything. 

“No. I must be going crazy,” I said. “Could I have hallucinated the whole thing?”  

“Hope, you’re the sanest person I know. If anyone was going to hallucinate about something like that, you know it’d be me. Although, I haven’t touched an illegal drug since that day in ninth grade when you found me cutting my hair off in the girl’s bathroom because I thought it was full of snakes.” 

“Yes, and what a special day that was.” 

One of Angie’s more unfortunate personality traits was a penchant for self-destructive behavior. I couldn’t figure out if it had to do with her daddy issues or the problems she had as a child. When Angie was seven, she took a bad fall from my tree house and when she regained consciousness, with my help of course, she had a difficult time deciphering between reality and fantasy. It scared me, some of the things she would mutter under her breath about seeing death and preventing it from taking people she loved. 

I was too little to understand what was happening to her. Her mother took her away for a few months to get her some help, and when she came back she never talked about it again. I did my best to wheedle the whole story out of her, but she simply played dumb, insisted there had never been anything wrong to begin with, and never allowed me to broach the subject again. Her wild behavior took front row after that.  

Fortunately, her drug phase had been a one-time deal. 

“Your hair didn’t look half bad, either.” 

“And still you lie. You’re such a good friend. No, I’m inclined to believe every crazy word you just uttered. Having said that, I’m completely freaked out. You shouldn’t walk to school by yourself tomorrow.” 

“You’re sounding like my father, now.” I turned my back to the window and plopped myself down on my bed. 

“No need to insult me. My request is a valid one considering what just happened tonight. You have your own car. You should drive it every once in a while.” 

“The high school is five blocks away. It’d be a waste of gas.” 

“I’ve never understood this need of yours to walk everywhere. It’s like you enjoy the exercise, and you and I both know that that is absolutely ridiculous.” 

“Okay, you win. I’ll drive to school tomorrow.” 

“I always win. You never put up much of a fight, you know.” 

“Would the outcome ever change if I did?” 

“Of course not!” 

“Then why prolong the inevitable?” 

“Too true,” Angie said. 

I couldn’t help but smile at that. 

“Well, since I don’t have the flu or any tropical diseases preventing me from going to school tomorrow, I better get some sleep.” 

“All right. I’ll call you tomorrow so you can update me on all things high school.” 

“Should be the shortest conversation we’ve ever had,” I said dryly. 

“Please be careful.” Her voice became unfamiliarly serious. “You really have got me freaked out.” 

“I’ll be careful,” I promised. 

I hung up the phone and looked back at my window.  

It was morbid. I knew it was, but I just had to look outside one more time. The need to reassure myself no one was spying on me was an obvious sign of paranoia, but I jumped up from my bed and walked over to the window anyway. 

Gazing out across my quiet neighborhood made me want to laugh at how worked up I’d allowed myself to get. Honestly, the most dangerous thing in my neck of the woods was a potential visit from my neighbor, Mrs. Simmons, bearing homemade biscuits capable of rendering the most durable molar in two. 

I was so busy rolling my eyes at myself, I almost missed the dark figure standing on the only patch of unlit sidewalk in front of my house. It was definitely the same figure I’d spotted when I was on my front porch, and it was definitely a guy, but beyond that I couldn’t make out any other details. I felt that same mysterious pull, making me lean forward a little. The only thing that prevented me from walking toward him in some hypnotic, trance-like state was my closed bedroom window. My forehead bumped the ledge lightly, and I was suddenly back to myself. 

I blinked a few times to clear my head and focused in on the guy again. The mist surrounding his body clung to him in strange and unnatural ways. It was definitely horror movie material. Then he craned his head backward, looking up at something.  

Was he looking at me?  

I glanced down at my cell phone and started dialing Angie’s number, but when I looked up again the guy was gone. 

Vanished into the ethereal looking fog. 

Freaky. 

Setting my phone on my desk, I willed myself to calm down. I was seeing things again.  

I just needed to get some sleep…and possibly down a few anti-psychotics. Too bad I didn’t have any. 

I turned out my lights and ran to my bed, still feeling like I was being watched. I wondered if going outside in search of the dark figure was smart or suicidal. It was going to be a very long night. 

 

* * * 

 

Waking up in the morning was difficult. Not only did I feel exhausted from the events of the previous evening, but my body was a little off. Maybe I should have actually eaten my lasagna. 

After getting showered and dressed for the day I quickly made my way down the stairs. I still hadn’t heard a peep from my father and figured he’d slept through his alarm. As I entered the kitchen and pulled some cereal down from the cupboard I noticed a note taped to the refrigerator. 

 

Got called in early this morning.  

Will see you later tonight. 

Love, 

Dad 

 

I was surprised I hadn’t heard him leave. I’m usually a pretty light sleeper. I poured some Wheaties into a bowl and turned toward the fridge to get some milk. That’s when I heard an odd noise coming from the living room. 
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Click click.

I stood still for a minute, listening. 

Click click. 

What in the world? 

It sounded like acrylic nails tapping a hardwood floor. I walked slowly out of the kitchen and made my way down the hall, trying to pinpoint the source of the noise. When I approached the entrance to the living room, the clicking abruptly cut off. I stopped as well, holding my breath, listening for more. The silence that filled the house made me feel slightly uncomfortable, and for the first time I wondered if maybe I was in some kind of danger. 

I’m an idiot. One psychotic delusion, and suddenly everyone is out to get me. 

Click click. 

This time it came from the dining room to my right.  

Delusional or not, I was officially terrified. Getting out of the house seemed like a reasonable conclusion to come to, but fear had paralyzed me, leaving my legs frozen and unresponsive even though the need to flee had intensified two-fold.  

I could have been blowing things out of proportion, right? Homes made funny noises all the time. I was simply more aware of it now because…because…well, someone had tried to kill me last night. Hadn’t they? 

The hair on the back of my neck stood up as the faint sound of footsteps sounded behind me. All of my weak attempts at thinking rationally flew out the window as panic took over, and I whirled around, sprinting for the front door. I ran into a hard, sturdy figure blocking my way, causing me to fall butt first on the hardwood floor. I let out a squeal of surprise, blindly jumped to my feet, and lifted my fist to deck whoever threatened my safety. 

“Whoa, Hope. What’s wrong with you?” 

I looked up, startled to see my dad standing there in front of me instead of the crazy ax-murderer I’d envisioned. 

“Dad? You scared the living poop outta me,” I practically shouted. “What in the world are you doing here?” 

“I live here.” 

I stared at him hard trying to figure out if he was being serious or sarcastic.  

“Yes, I’m well aware of that. I’m talking about the note you left saying you got called in to the hospital. What are you doing back so soon?” 

The look on my father’s face made it abundantly clear that I’d baffled him. I thought about grabbing the note from the fridge and waving it in his face, but his expression switched from puzzlement to embarrassment.   

“Right. The note. Turns out they didn’t need me after all.” His words came out slow and hesitant. 

“Dad, are you all right?” Something certainly wasn’t right. The hospital always needed my father. I continued staring at him, trying to pinpoint what it was about him that felt different.  

“Of course I am, darling. I’m just a bit tired. I’m feeling a little sick, actually. Maybe you could make it better for me?” He said it like he wasn’t sure I could. 

“Make what better for you, and how? And since when do you call me darling? A little formal, don‘t you think?”   

Now I was really confused. I hadn’t sensed my father had any health issues the night before. I had a habit of checking on him whenever I gave him a hug or a squeeze on the hand. He was all I had left, and I wasn’t going to lose him. I felt certain he wasn’t coming down with anything, but something was definitely off about him. 

He acted like he wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do next. Then he gave me an awkward smile and took several steps backward. 

“Well, you should probably be getting to school now. Don’t you think?” His backward stride picked up some momentum. 

I stood uncertain in the hallway, watching him continue to put distance between us. 

“Uh, sure, Dad. You’ll be okay?” 

“Yeah.” He turned away quickly and swung himself toward the bottom of the staircase. 

I listened as my father stomped up the stairs, entered his bedroom, and shut the door behind him. 

What the crap?  

I moved to the front door, grabbed my backpack from off the ground, and walked outside to my car. My beat up Chevy wasn’t much, but it was mine. I climbed in and set my backpack on the passenger seat, all the while sensing someone watching me…again. It was the same awful sensation I’d felt last night on the way home from work. I looked up and saw my father staring down from his bedroom window. 

What is going on with him? 

I considered getting out of my truck and going back inside to figure out what was really happening here, but the idea of entering my own home made me feel nervous. Without understanding why, I quickly backed out of the driveway and pulled away from the house.  

I studied the tree in Mrs. Simmons’ front yard as I passed by. It looked completely unscathed. I pulled over to the side of the road and quickly climbed out of my truck. I had to get a closer look. After reaching the tree in two running strides, I stared up at the perfectly browned bark with its rough and slightly weathered texture. Not a burn mark on it. There was absolutely no sign it’d been torched last night. I glanced around, still feeling like someone watched me. 

“I’m losing my freaking mind,” I muttered under my breath.  

I returned to my truck and headed for the high school. As I glanced in my rear-view mirror, I could have sworn I saw another flash of that very odd looking cat, a cat with two tails. 

 

* * * 

 

I walked through the front doors of Eureka High School and gritted my teeth as a young boy with spiked hair and several rings in his face ran into me. The brief contact gave me enough time to connect with his life force. It happened instinctively, and I was shocked I’d connected to it at all. It usually took a little more time than that.  

He was nursing a fractured wrist and a bad sprained ankle. The injuries felt recent. I wondered if a fight broke out before I’d arrived, then noticed the skateboard in his hand. I did my best to smother the sympathetic emotions stirring within me. Now was not the time or place to heal a fellow student. 

Forcing myself to move away from him, I carefully made my way down the hall. Several other students managed to jar me, one right after the other. Their various aches and pains overwhelmed me. Realizing I’d managed to connect to several life forces in a matter of seconds, I froze in my tracks. I tried to hold perfectly still, not wanting to accidentally connect with anyone else. As soon as a pathway cleared, I frantically rushed down the hall and into my first class of the day.  I stood in the doorway and leaned against the wall, feeling like I’d just passed through a war zone. My thoughts returned to Sarah’s comments concerning my increase in power. 

It’s been such a lovely, abnormal morning.  

I walked over to my desk and nearly slammed my knee into it when I saw Angie sitting at hers with a cat-like grin on her gorgeous face. Not only was she here a full day earlier than expected, but she was early to our mythology class.  

Early wasn’t Angie’s style. 

“Hey, I can’t believe you’re here. I thought you said you needed another day to recuperate. Are you better already?”  

“I still feel a bit drained and achy, but I heard there was a new guy in school and that he’s totally hot. I couldn’t stay home lounging around my bedroom while some slut—meaning Tanya Sedgwick—snatched him up before I did.” 

I laughed, feeling relieved and happy to know that I had been right as far as Angie’s illness was concerned. I’d begun to wonder if something was wrong with me. Maybe I was sick. It rarely happened, and I didn’t usually notice since it was so easy for my body to heal itself. Sometimes, I had to force my body to stop the healing process just so I could get sick occasionally like any normal human being.  Not a pleasant experience. 

“Hey, Hope. HOOOOOOOOPE!”  

Angie waved her hands back and forth in my face. 

“Sorry,” I said. “My brain damage has been especially debilitating this morning.” 

“Wow, that word had a lot of syllables in it. I keep warning you that everyone is going to start believing you’re incredibly ancient.” She reached over and gave me an I-haven’t-seen-you-for-two-days hug. 

I squeezed her back, thinking that her remarks about being ancient felt spot on. I was exhausted. 

My stomach grumbled loudly. Exhausted and hungry. 

“Crap! I forgot to eat breakfast.” I sat down in my seat and pulled a three-ring binder from my backpack. “So, tell me about this new guy. Wait, why didn’t you tell me about him on the phone last night?” 

“After you and I finished talking, I received a phone call from a very reliable source who claims that a new family has moved into town, and one of those family members just happens to be male, our age, and hawwwat!” 

“Angie, your reliable source wouldn’t by any chance be your eighty-year-old, next door neighbor, Mrs. Potts, would it?” 

“Exactly!” she said as if that statement alone proved the validity of her intel. 

That woman’s stamina amazed me. Didn’t eighty-year-old women need to be in bed by a certain time? 

“Please, she’s a nosy gossip with absolutely nothing to do all day except make up crazy stories to report to the police. Don’t you remember that one time when she convinced the entire police department a bomb had been planted in her front driveway?” 

“That was pretty entertaining. She made like a million éclairs and kept feeding them to all the onlookers.” She moved to the front of my desk. “I think she’s just lonely, personally.” 

“She’s also blind as a bat.”  

“I know. Crazy how she was able to see a hot guy across the street from her house, don’t you think?” 

It was obvious Angie had purposely missed my point. 

“What’s even crazier is that she’d care enough to call and tell you. Wait, that means the hot guy lives like two houses away from you,” I said, finally putting the pieces together.  

“I know!” she squealed. 

I tapped my pencil to my forehead in an effort to jump-start my sluggish brain cells. I was really struggling this morning. 

She leaned over the front of my desk, looking ready to impart some big, juicy secret. I gave her an encouraging smile, knowing Angie enjoyed having an avid audience, even if it was just me. 

“Okay, these are the deets. His name is Tie and he’s hot, hot, and hot.” 

I stared at her as the shock registered on my face. “That’s all you know? That’s all Mrs. Potts told you? This is completely unacceptable. Your investigative skills are getting rusty, Angie. You usually have a guy’s entire life history memorized within the first ten minutes of him showing up on your hot guy radar, and all you know about this one is his first name? You got a last name floating around there somewhere?” 

“Okay, first of all, I’ve been out of commission so cut me some slack here, and second, that was pretty much all Mrs. Potts knew. There really wasn’t much to find, although I did happen to inadvertently get a copy of his class schedule, and I know he has folklore and mythology with us.” 

“Ah ha. That’s why you’re here early. I was wondering.” I wiggled my eyebrows at her. “And you got his class schedule…how?” 

It was Angie’s turn to do some eyebrow wiggling. 

“For your safety and security, I feel it’s imperative I keep my sleuthing skills to myself.” 

“You totally made out with Mr. Peterson’s office aide, didn’t you?” 

Her eyes widened. She was all innocence. 

“It was a small price to pay for life, liberty, and the pursuit of hotness.” 

“Well, considering the fact you probably just gave him your flu bug, I’d say the only one paying the price in this situation is the office aide.” 

“And I know he’ll think it was so worth it!” She let out a naughty little laugh. 

I joined in and couldn’t stop as other students started filing in. The bell rang, and the last of the students fell into their chairs while Ms. Chinatsu Mori, our Folklore and Mythology teacher, stood up and addressed the class. 

I looked around the room expecting to see someone new and good-looking in one of the back seats, but the same old faces I’d seen since kindergarten stared vacantly past me. I looked to my left where Angie was sitting and raised my eyebrows as if to say, Where’s the hot dude? She just shrugged her shoulders, puzzled, and then faced forward, pretending that her faulty intel and the price she’d had to pay to get it wasn’t as big a deal to her as it should have been.  

“All right folks, since it’s February and Valentine’s Day is right around the corner I thought it would be fun to discuss some folklore and mythology that centers around…love.” Ms. Mori said the word love as if she were some swooning teenager. 

There was giggling and grumbling in equal amounts as she picked up her piece of chalk and walked over to the board. 

“Off the top of your head, who do you immediately think of?” she asked, chalk poised at the ready. 

“Cupid,” yelled out a freshman. 

“Cupid, seriously?” Angie muttered under her breath. “Why do they let the little people in with the seniors? It hardly seems fair to the masses.” 

“The masses, meaning us?” I inquired softly. 

“Of course I’m talking about us. Who else is as important?”  

My lips quirked into a smile, thinking Angie’s statement was all the more hilarious because she was absolutely serious. Other students continued shouting out answers. 

“Okay, so we have Cupid, Venus, who else?” 

“How about Aphrodite?” Angie offered. “Wasn’t she a goddess of love and beauty or something like that? 

“That’s correct, Ms. Bellingham.” Ms. Mori wrote the name, Aphrodite, on the board in big flowing cursive. 

“At last. A mythological being I can finally relate to,” Angie said in a relieved tone. I chuckled with the rest of the class. 

“Isn’t Eros connected with Aphrodite?” asked another lowly freshman.  

“I think you students will find these figures from mythology are all connected in some way. For example, Cupid is the Roman god of love, and his name comes from the Latin term cupido meaning desire. He was a winged creature capable of shooting arrows at people’s hearts in order to make them fall in love with whomever he wished.” 

“Handy, that,” I whispered to Angie. 

She scoffed. “As if you or I would ever need an arrow to make a guy fall in love with us.” 

“I’d probably need a few,” I said under my breath. 

“Eros, on the other hand was Cupid’s Greek counterpart. He was the Greek God of love, and his legend is pretty much identical to Cupid’s,” Ms. Mori continued. 

“If Cupid means desire, what does Eros mean?” asked another student who seemed to know the answer from the lewd look on his face. 

Ms. Mori leveled her own look at him and continued on as if she hadn’t heard his question. Ripples of laughter erupted throughout the class. 

“The most well-known legend of Cupid and Eros involves a beautiful woman,” Ms. Mori began. “She was a mortal princess named Psyche. Psyche was so incredibly beautiful, men soon began worshipping her instead of the Goddess of love, which could be Venus or Aphrodite depending on whether we are talking about Eros or Cupid. You see how the stories and characters relate to one another?” 

There were mumbles of agreement and a few nods as well.   

“The Goddess of love and beauty was so jealous of Psyche, she instructed her son to make Psyche fall in love with the ugliest creature she could find, but when Eros tried to stick Psyche with his arrow he accidentally stuck himself, saw Psyche, and he fell in love with her. Soon they became lovers, but Eros forbade her to look upon him. He was afraid his mother would find out about the affair.” 

“That is sooooo typical. Guys are always hiding me from their mothers,” Angie said to no one in particular. 

“Wait, who is Eros again? I thought we were talking about Cupid!” said another freshman. 

“Freshmen are such a disease!” Angie muttered as she picked at her fingernails. 

“Cupid is Eros’ counterpart, remember?” I said to the bewildered freshman in the seat beside me. 

He looked at me gratefully and sneaked a terrified look at Angie before sinking backward into his seat. 

“As I was saying, Eros, or Cupid if you will, ended up leaving Psyche after she unmasked him. Psyche went searching for him, and the Goddess of love tried to destroy her by making her accomplish dangerous tasks in order to find her lost love. Eventually, Eros discovered what was going on and rescued Psyche from a sleep induced coma brought on by an item from the underworld.” 

“Huh? When did she go to the underworld?” asked the same clueless freshman. 

Angie sighed dramatically. “It was one of the tasks set forth by Venus you tiny worm.” 

“Isn’t Venus supposed to be Cupid’s mother? I thought we were talking about Eros now.” 

The look Angie gave the kid was close to apoplectic. “Are you still speaking?” she asked in disbelief. 

I put my hand on his arm and eased him back in his seat where he was out of Angie’s line of vision. “I’ll give you my notes after class,” I said to the bewildered boy. 

He again looked at me gratefully and avoided eye contact with my best friend. 

I considered Angie as she daintily picked at her fingernails. She could be abrasive, but I’d learned a long time ago to cut her some slack. Though she looked put together on the surface, her sarcastic remarks and indifferent attitude hid years’ worth of repressed pain, anger, and sorrow. I didn’t understand where those volatile emotions came from, and Angie was never forthcoming during her dark periods when she called me in tears and begged me to come over and spend the night with her. I was the only one who could bring her out of it, and I was the only one who Angie willingly had physical contact with during those periods of time. Both of our parents had come to an understanding long ago. Whenever Angie got like that, I stayed at her place until things were better.  

There were some days when she would come to school with gloves on. Her on-again, off-again germaphobic tendencies were par for the course. No one batted an eyelash at this bizarre behavior. Of course, anyone who did would be at the receiving end of Angie’s quick wit and sharp tongue. She was always the last to leave a class and the last to show up for class. She didn’t like the crowded halls and sweaty, unkempt bodies bumping into her so she generally waited for the halls to clear and the bell to ring. 

Due to her special phobias, her tardiness was brushed aside. 

I didn’t push her or prod for information anymore. She had helped me through some of my darkest times after I lost my mother, and I knew she had my back. I didn’t need to know more unless she wanted me to. When she attended my mother’s funeral, I was startled by the look of guilt on her face which so perfectly mirrored my own. She stared at my mother’s peaceful features and mumbled a comment about it being her fault because she never saw it coming. It made very little sense to me, but when I asked her about it she just gave me a fierce hug, told me she wouldn’t let me down again, and then seated herself on the front pew of the viewing room waiting for the services to start.   

Our loyalty to one another was, without question, the very thing that kept us anchored to reality. She battled her demons while I battled mine, and we had this unspoken agreement to never talk about it. 

I blinked a few times to clear my thoughts as the classroom discussion fought for my attention. 

“Aphrodite was so impressed by the love that Psyche had for Eros, she made Psyche immortal, gave them her blessing, and Psyche and Eros lived happily ever after,” Ms. Mori finished. 

“Really? I always thought these legends ended tragically,” I said before I could stop myself. I must have lost my senses with that trip down memory lane. I didn’t usually participate in class discussions. 

“Well, Ms. Fairmont, some of them do. Do you have one in particular you would like to share with us?” The intense, almost probing look Ms. Mori gave me made me feel uncomfortable. 

I wondered why I’d decided to participate at all. I couldn’t think of one single, tragic legend with everyone giving me such expectant looks. 

“You said that the Roman and Greek gods and goddesses are counterparts to each other. Do other cultures have a god or goddess of love?” I asked hoping to turn the attention back to Ms. Mori. 

She smiled at me as if she knew something I didn’t. 

“Let’s talk about Freya, the Norse Goddess of love and beauty. She was so beautiful, in fact, that she had many suitors and an infinite amount of lovers even though the only man she truly loved was her husband Od.” 

“That is odd,” said a senior football player. 

The room once again erupted into laughter.  

“She loved him so much, when he was transformed into a sea monster she stood by his side and comforted him instead of turning away from his hideous form. Are you guys beginning to see a theme or pattern here?” 

“I’m still trying to figure out how Cupid ties in with sea monsters,” whispered the freshman seated next to me. 

My smile grew. He was beginning to remind me of Kirby.  Angie raised her hand to address the class. I wasn’t sure why she bothered. She usually just blurted everything out. 

“Okay everyone, I think the theme we are discussing here is that love conquers all. Am I right? When you love and care about someone, you’ll go anywhere, do anything to find the person you’re supposed to be with, and once you have them you’ll fight to the death in order to keep them with you always.” 

Whoa! I gave Angie a puzzled look, trying to figure out how such a serious answer had found its way out of her mouth. 

“That’s exactly right, Ms. Bellingham,” Ms. Mori agreed, seeming a little taken aback by her outburst as well.  But Angie wasn’t finished.

“I also think that love, if it’s true love, is totally blind. I mean, it’d have to be if you were willing to sleep with a sea monster. That Freya chick was in need of some serious Lasik surgery.” 

And there it was.

The laughter seemed to fill up every available space in the room. 

“What other culture has a god or goddess of love?” asked another student in the back. 

“My culture does,” replied Ms. Mori. 

“The Chinese?” asked my clueless freshman. 

“Idiot,” Angie said to herself. “Any fool can see she’s Korean.” 

“I’m actually Japanese, and in my culture the god that is pertinent to this particular conversation is Musubi-no-kami, the god of love and marriage.” 

My head grew heavy at the mention of that particular deity’s name. 

“Musubi was a god who delighted in bringing young lovers together and encouraging their happy union. Musubi’s legend occurs in the province of Mimasaka in a small kingdom called Kagami where a shrine and temple exist solely to pay homage to Musubi-no-kami. If there was ever anyone who wanted a blessing placed upon their marriage, it is said these people traveled to the temple and knelt before the shrine asking blessings and favors to be poured out upon them.” 

“What did the shrine look like?” I asked. I felt this strange desire to know every detail. Ms. Mori’s eyes alighted on me with that same knowing look. 

“The shrine was a Holy Cherry tree. If Musubi felt it was in a person’s best interest to pursue the one they pled for, then he’d appear out of thin air and hand them a single cherry blossom. This not only signified his blessing, but it also ensured that the person receiving the blossom would fall madly in love with the giver of the blossom.” 

I felt my throat close up at the mention of cherry blossoms. They’d been my mother’s favorite. My father and I had accompanied my mother to every cherry blossom event known to man. At least that was how it’d felt to me. I hadn’t been to one single festival since my mother’s passing. 

“One day, a beautiful maiden came to the Holy Cherry Tree because her father wanted her to find a husband. When she arrived, she saw a handsome man holding a cherry blossom. He disappeared quickly afterward without giving her the blossom in his hand.” 

I felt pressure building in the back of my head. What in the world was wrong with me? 

“The maiden went home and found out that her father had arranged a marriage for her, but she was unable to forget the young man she’d seen earlier. She later discovered the man whom she loved was no mortal, but a god. The god of love and marriage.” 

The pressure escalated to a hammering crescendo. Sharp, needle-like pains shot from my jaw to the roof of my skull. I was certain my head would burst if I didn’t leave the room as soon as possible. 

“Her betrothed found out she loved another and sought to fight him, not realizing it was a god he’d challenged. He attacked Musubi when he appeared at the Holy Cherry tree again. Musubi disappeared, and the priests of the temple were angry for her betrothed’s interference. The legend then goes on to say that the maiden refused to marry her father’s choice of husband and dedicated herself to a life of celibacy as a nun in the temple of Musubi-no-kami. At least, that’s what the text books say,” Ms. Mori finished.

Kind of cryptic. 

“You mean, that’s not what really happened? Did Musubi love the maiden in return? Because if he didn’t and she became a nun for him then that’s totally messed up,” Angie replied as she pulled out a file and began hacking away at her manicured nails. 

“What do you think really happened, Hope?” Ms. Mori asked. 

I couldn’t respond. The pressure had come to a head, and all of a sudden I felt this popping movement like a bubble bursting within my cranium, and a bright, white light blinded me to everything else. I wasn’t in the classroom anymore, but in an entirely different place altogether.  

The room I stood in was large and rectangular. It looked like some kind of receiving room, but was much more ancient in its structure. There were several different paintings strategically placed along the wooden walls. Each painting held different oriental looking men in light robes and topknot hairstyles. There were several ornate looking statues painted in shades of gold, green, and a sort of coppery color. I looked down at myself and saw folds of sea green silk encircling my body. 

A middle-aged Asian man entered the room and walked over to me. His air of authority was unmistakable. Without understanding why, I immediately bent forward from the hip into a reverent bow and stayed like that until I was allowed to rise. He studied me, clearly displeased with what he saw. I didn’t recognize him, but my dislike for him was immediate and intense. He sniffed and then spoke to me in a language that should have been unfamiliar to me, yet I understood everything he said.  

“You will meet him this evening, my child. Your engagement ceremony will bring joy and happiness to our people. Of this I am certain. I am proud of you, young daughter.  Fulfill your duty and your destiny.” 

He didn’t appear too proud. His look of disdain spoke volumes. All I managed to offer him was a blank stare.  

What’s happening to me? 

A loud voice broke into my confusion, pulling me backward and away from the man standing before me. 

“Hope? Were you going to answer the question?” 

I was immediately thrown from the oriental looking room back into my hard, uncomfortable chair. I had no idea what had just happened, but the term “losing it” didn’t even come close to how I felt at that very moment. 

“What does it matter whether it happened exactly that way? Haven’t all of these legends been changed over the centuries anyway?” Angie said. 

I glanced around the room trying to figure out if anyone had noticed my brief absence. My classmates’ faces exhibited a broad spectrum of expressions, ranging from slightly sleepy, bored, and comatose. It looked as if others had finally succumbed to unconsciousness. Relieved, I sunk into my seat, figuring I’d simply hallucinated again. Not that that particular alternative was any consolation. 

“That’s true, Ms. Bellingham, but despite the different variations you may find in all of these myths and legends, there are similar patterns and themes connecting them all together. Don’t you think?” 

“Well, in each situation there are gods of love who get people to love one another through different objects like arrows or cherry blossoms,” Angie replied. “What about Freya, though? Did she have something that made people fall in love with each other too?” 

“Actually, there are some similarities there as well. Freya acquired a necklace that was made by four dwarves. This necklace was called the Brisingamen, and some have referred to the necklace as the necklace of desire. There isn’t much folklore that supports my own theory on what the necklace was capable of, but I’ve always suspected that it symbolized Freya’s abilities to bring young lovers together in much the same way that Cupid’s arrows and Musubi’s cherry blossoms did.” 

“But it isn’t actually bringing people together. It’s forcing them to mindlessly love each other,” I said. 

“Interesting, Ms. Fairmont. Please continue,” Ms. Mori said.  

It really was weird how she kept waiting for me to have some kind of strange epiphany. She always tended to rub me the wrong way—nothing I could put my finger on—but today her intense scrutiny unsettled me. 

“Well, Cupid is shooting arrows at people to make them fall in love with each other. He wasn’t even in love with Psyche until he was stupid enough to stick himself with his own arrow. And Musubi is playing with fate by handing out cherry blossoms to people who will then turn around and give them to the person they desire, forcing that person to fall in love with them. How is that love when it isn’t even your choice?” 

“So you believe that love is a choice? Surely you’ve read books and watched movies where people fall in love with someone and wish they hadn’t, as if they could choose to stop simply because they wished it.” She looked like she didn’t agree with my opinion. 

“I’m not talking about stopping once you’ve already started. I’m talking about not being forced to fall in love with someone in the first place. What if you love the wrong person? What if the person you are supposed to love isn’t the person you end up with all because some stupid, over-privileged god thinks he has the right to shoot you with an arrow and completely change your fate?” I was upset, but didn’t understand why. How weird to feel so passionate about something I’d never really considered before. 

“Do you think you could actually be forced to love someone if those feelings weren’t already buried deep within you? I’ve always assumed that Cupid’s arrows and Musubi’s blossoms merely bring out the love that humans are afraid to confront and explore. They ensure a happy ending. If your destiny is your soul mate, why fight it?” 

“All I’m saying is this: forcing someone to love anybody isn’t doing anyone any good.” 

“So you think the arrows and cherry blossoms are actually symbols of blindness, stripping one’s ability to choose.” 

“Yeah, I guess I do.” I realized the class had become very quiet during the last few minutes. 

“I think they symbolize second chances, personally,” someone said directly behind me. 

At the sound of that new, distinct voice it felt as if time slowed to a halt. My insides ignited and my heart lurched within my chest, beating like it never had before, as if it had been dormant for a while, but had found a new reason to awaken. I slowly turned myself around and saw a pair of cold, calculating eyes looking at me with a surprising amount of familiarity. Not to mention an uncalled for amount of hostility. His eyes were ice blue, his hair was golden blond, and his demeanor…definitely chilly. His tanned skin deepened the color of his eyes and his square jaw jutted out proudly. He was an absolute Adonis.  

In all honesty, I was having trouble looking away from him, but from the way my body reacted to him it was clear that I needed to. I was hyper-aware of the affect he had on my beating heart, and the smug, knowing look on his face made it obvious that he knew it and didn’t think it a big surprise. 

“Hello Tie,” Ms. Mori said. 

I spun around to face my teacher, relieved her voice had managed to break the spell he’d cast. How did they know each other? 

“Hey, Chinatsu. I’m sorry I’m late. I had a few things to clear up concerning my class schedule.”  

His voice gently glided across my body. I nearly relaxed into the smooth timbre of its tone, but caught myself and stiffened my spine. My reaction to him was not only completely unexpected, but entirely unwelcome. I hadn’t experienced an attraction like this in years. In fact, I couldn’t remember if I’d ever even crushed on anyone before. I’d always been too busy navigating the murky waters of Angie’s twisted and convoluted love life. 

“Class, I’d like to introduce you to our newest student, and a close friend of my family. This is Tie Hart. He’ll be joining us for the remainder of his senior year.”

Tie Hart? What kind of a name was that? 

I flicked a panicked glance in Angie’s direction. She was drooling just as much as the rest of the females in the room. No help in that corner.

Crap!    

“Now then, what were you saying, Tie?” Ms. Mori asked. 

“I think the arrows and blossoms are symbols of second chances,” he reiterated.  “Women are always falling in love with the wrong guys. Drug addicts, wife beaters, adulterers. I’d like to think there’s a god of love out there who is capable of helping people—women especially—fall in love with the right person. The guy who would actually be worth sleeping with even if he had been turned into a sea monster.” 

All the girls in the classroom giggled vapidly. I thought I was going to hurl. 

“Monster, being the key word here,” I muttered. 

“What was that?” Tie asked innocently. 

“If the guy is a monster on the outside he’s probably a monster on the inside too.” 

“Not necessarily,” he said, shifting in his seat. I cringed inside, aware of every move he made. I fought the urge to look back as he spoke to me. 

“I think the sea monster is more of a reference to ugliness on the outside but beauty on the inside. You know, like beauty and the beast. It always makes me happy to see an ugly guy with a beautiful girl. Nine times out of ten she’s with him because of how beautiful he is on the inside and how good he is to her.” 

The room seemed to breathe out one huge, collective sigh as Tie weaved his mind-numbing spell over every female present. 

Was this a teenage boy speaking? What guy, drop dead gorgeous mind you, discussed the superiority of an ugly man dating a beautiful woman? Didn’t a gorgeous and conceited teenage boy’s lack of maturity forbid such adult musings? 

“So you think the arrows and cherry blossoms of this world are righting the wrongs of mistakes made by misguided women who aren’t capable of choosing for themselves?” I asked, spinning around to face Tie. Big mistake. His cold eyes froze me with their intensity, and he actually looked a little angry. 

“I suppose it’d be better for someone to fall in love with a total jerk instead of having a life full of true happiness?” His tone was caustic.  

“That’s not what I’m saying. I just think these little toys those gods are playing with take away a person’s options. With no will of your own, you can’t possibly be the master of your own feelings.” 

Tie appraised me coolly. 

“I can think of other things that take away a person’s ability to choose. For example, arranged marriages don’t give anyone the opportunity for a person to love who they were meant to.” 

“Tie,” Ms. Mori warned. 

I glanced back at her. She appeared a little angry with that last comment, and the look they shared revealed a long history filled with tension. I knew he was referring to the maiden in the Japanese tale, but for some reason I got the feeling his words were also directed toward me. They filled me with a strange sense of déjà vu. I heard a buzzing in my ears and felt lightheaded. Nothing like this had ever happened to me before, and all the while Tie’s intense glare skewered me to my seat. 

“There are a lot of things that could take away a person’s ability to decide who they want to be with.” I spoke stiffly now. I was afraid any show of emotion would lead to another show of emotion far more embarrassing. 

“Wouldn’t you rather have a god who knows what’s best for you, direct you to the one who’d give you the most happiness?” 

 “I’d rather leave my fate in my own hands,” I shot back. I was vulnerable and a bit out of sorts. I couldn’t account for my own feelings and decided to blame everything on Tie since he was the only inconsistency in my very predictable high school career. This was the part of my life that was normal. I didn’t want any of that turned upside down. 

  “As if you or any other human being could choose better than a deity,” Tie scoffed.  

 What’s with this kid? 

  “I know if you were a god, I’d let you choose for me any day,” yelled Tanya Sedgewick from the front of the class effectively breaking the tension between Tie and myself. I heard people snickering, and then the school bell rang. 

  “We’ll continue this discussion tomorrow, class. Don’t forget to read chapter five for your homework. I want you to be prepared when you get in here tomorrow.” 

Ms. Mori kept her eyes glued to me as I slowly raised myself out of my hard, cold chair. I was definitely feeling a bit dizzy, but the pressure in my head had somewhat diminished. 

  I went to take a step forward, but must have been more lightheaded than I’d realized because my traitorous knees buckled under my own weight. An arm shot out in front of me and caught me before I hit the floor. 

  I knew the identity of my savior and looked up with great apprehension. Tie wore an amused expression.  

  “If you want to be in charge of your own fate, you should start by standing on your own two feet.”  

  I decided right then and there that I did not like this guy.  

  Moving forward, I brazenly closed the distance between us, and brought my face directly in front of his. Okay, so I had to look up a few inches. Still, I was pretty close. An electric buzz began where Tie’s hand grasped my arm, and I panicked as it slid up toward my shoulder. I was almost certain he felt it too by the quick flicker of surprise on his face. 

  “Thanks for catching me, Tie was it? I think I can take it from here.” I moved to walk past him, but his hand on my arm prevented me from getting very far. 

 “What? Did you need something?” The heat from his hand burned through my long-sleeved shirt. I schooled my face to show no emotion, simply polite indifference. 

  Instead of answering my questions, he lifted his hand and rubbed a thumb along my cheekbone. His gaze greedily drank in my features, poring over every detail with such a powerful longing that I could actually sense his turbulent emotions even though I hadn’t connected with him. I wanted to brush his hand away, but I stood frozen at such intimate contact. My brain refused to communicate with my body. 

“Tie,” Ms. Chinatsu said. 

Without taking his gaze from mine he said, “We’re supposed to determine if circumstances have changed, aren’t we? I’m just testing the waters here.”  

What? Testing the waters? 

“That’s not what Katsu had in mind, and we’re not even sure if your assumptions are accurate.” Her tone of voice brokered no argument. 

His expression immediately adjusted to her response. A blank mask descended, and he released his hold on me. Though he appeared indifferent, his emotions spoke otherwise. Yep, I could still feel them, and yes, I was freaking out about it. What’s worse, I was just as disappointed by the aborted contact. 

I shook myself a little and stepped back, wondering if the last few moments had even happened. Maybe my hallucinations were now effecting my interactions with others. 

“Okay, that was unusual,” I said. Tie gifted me a small grin. 

“I was hoping for a little more encouragement than that.” Though he was clearly teasing me, I noted the serious undercurrent. At a loss as to how to handle this bizarre situation, I stuck my hand out. 

“My name is Hope Fairmont,” I said. 

His smile widened as he took my hand in his. I did my best to ignore my body’s reaction to the contact. 

“I know who you are, Hope.” 

Okay, now that was definitely bizarre. 

I must have stood there for a full five seconds with my mouth hanging open like an imbecile before Angie came to my rescue. 

“How awesome—and somewhat creepy—that you’ve taken the liberty of memorizing the names of your classmates before your first day of school.” Angie inserted herself between us and pulled my hand away while wrapping an arm around my shoulder. “We’ll let your stalkerish behavior slide since you’re so nice to look at. I’m Angie.” 

Tie let out a low chuckle and then shook her hand. 

 “Nice to meet you.” 

The moment their hands made contact I noticed Angie freeze. Her gaze grew distant like she was seeing something other than the hot guy standing before her. Complete and total shock registered across her face and then she was pushing me forward at a pace that practically required me to run. 

As we stepped out of the classroom, I heard Ms. Mori utter, “Well, that was a complete and total disaster, Tie. Are you trying to scare her?” 

I paused just next to the door, and Angie stopped with me. We both tilted our heads to better hear the conversation. 

“We don’t have time to mess around with this, and I don’t need to prove anything to you. It’s her. I promise you, it’s Hope,” Tie said.  

The sound of his voice, even from this distance, had the power to make me shiver. Why did it sound so familiar? 

“How can you be sure?” 

“I just am.” 

“Not good enough, Tie.” 

“It will have to be.” 

Angie and I waited a few more moments, but nothing else was said. The crowd had thinned enough that I felt it okay to lead Angie down the hallway. 

I contemplated the possible meanings behind this strange encounter, and I did not like the conclusions I came to. My breathing became ragged, and my heart rate picked up speed. They’d found me, just as I feared they might. Of course, I had no idea who “they” were, but obviously I’d been under surveillance, and now crazy people from the government were after me. 

Or I was reading into things and getting worked up over nothing. Maybe what Tie needed was one amazing Calculus tutor. I was definitely known for my nerd-like math skills throughout the high school. It was why I found Math so boring. Far too easy.  

When he said, It’s her, he probably meant, She’s the one who’s going to get me an A on my next exam. 

“That entire thing was so weird,” I stated, trying to pull Angie out of her unusual silence. 

“He’s just like you,” she mumbled. “I’ve never run into anyone else like you.” 

I stopped walking and pulled her to face me.  “Angie, what are you talking about?” 

Surprise blossomed across her face, as if she’d momentarily forgotten my presence. Then she mustered up a fake smile and said, “Oh, I was just thinking how into you he is. You should definitely get to know this guy.” 

“Why would I want to do that? The guy was creepy and arrogant.” I hoped she might open up a little and let me know what she was actually thinking. 

“He was also extremely hot. Your virgin lips status is about to change,” she cheered. 

I’d lost her. Better luck next time. 

“I gotta get to class. Will you be okay or do you need me to block traffic?” 

Angie shook her head and gave my arm a squeeze. “The bell is about to ring so I should be fine. I’ll see you at lunch.” 

She headed in the other direction as I wondered what was really going on in that quirky mind of hers. Then I puzzled over the scene in Ms. Mori’s class as I made my way to Calculus.  
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The rest of my day continued on its abnormal path. After mythology, I navigated my way to the second floor in order to reach my math class. 

I’d never realized how crowded my school was. I did everything possible to avoid coming into contact with my fellow students, but found that it was nearly impossible to accomplish such a seemingly simple task.  

I was inches from the door to calculus when three people managed to bump into me at the same time. I felt my senses expand outward and froze as I simultaneously connected with all three students. A hot, searing pain shot from the back of my skull to the front, effectively dropping me to my knees. I grabbed my head in an attempt to keep it from falling off my neck. 

Logically, I knew losing my head wasn’t even a remote possibility, but the intense, throbbing pain insisted otherwise. As far as I could tell, none of the students I’d just connected with had been experiencing such a severe migraine. 

Is this headache mine? 

I put one hand on the floor and gingerly pushed myself up into a standing position. The movement caused the agony in my head to morph into nauseating dizziness. I could feel myself sinking to the ground again and braced for impact. 

It never came.  

Instead of hitting the hard linoleum floor, two hands grabbed me under my arms and lifted me to my feet. It wasn’t done roughly, but my nausea couldn’t tell the difference.  

“You all right?  Are you sick?” 

 I nodded as the dizziness ebbed away. Two more deep breaths and the nausea vanished as well. I opened my eyes and saw a fuzzy image of colors and patterns across the shirt of a nicely formed young man. I focused in on the shirt in front of me, thinking if I followed the patterns of blue and gray swirls on the guy’s chest I’d be able to look up without getting dizzy again.  

“I’m not sick. I never get sick,” I protested. 

“Well, that’s a relief. This is a new shirt, and I’d hate for you to throw up on it.”  

His voice was playful and soothing. It helped me gain control of myself. Slowly, the patterns on his shirt came into focus. I felt my own life force correct whatever it was that had happened to my body and nearly cried in relief. The warmth of his hands resting on either side of my waist confused me. 

Why didn’t contact with him allow me immediate access to his life force as it had the others? I decided to be grateful that my gift had behaved normally for a change.  

I looked up, feeling embarrassed for drawing so much attention to myself. The eyes that met mine were startlingly familiar. They reminded me of Tie’s, but where his were cold and intimidating, these eyes were warm and inviting. I explored the rest of his face which was open and unassuming. He had jet black hair that hung just below his ears. It was so black that parts of it looked as if it had been streaked with purple. His six foot frame towered over me. He looked like some kind of gladiator who’d decided to borrow some clothes from a high school preppy. His friendly eyes were almond shaped, and his facial features hinted of Asian ancestry.    

“I’ve never seen you around here before. Are you new?”  

I wanted to smack myself on the forehead. Out of all the things I could have said to try and fix this messy first impression I’d given him, stating the obvious wasn’t the most brilliant way to go about it. His smile spread slowly across his face and lighted his beautiful brown eyes. His grip around my waist tightened, and I could feel the strength in his hands as they continued their firm, almost possessive hold on me.  I kind of liked it. 

“I’m new,” he agreed softly.  

“Oh.” 

Face palm.

Oh? Seriously?  I am so stinking articulate.  

I was definitely doing some mental cringing on my own behalf. I watched in fascination as the warm smile that had been there moments before straightened out into this strange look of longing…or was it hunger…or possibly euphoria? I couldn’t tell for sure, but I was definitely the focus of these intense emotions that flashed in quick succession across his face. 

“Is it really you?” he asked almost desperately.  

It’s me if you’re interested. 

I was so happy I hadn’t said that out loud. Not only were my thoughts a shock to me, but they were bordering on that fine line between embarrassing and humiliating.   

“Were you looking for someone in particular?” I asked, hoping to cover my social awkwardness.    

“You guys know you’re blocking the doorway, right?” a fellow student threw over his shoulder as he continued on into the classroom. 

I glanced up at the mysterious newcomer again only to find him still watching me. It was like he was afraid I might disappear.  

“Well, I should probably get to class,” I said, feeling a bit reluctant to leave him standing there. “Thank you for helping me. I’m not usually so fragile.” I turned to enter the classroom, but stopped when I felt his hand touch my shoulder. 

“I’m in this class too. Do you mind if I sit by you? I don’t usually make friends that easily.” 

I highly doubt that.  

The guy looked like a well-muscled Abercrombie model, and for some strange reason he was still talking to me.  

“Of course you can sit by me.” I caught myself grinning up at him like an idiot. I turned around and led the way into the classroom, heading for the back where it would be easier to find two empty desks next to each other. “What’s your name?” 

“I’m Victor.” He sat down in the desk next to mine and continued his unflinching stare.  

I was certain there was nothing that interesting about me.  

“I’m Hope.” I reached my hand out to shake his. 

His warm hand closed firmly over mine, but instead of releasing it like any normal human being, he held on like I was his lifeline. 

“I know who you are, Hope.” 

His statement resonated within me. Somehow, he really did know me. I got the feeling he knew more about me than I did. Just one more thing to add to my list of strange and crazy. I tried covering my surprise with some flirtatious teasing. Something I had absolutely no experience in. 

“You know, you’re the second new guy who’s said that to me today? Did you two get together and come up with the same pick-up lines?” 

Victor’s hand tightened on mine, and his expression turned serious. 

“Someone else just moved here recently?” I could tell the euphoria he’d been feeling was being replaced by an emotion not nearly as pleasant. 

“His name is Tie,” I said, trying to appear as if I hadn’t noticed the change in his demeanor. “Apparently, he lives across the street from my best friend’s house. He seemed to know who I was as well.” With every word I spoke the look in his eyes grew more foreboding. The tension he exuded at the mention of Tie’s name was palpable.  Victor still had my hand in his, but it was obvious that his thoughts were somewhere else. “Victor? You okay? Do you have some kind of bad history with this guy?” 

My questions jarred him from his angry thoughts, but the smile he plastered on his face didn’t reach his eyes. 

“You could say that. Tie is my cousin. I knew he intended to move here. I just didn’t know he managed to do it before I did.”  

I had no idea how to respond to such a strange statement. If I had a cousin and knew I would be moving to the same place that he was moving to, I was pretty sure I would’ve been thrilled. I was also pretty sure I’d know whether or not my cousin had actually made the move in the first place. And what was with the competition? Was Victor really upset about not moving here first? 

It was weird. This whole day had been weird. 

I wanted to ask him more questions about himself and his cousin, but Mr. Mathers decided that right about then was a good time to start class. I pulled my hand out of Victor’s, and reached into my backpack for my Calculus book. 

“What did he say to you?” Although the question he asked came out soft and low, the urgency in it was unmistakable.  

“Who? Tie?” I sat up straight. Victor’s gaze felt like a laser beam gluing me to my seat. It was obvious my answer to his question was very important to him. 

“To be honest, we kind of argued.” 

The surprise on Victor’s face was comical. Like arguing with Tie was unheard of. 

“What?” 

“Well, we were in mythology class talking about deities of love and beauty. These particular deities had the power to make mortals fall in love with whomever they wanted. I said that I thought those deities were irresponsible pigs, and love is an individual choice. It’s not some crazy twist of fate or haphazard stab of Cupid’s arrow. Tie didn’t agree.” 

 “I can’t imagine he would,” Victor said, chuckling to himself.  

His comment made me feel like he knew something I didn’t. That particular feeling was becoming a more common occurrence for me as of late. A very annoying occurrence. 

“So you argued with him? You didn’t want to go out with him? He didn’t ask you out?” He fired off his questions in rapid succession, but it was clear he wanted and needed to know every single answer. He was literally on the edge of his seat. I swear, if he’d been Angie he would’ve been biting his nails by now. 

I tried not to look shaken by his comments. He seemed to think that any attraction I felt for Tie was inevitable, and I didn’t want the expression on my face to give me away and confirm his suspicions. Tie’s presence had definitely done something to me, but for some reason Victor’s opinion of me was already starting to matter, and if he didn’t like Tie then I wasn’t going to like him either.  

Nope. 

“Why on earth would Tie ask me out? We don’t even know each other. And no, I did not want to go out with him. I would’ve liked to have grabbed him around the throat and applied some pressure, though.” 

  The laugh that escaped Victor’s lips was filled with relief. 

  I may have talked a good game, but I hadn’t stopped thinking about Tie and the deliciously strange effect he’d had on me since the moment he’d sat behind me in Folklore and Mythology and boldly announced his presence. I hadn’t stopped thinking about his conversation with Ms. Mori either. This worried me. 

“This is amazing,” he said in disbelief. “It changes everything.” 

 “You’re not making any sense. And why has it left you feeling so cheerful? You must really hate that guy.” 

 “You have no idea.” He gave me another warm smile. This time it reached his eyes. It was a shame they weren’t blue like Tie’s. 

  Stop! You are not the kind of girl to obsess, so stop it already.   

I was totally disgusted with myself.   

“You still haven’t explained to me how you and Tie know who I am. It’s got me a little weirded out. Then again, with all of the other strange stuff that’s been happening to me lately, I should just embrace the crazy.” 

  “What strange stuff?” 

  His brows furrowed in concern. His mood swings were happening so quickly I was beginning to feel a bit unbalanced. 

  “It’s nothing I need to be boring you about. Besides, if we don’t stop talking, Mr. Mathers is probably going to kick us both out of class.” 

  Victor tore his gaze away from mine long enough to take note of the evil look Mr. Mathers sent our way. 

  “To be continued then?” Victor raised his eyebrows as if he was unsure of himself. 

  Did he really think I would say no?  

  “Absolutely.”  

  He relaxed visibly and turned his attention toward Mr. Mathers. 

  I wasn’t sure if Victor was actually listening to anything the teacher said. I certainly couldn’t wrap my brain around Calculus at this point. Instead, my mind focused on all of the odd things that had been occurring lately. I thought about how unusual it was to have not only one, but two new guys at the high school, and they both knew me. How? Why would they care so much?  

As I sat there pondering all of the likely and unlikely reasons for their presence here, one possibility took hold of me and refused to let go. The same possibility that occurred to me after eavesdropping on Ms. Mori and Tie Hart. 

What if they knew what I was capable of?  

I tried studying Victor subtly from the corner of my eye. I was pretty sure it made me look like I needed new contact lenses. Did he look like a suspicious character? I gave myself a mental eye roll. Did I even know what a suspicious character looked like?  

What if they knew that I could heal? What if they weren’t high school students at all, but some big time, undercover agents working for the FBI or the CIA?   

I stopped trying to be sneaky and openly studied his profile, deciding that he definitely looked like he was in his early twenties. He was just trying to pass for a high school student. Or maybe he and Tie were independent contractors working for other countries. Someone had discovered I was healing people, and that someone wanted to study me in order to figure out how to cure diseases like cancer or diabetes. I was the target, the new lab rat. 

All of my father’s fear and paranoia about what the government would do to me if they knew about my abilities began to take over. I’d always felt like he was being way too overprotective, but now I questioned my own skepticism. Of course, that didn’t explain why Victor would be worried about whether or not I had agreed to date Tie. Did agents date the people they were supposed to kidnap? Did Tie use seduction as his way to get closer to his targets? 

Why couldn’t I stop thinking about him? I sat there replaying our intense conversation about gods and cherry blossoms over and over in my head. In all honesty, he’d made some valid points. Angie was exactly the kind of girl who would’ve benefited from a cherry blossom, or at the very least, an ugly guy who loved her and made her feel beautiful.  

I could’ve let down my guard a bit and not been quite so confrontational, but it had felt good sparring with him like that. It had made me feel alive. There had been a kind of exciting chemistry building between us, and I realized that pushing his buttons had not only been thoroughly enjoyable, but comfortably familiar.  

I was a freak! 

I hadn’t realized that I’d begun to hyperventilate from the panic setting in until Victor’s hand closed over mine, reminding me I should try to breathe normally. 

“Are you okay, Hope?”  

His quiet voice and gentle manner broke the frantic thoughts running through my head. I took one long look at Victor’s face, so full of concern, and figured there was no way this guy was untrustworthy. I was being ridiculous. I squeezed his hand back and gave him a tired smile. Even though I knew he wasn’t some kind of crazy government agent out to exploit my gift for his own evil purposes, I still felt like I needed to go lie down somewhere and hide for the rest of the day. Feeling this weighted down wasn’t normal for me, and as much as I wanted to bask in Victor’s presence for a little while longer, I needed to get out of there, and I needed to stop thinking about Tie. 

“It’s been a long morning, and I had a late night. I think maybe I just need to go to the nurse’s station and see if I can grab some Tylenol or something.” I was lying, of course. I’d never taken Tylenol in my life. 

“First your dizziness, and now you have a headache?” Victor asked sounding disturbed. 

 I nodded as I reached for my bag and my Calculus book. 

“I didn’t know that kind of thing could happen to you,” he muttered to himself. 

  “Excuse me?”  

  My senses prickled at this. How could he know that? 

  “You are Hope Fairmont, right?” Victor’s confusion mirrored my own as I stood up, getting ready to bolt for the doorway.  

 “Ms. Fairmont, were you planning on going somewhere?” Mr. Mathers asked.  

  I looked toward the front of the class and felt my face flush as all of the students in the room turned in their seats and rested their curious stares on me. 

  I cleared my throat. 

  “I was hoping I could go to the nurse’s station. Headache.” I pointed to my head in case Mr. Mathers wasn’t aware of where headaches tended to reside.  

  He nodded in resignation, like a trip to the nurse’s station was an everyday occurrence for me. I did my best to avoid eye contact with Victor since it was obvious he knew more about me than was reasonably safe. I slid past him, feeling his eyes boring holes in my back as I made my way to the front of the classroom and out the door. I walked a bit unsteadily toward the girl’s bathroom, grateful that everyone else was in class and there was no one in the hallway to bump into. 

  Upon reaching the bathroom, I plopped myself down on the filthy tile floor and tried to decide what my options were. I wondered if Victor was going to give up his high school student act and come looking for me. I wanted to call my dad, but I wasn’t sure if this situation warranted worrying him.  

I mean, what did I know for certain? Victor’s remark could have meant a number of different things. He might have been joking. He didn’t ever actually come out and say, “Hey, I think you’re lying. You and I both know you never get headaches, and when you do, your body heals itself so quickly it’s like the headache was never there to begin with.” 

  I was just overreacting. My imagination had taken over, and I had willingly let it in an attempt to explain away the interest Victor had shown me. I wasn’t comfortable with the idea of someone being interested in me. I led a double life in my friendship with Angie, and a boyfriend would complicate matters even further.

How did he already know so much about me? I still wanted to talk to somebody, but getting Angie involved was out of the question. Trying to explain my gift to her after all this time wasn’t something I felt I could face. Talking to my father was a disaster in the making. My only other option involved visiting Kirby, but I hated telling him anything that might make him or his condition worse. Still, the thought of being able to have Kirby’s take on things and my need to check up on him ended up making my decision for me. The best course of action would be to get through the rest of the day as smoothly as possible and then high tail my hind end over to the hospital. 

My growling stomach reminded me that lunch was still a class away. I figured if I could find Angie she could give me Tie’s schedule, and I’d know whether or not I had any more classes with him.  

  Hmmm. Tie. 

  I had to shake myself. I kept picturing his nicely shaped lips forming a smug little smile.  

Okay, back to my brainstorming.  

As far as Victor was concerned I just didn’t know. Asking Angie to make out with the office aide one last time in order to avoid Victor for the rest of the day seemed a bit much.  

Not that Angie wouldn’t be up for it. In fact, I was fairly certain she’d do it if it meant investigating yet another hot new guy. I could just picture the look on Angie’s face once I told her about Victor wandering around the high school without her knowledge. I waited in agony as the minutes slowly ticked by, reviewing over and over again the conversations I’d had with Tie and Victor that day.  

The class bell rang, and I hid in one of the stalls while teenage girls with less important things on their minds came in to freshen their makeup and talk about their latest frenemies. Once they all left, there was only one more class to wait through, but the extra time it gave me to think about my predicament only made my worries multiply.  

By the time the lunch bell finally rang, my anxiety had thrown me into a panic.   

I grabbed my cell phone out of my bag and dialed Angie’s number. I wasn’t about to wander the halls in search of her, only to bump into Tie or Victor, or anyone else for that matter. Not with the way this day had gone. 

  “Miss me already?” Angie asked in greeting. 

  I took in a deep breath, feeling a certain sense of comfort in hearing her voice.  

  “Angie, I need you to meet me in the girl’s bathroom on the second floor.” 

  “Clandestine meetings, eh? Is this the part where you tell me you’re really a spy and our friendship has been nothing but a cover for some deeper purpose?”  

  “Let’s just say I’m definitely going to need your sleuthing skills to aid me in my next covert operation.” 

  “Excellent. What’s the job?” 

  “How do you feel about getting a hold of another very good looking guy’s class schedule?” 

  Her laughter carried clearly through the phone, and seemed to buoy my confidence. 

  “I’m feeling like it’s about time for another make-out session with my most favorite office aide.” 

 

* * * 

 

  “You’re telling me the hot guy you want me to investigate is also new?”  

  Angie’s face was a mixture of excitement and disappointment. I assumed the disappointment had something to do with her total ignorance where Victor was concerned. 

  “Yep. Your hot guy radar seems to be on the fritz as of late.” 

  “Most disturbing,” Angie said as she tapped her fingernails on the bathroom sink. “Something equally disturbing is you wanting me to get you Victor’s class schedule in order to avoid him rather than purposely run into him.” 

  She studied my impassive face. I said nothing, knowing she was on the verge of giving me another lecture about my permanent single status.  

  “You know, Hope, I’ve thought for years the reason you’ve never had a boyfriend was simply because you were too clueless to notice any of the signals guys sent your way. You’ve all but admitted to me you think Victor is interested in you, and instead of letting him do all the work to sweep you off your feet you want to avoid him by employing the kind of illegal measures that only I am crazy enough to think up.” 

I tried to maintain eye contact, but my gaze wavered in the face of her speculative stare. I didn’t want to have this discussion with her right now. She was always so game for anything. Why did she decide at this very moment to have a serious heart-to-heart about my non-existent love life? 

“Now I’m wondering if there isn’t a completely different reason for your indifference here. Don’t you think it’s about time you told me the truth?” 

I shook my head and decided to try for a joke, anything to make her back off from this line of questioning. 

“Angie,” I said impatiently, “I am not a lesbian. Don’t you know me at all?” 

She rolled her eyes at me in annoyance. 

“Of course you’re not. There’s no way you could have resisted me for all these years if you were.”  

The corners of her lips turned up into a flirtatious smile. I tried for a slightly outraged look in response to her cocky attitude. 

“You are so full of yourself, Angie. I’m not the least bit attracted to redheads.” 

There was a full beat of total silence as I glowered and Angie gave me a seductive smile. Unable to hold it back any longer, we both burst out laughing until tears seeped from the corners of my eyes. The tension I’d been feeling ever since I’d entered the high school began to lift as I continued to laugh. 

“All right,” Angie said as she swiped at her eyes with the tips of her dainty fingers. “I’ll let this go for now, but eventually we’re going to have a serious conversation about your single status.” 

“Fair enough.” I stood back up and leaned against the bathroom wall. “So you’ll get me Victor’s schedule?” 

“You know I will, but I want to know why you need Tie’s schedule too.” She pulled a folded piece of paper from her back pocket and held it out to me. “It was obvious the guy was into you, but is avoiding both Victor and Tie really necessary?” 

I reached for Tie’s class schedule. Just as I was about to grab it, Angie pulled the paper back out of my reach and shook her head as if she couldn’t believe she was actually going to humor me.  

“This is insane. You have two gorgeous guys who want you. Why are you running from this?” 

“Angie, Tie’s behavior around me wasn’t exactly normal. Did we not overhear the same conversation once we left mythology? He behaved as if he already knew me. Why are you pushing this when you’re usually so protective?” 

Angie lowered her gaze to the bathroom floor and hesitated before responding. 

“I get the feeling that he’s safe.” 

“How?” 

I studied her, waiting for some real answers. 

“I can’t explain it, Hope. I just need you to trust me like you always have.” 

“I trust you, but I want you to let this go. I don’t want to deal with either one of them any more than is necessary.” I reached my hand out for Tie’s schedule again, doing my best to hide my frustration. She handed it to me grudgingly and then folded her arms across her chest. “Besides, once Tie and Victor have an opportunity to talk to you they won’t even remember my name,” I added cheerfully. 

Angie shook her head at me and narrowed her eyes. 

“I know I’ve pretty much chased after anything male and good looking for the entire span of our teenage years, but if I’d thought for even one second you held some interest in any of those guys, I would’ve toned it down a bit and given you the wheel for a while. Not only are both of them showing some interest in you, but you seem to be noticing it. That in itself is huge.” 

I knew I should have told her the truth and shared my fears and suspicions with her like any normal best friend would. I should have told her that their interest in me was suspect. My ability to heal was what was really on their agenda. At least that’s what I thought Victor’s agenda was, but Tie’s connection to Victor made his motives look suspicious also. 

I should have told her the real reason behind my need to avoid them, but I didn’t. I’d kept her out of the loop for so long, and I wasn’t about to change that any time soon, especially if things got dangerous.  

My thoughts went back to the previous night when I’d sensed someone following me. That tree had been torched, the fire meant for me. I knew it didn’t make any sense, but the idea that I’d imagined the whole thing was becoming more and more ludicrous as the day went on. I longed to tell Angie everything, but I was suddenly very scared about what kind of position that would put her in. Would she be a target? Would anyone assume she knew my secret? I couldn’t do that to her. Not to Angie. 

“Look, Tie is Victor’s cousin, he’s kind of unpleasant, and I’d rather not run into him if I can help it. That’s all.” I was lying through my teeth, and Angie knew it. 

She raised an eyebrow and smirked at me in disbelief. “I saw the way you and Tie looked at each other. You were very affected by his presence. It was refreshing to watch, now that I think about it.” Her smirk became more pronounced. “If lying to yourself is going to help you avoid these feelings you so obviously have, then I will allow it, for now.” She leaned over the bathroom sink and studied her flawless reflection in the mirror. “But for the record, I’m officially handing over the steering wheel to you. Those boys are off limits for me, and I will not make one single move toward either one of them.” 

“Angie,” I started in a warning tone. 

She held up her finger, effectively cutting me off. 

“I’ll let you avoid them for now, but we are going to talk this out, Hope. I won’t let you ruin a great chance for some real happiness just because you’re not willing to talk about what happened to your mother or why you spend so much of your time at the hospital.” 

My jaw nearly hit the floor in surprise. Angie and I were never this direct with one another when it came to issues we avoided like the plague. It was understood that my mother and her dark periods were two subjects we never talked about. And for her to call me out on the way I buried myself at the hospital was especially disconcerting. She seemed so lost in her own world most of the time, it surprised me that she had noticed. 

As if reading my thoughts, Angie smiled and said, “I see more than you think I do. That’s why I’m your best friend.” She turned around and walked toward the bathroom door. “Man, I’m so hungry the prospect of cafeteria food actually sounds appealing to me. You coming?” 
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“I thought you were going to get Victor’s schedule for me,” I whined as we walked into the cafeteria.  

“I need protein before embarking on such a dangerous assignment. Besides, real women eat real food,” my best friend replied. 

“I’m not so sure the cafeteria food actually qualifies.” My nose wrinkled of its own accord as we stepped into the lunch line. “Would you at least keep your eyes peeled, please? I don’t want to run into either one of our targets.” 

“Targets? You do realize I was joking about that secret agent thing, right?”    

Angie held out her tray and accepted a very unappetizing assortment of cantaloupe and honey dew. I accepted my own dried out fruit and looked over my shoulder, hoping to spot an available table against the ugly, green cafeteria wall. I felt something hit my tray and looked down to see that the lunch lady had been especially considerate by giving me a generous portion of what appeared to be lasagna. 

“I had lasagna last night,” I said feeling disappointed. I followed Angie to a small table in the back corner.  

“Is that what this is? I thought it was either fat ravioli or a pitiful attempt at spaghetti and meatballs, and I was so hoping for pigs in a blanket.” 

We took our seats with our backs against the wall. From our viewpoint I was sure I’d be able to spot either Victor or Tie if they decided to eat with those of us who couldn’t afford fast food. 

“See anything?” I asked.  I tried to stick my plastic fork into a piece of honey dew. It bent under the force of my stab and the fruit went careening off my plate. 

“I see my ex getting all cuddly with that Tanya chick.” 

I looked over at a table directly across from us on the other side of the cafeteria.  Nathan’s bulky arm was wrapped possessively around Tanya’s shoulder. 

“Tanya Sedgwick? Really? Nathan is so predictable,” Angie griped. 

“Your comments are dripping with jealousy, and that gives me cause for concern.” 

Angie’s serial dating was another subject I rarely touched on. She just bounced from one guy to the next, breaking hearts as she went. I did think it strange that one of the guys she dated approached me and asked why Angie pretended to be interested in him one moment and then avoided him the next. Okay, that wasn’t the strange part. He mentioned that she refused to kiss him during the week they spent together, but it felt as if she was watching out for him until some unknown threat had passed. I had no idea what to tell him, and bringing it up with Angie elicited a flippant comment about the trials of dating high school guys. 

Message received. I never asked her about it again after that. I couldn’t begrudge her her secrets. It’s not as if I’d been very forthcoming about my own earth-shattering secrets. Angie reached her hand under the table and grabbed my knee. 

“Looks like one of the targets has been here for a while, and he’s made friends quickly.” She nodded toward a table in the center of the room. 

I looked up to see Tie sitting in the middle of a table surrounded by a host of swooning females. I couldn’t believe the crowd he’d managed to gather for himself. I couldn’t believe I’d missed him. 

“Angie, he not only has the entire cheerleading squad watching his every move, but it looks like some of the girls from the debate team are throwing themselves at him.”  

“I thought those chicks were supposed to be smart,” she said in disgust. 

“Who? The cheerleaders?” 

Angie snorted. “I was most definitely not talking about the cheerleaders. I’m fairly certain their IQ’s combined would still be less than my current age.” 

I smiled a bit distractedly and looked back at the pack of heavily mascaraed females.  

“Why are they staring at Tie with those strange, vacant expressions on their faces?” I wondered. 

“There’s nothing strange about it. That’s just generally how they look.” 

I pushed Angie’s shoulder playfully. 

“Give them some credit. After all, they did manage to dress themselves and make it to school today.” 

“Clothes do seem to be their one redeeming quality.”

 I let out a laugh. 

“Wow. Tie doesn’t waste any time. He’s probably the first guy I’ve ever known who’s managed to start a fan club made up of the brightest and the most brain dead girls at this school,” she continued. 

“Well, that’s good news for me. Maybe those girls will keep him busy, and I’ll make it out of here without him being the wiser.” I tried and failed to spear another piece of fruit onto my fork. The lasagna noodles were so crunchy it was impossible to cut them with my knife. 

Eating with my hands was becoming inevitable. 

Angie squeezed my knee harder.

“Think again, girlfriend.” 

I finally moved my attention to Tie’s face and felt my mouth go dry. He may have been surrounded by the most popular girls at my school, but he was looking directly at me.  

The minute our eyes met I felt the same pull I had before. My body went warm all over. Embarrassed at my response to him, I willed myself to look away and miserably failed in my efforts. He just sat there staring at me like no one else was in the room. It looked as if the girl next to him was asking him a question while simultaneously giving him a neck massage, but he seemed totally oblivious to her attentions. His eyes gave me that same look of longing coupled with a sad touch of resignation as if it pained him to be near me, but forces out of his control demanded he be here…in this very place…close to me. Some dark thought must have taken hold of him because his look of longing was erased with a sardonic smile. His features hardened and became a blank mask of indifference so convincing I believed my original reading of him was an error. 

Angie was completely off base in her assumptions. There was no way this guy liked me. Sure, he seemed to be paying a lot of attention to me, someone he viewed as nothing more than a science experiment, but I was clearly the lab rat he’d been sent for so what else was he supposed to focus on? 

She’d been right about one thing, though. I was responding to Tie in a way I never had with anyone else. I think that worried me more than the thought of him knowing my secrets.  

“Target number two has entered the cafeteria. I repeat target number two has arrived. Over.” Angie was whispering into a hand I assumed was holding an imaginary walkie-talkie.  

It bugged me that she wasn’t taking any of this seriously, but my attention was soon drawn to my immediate right. Victor had just walked through the back double doors of the cafeteria.  

“How did you know he was Victor? You said you hadn’t seen him yet,” I whispered. 

“I hadn’t seen him yet, but when a hot, new guy who I’ve never seen before walks into the cafeteria it stands to reason he just might be Victor.” She gave him a measuring look. “Hmm, eye candy. I beg you to reconsider your current game plan.” 

I couldn’t respond. Victor stood there scanning the room with an air of determination, and somehow I knew he was looking for me. I just hoped he wouldn’t look to his left because he was literally three feet away from me.  

It was obvious when Victor’s eyes landed on his cousin. I saw his body tense and his jaw tighten.  

My eyes swiveled toward Tie. Had he noticed Victor enter the room? 

Yep. 

Tie was now in a standing position with his fists clenched and glued to his sides. The muscles in his face morphed his expression into one ugly, venomous glare. Pure hatred was clearly on his agenda. He was no longer looking at me, and I was grateful. The glare he’d given me was bad enough, but the one he gave Victor was downright scary.  

“I thought you said they were cousins,” Angie whispered to me.  

“That’s what Victor said.”   

“Then why does it look like they’re getting ready to throw down?” 

I watched in fascination while Tie and Victor walked toward each other like they were stalking their own prey. I was sure a fight was about to erupt between the two of them, but instead of throwing punches they merely stood about a foot apart facing one another. Then they started talking to each other. They were just talking, and I couldn’t hear a word they were saying. 

Frustration! 

“Well, that was anticlimactic,” Angie muttered.  

“We should leave.” I felt certain the subject of their conversation centered solely on me. My suspicions were confirmed in the next instant when Tie nodded in my direction. Victor’s head sharply swiveled to his left, and I lowered my gaze in order to avoid both of theirs. 

“So, they’re both staring at you.” Angie nonchalantly reached for her fork. 

“Well don’t stare back at them,” I hissed. “There’s no reason to encourage a possible encounter with either one of them.” 

“You can stop hiding now. They seem to be having a very heated discussion.” 

I looked up carefully. They were definitely arguing, and then they were glaring at each other. Victor nodded his head over his shoulder like he was sending Tie some kind of agreed upon signal.  

At first, I thought Tie was going to head in my direction, but to my surprise he turned and sauntered lazily over to the table that Nathan and Tanya were seated at. My curiosity piqued, I let my eyes follow his athletic frame as he stopped directly in front of Tanya who seemed overjoyed to have someone like him giving her any kind of attention.  

“What’s he doing?” Angie asked. 

“I have no idea. You’d think Nathan would have chased him off by now.” 

“Nah. Nathan is focused on stuffing his face with food. He won’t notice anything until his plate is clean. He’s freaking lucky I was present when he choked on some chicken last week.”   

“Huh?” 

“Nothing.” 

An uncomfortable tension underscored her comment. Under normal circumstances I might have considered pursuing the topic, but I couldn’t focus on anything other than Tie. 

I kept my eyes locked on him and wondered at his sudden focus on Tanya. In the next instant he pulled Tanya to her feet, grabbed her by the shoulders, and kissed her right on the lips. 

Watching Tie kiss someone like Tanya Sedgwick made my heart feel like it’d been placed in a vice. I was unreasonably crushed by his actions. I took several quick breaths to alleviate the strange pressure building in my chest, and continued to watch, disbelievingly, while Tie delivered a kiss—the kind of kiss I’d generally watch on a movie screen—to someone other than me. 

“No way,” Angie hissed. “Does this kid have a death wish?” 

Nathan stood up as soon as he realized what was going on.  Unfortunately for me, it took him five agonizingly long seconds to notice anything at all. A record for him, all things considered.  

Nathan roughly pulled Tanya back and away from Tie. “Dude, are you freaking kidding me? What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 

The cafeteria went dead quiet. My classmate’s bored expressions transformed into varying degrees of interest, trepidation, and outright glee. Clearly, nothing was more entertaining than a fight in the middle of lunch hour.   

“I was just giving your girlfriend here the best kiss she’s ever had. Something you’re clearly incapable of handling,” Tie responded in a lazy voice. 

Nathan’s eyes bulged from their sockets, and his face turned a spectacular shade of crimson. “Here it comes,” I choked out. I anxiously waited for Tie to get into some kind of defensive stance.  

Instead, he turned his head to the side and stared in my direction. His eyes locked with mine. What in the world was he thinking? He was about to receive the beating of his life. 

Look back. For heaven’s sake look back! 

Nathan’s large, meaty fist seemed to rise up and draw back in slow motion. Tie kept his gaze resolutely on my face, and a hint of a smile lifted the corners of his lips. In that moment I knew exactly what Tie was doing. He had absolutely no intention of defending himself. He wanted this to happen. He wanted to get hurt!  Where in the world were all of the teachers? Wasn’t someone going to intervene here? 

He gave me one last look, a look I can only describe as challenging, before he turned his head around just in time for his face to meet Nathan’s fist.  

The crunching sound it made was so disturbing it literally brought me to my feet. My hands gripped the table before me. The complete and total silence that followed was almost oppressive. Pressure built inside my head as I watched Tie crumple to the floor. I felt another strange sense of déjà vu and had to shake myself to throw off the dizziness that threatened to drop me to the floor.  

I’d seen this before. Where had I seen this before? The pressure continued to build until I thought my head would explode, and then suddenly it did.  

Light erupted all around me. I no longer stood in the cafeteria surrounded by its depressing green walls. The beautiful grassy green I could now see rolled out before me in all directions. The sky was a stormy grey, and large droplets of water pelted fiercely down upon the deep green below. I couldn’t feel it, though. I couldn’t even feel the wind pounding the rain down in a sharp diagonal direction. I lifted my arms out, thinking I’d be able to feel the droplets, but to my surprise my arms were already raised up before me. 

A strange cry to the right of me caught my attention, and I flashed my eyes in that direction. I was in another place and time watching Tie crumple to the floor as his assailant—someone who looked vaguely familiar—stood over him ready to attack. My need to save Tie became overwhelming, but I couldn’t move toward him no matter how hard I tried. I screamed in frustration, but my screams didn’t make a single sound. I watched helplessly with my arms outstretched while Tie’s assailant continued his attack.  

There was a loud popping noise that rang in my ears as white light engulfed me again. I was almost relieved to see it, as it signaled my return to a place and time to which I knew I actually belonged. I found myself standing in the cafeteria, my hands clutching the edge of the table, watching as Nathan began to lift his fist again. A loud, nearly hysterical voice rose up from the silence and screamed out, “Stop!” 

Nathan’s fist dropped. His attention turned from Tie and landed squarely on me. Everyone’s eyes were on me. Had I been the one screaming at Nathan to stop? Without considering the possible consequences of my actions, I rushed around the table and sprinted toward Tie’s prone figure. I dropped to my knees once I reached him and put my hands on either side of his bloody face. I thought I might immediately connect with his life force, but nothing happened. I’d been connecting with people all day, but not with him. 

And not with Victor either. 

It didn’t take any kind of connection to know that Tie’s nose had been pulverized. It looked like it had been relocated to the left side of his face. The sight of it made me want to cry. His eyes were closed, and I panicked, thinking he might have a concussion or worse. 

“Tie, can you hear me?”  

My inability to connect with his life force in the same way I had with every other student that day saved me from slipping up in a very big way. As I adjusted my hands on either side of his head, that strange little hint of a smile he’d given me just before he let Nathan hit him appeared on his now bloodied lips. His eyes opened and closed quickly, and in that instant I realized that Tie knew what was coming. He knew I was getting ready to heal him. He was waiting for it. 

My first instinct was to get up and bolt for the cafeteria doors. Fortunately, I managed to stay in a kneeling position next to him while I pretended to be helpless and pitiful in an effort to get someone to help me. I searched behind me for Victor, knowing he’d be watching for my reaction.  

“Victor,” I yelled as my eyes met his. “You’ve got to help me get Tie to the nurse’s station.” 

His eyes narrowed, and then he glared at Tie with something close to reproach. From the look on his face it was obvious I wasn’t reacting the way he’d expected. 

I felt a hand grab me roughly on my shoulder. 

“Stay outta this Fairmont,” Nathan said practically growling at me. “I’m not finished schooling the new guy.” 

Victor’s powerful fist pummeling into Nathan’s jaw was more than a little unexpected. Nathan hit the ground hard. 

“You will never touch Hope again,” Victor said softly. 

Nathan nodded in quick agreement and slowly backed away.  

I gave Victor a surprised look and a nod of thanks before focusing my attention back to Tie, doing my best to fight the need to heal him. 

“Tie, can you talk to me? Can you hear me?” I tried again, gently shaking his shoulder. 

“I can hear you,” he said. His voice sounded muffled. It was like his nasal passage had collapsed. I felt sick inside. 

“Victor and I are going to take you to the nurse’s station and get you some help, okay?” 

“Victor’s going to help too? Now isn’t that cozy.” He opened his eyes and scowled up at us. At least I think it was a scowl. There was so much blood on his face I really couldn’t tell.   

“Hey, I’m not thrilled about this either, cousin. I can’t think of anything more nauseating than helping you get to the nurse’s station looking like that.” Victor’s cheerful voice suggested otherwise.  

He was clearly enjoying this. 

I motioned for Victor to get on Tie’s other side. His cheerful look disappeared, replaced with some serious disappointment. He wasn’t happy with the outcome of this little experiment. 

“Okay, on the count of three we’re going to lift you to your feet,” I said. 

We slowly brought Tie to his feet, making sure he could stand with our support. 

“Angie?” 

“I’m here,” she said arriving next to me. She took one look at Tie and grunted in dismay. “I’ll get in front of you and open some doors or something.”  

We took slow steps, while Tie leaned heavily on both of us. He was hurting, but I knew I had to do everything I could to avoid healing him. The sounds of students getting back to their lunches, their gossip, their normal everyday lives taunted me as Victor and I slowly walked Tie’s shaky frame out the door. 

“You’re insane,” Angie said once we were halfway down the hall. “What exactly were you trying to accomplish in there?” 

“Victor dared me to grab some random girl and kiss her in front of everybody. I never back away from a dare,” Tie said in his now muffled, almost mushy sounding voice. 

Victor was trying and failing to stifle his laughter. 

I didn’t believe his explanation for a second. These two were in cahoots together, intent on forcing my hand, playing on my sympathies and searching for a confirmation of their own suspicions. They posed a threat to me and my perfect charade of normalcy, but they had no idea who they were messing with. 

“You mean the ten cheerleaders sitting on your lap didn’t seem like much of an option for you?” I asked sourly. 

“Not much of a challenge, really. Victor and I like ‘em when they’re already taken. Isn’t that right, Vicky?” There was an edge to Tie’s voice that hadn’t been there before. 

I looked at Victor to see what he would say, but all he did was tighten his jaw and stare straight ahead. 

“So you just thought a guy like Nathan would sit there and watch you kiss his girlfriend without beating the living crap out of you?” Angie said. 

“I was pretty sure I’d survive the encounter.” 

“Yeah, well your face didn’t. It’s not like your nose is going to magically heal itself within the next couple of hours.” 

Angie’s last comment hung in the air, tempting me to prove it wrong. I noticed Tie and Victor glance at me expectantly, and I gave them a bland smile. 

“I hear Hope works at the hospital. Maybe she could use her mad skills and heal me right now,” Tie pushed. 

I could feel my face getting warm again. I tried to steady myself. As long as they had no idea I was on to them I could buy myself a little more time. I could play dumb.  Maybe not convincingly, but I still needed to try. 

“I refuse to heal anyone who sustains injuries through reckless behavior and pure stupidity.” I mentally congratulated myself on how normal my voice sounded. 

“That’s you on both counts, man,” Victor said barking out another laugh. 

I was weak with relief when we finally managed to make it to the nurse’s station. Angie opened the door to let us all in, and we slowly eased Tie into a nice soft chair. I grabbed some Kleenex from the counter. 

“That nose needs some professional attention. Unfortunately, all we can offer here is our extremely high strung school nurse. Victor and I will go get her for you,” Angie obligingly volunteered.  

“We will?” Victor looked out of sorts with the strange turn of events.  

I knew what Angie was doing. She thought she was being sneaky, trying to get me and Tie alone. How could she want that after eavesdropping on that alarming conversation between he and Ms. Mori? She should have been more concerned about my welfare rather than my love life.  

Victor didn’t appear to like the situation any more than I did, but someone had to go get the nurse. He left in a hurry while Angie slowly sauntered toward the door and gave me a wink just before she walked out. I looked at Tie and let out a resigned sigh. 

“Don’t act like you’re upset,” he said. “There are millions of women in this world who would love to be alone with me in a nurse’s station.” His smile was more of a grimace. 

“Looking the way you do right now? I think not.”  

I knelt down in front of him and raised a tissue toward his face. In a flash he had me by my wrist. 

“What are you doing?”

 His suspicion of me made me want to laugh. It was so ironic. 

“I’m cleaning the blood off your face. Believe me, it needs to be done.” 

“It hurts too much for you to touch it.” He released my wrist. 

“You’ll survive.” 

I reached my hand up to his face and slowly began to wipe the blood from his chin and then his lips. I cupped the side of his face in my other hand to keep his head steady. 

“Alone at last,” he whispered. 

“Was it everything you hoped for?” I asked breezily. 

His gaze studied me as if searching for something lost that needed to be uncovered. “No, but it’s about what I expected. It’s ridiculous for me to wish for more, especially from you.”  

Tie reached out and brushed a strand of hair away from my face. The light contact on my cheek gave me goose bumps. I puzzled at his cryptic remarks. 

“What is it that you wish for?” 

His gaze softened as he took me in, staring into the depths of my eyes, almost inviting me to know the answer to my own question. 

“What I’ve always wished for. Something I can never have.” 

In that moment I felt as if there was far more about my life and my own secrets that I’d never fully grasped. My life could be compared to a ballet filled with stumbling movements and incomplete choreography.

Was Tie capable of leading me across the dance floor? 

“I think your name suits you,” he said, changing the subject and bringing me out of my thoughts. 

“Thank you. My parents didn’t actually come up with it themselves. Someone else gave them the idea.” 

“Is that so?” 

“Yep.” 

“Did your parents mention who gave them the suggestion?” He behaved as if my answer didn’t matter, but he was too nonchalant in his delivery.  

“No. Just some friend from their past. Someone they must have trusted, I suppose.”  

A knowing smile briefly graced his lips, and then it was gone, replaced with an earnestness I wasn’t expecting. 

“You could do it, you know.” His soft voice broke me out of my thoughts. 

“Do what?” 

“You could heal me.” He said it without any hesitation.  

I stopped wiping the blood from his face and gave him a steady look. My face was only a few inches from his, but I couldn’t work up the energy to put more distance between us. His confidence and knowledge about my gift made me feel nervous and happy all at the same time. I wanted to pour out my heart to him and tell him everything. I wanted to show him what I could do. I wanted to heal him.  

Then I remembered who he was and why he was here. If I healed him there would be no going back. 

“I should take you to the hospital and have my father set your nose. It’s leaning toward the left side of your face, and I’m fairly certain it wasn’t like that when we first met.” 

“Don’t do that. Don’t play dumb with me.”  

He grabbed both my hands in his. His beautiful blue eyes searched mine intently. I felt my world shift. 

“I know who you are. I know it’s you. So heal me, Hope.”   

His sincerity nearly compelled me to do exactly what he wanted. I was no longer positive his intentions toward me were malicious, but I still didn’t know enough about him. I didn’t know enough about Victor either. 

I reached my hand up and touched his cheek as gently as I could. 

“Tie, I think you have a concussion. You’re talking crazy here. As soon as you feel better you’ll remember that people like me can’t work miracles. I can’t heal you the way you want me to. I’m sorry. I’m so very sorry.” 

His face went from warm and sincere to cold and cocky. It made me feel like his sweet and possibly caring attitude had been an act. Maybe he was just trying to get me to reveal who I was by charming me. 

“I didn’t realize you could be so unfeeling. All this power to heal and you’re going to sit back and watch me suffer for no good reason?” He gave me an appalled look. 

So he was going to throw some guilt my way. I wondered what approach he’d take after this one failed. I shook my head and continued to wipe the blood from his face. 

“If you’re expecting me to feel so overcome by your not-so-silent suffering that I magically become endowed with powers of healing and take away all of your pain, you’re in for a very long wait,” I said. 

“I know a little something about waiting.” 

The tissue was saturated in blood. I threw it in the waste basket and grabbed another one. At this point I was just trying to stay busy and distract myself. He may have had a nasty bloody nose, but his lips were deliciously tempting. It was like having a snickers bar sitting right in front of me, irresistible, even with his face smashed. 

“You better tilt your head back a little. This nosebleed is only getting worse.”  

I lifted his chin less gently this time. The tension was getting to me. 

“If you’re so worried about the blood then why don’t you stop it?”

 “Maybe you should tell me how you and your cousin know who I am. I certainly don’t remember seeing you two before.” 

“Don’t you?” He lowered his head and tried to look at me again. 

I quickly tilted his chin back and held it there.  

“If you don’t keep your head back the bleeding won’t stop,” I chided.  My real motivation was to avoid eye contact with him. I was a terrible liar, and I didn’t need him picking up on that. “You didn’t answer my question. How do you know who I am?” 

“The real question you should be asking me is when do we go on our first date? I don’t mind an aggressive woman.” He lowered his head and lifted one eyebrow in a way I assumed was supposed to be sexy, and of course, it totally succeeded in being just that.

I sighed in annoyance. 

“I should have let Nathan beat you unconscious. Silence is infinitely better than listening to you run your mouth.” I stood up and threw another tissue in the trash. 

He grabbed my hand in his before I could put more distance between us. The physical contact left me tingling from head to toe. I looked down at him and felt a renewed sense of pain, and even guilt, at not healing someone who so obviously needed it. 

“I guess it would’ve been better if I was unconscious.” He sounded almost repentant. “Then you could’ve healed me without anyone being the wiser.” 

I watched his poor swollen face break into a mischievous smile. It was surprisingly adorable. 

“Why do you and Victor hate each other so much?” 

His brows rose in surprise. I guess he expected me to continue denying his accurate claims. His face darkened a bit, and his hands released mine, balling into fists at his sides. This was a touchy subject, which made me feel even more curious.  

“There’s some bad blood between us,” Tie finally managed to spit out. 

“Yeah, I figured that one out for myself, but why? What happened between you two?” 

“Oh, just a little fight over a girl.” He shrugged like it was no big deal.  

“You two fought over a girl?” 

I couldn’t stop the laughter from bubbling up. 

“Sure. Guys do that all the time, right?” 

“I guess they do, but to be honest, that kind of behavior seems a bit beneath both of you.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Well, for one thing, Victor seems like the type of person who’d sacrifice his own interests for the sake of others.” I ignored the strange gurgling sound coming from the back of Tie’s throat. “And as for you, it’s just so high school. You don‘t strike me as someone who could work up enough energy to care. In fact, I don’t think you’d ever fight for a girl at all. If she isn’t coming to you, it probably isn’t worth your time.” 

My response had angered him, but he did a decent job of controlling it as he slowly stood up.  

“You honestly think I don’t have it in me to care? You don’t even know me.” 

“And yet somehow you know me.” 

Tie placed his hands at my waist and pulled me closer to him. That much physical contact almost did me in. I put my hands against his chest and pushed away. It had absolutely no effect. He remained uncomfortably close to me. Fortunately for both of us, his nose-bleed had stopped.

Tie’s anger slowly faded as he took in my open, honest expression. I really wasn’t trying to be rude. I was just trying to explain to him how ridiculous it was to picture Victor being petty and Tie actually caring enough to put up a fight. He lifted his fingers and traced the outline of my face, looking at me like he was discovering something for the first time. I fought to keep myself from savoring the moment. How could I fight a mounting attraction to someone who had no concept of personal space? 

“I wish things were different,” he said with regret. “You’re just as fierce and argumentative as I remember you.” 

I wrinkled my brow in confusion. “That doesn’t make any sense, Tie.” 

“It doesn’t matter,” he replied waving away his last comment like it was some big joke. “You’re just lucky I don’t have a caring bone in my body. If I did, you’d be putty in my hands.” 

“Well, looks like you’re back to being your old obnoxious self.” I quirked an eyebrow at him.  

Tie still had his hands at my waist, and it was very distracting. “You can let go of me now,” I said pointedly. 

“I’ll let go of you as soon as you agree to heal me.” He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me in. 

Hello! This feels amazing.  

I almost allowed myself to lean into him.  

Think of something else, anything else. Broken ribs, gunshot wounds, head trauma… 

I continued my morbid mantra in my head as I tried to push myself away from him, but his arms felt like iron. I craned my neck back a bit to meet his gaze, which ended up being a mistake. His eyes were so compelling. I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to have those eyes light up with love. 

Lacerated wrists, compound fractures, urinary tract infections… It wasn’t working. I couldn’t think properly when he was touching me. Why was he touching me? 

Tie was the most confusing guy I’d ever met. He was snarky and indifferent one moment, and then behaved as if he cared for me the next. The thought that everything he did was just an act to trick me into revealing what I was really capable of made this a very dangerous situation, especially because I was so drawn to him. In the back of my mind I was hoping it wasn’t an act. I actually wanted him to care for me.  

Where the heck is that nurse?  

I didn’t want to stay wrapped up in his embrace for one more minute, but I couldn’t just leave him injured like this. There had to be a way to help him without letting him know I was doing it. I couldn’t heal his face, but maybe I could ease his pain in a way that wouldn’t be immediately noticeable. 

“Okay,” I agreed. 

“Okay?” 

He was clearly caught off guard. 

“There’s no use denying it another minute. You’ve unearthed my superhero power, and I can no longer sit here and watch such terrible human suffering without using my powers for good.” 

I was rambling, but I was also desperate to get out of there. 

My abrupt willingness to help him, and my less than serious attitude left him looking a little lost. I decided to take advantage of this one moment where he seemed less than sure of himself. Moving out of his vice-like grip became easier. I grabbed his hand and pulled him forward, directing him to follow me into a side area that looked like the inside of a doctor’s examining room. It was even equipped with an examining bed for sick students waiting for their parents to come and pick them up. 

“Stretch out lengthwise on here, please,” I said. 

“If you wanted to snuggle you could have told me sooner.” The cockiness in his voice sounded a bit forced to me. 

“I’ll need absolute quiet in order to call upon the spirits of those superheroes who have gone before me.”  

Tie rolled his eyes and then casually draped himself on the bed. 

“I wasn’t kidding about the snuggling. It’ll do us both some good.” He lowered himself down and let his arms fall loosely to his sides, acting as if he didn’t have a care in the world. 

My thoughts were whirling ahead of me. I knew this idea of mine wasn’t completely foolproof. I’d never gradually healed someone before. Healings were an instantaneous sort of thing. Once I showed someone’s life force what it needed to do, it was eager to comply. Somehow, I needed his life force to slow down the healing process in a way that made it look as if I’d had nothing to do with it. Easing his pain needed to happen gradually as well. If I couldn’t get Tie’s spirit to understand my intentions, then this impulsive plan of mine was going to backfire in a most unpleasant way. 
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I walked over to the top of the examining bed and gently placed my hands on either side of his head. I needed to focus. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and then began humming a single note like some weird religious monk might. 

“Hummm.” I was very proud of myself for not laughing. 

“Seriously?” Tie muttered under his breath.  

“I call on the spirits of superheroes past, present, and future. Give me focus and purity of heart, and wisdom to use my gift in a way that is pleasing to you all.”  

“I get it, Hope. You’re mocking me. Your message is coming in loud and clear.” He sounded irritated, which made me smile. 

“I would also like to take this time to give a shout out to my most favorite superhero of all. Wolverine, I always loved your cartoons, but you truly came to life for me when Hugh Jackman represented your iconic image in the unforgettable movie X-Men. May you live long and prosper, and may Hugh Jackman’s jeans always give you the best hind end a superhero could ever ask for.” 

“You finished?” 

“Hummmmmmm.” 

I hesitated before connecting with Tie. I wasn’t sure how difficult it would be, but once I actually focused it didn’t take more than a few moments. I wasn’t prepared for the way he responded to me, though. I could feel him inviting me in, almost pulling me forward as if he wanted me to stay forever and never let him go. A person’s life force was always something I felt and never saw, but the minute I connected with Tie’s, bright images of gold and orange burst forth within my mind. I felt their warmth as they enveloped me in a joyful embrace.  

It took me several precious seconds to overcome my surprise. Once I did, I was able to feel not only the warmth radiating from his life force, but also the pain Tie felt due to his injury. It surprised me when an aching, latent agony sent tendrils of misery through our connection. My soul took a direct hit, distracting me from my original goal. I pinpointed the source of his suffering at the very center of his heart. I failed to discern the cause, but sensed it was an old kind of hurt, something intangible that couldn’t be fixed with a few instructions. It puzzled and intrigued me, but I couldn’t waste time on something I didn’t fully understand. I decided to ignore the injury and turn my attention to the pain brought on by Tie’s broken nose. 

I tentatively sent thoughts, impressions, and images of the pain gradually ebbing away, instructing his life force to imitate a diminishing of the pain in the same manner pain killers do. It always took time for pain killers to actually kick in.  

I waited anxiously for some kind of response. To my surprise, I began receiving more images. I was astounded when it showed me the best way to accomplish the instructions it had received, and then waited for me to give it permission to proceed. I gave my permission and waited as it began its slow methodical process.  

My annoying hum continued in order to keep Tie distracted, and then I decided to communicate with his life force again by sending images of his nose gradually healing within a couple of days. Once again, his life force showed me step-by-step details of exactly how to accomplish such a task. 

Amazing. In all the years I’d been healing people, I’d never come across someone whose life force was actually capable of healing itself. At the same time, it puzzled me. If Tie’s body could heal itself, why had it waited to do so? I was still connected to Tie, and I still hadn’t given permission for his life force to proceed. Instead, I posed my question. Why had it waited until now to heal itself? The answer I received shocked me to my very core. It showed me that it had begun the healing process, but Tie made it stop. 

Why? 

But somehow I already knew. He was waiting for me to do it. He wanted me to reveal my powers.  

My head began throbbing again. I had no idea what to do. It was clear that Tie’s body could heal itself. The pain could be taken away in an instant or not at all. If I told his body to heal gradually, I’d give myself away because Tie’s body, under normal conditions, would always heal as quickly as possible, but if I healed him instantly he’d know it was me who had accomplished the task. 

After a few agonizing moments of indecision, I eventually concluded that I should do nothing. I no longer felt guilty for an injury that could easily be taken care of without my help. I’d simply instruct Tie’s life force to ignore the images I’d sent to it, and wait for instructions from Tie himself. That way his life force wouldn’t respond to me at all, and once I failed to heal him he’d be able to heal himself later.  

I set my plan in motion, and then pulled my hands away and stepped back. I stopped my humming and peered down over Tie’s face, pretending to be curious. 

“Did it work?” I asked with feigned excitement. 

“What do you think?”  

His annoyance was surprisingly satisfying. 

“I think you look awful. My superhero ancestors must not have been impressed with my sincere and heartfelt supplications. I wonder if I should have also paid homage to the impressive size of Wolverine’s biceps.” 

“All hail the modern woman. I’ll admit you were a tad bit stubborn and argumentative before, but this witty sarcasm is new.” 

“Seriously, what the hell is that supposed to mean? You keep behaving as if we already know one another. As if we’ve shared some past history together.” I moved to the side of the examining table and gave him my best intimidating glare. “This mind game of yours is useless. You can’t trick me into anything by making me second guess my own memories.”  

He sat up and opened his mouth to argue. I cut him off before he had the chance, feeling a bit reckless as I allowed myself one brief, terrifying moment of honesty. I locked gazes with him and placed a hand on his shoulder. 

“Besides, you and I both know you’re just as capable of healing your injury as I am. Maybe next time you should allow your life force to do its job instead of waiting around for me to do it. It would save you some pain in the long run.” 

Tie startled at my words for a moment then a slow smile of triumph lit his features.  

“I’ve missed you, Hope.” 

The truthfulness of that comment frightened me to death. He really believed he knew me. He was either completely certifiable or an absolute genius when it came to psychological warfare. He had definitely gotten under my skin.   

The school bell rang startling both of us and signaling the end of yet another fantastic lunch hour. 

I shook my head at him and headed toward the door. 

“Hey, where are you going?” he asked in surprise. 

“To class,” was my curt reply. 

“You can’t leave me by myself. Victor and your friend haven’t come back with the nurse yet.”  

He was actually whining. 

“Since you’ve decided to pretend you can’t heal yourself, I would suggest you get to the doctor and have that nose set. We wouldn’t want that pretty little face of yours permanently disfigured.” 

“I knew you thought I was hot,” he shouted after me. 

I was anxious to get out of there. I may have behaved in a cool and collected manner—okay, semi-cool and collected— but connecting to Tie had brought with it a flood of emotions that belonged solely to him, yet they were fiercely clinging to me. The emotions were much stronger than I’d ever felt after breaking off a connection with someone. They barreled into me one right after the other. Confusion, anger, pain, guilt, longing and a debilitating bitterness submerged in betrayal, all of them merging together, forming strange patterns of words in my head.  

The urge to emotionally expel everything from my system was much more pressing than I was used to. I needed my journal and some alone time to work it all out. 

Plus, I’d completely outed myself. All of that careful planning to avoid healing him, and I just had to open my big mouth and have the last word. My father was going to kill me.  

No. This is still salvageable. It’s not like he recorded our conversation.  

As long as I didn’t use my powers in his presence there was no way he could prove I had them. 

I ran into Victor and Angie followed by a frazzled looking school nurse. 

“Where are you going?” Angie asked. “You’re supposed to be looking after the patient.” 

“Oh, believe me, the patient is doing just fine,” I said. I moved out of the nurse’s way as she bustled past me and into her office. 

“Just fine?” Angie shook her head in disbelief. “His nose didn’t look ‘just fine’ to me.” She punctuated her response with air quotes.

 “Well, there’s certainly nothing wrong with his mouth,” I said. 

Victor and Angie looked at me in stunned silence. I didn’t realize the kind of conclusions they’d jumped to until Angie started doing a very obnoxious victory dance, and Victor’s face began to pale. He looked like he was going to throw up. They probably thought we’d been making out the entire time they’d been gone. 

“Okay, that came out wrong.” I held up my hands to stop Angie’s excited bouncing. “I just meant the guy never shuts up, and everything he says is laced with sarcasm. It was getting on my nerves.”  

Angie frowned in obvious disapproval, and Victor’s muscular frame nearly sagged with relief.  

It was unbelievable how completely useless Angie had been this afternoon. She hadn’t helped me avoid anyone. Thanks to her, I’d spent almost my entire lunch hour with both cousins, and some unfortunate alone time with Tie.  

“Let’s get to class,” I said to her. I turned to Victor and plastered a pleasant smile on my face. “We’ll see you later. Thanks for your help, by the way.” 

He reached for my arm and pulled me over to his side. 

“Would it be okay if we talk after school today? There are some things I need to discuss with you.”  

I swallowed hard. After what I’d just discovered, there was absolutely no way I would ever allow myself to be alone with Victor or Tie again. I didn’t know what they were up to, but this cat and mouse game was far from over, and I had no intention of playing the mouse.

Strategy. I needed a working strategy, starting with some sleuthing into their sordid backgrounds. Ange’s penchant for sniffing out intrigue and scandal was going to come in handy within the next few days.  

Victor’s mouth was set in a firm line. He wasn’t going to take no for an answer so I plastered on a fake smile and nodded in agreement. 

“I’ll meet you in front of the school,” I said and moved to walk away. He reluctantly released me and walked back into the nurse’s station. I assumed he was going to help his “cousin”, which I thought was strange considering how much he hated him. Maybe they were going to continue plotting and planning some new “reveal” tactic. 

Angie grabbed my arm and mercilessly pinched it. 

“Ouch! What was that for?”  

“That was for completely sabotaging all of that sweet alone time I managed to give you and Tie,” she said in frustration. 

“You were supposed to be helping me avoid Tie. You are so dead to me right now.” 

“Well, at least you’ve got a hot little rendezvous with Victor after school.” She began her victory dance again before I could stop her. I decided not to squelch her matchmaking hopes and dreams by revealing to her I had no intention of meeting with Victor after school. In fact, I had no intention of finishing the rest of the school day.  

“Hey, I gotta get to Biology, okay?” I pointed up toward the second floor. 

“Right. Call me as soon as you get home or I’ll be pissed.”  

Angie continued her dance all the way down the hall. I chuckled under my breath when she danced her way into a group of unsuspecting freshmen and refrained from having a hissy fit at the unexpected physical contact.  

I waited until she rounded the corner before I turned and headed in the other direction. I needed to sort through my own game plan, but my mind was full of the day’s events, leaving me with all sorts of questions. I had to talk this out with someone who understood me completely. 

It was time to go see Kirby, but Tie’s emotions were still silently pounding words and phrases within my head. 

I ran through the high school doors toward the parking lot as fast as my feet would carry me. I didn’t have my journal with me, but the emotions I needed to unload wouldn’t keep. I jumped into my truck, ripped my backpack open, and grabbed a pen and a piece of paper. I had to get it out, write it all down now or I would never be able to focus on my visit with Kirby. 

The words were never mine in these types of situations, but it usually took a little time for me to get the gist of what a person was feeling or experiencing. With Tie, the words flowed so easily it was as if I’d memorized them.  

With my hand slightly cramping, I looked down at my shaky handwriting and read what Tie’s emotions had to say. 

 

Your actions don’t match your words 

One day you’re in love with me 

And then it’s “we’ll wait and see” 

 

It seems like you’re over me 

And then we can’t be apart 

You just won’t release my heart 

 

I live for those moments in your arms 

The way your eyes take me in 

But I’m wondering as those moments start 

Will this happen again? 

 

If you’re already leaving 

Why don’t you get on with it 

Just get on with it 

Cause I’m already bleeding 

Oh please just get on with it 

Get on with it 

Take me or leave me 

Figure it out 

If you’re gonna be gone anyhow 

Go now 

 

Holy crap! This guy had some major issues. I wondered if the girl he and Victor had fought over had something to do with this very jaded you-done-me-wrong song. There were more lyrics left to read, but I was feeling a sudden urgency to get to the hospital. I wondered if Kirby was okay. I hurriedly added the chord progression of the song at the top of the page and then I folded it up and stuck it in my back pocket. Feeling infinitely better after getting rid of all that negativity, I started my truck, threw the engine in reverse and pulled out of my parking space. 

I was almost out of the parking lot when something black and hairy flew across the hood of my truck.  
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I slammed on my brakes and jumped out, certain I’d run over something or someone. I checked the front of my Chevy and even underneath it, but nothing was there.

So strange. 

I guess I should  have been grateful I hadn’t killed any local persons or pets, but my elevated heart rate didn’t register the false alarm. 

Standing alone in the parking lot made me feel vulnerable. I was easy prey for anyone interested.

What a morbid thought!

I shivered and jumped back into my truck, cursing my overactive imagination. 

 

* * * 

 

After arriving at the hospital, I made way to the elevator and pushed the neon green, up arrow button. It took its pretty little time answering my summons. Once it finally graced me with its presence it took forever for the doors to shut. I kept pressing the “close doors” button in rapid succession, but the elevator refused to obey my command until I stopped my frantic button pushing.  

Typical.  

As it slowly ascended I had to fight the urge to impatiently tap my foot.  

Longest elevator ride ever. 

I was so caught up in counting how many seconds it took for the elevator to get me to the third floor that I was totally unprepared to see my father waiting on the other side of its doors when they opened. 

“Dad? What are you doing here?” I stepped out of the elevator before it got the chance to swallow me whole. 

His eyebrows rose. 

“I could ask you the same question. A little early for school to be out, don’t you think?” 

I racked my brain for an excuse, but my thoughts became jumbled. If I’d had any idea my dad had started to feel better I would have had an explanation rehearsed for him. Unfortunately, I was no good at improvising, and my deer-in-the-headlights look was all it took for him to notice something was wrong. 

“Come with me.” 

He grabbed my arm and pulled me back into the waiting elevator. I swear I could hear the ancient machinery laughing at my predicament. 

“But I’m going to see Kirby,” I protested. 

“He’s fine.” His voice was curt. “I just finished checking up on him.” 

The minute the words left his lips, he looked like he regretted it. I picked up on it immediately. 

“What’s wrong with, Kirby? Why would you need to check up on him?” I didn’t want to hear any bad news, but a sense of foreboding permeated the cramped little rectangle we were in. 

“Wait until we get to my office. This conversation can’t happen here.” 

I recognized the steel in my father’s voice and knew that pressing him at this point would be absolutely useless. The elevator ride dragged out even longer then the first one did. When we finally reached the second floor my father hurriedly ushered me over to his spacious office, shutting the door behind him. 

I sat down and impatiently waited for him to do the same. 

“What’s going on with Kirby?” I asked. 

He looked down at the table, not willing to meet my gaze. “There’s been a complication,” he finally offered. 

I waited, almost hoping he wouldn’t get around to telling me even though I wanted and needed to know. 

“His immune system is just so beaten down, Hope.” 

“He has an infection?” I blinked a couple of times to clear up the moisture obscuring my vision. I was so ready to cry. 

“This morning his nanny called in one of the nurses to check his temperature. It was one-hundred-four degrees.” 

I leaned forward and rested my head on his large oak desk. Tears formed beneath my closed lids. As I thought through what he’d just told me, I realized something I hadn’t caught before. I lifted my head and met my father’s gaze.  

“You found out this morning?”  

“Yes.” His voice was steady enough, but he had a hard time looking me in the eye. 

It was well past one in the afternoon, and I was just now hearing about this? He hadn’t called me. I couldn’t believe he hadn’t called me. Anger and frustration nearly blindsided me. I sucked in my breath and held it. I knew he wasn’t finished.  

“I examined him, ran some tests, and found fluid in his lungs. I’ve got him on antibiotics. His fever is at one-hundred-one now, but doesn’t seem to be getting any lower. I’m not sure his body is going to respond to treatment.” 

The anger inside me kept building.  

“Why didn’t you call me the moment you realized what was going on?” I asked as calmly as I could. 

“My staff is very capable of handling this situation.”  

“You should have called me. Your staff has no idea how to help him.” My voice grew in volume, but I couldn’t seem to control it. 

“Let them do their job, Hope.” His tone sounded much more controlled than mine. “Everyone on my staff has had the proper training. They know what they’re doing.” 

“Really? Their training trumps what I’m capable of?” I couldn’t believe we were having this conversation. 

“I’m not going to call you out of school every time a patient might benefit from your abilities.” 

“A patient? Are you serious, Dad? This isn’t just any patient we’re talking about here, it’s Kirby. It’s a boy I’ve been trying to heal for months and months now. I know his background, his favorite color, how much he loves chili dogs, and Scooby Doo reruns, and how much he wants to visit Disneyland before he dies.” I was yelling, but I couldn’t stop. It was like all of the stress from the day had boiled over into this one moment of release, and I was using it to emotionally vomit all over my father. “I know every detail about his medical history, the way he responds to treatments, the way his body functions. I’m trying to keep him alive as long as possible, and you’re worried about calling me out of school early?” 

“I just want your life to be normal!” He yelled, finally losing his cool. “I’m tired of watching you worry. I’m tired of seeing you so wound up all the time. You’ve been showing signs of exhaustion for months now, and I hate that I can’t help you, but most of all I’m tired of watching you heal everyone but yourself.” 

I stared at him in stunned silence. When I finally found my voice I realized I had no idea what to say. 

“You need to forgive yourself for what happened to your mother and move on. This world, with all of its problems and everyone else’s baggage, is too much for your young shoulders to carry.” 

Tears slid down my cheeks, but I refused to respond to my father’s attempts at psychoanalyzing me. There was nothing wrong with the way I lived my life. There was nothing wrong with wanting to help people, to save people. If I wanted to make it my mission in life to heal everyone I possibly could then that was my choice and a darn good one. All that mattered right now was Kirby’s health. 

“I want to see Kirby as soon as possible.” 

It wasn’t the response my father had been hoping for, but he didn’t seem surprised.  

“You can see him as soon as we finish discussing why you’re here. You don’t even work today. Is school so boring that all you can think about is cleaning out hospital rooms?” He was trying to lighten the mood, but I was still upset about Kirby and the fact that he hadn’t called me. 

“You never cut school. What happened? Did you have another hallucination?” 

“No, Dad. I didn’t have another hallucination.” I took a deep breath and tried to cover how ill at ease I felt. “Some weird stuff just happened at school today, and I wanted to talk to Kirby about it.” 

“Talk to Kirby,” he repeated. “Some weird stuff happened at school today, and you wanted to run it by the ten-year-old?”  

“Dad…” 

“When I saw your face in the elevator it was clear you were worried and possibly scared about something. If you want to talk to Kirby about it then fine, but you will tell me first.” 

My plan to hide the day’s events from my father had tanked big time. I’m not sure why I thought it would even be possible. I’d never been good at hiding things from him. Of course, up to this point I’d never really had a reason to. My father continued looking at me expectantly, and since both of us knew how difficult it was for me to lie in a convincing manner, I decided to just dive right in and tell him everything. 

“There are two new guys at school. They claim to be cousins, and I have a class with each of them.” 

My dad studied me, clearly puzzled.  

“Please tell me this subject isn’t going to turn into you being interested in both of them and not being able to choose between the two.”

“What? No! Geez, Dad, just let me finish here.” I almost laughed at how relieved he looked. That is, until I remembered what I had to tell him. 

“I don’t know how else to say this so I’ll just rip the Band-Aid off real fast. They know about my ability to heal. They know what I’m capable of.” I spoke lightly, hoping it might lessen the severity of my news. 

My father sat back in his chair, never taking his eyes off me. “What do you mean? What…” He licked his lips. “They know you can heal people?”   

“Yes.” I let the word hang in the air between us. I wasn’t sure what my father would do with this bit of information. I mean, we’d talked about possible contingency plans if anyone ever found out, but we had never really made a solid plan.  

“Okay, from the beginning. I need you to tell me everything. Don’t leave a single thing out.”  

I did as I was told. I started from the very first moment I walked into the school building. I described to him the panic I felt at being able to connect, instantaneously, to everyone’s life force. I told him about Tie and the unusual things he’d said to me during mythology. Then, I went right into my class with Victor and my reasons for suspecting he wasn’t who he pretended to be.  

By the time I finished describing the cafeteria scene and the alone time I’d spent with Tie in the nurse’s station, my father was gripping his fountain pen so hard his knuckles had turned white. He was probably ready to snatch me up and bolt for the door in the same way that I’d been ready to escape that stupid cafeteria. I was glad I hadn’t shared with him my strange waking dreams. 

He sat in silence for some time. I waited, knowing he needed to work it all out in his head. He finally looked up at me and gave me a grim smile. 

“I was always afraid something like this might happen, but I thought it would come in the form of some government agent or a journalist following up on a lead from a patient you healed.” My father shook his head looking troubled. “This doesn’t make any sense. I was led to believe you would be the only person able to heal yourself and others. I’m completely unsure about what is really going on here.” 

“You knew I would have healing powers?” I nearly jumped out of my seat with this alarming revelation. He must have realized his slip because he closed his eyes and swore under his breath. 

“There are details surrounding your birth that your mother and I decided to keep to ourselves.” 

“You weren’t going to tell me?” 

“Not unless it became absolutely necessary.” 

“Something tells me we’ve arrived at that particular juncture.” 

He let out a frustrated sigh and shook his head. 

“I can’t go into it right now. I’m hoping this isn’t what I think it is, and that we’ll have more time to figure out who Victor and Tie are.” 

I was nearly choking on my own curiosity and outrage at the idea that my father had been keeping important information from me, but I knew better than to push him when it came to my powers. I’d have to patiently wait for an explanation that I most definitely deserved to hear. 

“Maybe Tie and Victor are government agents,” I offered. 

“How could government agents pass for high school kids? College kids, maybe, but not high school, and you said Tie is capable of healing himself without your help. What if he can not only heal himself, but other people as well? What if he and Victor have been sent here to find other people who are just like them?” He rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. 

I considered the possibility for a moment. 

“That might not be so bad. If there are other people who are capable of doing what I can do, then I want to know who they are and why we share the same gift.” 

“Tie and Victor have gone to great lengths to find out if you really can heal people. If their intentions are honorable, why the charade? Why this cat and mouse game?” 

 I shook my head, knowing I didn’t have any answers that would make this situation less alarming. 

“Look, we don’t need to freak out about this just yet, okay?” 

My father started to laugh and rubbed his eyes more vigorously. 

“No, I’m serious. Tie and Victor aren’t positive I’m the person they’re looking for.” So glad I didn’t tell him about my intended slip-up in front of Tie. “If they were certain I could heal people, they never would’ve staged that fight. I don’t know much about Tie, but he doesn’t seem like the type of guy who would let someone nail him in the face like that. They need proof, and as long as they don’t have it, there’s nothing they can do.” 

My father shook his head, already disagreeing with me. 

“The fact that these two guys are actually manipulating events to bring about a situation where you’d feel compelled to heal them is worrisome. It’s bad enough they suspect you, and how do they know about your compulsive need to always fix things that are broken? What made them think you’d heal Tie right then and there in front of everyone?” 

I didn’t like where this conversation was headed. My father’s line of thinking was most likely leading him toward a moving van and an unknown destination where no one would be able to find us.   

“Maybe they do know me, Dad,” I ventured. 

“How? Do you think they’ve been watching you for a while now?”  

“That’s not what I’m talking about.” I would need to be careful about how I worded my next sentence. “I feel like I’ve seen Tie before. Even Victor seems slightly familiar to me.” 

“How is that possible?” 

“I think we might have known each other when we were kids. Maybe I healed them when we were playing together, and they somehow remembered it.” I doubted it, but I couldn’t tell my dad about the out-of-body experiences I’d had or that Tie had shown up in one of them. It scared me to think that his claims of knowing me were spot on. I mean, how could I have no memories of Tie? How could I possibly forget someone like him? “All I’m saying is we have no idea who they really are or what their intentions are, and as long as they have doubts about who I really am then that buys us some time.” 

My father didn’t look at all pleased. He might see the logic in what I said, but he probably didn’t like it. 

“I’m not sure I want us to wait around wondering if this is simply going to disappear. We have to figure out who these boys are. More importantly, we need to figure out what they want with you.” 

“Agreed,” I said quickly. “I’ll do my absolute best to get to know them at school.” I cringed inwardly at how happy the thought made me feel. I wasn’t supposed to like either one of them. 

“That’s not necessary. I’ll figure out who they are, and you’ll avoid them like you would a fatal disease.” It wasn’t a request. “If you spend too much time with these two, they may find another way to trick you into revealing yourself. That can’t happen, Hope. We need to know who they are first.” 

I nodded, even though I knew avoiding them would make me look more suspicious in the long run. I was going to have to acknowledge them at the very least. Plus, the thought of never speaking with Tie again depressed me. Clearly, there was something wrong with me. 

“Is it okay if I go see Kirby now?” 

He didn’t say anything. I could tell he was torn between allowing me to heal Kirby and actually putting his foot down in the name of normalcy. 

“I’ll help him heal faster than any antibiotics you could possibly give him, and you know it.” 

He nodded his assent, running his fingers through his hair in mild frustration. I stood up and quickly headed for the door before he could change his mind. A thought occurred to me, and I stopped just before the door and turned around. 

“Dad, why did you end up coming back to work today? You told me you were sick.” I returned to stand in front of his desk. 

His eyebrows narrowed. “I never said I was sick.”  

“You don’t remember? This morning you told me you weren’t feeling well. You even asked me to heal you, which I thought was strange because the only time you’ve ever asked me to do that was when you had food poisoning from that weird taco joint we ate at during one of our vacations.” 

My father’s baffled look made me nervous. 

“Hope, didn’t you get my note? I was already at the hospital by the time you woke up.”  

“I read the note, but right after that I heard a noise from the living room. I went to check it out, and when I turned around you were right behind me. You scared me to death. Then you told me you weren’t feeling well and asked me to heal you. You seemed a little different, and I….” my voice trailed off. The look of alarm on my father’s face was enough to make me break out into a cold sweat. “You weren’t at the house this morning, were you?” I whispered my question. It seemed less scary. 

“No.” He stood up and walked around his desk. He lifted my chin and looked into my eyes. “Your pupils are dilated, and you feel a little warm. Do you think you had another hallucination?” 

He tried questioning me like a doctor instead of a concerned father, but his attempt at being impartial and detached failed miserably. His hands and voice trembled a bit. Knowing my father’s tendency to lean towards the extreme side of overprotectiveness, I figured he was fighting the urge to hospitalize me and run as many tests on me as possible. 

“Hallucinations cannot be your ‘go to’ diagnosis for every weird thing I say or do, Dad. You were there. You were standing in our house, right there in the hallway, looking at me as if you thought I might be able to heal you. I swear it.” To my own ears, I sounded a bit desperate. I needed him to believe me. I needed something in my day to go right for me. 

His eyes scrunched in concern. I didn’t think he knew what to believe. 

“Well, I was definitely here while you were getting ready for school, and I have the patient files to prove it. So the way I see it, there are only two scenarios that are even remotely possible at this point. One, you’re having some very strange lapses in reality or two, someone broke into the house posing as me. The resemblance had to have been uncanny in order to fool you. And why bother? What would be the purpose?” 

I could feel my heart drop in disappointment as I realized that the first scenario seemed the more likely of the two.  

“I can’t imagine what the purpose would be. All you asked me to do was heal you.” 

I nearly jumped out of my skin as my father grabbed me by my shoulders and pushed me back into my chair. He knelt down at eye level and grabbed both my hands in his. 

“You didn’t do it, did you, Hope? You didn’t heal me or act as if you actually could heal me, did you?” His eyes looked pleadingly into mine, and it dawned on me what he was getting at. 

“You think the person in our house was testing me, trying to see if I was capable of healing him,” I said completely horrified. 

He nodded, his own expression registering a healthy amount of fear. 

“You’ve already had two classmates at school attempt to trick you into revealing what you can do. What if this other guy was doing the same thing?” 

“Why? Are Tie and Victor working with other people? How in the world could that man have looked so much like you? He even sounded like you.” 

  As I considered the possibility that I’d actually been in my own home with a complete and total stranger, a stranger whose sole purpose was unearthing my well-guarded secret, my breathing became labored.  

Yet I wasn’t convinced that Tie and Victor were working with this impostor. The man posing as my father had left me feeling uneasy. I hadn’t taken the time to examine my feelings because I’d believed the person in my home to be someone I loved and trusted, but looking back on it now, I realized I’d sensed some very dark vibes coming from him. It was completely different from how I’d felt around the two cousins.  

My train of thought broke as my father stood up and began opening and closing filing cabinets in quick succession. 

“Dad, what are you doing?” 

“I’m looking for a key,” he said, continuing his frantic rummaging. 

“A key to what?” I was totally confused. It wasn’t exactly the kind of response I’d been expecting from him. 

“A key to a safety deposit box. Inside it there are fake passports, ID’s, and birth certificates so no one can track us. It’ll be like Hope and James Fairmont never existed. I’ve also got a very large sum of money that should keep us comfortable until we’re settled in our new home.” 

He was dead serious. 

Okay, this was the kind of response I was expecting from him. 

“We can’t just leave!” 

My father stopped digging in his desk to gap at me in surprise. “Are you kidding me? There’s someone waltzing around this town looking so much like me not even my own daughter can tell the difference. There are at least three people we know of who are doing their very best to prove you’re not exactly the most average of teenagers.” He slammed a drawer and opened another. “We don’t know who they are. We don’t know if they’ll hurt you, but breaking into our house is crossing a line that is hell and gone from my comfort zone. We’re leaving just as soon as I book the next flight to Germany.” 

“Germany? Are you insane?” I ran over and slammed the latest drawer he’d been searching through, nearly smashing his fingers in the process. “We don’t speak German. The only experience I’ve had with a foreign language was two years of Spanish, and that isn’t even remotely close to German. If you’re going to completely uproot us from everything we’ve ever known and all the people we’ve ever loved, you could have at least picked a European country where my Spanish might have come in handy. Was Italy too expensive for you?” 

“Italy? They don’t speak Spanish in Italy.” 

“Well, they don’t speak Spanish in Germany either. There is no way I’m moving to a country so totally devoid of nice, handsome looking Latinos.” 

“What are you talking about? I’m sure there are plenty of good looking Latinos in Germany. People are migrating everywhere these days.” My father stopped what he was doing and stared at me. Pinching the bridge of his nose he said, “I can’t believe I just let you suck me into such a ridiculous argument.” 

We stood there in silence for a few moments, neither one of us willing to back down.  

“We’re not leaving. We’re not running away. I want to know who these people are and why they’re looking for me.” My father started to say something, but I quickly held up my hand to stop him. “I won’t leave Angie. Can you imagine what the fallout from leaving her behind would be like? I won’t leave Kirby, either. So unless you plan on flying a very sick cancer patient and my wacky best friend to Germany, you can forget your relocation plan, for now, anyway.” 

My father shook his head in frustration. He knew I wasn’t going to allow him to ship me off to some foreign destination. 

“There’s too much we don’t know yet. Let’s just wait this out and see what happens,” I said, attempting to appeal to his sense of reason. 

“I’m not happy about this, but I’ll agree to it on one condition. The minute I think your life is being threatened in any way, the minute this becomes dangerous, we take what’s in that safety deposit box, and we don’t stop running until we know it’s safe.”

“That sounds fair,” I replied grudgingly. 

My father sank into his desk chair and placed his shaking hands on the table. 

“You better go heal Kirby.” 

I walked over to where he was sitting and wrapped my arms around his drooping shoulders. 

“I just want you safe,” he whispered. 

“I promise I will be.”  

I gave him a kiss on his cheek and squeezed his shoulders. Then I walked determinedly out of his office toward Kirby‘s room, where I hoped I wouldn’t be too late. 
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“Your birthday is coming up soon,” I reminded Kirby. “How are we going to celebrate?” 

He gave me a tired smile. I was surprised by how much his condition had worsened since last night. There were deep smudges under his eyes, his skin was a sick, waxy color, and his already bony frame looked more frail than ever. I gave him a cheerful smile. What I really wanted to do was wrap him in my arms and cry like a baby. 

“My birthday isn’t for another two weeks.” He lowered his gaze and pulled at the fabric of his hospital gown. “Besides, we don’t really know how much longer I’m going to be here. No need to plan for something that may not even happen.” 

I’d never told Kirby when he would die. It would’ve been the worst possible news to share with anyone, and I didn’t want him to give up. I sat down next to him and cradled him in my arms. 

“None of that, you hear me?” I scolded. “You’ll be here for your birthday. I promise you that.” My eyes began to fill with tears. Cursed waterworks! I was grateful Kirby rested his head against my shoulder. I had to be strong for him. I couldn’t let him see me fall apart. 

“I just don’t see the point. I just…” His stopped speaking and took in a deep breath, letting it out in a slow hiss. I hugged him even closer to me and wondered at the very depressed mood he was in. It was so unlike him.  

Dispensing with my surprise, I reminded myself that even though Kirby acted like a mature adult, he was only ten years old. He was just a boy, and his mother’s absence was painfully noticeable.  

When I’d first arrived at Kirby’s door, I sensed how much this latest infection had frightened him. His eyes had taken me in almost desperately, and his need for human contact with someone who really cared radiated off him in waves. Talking to Kirby about my insanely sucky day had been forefront on my agenda, but after finding out about his pneumonia, the first thing I did upon entering his room was plant myself on his bed and place both hands on either side of his head.  

His body slumped next to me as I instructed his life force to quickly and efficiently handle the infection that had taken root in his system. Once his fever broke and the infection healed, the poor thing had wrapped his arms around me and softly sobbed into my shoulder. We’d been snuggling on his bed ever since. 

“It’s especially important that we celebrate your birthday this year,” I said in a firm voice.     

“Why?” 

“Well, it’s one more opportunity to be grateful that you’re still here with me. You’re still alive, sweetheart. You’ve fought so hard for so long.” I swallowed a lump forming in my throat before continuing. “Don’t give up on me now, Kirby.”  

“Hope, do you think my mom is going to miss me when I’m gone?” His voice sounded small and unsure. 

I silently cursed his mother. I’d suspected he was more upset by her pathetic attempts at parenting than he’d let on. 

“You’re not going anywhere.” 

“You’re right. I still need to visit Disneyland.” He sounded more upbeat this time, more like himself.  

“And I need to let you rest.” I moved to lay his head on the pillow, but Kirby clutched at my arms. 

“Can you just stay with me for a little bit? I don’t want to fall asleep without you.”  His large brown eyes looked sad and defeated.  

“Of course I can. I’ll even tuck you into bed.” 

I set about covering his tiny frame with his white, hospital blanket. I tucked both edges under either side of him, and then sat down, rubbing his arms softly as his eyelids reluctantly lowered. Within minutes he was fast asleep. 

I sat there and watched him, wondering at the unfairness of such a sweet young boy being given such a debilitating disease. Bad things happen to good people. My father reminded me of this almost daily. It builds character, makes us grow.  

One thing was certain. If I’d been God, I think I would’ve come to the conclusion long ago that Kirby’s character and maturity had been tested long enough. It was time for him to be whole.  

I was frustrated that his life force allowed me to help heal his infection, but it wouldn’t allow me to heal his leukemia. On an impulse I put my hands on either side of his head and connected with him. I sensed the overwhelming amount of mutated white blood cells being produced within the bone marrow and tried to show his life force how to relay the appropriate signals that would prevent his body from producing so many white blood cells.  

I received no response. I tried again and still nothing happened. 

I was so sick and tired of being blocked at every turn. I decided to attack it from a different angle. Instead of sending instructions to slow down the white blood count production, I wanted to show his life force how to heal the mutated white blood cells from the inside out. The images I sent were detailed and vivid. I wanted to make sure my intentions, rather, my demands at this point, were being understood.  

My desperation would’ve been hard to miss and might have had an effect on an entity capable of feeling compassion, but a life force wasn’t concerned with a person’s wants. It was solely concerned with what was meant to be. I knew this. I already knew all of this. For reasons beyond my ability to understand, Kirby’s time on this earth would soon be coming to an end, and there was nothing I could do about it. 

Still, I tried, and I waited. 

And nothing happened.     

This whole scenario was unacceptable. I was no longer willing to sit there and let unseen forces dictate who I could and couldn’t save. Taking a deep breath, I tuned out all of the hospital noises, the monitors, the occasional intercom messages, the traffic of nurses and doctors just outside the doors, and focused on the sounds of Kirby’s heartbeat, his easy breathing, and the pumping of blood throughout his system. If his life force wouldn’t relay my instructions, then I’d do it myself. 

Instead of communicating with Kirby’s spirit, I tried sending messages directly to the mutated, white blood cells. I was mentally jerked backwards as my mind hit an invisible wall. The impact was so jarring, I actually felt pressure build inside my head.  

Instead of conceding defeat, I became even more determined to succeed. My anger and desperation fueled me forward, and I pushed against the unknown obstacle before me. The more mental power I threw at it the more it wavered, and the more my head felt ready to explode. I thrust my will forward, looking for any weakness, any opening. I wasn’t sure how long I’d be able to continue this particular course of action. My mind was feeling a bit combustible, for lack of a better word. I worried I might pass out. To my relief, the wall started thinning out and became more pliable. Pushing against it now felt like pushing against the plastic wrap on bottled water cases.  

I continued my efforts, barely noticing the sweat dripping down the sides of my temples or the way my body shook. After several seconds of literally forcing my mental energy through the weakening barrier, I broke through with an abrupt snap. The snapping noise vibrated through every inch of my body, but the pressure in my head immediately ceased. Though my breathing was shaky and uneven, I wasn’t about to give up now. After getting past that mysterious barrier, I focused all of my mental energy on convincing Kirby’s mutated blood cells to heal from within.

And then I waited.  

I wanted to pound my fists into the bed when, for the first ten seconds, nothing happened.  

Then something did happen.  

One random, microscopic blood cell began to heal. I nearly cried out with excitement, but instead, I mentally held my breath and waited to see if anything else would happen….and it did. Several white blood cells were beginning to change, to morph into healthy contributing members of Kirby’s body. 

Tears slowly slipped from my closed lids as more and more immature cells responded to me. I sensed his life force in the background, a silent observer to the events taking place. I was certain this form of healing was completely unorthodox, and his life force knew it. Yet this slight uneasiness concerning the method I used became overshadowed by the simple fact that I had succeeded.  

I am healing Kirby’s body!   

I continued to give specific instructions to as many mutated blood cells as I could, but I was definitely getting tired. I wanted to keep going, but my strength was swiftly ebbing away. Once my instructions halted, I waited to see if any other white blood cells would jump on board even though I was no longer showing them how to do it. His body continued its slow transformation with more mutated blood cells catching on and some cells being eradicated altogether. 

Elation coursed through me. His life force had managed to remember the instructions and healed his body without my supervision. I couldn’t believe it had worked. I’d been able to show over one thousand mutated cells how to heal themselves. Another thousand cells had actually terminated themselves, lowering his white blood count considerably, and now the rest of his disease might be completely eradicated within the next few days.  

I took my hands away from Kirby’s head and opened my eyes, intending to rush to my father’s office and share with him my amazing news. The harsh hospital lighting made me wince, and my headache returned in full force. My body would heal itself soon, but I wasn’t interested in sticking around until it did. I needed a bed, and I needed it now. 

Kirby had a private room, so finding an extra bed next to him wasn’t an option. I weakly stood and immediately grabbed my head with both hands as a brilliant streak of white light shot behind my eyes and hammered into the back of my skull. I managed to make it out the door, but practically dragged myself to the elevator. My vision blurred, and the pain increased with every step I took.  

By the time I hit the elevator button and lurched past its quivering doors, the pain became unbearable and leveled me to the floor. I wasn’t sure how the elevator made it to the first floor, and I didn’t care. As soon as the doors opened a loud commotion greeted me, and then a warm hand touched my forehead. I winced and cried out in pain.  

“Hope, what happened? Are you all right? Did someone hurt you?”  The voice sounded familiar. 

“Vict…?” I tried to say his name, but forming small noises let alone complete words overwhelmed me.  

“Move over, Vicky,” said another familiar voice. Two sets of hands were placed against either side of my head. “This shouldn’t be happening. We have to fix this now.”  

“We can’t fix it in front of all these people, Tie.” 

“She doesn’t have much time left!” 

Their voices sounded distant, muffled, and laced with panic. I might have been able to reassure them that I was okay if my tongue hadn’t felt so swollen. All I really wanted them to do, at this point, was beat me unconscious with a sledgehammer. 

They lifted me off the ground, producing an agonized scream from me. The next few minutes were a blur of head shattering noises, jarring movements, and an occasional person talking so loudly it sounded as if they were yelling through a microphone inside my head. I registered the panicked tones of my dad’s voice at one point, but my uncontrollable screaming soon overshadowed everything else. 

After a few more minutes of endless noise, pain, movement, and shouting, they lowered me onto something warm and soft. It was terribly painful. Tie’s hands—I thought they were Tie’s—landed on my head again, and bright flashes of gold and orange soothed the pain away. Something pricked my shoulder and then a warm sensation spread up my arm, toward my head, down my spine, and out through my toes. 

I wanted to stay awake. I needed to figure out why my body hadn’t healed itself.  My life force had never allowed me to experience debilitating pain. I tried to open my eyes and take in my surroundings, but they refused to cooperate. All I could see in front of me was blessed, pain-free oblivion. I stopped fighting and wholeheartedly embraced it. 

 

* * * 

 

  I wasn’t sure how long I’d been walking, but I felt strangely serene considering how lost I’d become. There was a white path before me, rolling green hills on either side of me, and all around red cherry blossoms fell from the sky. I reached my hands out to catch the falling petals, never for one minute thinking it strange that blossoms fell from heaven. As I did so, I noticed my arms were enveloped in white, silky sleeves that draped from my wrists to the porcelain looking floor beneath me. I wore a white, silk kimono with a long train billowing out the back. I stopped my trance-like gliding in order to observe more closely the swirling floral designs stitched into the fabric of the silken gown. Every flower resembled the flowing lines of a cherry blossom. I picked up the folds of my dress and continued my walk down the white, winding path.  

In a detached sort of way I wondered why I wore such an outfit. Of course, I wasn’t sure where I was going or why I continued to walk down the path that twisted before me, but I felt as if my destiny awaited me just beyond the sharp bend ahead. The blossoms continued to rain down upon me, and my eagerness to reach this unknown destination made my earlier graceful movements choppy and slightly less coordinated, especially with my long silken kimono tangling around my wedged shoes. I finally kicked them off and gathered the front of my gown into a large mound. I lifted the beautiful material to knee level and ran as fast as I could toward what I hoped would be the end of this mystery. 

Upon reaching the bend in the path, I followed it right and continued on. I’d moved several yards forward when another person rose up before me in the distance. My heart nearly leaped from my chest, but I couldn’t account for the cause. My body seemed to be responding to the stranger. My feet propelled me forward until I stood a few feet away from him. 

I couldn’t believe it was Tie. His smug smile beamed brightly through the onslaught of blossoms that fell at a much more rapid pace. His golden hair had an otherworldly glow to it, and his clothes were bright white and silken as well.  

He was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. 

I wanted to speak to him, ask him what was happening and demand he tell me why we were here, but before I could do so he lifted his empty hand out invitingly and a cherry blossom the color of ebony suddenly appeared, hovering above his proffered hand. Its black hue took on the darkest shades of midnight. It was a startling contrast against the white of our apparel and the red blossoms falling all around us.  

“Take it,” he said softly. 

“Why?” I felt mesmerized by his crystal blue eyes. 

“It belongs to you. It always has, and it always will.” 

The blossom’s ebony petals glistened enticingly within my reach. I stepped forward hesitantly and reached out my hand to take it. 

“Wait,” said a commanding voice. 

I turned around, surprised to see Victor a few feet behind me. His jet black hair matched the blackness of his own attire, and his striking features were shrouded in angry shadows, dark and foreboding. His presence agitated everything. A strong gust of wind whipped the folds of my kimono. My long, dark tresses blew haphazardly around me. I pulled them back in frustration so I could better see and understand the look of anger—or maybe it was betrayal—radiating from the depths of Victor’s eyes.  

The cherry blossoms showering down upon us changed from blood red to midnight black. I turned to my left as a statue of a kneeling woman with her arms outstretched materialized out of thin air. I looked down and stared at my apparel in amazement. It was no longer white, but red as well.  

My focus shifted between Tie and Victor. The black blossoms swirled around us all, creating a dark blanket which shut out every shred of light. The darkness pulled me under, leaving me feeling hollow, empty, and hopeless. 
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“You say you found her passed out in the elevator?”   

My father’s voice echoed from a great distance.  

“Yes, sir. She really had us frightened. When I saw her this morning at school she seemed perfectly fine to me.” 

  I recognized Victor’s deep voice almost immediately, and then I wondered if my father knew who he was actually talking to. After what he knew about Victor and Tie, I was pretty sure he would be less than anxious to have a conversation with either one of them. 

  “Does she usually get migraines like this? I mean, with the way she was screaming, I thought she was going to die.” Victor’s voice shook when he spoke. 

  I was touched he actually seemed to care about me. I wondered if he was also trying to fish for some information that might help him prove his theories concerning my powers. I hoped my dad would play it safe and be cautious about what he said. 

  “Never,” my father replied. “This is the first time I’ve ever seen Hope in that much pain.” 

  Wow. He is obviously clueless. 

  I became frantic, trying to pull myself up and out of the sleep induced fog surrounding my mental state. I did my best to open my eyes and move my arms which were resting limply on either side of my body.  

  I soon realized that any attempt at arm movement would be futile. I was now willing to settle for finger flexing and some possible toe wiggling. 

  “Hey, I think she’s waking up,” Victor said. 

  Someone grabbed my hand and squeezed it a few times. 

  “Hope, honey? Can you hear me?” my father asked. 

  I had to lick my lips and swallow. It felt like a small desert had taken up residence within my mouth. 

  “What in the world did you give me?” I croaked out. 

  “She’s fine,” my dad said. 

I opened my eyes a little more and squinted, afraid another blinding streak of light would hit me and the pain would start all over again. The room was mostly dark; however, and the only light I noticed came from the hallway. 

  Did I miss the rest of the afternoon, somehow? 

  “Dad, how long have I been out?” I asked feeling totally confused. 

  “Not long. Maybe twenty minutes. Which is surprising when you consider the amount of drugs I gave you would have knocked a small elephant out for a decade.”  

  I cringed, knowing Victor probably thought any normal human being would still be unconscious right now. I worried about how I had missed half the day. Healing Kirby must have taken up the entire afternoon. I turned my head slowly to the right and took in Victor’s strained features and mussed up hair. He looked like he needed to sit down.  

  “Victor, what brings you to the hospital?” I asked, making sure I emphasized his name for my father’s benefit. I felt my father’s hand stiffen on mine and then relax imperceptibly.  

  “When I couldn’t find you after school let out, I asked your friend Angie if she knew where you might be. She said I’d probably find you at the hospital.” He looked a little sheepish for having followed me here. 

  His expression might have been cute if I hadn’t been distracted by the huge lecture I was already forming inside my drug addled brain when next I saw Angie. She was more than dead to me. 

She was extra dead to me.  

“I also had to drive Tie over here because the nurse at the school eventually decided her stomach was too delicate for the type of nose job he required. We were kind of hoping your dad could fix him up,” he finished. 

So they’d decided to continue this charade even though Tie could have healed himself by now. Granted his overnight healing might have looked suspicious, but who really wants to be in that much pain any longer than they have to? I knew I didn’t.  

Tie’s presence here at the hospital made Victor’s face sour at the thought. It had become easier to read people’s emotions over the last two days, and I didn’t know what to think about it. From the nervous look on my father’s face it was obvious he wasn’t too thrilled either. 

“So where is Tie?” I asked, surprised he wasn’t in the room with us. 

“He was the one who picked you up in the elevator, actually.” Victor’s admission came out grudgingly. “When we got to this floor, a nurse took one look at Tie’s face and attempted to make him wait in one of the other hospital rooms. He put up quite a fight.” 

  The small smile tugging at the corner of Victor’s mouth made me want to laugh a little. These boys were so petty with each other. They really could’ve been brothers. 

  “Is Tie the guy I saw getting dragged out of this room by three security personnel and Betty?” my dad asked in startled amusement. 

  Victor’s grin broadened big time. 

  “Yes, sir. He wasn’t leaving Hope’s side without a fight.” Victor sounded annoyed. “The only reason he’s not here is because those security guards weren’t messing around.”   

“Neither was Betty.” 

  Both Victor and my father were silent for like a second, and then they busted up laughing. I was dumbfounded. They seemed like unlikely allies, all things considered.  

  I thought about Tie and his concern over my well-being. I didn’t know if his worry for me had to do with his assignment or if my condition affected him on a more personal level. Everything he did was tinged with various shades of indifference one moment and then a focused intensity the next. To think he was worried enough about me to take on three security guards and Betty made my heart warm in a truly alarming way. 

  I gingerly moved my head to clear it and pushed myself up into a sitting position. 

  “Hope, maybe you shouldn’t sit up just yet,” my father said, placing a restraining hand on my arm. 

  “I’m fine. Really, I am. My migraine has completely vanished. How did you know that was the problem in the first place? I could have been screaming due to a number of different aches and pains.” 

  “Well, you were grabbing your head and begging me repeatedly to cut it off for you. I didn’t need to go to medical school to divine that diagnosis.” 

  “It was pretty scary,” Victor added. 

  I noticed the deep lines around Victor’s mouth and eyes. They hadn’t been there earlier today. I must have completely lost it in front of everyone.  

“Thank you for helping me. I’m really sorry you had to see me like that.” 

  “I’m just glad I was here. I do wonder why your head began to hurt at all. Were you doing something different from your regular routine?” Victor eyed me with suspicion. 

  Was he trying to find out if I’d been healing someone? If I really was the girl he’d been looking for, I wouldn’t have had such an incredibly painful headache or been shrieking at the top of my lungs for someone to stop it. Victor probably wanted to know what caused me so much pain, and why my life force hadn’t corrected it?  

  “Hey Victor, why don’t you go check on your cousin and see how he’s doing? I’ll go talk to Betty and take a look at her notes.” my dad said, interrupting Victor’s sneaky interrogation attempt. 

  “Uh, yeah. Sure thing.” Victor continued eyeing me suspiciously. 

  “Would you please tell Tie thank you for me?” I asked sinking back down on the bed. 

  He gave me a small smile and took my hand gently in his. 

  “I’ll tell him. Just get to feeling better, okay?” 

  “Okay,” I nodded. I looked up at my father and couldn’t help but feel my face getting a bit warm. He was watching the exchange between Victor and myself with a measured look. 

  “Come on, Victor,” he said placing a hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go see if we can fix your cousin’s face.” 

“You might be able to fix his face, but don’t feel too bad if he still looks ugly. There’s no fixing that.” 

My father chuckled and followed Victor out the door. 

 And then I waited. 

 My father would return just as soon as he finished helping Tie. I figured I had about fifteen minutes tops before I had to tell him what I’d done. On the one hand, he would be very interested in learning how I’d managed to bypass Kirby’s life force. The scientific part of his brain intrigued and even elated that such a thing might be possible. It was certainly something I’d never been able to do before. I’d never even thought about doing it before. I guess desperation can be a real breeding ground for ingenuity and, let’s face it, dumb luck. On the other hand, I was going to get a lecture on all the many things we don’t understand concerning my healing capabilities, and how could I be so stupid to attempt something that could have (and apparently did have) such awful side effects for me.   

  I really wasn’t in the mood for defending my latest rash decision. It wasn’t that I was tired after such an excruciating ordeal. I was back to my old perfect self—health-wise anyway— and I didn’t feel any other side effects from my unorthodox healing method, but I didn’t have an explanation as to why I was able to bypass Kirby’s life force, and I was frustrated that I couldn’t get back to his room and try it again. I didn’t know if I’d be able to break through that strange, invisible barrier for a second time or if I’d even need to.  

The only thing I knew with certainty: I would be trying again. I didn’t care how many headaches I incurred over the next few months or even how long it took. I was going to continue on until every mutated, white blood cell in his body was either eradicated or made whole. 

  I needed to be very careful about what I said to my father. He’d probably ban me from both Kirby and the hospital for a very long time, and time wasn’t something I could spare. Now that I saw a light at the end of this previously dismal tunnel, I was going to continue on until there was nothing left but that light, with Kirby waiting for me happy and healthy on the other side. My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of pounding footsteps outside my door. 

  My father came barreling in and quickly shut the door behind him. He sat down in a nearby chair looking rushed and ready to throttle me. 

What in the world? He’d seemed so composed earlier. I couldn’t imagine what had brought on this alarming mood swing. 

  “Look, I don’t have as much time as I wanted to pick your brain and figure out exactly what happened to you.” 

  “What’s wrong?” I asked. 

  “We just got a call about a car pile-up along the highway. The ambulance is going to be bringing in trauma patients within the next ten minutes, so I’ll need to get going here pretty soon.” My father shook his head in frustration. “What I really want to do is take you home and watch over you for the rest of the night, but we’re short on staff, and I can’t see any way out of this.” 

  “I can help. Just let me stay and…” 

  My father held up his hand to silence me. From the look on his face it was clear he thought my suggestion to be absolutely ludicrous. 

  “Also, we have exactly five minutes before Angie gets here and monopolizes your time and attention.” 

Angie. I smiled to myself. How incredibly predictable.  

“So, the first thing I want to say is, I’m more than relieved that you’re okay, and if you ever scare me like that again, I’ll place you inside a cell with steel walls and never let you leave it.” 

   I sensed the turbulent emotions my father attempted to bat away, which made me feel guilty for all of the amazing lies I’d been thinking up in response to the inevitable questions he’d been prepared to ask. 

“Why is Angie here?” I felt a bit smothered by all of the company. I just wanted to get back to Kirby. 

“I’m not finished lecturing you, Hope. As a single parent and one seriously freaked out father, I have the right to yell at you for as long as I possibly can before Angie takes you home and puts you to bed.” 

He tried to yell, anyway, but I was certain he didn’t like the idea of anyone else hearing the details of our conversation.

“You’re letting Angie take me home?” I choked back a laugh. This whole situation had become borderline hysterical. 

“I’ll get to that in a minute.” He took my hand in his, looking me straight in the eyes. “Whatever you did, don’t do it again. Do you hear me? Don’t you ever do it again. I’ve never seen you like that before. I didn’t think it was possible to see you like that, and I can’t handle it. I’ve always felt some comfort in letting you out into this crazy world knowing that no matter what happened you’d be able to heal yourself. You’d never feel that kind of physical pain, but tonight…” my father had to swallow hard before he could continue.  

I fought back my own tears threatening to surface. 

“I do my best to help the people that come into this hospital. I do the best I can to treat them in my own clumsy, western medicine kind of way, but I will not sit by helpless and watch you suffer just like the rest of them. I don’t know what brought this on, and as of right now I don’t have the time to find out. So, until we can discuss this further, you have to promise me you will stop healing, go home, and go to bed. Okay?” 

I resisted the automatic urge to argue, but my father was probably contemplating buying two, one-way tickets to Germany.  

“Okay, Dad. I’ll go home, and we’ll talk about this later. I’m sorry I scared you.” 

My father rested his head on my shoulder and pulled me in for a hug. 

“Dad, I can’t breathe,” I wheezed out. 

“Sorry,” he laughed. “I’m not even sure I want to send you home with Angie. I’d rather lock you up in that cell right now. At the very least, I’d like to keep you here for another night, but we’re going to need the extra bed for the trauma patients coming in.” 

“Why is Angie here, and why are you so buddy-buddy with Victor? You were ready to fly us out of the country a few hours ago.”  I looked down at my hand and noticed an IV. I stared at it like it was some kind of alien life form. Never in my life had I ever needed to use an IV. 

“Your other half is here because her mother happened to be in the hospital visiting a relative at the exact moment you had that rather unfortunate episode. Angie’s phone was off so her mother left a message. I’m assuming she received said message because she came running into the examining room reserved for Tie and threatened to maim someone if she wasn’t told where her best friend was within two point five seconds.” 

I chuckled at the thought of Angie actually clocking one of the security guards or possibly getting into an altercation with Betty. Not many people were able to stand up to the wiry nurse, but if anyone could do it, it’d be Angie. 

“Okay, so why didn’t you throw Victor out of my hospital room the moment I revealed his identity? You told me to avoid them like the plague.” 

“After today, I’m convinced those boys would never in a million years hurt you.” He stood up, running a hand through his slightly graying hair. “It was amazing to see how upset they were. Not that I think you and I should be inviting them over for dinner anytime soon. I don’t know their real reason for being here, but it certainly isn’t a malevolent one. I’m even wondering if Tie and Victor somehow managed to heal you.” 

“What?” I dropped the IV cord I’d been tugging on. 

“When I rushed into the room, they were leaning over you with their hands on your head. Tie said something about it being necessary that they both try since they still didn’t know who you were tethered to, whatever that’s supposed to mean. We’ll have them clarify that later. Anyway, they closed their eyes and stayed still as statues for a few moments. It was the same position you usually take when healing a patient.” My father looked a little shaken at the thought. “I didn’t register this as significant at the time. I just grabbed your arm and gave you a shot of morphine. I’m sure what I did was helpful, but until you stopped screaming completely, I was positive something inside your brain had been damaged. I thought maybe it had been damaged so badly that your life force was incapable of communicating with it or receiving a response in return.” 

  I was shocked my dad had come to that conclusion so quickly. I hadn’t even begun to make sense of what had happened, but the scenario my dad suggested made quite a bit of sense.  

  The brain plays a huge part in the healing process. It’s like a large electrical enhancer. Like a command center for a life force to operate. It tells all of the intelligences within the molecules and cells how to react, and they do it on a microscopic level and beyond. That’s why brain-waves have so much to tell about the way a person is functioning and why most life forces are not able to operate correctly when the brain is damaged in any way. The life force is there, intelligent, waiting to help the body continue on, but any problems with the command center creates a huge obstacle it can’t overcome.  

  If my brain had been damaged by healing Kirby then it definitely explained why I hadn’t been able to heal myself. It also gave me cause for concern. If I healed Kirby again, would I damage my brain again? If that did happen, would Victor or Tie need to be present in order to deal with the aftermath of my reckless behavior? I’d have to tell both of them the truth, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for that kind of conversation with either one of them.  

  Although, if what my father said was correct, and Tie and Victor did in fact heal me, then I owed them a very big thank you, and they owed me a very thorough explanation. 

“Anyway, it wasn’t my idea to send you home with Angie, but she seemed to think it was the only logical solution available. I told her having you sleeping in a hospital bed, with me monitoring you all night long, was a much better idea, but she threatened to stay and help me.” He tilted his eyes heavenward as if he were asking God for a little warning next time.  

“I’m fine. I really don’t need anybody taking care of me. Walking home by myself wouldn’t have been out of the question.” I felt a little miffed being treated like an invalid. I’d never been an invalid before. I didn’t care for it much. 

“Tell that to Angie,” he said with a smirk. “Even though the obsessive compulsive parent in me is frantic to keep you under forty-eight hour surveillance, the doctor in me has to admit you are one hundred percent better. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with you right now. I’m willing to send you home with Angie under two conditions.” 

“Okaaaaay.” 

“You go straight home. No late night visits to Dairy Queen or McDonald’s or some other equally disgusting fast food establishment.”

 “Hey, I love Dairy Queen and McDonald’s,” I protested. 

“Condition number two: you and Angie are to go straight to bed. No TV, no girl talk, no pillow fights, and no mani-pedis.” 

“Please, Dad. We’re more into chocolate and chick flicks.”

 My dad gave me a tired look. 

Angie must have known we were talking about her because she came bustling into the room looking worried, angry, and completely put out. 

“What the hell?” she yelled as she marched her way over to the opposite side of where my father stood and slapped her hand on my forehead. “You’re hardly ever sick, and my mother calls me out of the blue to tell me you’re dying?” 

Her gaze went out of focus for a moment as she felt my forehead. Then she sagged in relief at whatever conclusion she’d come to. 

I reached up to grab the hand she held firmly glued to my forehead. “Angie, I’m not dying. I just had a headache.” 

“Do I look stupid to you? If all you had was a headache your father would’ve sent you home with a couple of Percocet, and I would’ve made you share them with me,” she hollered. 

“You can take your hand off my forehead now.” I continued tugging on her hand without accomplishing anything. “For heaven’s sake, Ang, what are you doing?” 

“I’m checking your temperature, of course. You could be dying from some unknown tropical disease. I never should have taken you to that burrito joint last week. The cooks over there were probably filled with lice.” 

I didn’t possess the mental energy required to explain to Angie how tropical diseases were actually transmitted. I noticed my dad rubbing his eyes and biting the insides of his cheeks to prevent himself from letting out what I’m sure would have been a great big belly laugh.  

I finally gave up trying to remove her hand from my forehead. Giving Angie a Percocet, at this point, wasn’t such an awful idea. 

“She feels warm. Dr. Fairmont, she’s definitely feverish,” she continued to holler as she took her hand off my forehead and replaced it with my father’s. 

“Her temperature is just fine. I promise you, she isn’t going to die anytime soon,” he said in a reassuring tone. 

  “You doctors are notorious for tiptoeing around bad news. Would you really tell me if she was?” She pointed an accusing finger in his direction. 

  My dad was fighting a losing battle. I could already see his mouth morphing into a broad grin. 

 The hospital intercom paged him.  

“Hope, I’m going to go sign you out so Angie can get you home.” He made a beeline for the door. I heard him laughing once he reached the hallway. 

Angie sent a glare in my father’s direction and then pulled out some wet wipes from a gigantic pink purse hanging over her shoulder. 

“What are you…?” 

“Please, don’t speak just yet. I’m going to clean your sweet little sweaty face off and fix the damage that your near death experience managed to do to your complexion.” She was all business now. 

“I didn’t have a near death exper—,” I tried to spit out.  

I was rudely interrupted by an onslaught of wet wipes as Angie rubbed my face down with some fairly amazing force. 

“I told you to stop talking. Tie and Victor will arrive any minute, and here you are looking like you just stepped out of a sauna.” She grumbled under her breath as she continued to use wet wipe after wet wipe. 

“What do you mean?” I raised my arms in a defensive gesture, hoping to ward off another attack. “I think you’ve managed to scrape off at least five layers of skin.” I reached up to scratch my itching forehead.   

“Don’t you dare,” she shrieked slapping my hand back down. “Seriously, I’m not a miracle worker here. Some cooperation would be greatly appreciated right about now.” 

I sighed heavily, knowing that arguing with Angie was, as usual, completely pointless. 

“Those heavenly hotties are making sure I get you to my car in one piece. If you pass out on me, I won’t have the upper body strength necessary to prevent you from face-planting it. It is, therefore, imperative that you avoid looking ugly in the presence of such fine members of the opposite sex. I’m merely considering your welfare.” 

“Does my dad know about this?” 

“Don’t trouble me with bothersome questions.” She deftly avoided my gaze and took a vicious swipe at my chin. 

I smiled when she finally shoved the wet wipes back in her purse. My happiness was short lived. She pulled out a large container of mineral foundation and began liberally applying it all over my face. I spluttered and nearly sneezed when some of the powder landed inside my nose and mouth. 

“So, how does Tie’s face look now that it’s fixed?” I asked.  

“Well, his nose is back where it’s supposed to be.” She threw the foundation into her purse and pulled out some eyeshadow and mascara. 

“Angie, I never even wear this stuff,” I complained. 

“Usually you don’t need to, but your olive complexion is a very ugly, pasty color, and your eyes look like they’ve sunk into the back of your head.” She took her index finger and began applying various shades of powder to my eyelids. “You’ll thank me later. Look up please.” 

I did as I was told while she applied several coats of mascara. She threw her makeup back in her bag and pulled out some lipstick, lip gloss, and a hair brush. 

My stomach started to grumble. I’d neglected it for far too long, and it was now getting ready to punish me. “You wouldn’t by any chance have a candy bar hiding in that bag would you?” I was only half joking.  

It shouldn’t have surprised me when Angie reached in and pulled out a very tempting looking Snickers bar, but it did. 

“You must think I’m some kind of amateur. Of course I have a candy bar. I think I even have a can of Coke in there somewhere.” 

I winced as she roughly ran the brush through my hair at a rapid rate, fluffing it out here and there. I finished half my candy bar and would have completely devoured the rest, but it was whisked away by Angie’s unnaturally long fingers, and a breath mint was returned in its place. 

“You’ll thank me later.” She gave me a sweet smile.

I was getting tired of her saying that. I popped the mint in my mouth and let Angie smear lipstick all over my sulking lips. 

“Blot,” she commanded pulling out a paper towel. 

I did as I was told and waited for further instructions. 

“Chin up.” 

I lifted my chin and allowed her to slather my now berry red lips with some shiny looking lip gloss. 

Angie threw everything back into her purse and then studied me for several seconds. 

“Man, I’m good. Stinkin’ magnificent. Now then, put this on.” She pulled out a denim skirt, a white low-cut blouse, and some crazy gold stilettos from the endless cavity of her purse. 

I looked down at myself and realized I was draped in an ugly hospital gown. “Wait. What happened to the clothes I was wearing?”  

“I think you threw up on them or had some vicious nose bleed or something.” 

I cringed, thinking I might have actually thrown up in front of Tie. Angie thrust the clothes at me. 

“Those are not my clothes!”  

“Of course they’re not. I didn’t exactly have time to run over to your house and inspect your wardrobe after I checked the message from my mom. I grabbed what I could out of my closet and headed over here as fast as my very snazzy car could carry me.” 

“Angie, my house is only a few minutes from yours. You could’ve grabbed some of my clothes.” I was horrified at the thought of walking in stilettos for even a small fraction of a second. 

“Oh, I’m sorry. The next time my mother calls and tells me you’re dying, I’ll be sure to pack your whole wardrobe, pick out the most perfect set of heels, and stop at the nearest Starbucks to grab you a cappuccino that’s sure to warm up your cold, dead body.”   Angie huffed and folded her arms across her chest. 

“What do I need clothes for if I’m dying?” 

“Have you seen the kind of lighting they have in the morgue? Nobody looks good, dead, in that kind of lighting. I’d give up my most favorite pair of Gucci shoes before allowing my best friend to be found lying on some metal slab, bathed in fluorescent lighting, wearing nothing but a backless, green, hospital gown. I wouldn’t even be able to claim you as my own!” 

“Fine!” I held out my hand in resignation. “Hand over the hooker ensemble, and go stand guard by the door. I don’t want anybody walking in on me while I change.” 

Angie’s mask of anger was quickly replaced by a triumphant grin. “I knew you’d see it my way!” She skipped over to the door and looked out the small, rectangular window. 

Putting Angie’s clothes on was like taking on a completely different personality, and as much as I loved hers, it simply wasn’t me. However, everything Angie did, she did from the heart. I decided I could wear the outfit she’d so kindly packed on my behalf and suffer silently through it until I was taken home. The only thing preventing me from throwing her ridiculous heels out the window was the thought that I’d be wearing them for less than twenty minutes. 

“Let me see,” Angie said excitedly as I finished strapping on her shoes. 

I slowly stood up and wobbled a bit as I tried to find my balance. My butt felt like it had been raised ten inches. A surprisingly empowering experience. 

“You look like a goddess. I really am wasting my time attending high school. I should be a very high paid fashion consultant for every single celebrity on this planet.” 

I reached out for something to hold on to as I took my first few steps toward my traitorous best friend. 

“Okay. I can see your boyfriends coming. You ready to knock their socks off?” she asked with repressed excitement. 

“I don’t have a boyfriend.” She was making an awfully huge fuss over a two-minute car ride. 

Angie opened the door with a flourish. 

“The invalid is ready to go,” she announced. 
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Victor marched in, seeming full of purpose, while Tie slowly sauntered in looking bored out of his mind. It made me wonder if he really had displayed any kind of concern on my behalf. They both stopped short when their eyes rested on me. Tie let out a low whistle. 

“I thought you said she looked like death warmed over. She looks all right to me.” He gave Victor a wicked smile. 

Victor glared back at him while looking slightly embarrassed. 

“All right? You think she looks all right?” Angie was outraged. 

I felt extremely uncomfortable being stared at, mostly by Tie. His gaze traveled from my head to my toes and back again. I wanted to hide myself inside the nearest hospital closet, anything to escape the delightful tingling his gaze evoked.    

Considering how messed up his face had been before my dad set his nose, he looked amazing now. I suspected he’d allowed his body to begin repairing itself because his nose was bone straight. I wasn’t sure my dad could have gotten it that straight. The bruises surrounding his eyes were a nasty purple color, but I liked it. It made him look a little dangerous. He continued his appraising stare. A delicious sensation rippled down my spine. I abruptly broke eye contact. 

“I’m not sure why it’s going to take all three of you to get me to Angie’s car in one piece, but could we get going please? Her clothes are about two sizes too small, and I’m finding it hard to breathe, not to mention stand. The sooner I get home the better.” I pushed past them and out the door. 

“I thought we were going to get something to eat. Ouch,” Tie cried. 

I looked back at Angie in amazement. She gave me a sheepish grin. 

“That’s why you dressed me up like this? You planned a dinner date when you thought I was dying?” I was incredulous. 

“In my defense, I did bring a second outfit for you in the unlikely event that you’d perished by the time I arrived.” Her face was all innocence.  

She left me completely speechless. This matchmaking side to Angie was a whole different ball of wax, and I was so not used to it. “There’s no way my dad sanctioned this.” 

“Of course he didn’t. I wasn’t dumb enough to tell him.” She made me sound foolish for even bringing my father up. 

“If this is a date, which one of you lovely ladies is paying for my food?” Tie asked in a sweet voice.  

Angie smacked him on the back of the head and walked toward the elevator. Victor rushed to my side and offered me his arm. 

“Just in case you feel lightheaded,” he said giving me a small smile. I could hear Tie making gagging noises behind us. 

“You know, Tie, I’m just as capable of breaking your nose as Nathan is,” I threw over my shoulder as the elevator doors opened.  

“I’d probably enjoy it more, too,” he replied. 

I could feel Victor’s arm tense as we boarded the rickety box and rode it to the first floor. I figured he liked elevators about as much as I did. 

I was grateful his arm was at my disposal. My heels were becoming hazardous to my health, and the walk from the hospital doors to Angie’s car might have seemed short to anyone wearing a decent pair of shoes, but felt like a mile or two for me.   

While Angie prattled on about the lack of hospital valet parking, Tie and Victor became quiet and watchful. The closer we got to her car the more nervous I began to feel. Something wasn’t right and the guys seemed to know it. I searched the surrounding area, wondering if what I sensed might erupt from the night’s shadows and launch an attack.  

Despite their obvious unease, and my growing desire to run away from all of them as fast as my treacherous stiletto heels would allow, we made it to the car without incident.  

Angie drove a purple PT Cruiser and was incredibly proud of it.  I preferred my Chevy. 

I was about to get in the front seat, my usual place inside the PT, when Angie bumped me with her hip. 

“Victor, we haven’t had a chance to get to know one another. Why don’t you sit up front with me? You don’t mind sitting in the back do you, Hope?” 

I glared at her, wishing I were back in my hospital bed instead of out with a best friend who’s unpredictable behavior was no longer predictable for me. I had absolutely no idea what to expect.  

“After you,” Tie said beckoning me toward the back.  

Victor slung himself into the passenger seat mumbling something under his breath.  

I placed my foot in the car, but felt slightly dizzy. I must have swayed noticeably because Tie’s yummy arms came to my rescue as he pulled me close to him. I closed my eyes and leaned my head on his shoulder. 

Just this once. 

“You okay?” he asked. 

I shook my head and looked up into his icy blue eyes. “Just got dizzy for a second,” I said. “I’m good now.” 

He searched my face, concern giving rise to tiny wrinkles around his eyes, and then he shook his head like he was trying to snap himself out of something. The same snooty mask he’d worn in Ms. Chinatsu’s class took over, and I wondered why the Tie from the nurse’s room had disappeared.  

I stepped out of his embrace, feeling reluctant to do so, and slipped gingerly into the back seat. Once Tie made sure I was situated, he closed the door and rounded the back, getting in on the other side. 

“We ready?” Angie asked. 

“Dinner can’t come fast enough,” I heard Victor grunt. 

“That’s the spirit!” She patted his arm happily and then froze, her eyebrows rising to her forehead. Her gaze went out of focus again. I feared that Angie’s dark period might be creeping up on us soon. 

She released his arm. “Unbelievable,” she said under her breath. “Now there’s three of them in the car.” 

Victor turned to me looking for some explanation as to Angie’s behavior. I offered him a helpless shrug. If Angie wanted to share her thoughts with us she’d do it in her own time. 

“Where are we going?” I asked as she pulled out of the hospital parking lot.  

“Oh, just a little old place I like to call Expresso,” she purred. 

“What’s Expresso? Sounds like something you’d order from a Starbucks,” Victor said. 

While Angie explained the significance of the café’s name and the activities associated with it, little alarm bells sounded off inside my head. I smelled a not-so-subtle rat, and that rat was Angie. I sincerely hoped she hadn’t signed me up to read or possibly sing one of my songs tonight.  

“So people will be giving us live entertainment?” asked Tie. 

For one brief moment, I’d actually forgotten Tie was sitting next to me. A clear indication of how badly Angie’s announcement had shaken me. 

“It’ll be live, all right, and some of it will be entertaining,” she laughed. 

I waited, thinking Angie might mention my many stage performances at the café, but for once she remained blessedly silent. I let out a shaky breath.  

As much as I loved getting up to sing, I was loathe to do it in front of Tie. Not only was I feeling a bit wobbly on my feet—the stilettos were sure to aggravate that particular problem—but the thought of singing in front of Tie made me nervous. I liked him way too much, and his opinion of me mattered in a way it shouldn’t have, especially if he was here under false pretenses. 

I shifted in my seat, accidentally brushing my hand against his. 

“Sorry,” I said automatically. 

“I’m not opposed to getting cozy in the back seat.” He grabbed my hand and pulled it to his chest.  

My pulse quickened and my breath seized in my the back of my throat. I tried pulling it back, but Tie wasn’t ready to relinquish it just yet. He began rubbing his thumb lightly over the back of it, sending lightning flashes of heat down my arm. I clamped down on my bottom lip in order to avoid letting out a startled gasp and wrenched my hand from his. 

“What, no sparks?” he asked innocently. 

I hated that he was capable of making my body feel something I didn’t want to feel, and I hated that he knew it, like he thought it was inevitable. 

“Tie, what are you doing back there?” Victor asked. 

“I’m merely trying to convince Hope we would make a magnificent couple. Isn’t this cozy, Victor?” 

Tie was baiting him. The irreverent sneer on his face made it very clear to me that getting under Victor’s skin was foremost on his mind, and flirting with me somehow managed to accomplish that. It ticked me off to be used, my emotions disregarded. He’d been so sweet before. What exactly was going on with him now?  

“Watch yourself, Tie,” Victor said. His words were simple, but the threat was clear enough. 

Angie grabbed his attention before Tie could respond.  

“Tie,” I whispered, “what are you trying to accomplish here? If you’re trying to prove I have the same powers that you do then what’s with the ridiculous ribbing between you and Victor?”  

Tie turned his startled gaze on me. 

“So you’re admitting it, huh?” 

“I admit nothing. I’m just trying to understand why you and Victor are behaving as if you’re rivals and I’m the prize.” 

 He gave me a sad smile and ran a finger along the side of my cheek. 

“It’s not much of a rivalry when you’ve never been mine, Hope.”   

I swallowed hard at that. “I’ve never been anyone’s.” 

His face twisted in pain at my response, and then he placed the palm of his hand against my cheek and touched his forehead to mine.  

“I can’t tell you how much I wish that were true. At least I might have had a chance. ” 

I trembled at this candid yet heartfelt declaration. To consider that he actually wanted me was mind boggling, but he implied that a relationship between us could never be, as if we had already explored that option and the outcome was not in our favor. Yet it appeared that Victor had something to do with that outcome. Some choice concerning my future had been determined without me, and it made absolutely no sense. None of it did, but the pain and heartbreak Tie felt were real enough. It penetrated my core and wrapped itself around my life force, begging me to take the hurt away. 

Victor let out a loud laugh at something Angie said, and I ripped myself away from Tie’s caress, grateful for the distraction. 

She pulled into the café’s parking lot. There were cars everywhere. It wasn’t unusual for Expresso to be busy, but I was surprised Angie found a place to park. 

I let myself out of the PT in a rush. I didn’t feel like waiting around for Tie to open my door for me and risk any other physical contact with him. 

Walking into the café’s small waiting area was like visiting an old, comfortable friend.  

“Hey, Sandy,” I said, waving to a cute little blond waitress who passed by. 

“Hope, I’m so glad you came tonight. I haven’t seen you here in a while.” Sandy adjusted a wobbly plate in her hand. I felt a little wobbly myself. “Just grab whatever table you want, and I’ll be there to take your order in a minute.” 

I nodded and peeked into the dining area. Almost every booth was taken. I started weaving my way around tables, waitresses, and patrons until I spotted a nice circular booth in the corner. I turned and waved to Angie who was a few tables behind me. She nodded and guided our dates over.  

Sitting down quickly, I surveyed the area and noticed that most of the kids from our high school were there. I usually enjoyed the crowded café, but tonight I felt anxious and uneasy, especially after that brief, yet emotionally charged, conversation with Tie. I noticed Expresso’s band had already set up on the stage. Jackson, the lead guitarist, spotted me and gave me a head nod. I pasted on a fake smiled and nodded in return.  

I’d placed myself at one end of the booth, fully believing that Angie would scoot in next to me and momentarily forgetting that she was in matchmaker mode. Victor approached the table and was about to slide in when Tie tapped him on his left shoulder and moved swiftly around his right, sitting down next to me and flashing me a pleased grin. 

I couldn’t deny my joy at having him seated next to me, but his actions sparked more discord between him and Victor who gave him a pointed glare. It made me feel like a pawn again. Did Tie truly care for me or was he displaying feigned interest to get a rise out of Victor? He wasn’t even giving me any breathing space. His shoulder and leg were pressed against mine, leaving me little room for escape. Sliding away from him would’ve left me spilling out of my seat and onto the floor. I looked around for Angie, hoping she’d save me. I finally spotted her talking to Jackson. Once again, she was absolutely no help. 

“After all that cuddling in the backseat of Angie’s car I thought I was your date for this evening, Hope. Were you just going to sit there and let Vicky take my spot?” he asked. He played his comments off as teasing and lighthearted, but the tension underlying his words and the way Victor’s jaw clenched made me realize two crucial things. 

Tie fully believed that I was meant for Victor, and he didn’t like it one bit. 

The government had absolutely nothing to do with why they were here. 

His words sparked a memory of warm lips embracing mine. I stood in a grassy forest surrounded by unfamiliar trees and foliage, but the arms that held me close and the hands that stroked the contours of my back were familiar and comforting, demanding and possessive. 

As I pulled back and focused in on the man holding me, my heart leaped in my throat. His hair was longer, and his garb was definitely outdated, but there was no mistaking those crystal blue eyes that gazed at me with so much love and affection. 

I blinked my eyes and shook my head to dispel the strange images my mind had produced. The table came into focus and the white noise of Expresso assaulted my senses.  

“Hope, are you okay?” Tie’s hand grasped my own and gave it a squeeze. His hand was just as warm and comforting as I remembered. The thought startled me, and I ripped away from his touch, clenching my fists on my lap and letting out a shaky breath. 

His eyes betrayed the hurt my actions caused, but he brushed it away just as fast as it appeared, replacing it with a blank stare. 

I hadn’t meant to be rude and might have apologized if I hadn’t been searching for some believable explanation for all of these strange memories assaulting me. When had I kissed Tie? Where? How could I not remember any of this until now? If Victor was supposed to be a part of my life, why didn’t I have any memories of him? Of course, given time, my mind would probably resurface something involving Victor. 

It terrified me to think that I might remember more, and that my father might be involved in hiding this other life from me.  

“I think Hope would rather sit by me,” Victor said. His tone was barely civil. 

“But I want to sit in between both of you handsome devils,” Angie chimed in as she slid into the booth next to Tie and motioned for Victor to sit on her other side. He hesitated for a second, but she gave him a flirtatious wink of encouragement. His face broke out into a silly grin. I had to hide a grin of my own, watching him sit down like an obedient puppy. 

“Anything good here?” Tie asked. He reached under the table and squeezed my knee. I smacked his hand as hard as I could, and he let out a soft chuckle. 

“You’ve still got amazing reflexes,” he mumbled. 

I struggled to get my warring emotions under control. Whether I wanted him to touch me or not, this entire situation was spiraling out of control, and I needed answers, not Tie’s distracting advances. Sandy approached our table with a cheerful smile. 

“Hello, everyone! This looks like a cozy little double date,” she said. 

“Oh, it’s definitely getting cozy,” Tie agreed. He placed his arm around my shoulders and gave me a playful squeeze. 

It would’ve been rude to shove his arm away in front of Sandy, so I sat there pretending not to notice. On the inside, I was burning with the need to escape his nicely muscled arm before I started liking it too much. 

I could see Victor’s eyes bulging from their sockets. He really needed to start ignoring Tie before he developed an ulcer. 

“What’ll ya have, you guys?  The usual for you and Angie?” 

“Yes, please,” I answered for both of us.  

Angie and I never wavered from our intense obsession with cheeseburgers, cheese fries, and Oreo malts. 

“And for the good looking new guys?” 

“I don’t know what the usual is, but if my date is having it then so am I,” Tie said. 

“I guess that goes for me as well,” Victor said. He seemed to be making a half-hearted attempt at enjoying himself.  

Sandy nodded and gave Victor a flirtatious wink. He gave her a bashful smile. He didn’t seem to realize how attractive he was. It made me like him more. Sandy moved her attention back to me. 

“So, what have you got for us this visit?” 

“Huh?” was my dumb response. 

“Your song for tonight. Are you entertaining us with something bluesy or maybe a nice up-tempo rock song?” she pressed. 

Realization came crashing down around me.  

“Oh, no. I’m not doing anything tonight. I’ve been a little busy, and I don’t really have anything ready.” I kept my eyes locked on Sandy’s and silently begged her to read the panic in them. 

“That’s not true, Hope,” Angie said.  

My head flipped around, and I watched her hold up a folded piece of paper. 

“What’s that?” asked Victor. 

“The song Hope wrote today. At least I think you wrote it today.” 

“Where in the world did you get that?” It was the song I’d written in my car before I’d left to see Kirby. The one helping me release all of Tie’s emotions from my system. 

“I found it in your pants pocket at the hospital. The lyrics are pretty good. I can’t wait to hear you sing it.” 

Her comment was given innocently enough, but her eyes gleamed wickedly, and full comprehension of her intentions for tonight became crystal clear.  

That little minx had set me up. She’d found the song and orchestrated this date to Expresso to get me to showcase my singing capabilities in front of our dates. 

Oh, we are so having a talk about this. 

“I didn’t know you wrote music, Hope,” Tie commented. “You seem to be endowed with several amazing talents.” 

My discomfort grew under the intensity of his infuriating smile.

 “Are you going to sing for us tonight?” asked Victor who seemed genuinely interested. 

“Not a chance.” My reply came out sharper than I intended. “That song isn’t finished yet, and I haven’t run the music by the band. They’d need a couple of practice runs before getting it right.” 

“Oh, come on, Hope. You’ve done a lot of impromptu performances without practicing beforehand, and the band is always able to follow you,” Sandy argued. 

“No worries. I made copies of Hope’s song at the hospital and already passed them out to the band. Nice of you to add those chord progressions, Hope. They should be good to go,” Angie said, giving me a triumphant grin. Sandy’s eyes lit with happiness. 

“I’ll go tell Jackson you’ll be singing next,” she said, jumping up quickly and heading toward the lead guitarist. 

I wanted to leap up and run out the door—right after I choked Angie, of course.  

This date had been a mistake. Beads of sweat formed along my hairline. I could hear Tie chuckling softly. I gave him an icy glare and then turned the full force of it onto Angie. 

“You are by far the worst best friend I’ve ever had,” I said. 

“You’ll thank me later.” She reached across the table and gave me my lyrics. 

I ripped them from her hand and did my very best to hold back the biting remarks floating in my head.  

There was some tapping on the microphone and a bit of feedback as Jackson cleared his throat. 

“Excuse me, everyone. Our next performance will be by one of our most popular musicians tonight. Please give it up for Hope Fairmont.” 

The applause started and my pulse skyrocketed. I hadn’t even had time to form an escape plan. I stood up, wishing with all my heart that I was simply having a nightmare. I’d wake up the minute my feet touched the stage.  

Of course, that never happened. Within seconds—seconds that felt like hours—I gingerly climbed up the side steps to the small stage, barely avoiding a large wobble due to my treacherous footwear, and placed myself in front of the microphone. For the first time in my life, the mic no longer felt like an old friend. More like a threatening viper ready to strike. 

I looked out at the sea of familiar, smiling faces and my muscles slightly unwound. Maybe I could pretend Tie wasn’t present. There were so many friends from school waiting for me to succeed. Tie was just one guy, right? 

I looked over at my table and met his gaze. He sat there staring at me, taking in my less than confident appearance. I waited for him to give me another teasing smirk. Instead, he mouthed the words “you can do this” and gave me a supportive nod. I couldn’t help but give him an answering smile, feeling bolstered by his attitude.  

Jackson’s group and I had spent a good three years getting to know each other’s styles. We knew what worked and what didn’t, but I was always amazed at how quickly they could pick up my music and make it a reality for me. 

The baseline and percussion gave me a quick adrenaline rush, and I closed my eyes as the first chords to the song washed over me. With the warmth of the spotlight bearing down upon me and the music filling up all the empty spaces within, I forgot about my fears, I forgot about my worries, and I started to sing the song that Tie had given me. 

I could hear my voice ringing out true and clear through the monitors. 

My confidence grew, and by the time I reached the second verse I was completely at ease and in my element. It had to be the best kind of freedom I’d ever experienced. It always felt that way when I sang. 

 

You use words like Maybe now 

It keeps me from moving on 

When all your emotion’s gone 

 

I locked my eyes with Tie’s, as if they were a lifeline and the only thing anchoring me to this moment. To my surprise his face remained open and vulnerable. Gone was the overconfident smile. There wasn’t even a hint of a teasing expression.  

 

You like to say If a lot 

There isn’t one single string 

To keep you here next to me 

 

I guess it’s my own fault I can’t stop 

You’re so easy to believe 

And even when my hope seems to drop 

I still want to breathe you in 

 

The chorus was coming again, and my eyes never wavered from Tie’s. His were also glued to mine, but I got the impression he wanted more than anything to break the strange connection we were experiencing, to be rid of the sadness burrowing a hole in his chest. 

 

If you’re already leaving 

Why don’t you get on with it 

Just get on with it 

Cause I’m already bleeding 

Oh please just get on with it 

Get on with it 

Take me or leave me 

Figure it out 

If you’re gonna be gone anyhow 

Go now 

 

I switched to the bridge with the band easily following me. 

 

My words would beg you to stay 

But your words would throw me away 

My heart keeps beating while your hearts retreating 

and soon I’m losing you 

 

I repeated the chorus one last time. It felt sad to let the moment go and have the song end. Tie wasn’t the easiest person to read, but this song opened a crack in his armor, and I was anxious to understand as much as possible. The more I sang, the more I might see, but the song finally ended and the last chords of my music faded out into the silence. The applause that followed managed to break the connection I’d shared with Tie. I smiled and took an exaggerated bow.   

Tie’s mouth was strained, his body rigid. I wondered at the intense emotions my song had unearthed for him. Whoever this girl had been, she’d certainly put Tie through the ringer. 

I stopped short at the thought that it might have been me. Brushing off that troubling idea, I stepped off the stage and made my way over to our booth. Tie’s rigid posture made me nervous. He stared down at the table without really focusing on anything, and I wondered if it had been a mistake to sing his song in front of him. 

I sat down close to him and brushed my leg against his. Placing my hand on his arm I chirped, “How’d I do, date?” 

He gave me a rueful smile, like he’d decided to concede defeat, but his eyes still contained that awful look of longing. His silence went unnoticed, due to the fact that Angie, Victor, and everyone else in the restaurant were tripping over each other to tell me how much they loved the song. From the corner of my eye I saw him slowly recover himself. His icy façade slipped tightly into place. 

“I think there were some Hollywood talent scouts here tonight. When you’re rich and famous don’t forget the little people who dressed you up and gave you gold stilettos,” Angie said. She gave me a satisfied smile and turned her attention to Victor. 

I couldn’t help but give Tie a surreptitious glance as I took another bite of my burger. I’d thrown him off balance a bit, but I didn’t feel too guilty about it. I’d been off balance since the moment he’d waltzed into mythology.  

“Tell me, Hope, was that song about someone in particular or have you had a lot of practice being dumped?” he asked. I was startled by his abrupt change in demeanor.  

First he’s hinting at his interest in me, and now he’s getting nasty with me? What is his deal? 

I did my best to hide the anger I felt with this unexpected verbal dig. 

“You should stop talking, Tie,” Victor said in a tired voice. “No one has the energy to keep up with your tactless commentary.” 

“Hope has never been dumped,” Angie defended. 

“So she’s the one doing all the dumping, huh? Some things never change,” Tie said. 

I had no idea what he was talking about. He didn’t know me at all, but the way he sometimes interacted with me suggested this had all been done before. 

“So Angie, how long have you and Hope been friends?” Victor interrupted. 

“Since we were babies. My mom and her mom were pretty tight.” 

“Your mothers aren’t tight anymore?” 

Angie’s eyes turned to me. It was obvious she was regretting bringing my mom up as a conversational piece. 

“My mom died when I was ten,” I stated bluntly.  My small talk really needed some work.  

There was an awkward silence that filled the space between us all. Not even Tie had a nasty comment to offer up. They both seemed taken aback by the sad news.  

I found it interesting that this aspect of my life was a complete and total mystery to them. I mean, they’d gone to great lengths to determine who I was and what I could do. I’d just assumed they’d have some kind of file documenting the events in my life. Surely something as major as the death of a parent would have made it into that file.   

Maybe I’d perceived them as more threatening than they really were and given them far more credit than they deserved.  

“I’m sorry about your mom,” Victor said sounding a bit embarrassed. “I’m also sorry for asking about it. I’m sure this is the last thing you want to talk about.” Victor gave Tie a very confused look.  

“It’s okay,” I lied, feeling a little more exposed than I was used to. “It was a long time ago.” 

“How did it happen?” Tie asked; his question more urgent than intrusive. I’d been waiting for more snide commentary or some tactless joke, but he looked like he was trying to put some pieces of a puzzle into place, something that had been eluding him for quite some time. He placed his hand on mine and gave it an encouraging squeeze. 

“Tie, we should really change the subject,” Angie said showing some obvious remorse for having opened her big mouth.

 She knew how touchy this subject was for me. I mean, I talked about it once with Angie right after it happened, and then I refused to talk about it any further, and she was the one I told everything to. Well, almost everything. 

Tie ignored her and continued to stare at me. I surprised myself with the desire to finally talk about what really happened that night. Not even my own father knew everything I knew.  He didn’t know I’d seen my mother’s killer. 

Yet here, in this crowded café, with my best friend and two guys I’d met this morning, I was ready and willing to share a part of my history I’d refused to talk about for years. The noise of the café faded away into the background, and our tiny little booth in the corner felt like the most private, ideal location for soul bearing if there ever was one. I wasn’t sure if Tie’s mesmerizing gaze had created that illusion for me or if I was just so desperate to finally get everything off my chest that I’d created it for myself. Either way, I needed and wanted to talk about it. 

“It happened on a Saturday,” I said. My voice caught in my throat, and I had to swallow and start again. I may have wanted to talk about it, but my voice felt weak and shaky. “It was my tenth birthday, and my mom was making my birthday cake. She always made my birthday cakes for me,” I smiled happily to myself. “There was a knock at the door, and she sent me to open it. A very old looking man was standing there in the entryway smiling down at me. He asked if he could see my parents.” 

I swallowed hard as I tried to collect my thoughts. I looked up to see Angie staring at me. She seemed surprised by my willingness to talk about a subject I’d so studiously avoided all these years. She nodded at me to continue. 

“My mom came to the door when she heard the older man’s voice. She recognized who he was and seemed a bit concerned, almost upset, but she didn’t act like she felt threatened by him in any way. She called for my dad to come downstairs, and then sent me to the neighbors to borrow some eggs. I was curious about the stranger, but figured I’d have time to ask my mom about it later. I was kind of focused on my birthday cake.” I shook my head, wishing I’d paid more attention to the dynamics of the situation. “I was only gone a few minutes, and when I came back, the man was still standing at the front door. I couldn’t understand why my mom hadn’t invited him in. When I walked past him I saw her lying on the floor in a pool of her own blood with my dad hovering over her. He was on the phone with a 911 operator and had his hands over her chest trying to stop the bleeding. I guess while I’d been gone, the stranger had pulled out a gun and shot her right there in the doorway.” 

I heard Angie gasp, but I continued on, afraid if I stopped I’d never be able to start again. 

“My mom didn’t die right away. I was on the floor next to her trying to help my dad stop the bleeding, and that man was still standing in the doorway. He wasn’t looking at my mother, though, he was looking at me. You’d think after shooting someone in the chest you’d want to get as far away from the scene of the crime as possible, but he just stood there totally unconcerned, like he was waiting for something.” 

“Hope, you never told me you saw the guy who shot your mom,” Angie said horrified. “Did you tell that to the police?”

“No,” I said flatly. 

“Why in the world would you keep that to yourself?”

 I hesitated, not sure how to respond to her question. 

“She was the only one who could see him,” said Tie. “He was standing right there in the doorway, but your dad never noticed. He didn’t even see her get shot. Isn’t that right, Hope?” I stared at him suspiciously. 

“How on earth could you know something like that?” I demanded. 

“You said your mom recognized the man who shot her,” Victor said. “Did she ever say his name?” 

“No. She just mumbled something funny before she passed away.”     

 Their interest in this story was beginning to make me nervous. I had this awful feeling that they knew more about my mom’s murder than I did.  

“What did she say?” Tie asked insistently. 

“Hachiman,” I replied. “She said Hachiman.” 

Victor sucked in his breath sharply. 

“Not a chance. There’s no way he would’ve done that to Hope’s mother,” Victor hissed turning to his cousin. 

“I’m not an idiot. I know he wouldn’t do that,” Tie responded. “Clearly they’ve known about Hope much longer than we have. The question is, why did they leave Hope alive if they knew who she was?” 

  “Wait, what are you guys talking about? Is Hachiman an actual person?” I asked. 

“How could you two possibly know anything about her mother or her mother’s murderer, and what do you mean they knew about Hope?” Angie asked.  

Her tone suggested she felt as nervous about this situation as I did. I looked at her from across the table and watched her slide slowly away from Victor’s side. She shot her eyes toward the entrance to the restaurant and back to me. Her signals were coming in loud and clear, but I had no intention of leaving until I got more answers. 

“Hope, you said the man was waiting at the door. He didn’t take off right away. How long did he stay there?” Victor asked. 

“He left the moment my mother’s heart stopped beating,” I said. 

My response seemed to support whatever conclusions Tie and Victor had come to. 

“They weren’t sure then,” Tie said. “When she failed to heal her mother, the assassin assumed he had the wrong girl.” 

“When she failed to heal her mother? What are you guys talking about?” Angie asked.  

The word ‘failed’ rang loudly in my ears. I’d never been able to understand why I’d failed to save my mom. I could remember rushing to her side and seeing relief sweep over my father’s face when he realized I was there. He thought everything would be okay. He’d firmly believed I would save my mom and heal the wound. I’d connected to her and assessed the damage in a matter of seconds. Healing her should have been simple. She wasn’t supposed to die, and I knew I’d be able to save her, but as I began willing blood vessels and tissues to knit back together, I felt her life force slip quickly from my mind.  

Then nothing.  

I couldn’t connect to anything, and her body was completely unresponsive. I remembered trying over and over again to make some kind of connection with her. It was unthinkable to me that she’d slipped from my grasp. It was almost as if she’d retreated from me on purpose. 

“We need to get them out of here and get Hope somewhere safe. Our interest in her has clearly drawn the assassin’s attention,” Victor said. 

Tie stood, grabbed my arm, and pulled me to my feet. He threw some money on the table and pushed me out of the booth. 

“What’s going on?” I whispered. 

“We’re leaving,” Tie stated. 

“Absolutely not,” Angie replied. “This date is beginning to remind me of every slasher movie I’ve ever had the stupidity to sit through. 

“Angie, you need to lead us to your car,” Victor said.  He turned to Tie. “I wish this could’ve been avoided, but we’re taking Hope back with us now. She should have been found the moment her mother was murdered.” 

I instinctively stepped closer to Tie. 

“We didn‘t know, Victor. How could we have known?” Tie said. 

“I’ll be taking charge of Hope now. She’s my responsibility, after all, and you can follow up behind us.” 

“We still don’t know who she belongs to.” 

Victor barely contained his rage as he said, “Regardless of what you did in the past, whether it’s still relevant or not, you know the prophecy as well as I do. She belongs to me.” 

Victor held out his hand waiting for Tie to comply with his orders. Tie’s reluctance was obvious, but the anger and defiance that flitted across his features were soon overpowered by a depressing look of defeat. It seemed like up until this moment Victor had been patient with Tie’s antics and digging comments, but now it was time for Victor to pull rank, and Tie knew he was expected to fall in line. 

The smart thing to do would have been to grab Angie and make a mad dash to her car without our male companions. We had no reason to trust these guys, and all of their cryptic remarks concerning the events surrounding my mother’s death made it seem like they were involved in it somehow.  

I couldn’t move though. Not when Tie was standing so close to me. Not when all I wanted to do was lean into him and let his warmth spread through every inch of my body. I didn’t know if he was good for me or bad, and I didn’t care. I needed him, and that need kept my feet firmly planted next to his.  

My realization shocked the hell out of me. I wondered if the thought of being handed over to Victor had given me a reason to consciously acknowledge what my subconscious had already decided.

“You promised you wouldn’t get in the way, and when the time came you’d help fix the mess you made. Are you going to help me fix this, or is it time for you to leave?” Victor’s voice was uncharacteristically cold. 

Tie took my hand in his and slowly offered it to Victor, who acknowledged him with a grateful look and then wrapped his own hand around mine. It was a very strange moment for me. It felt like Tie was reluctantly allowing Victor to take my hand in marriage. It had a final and binding feel to it. I looked to Tie, feeling betrayed. I didn’t want to be handed over. If I was going to be anyone’s responsibility I wanted to be his. 

“Let’s go,” Victor said, motioning for Angie to lead the way. 

Angie was rarely caught off balance in any kind of social situation, but I could tell she had absolutely no idea what she was supposed to do. Her eyes pleaded with mine for some kind of hint as to what she should do. 

“It’s okay. I think we need to trust these guys.” I was surprised by how right that felt. 

Angie glanced at my hand entwined in Victor’s. A flash of confusion crossed her features before she turned around and headed for the exit. 

Outside, the frosty night air immediately penetrated my clothing. I looked around the quiet parking lot, my unease escalating with every step we took. I shivered, not necessarily from the cold air clawing at me, but from the increasing certainty I felt that someone was watching our little party as we walked the short distance from the café to the PT. 

Angie pulled out the keys from her purse. They made a soft tinkling noise that amplified in the dense quiet of the parking lot. Tie’s footsteps quickened, and Victor wrapped a protective arm around my shoulder, hurrying me along. 

Then all hell broke loose. 
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Tie ran up behind us shouting something to Victor while diving toward Angie, tackling her to the gravelly floor. I didn’t have time to form a single question before Victor yanked me to the ground, covering my body with his. A fireball flew directly over us and pummeled into Angie’s car, causing it to roll backward before crashing into a pick-up truck. 

 “Are you okay?” Victor asked in a panic.

I couldn’t answer. I was too busy spitting gravel out of my mouth. Honestly, I was just glad I hadn’t been the only one to see bright balls of fire being launched out of nowhere. 

“Tie?” Victor shouted in concern. 

“We’re good,” he yelled back, “but we need to get out of here before he’s able to work up another fireball.” 

“Agreed. Follow me.” 

Victor swept me up in his arms and ran without seeming the least bit affected by how much I weighed. I was pretty sure Tie and Angie were following right behind us, but I felt an enormous sense of relief when I heard Angie screaming, “Tie, put me down. I’ve gotta go back and find out who torched my car!” 

“That purple monstrosity? Someone just did you a favor, Angie. Besides, what would you do if you actually found the culprit?” Tie shouted.

 “I’d kill him slowly with the pointy tips of my fingernails,” she screeched. 

Victor’s pace picked up more speed, something I didn’t think was possible. I wasn’t sure where he intended to go until I saw the lighted walls of the high school in the distance. I couldn’t believe we’d reached it so fast. It was a good two miles from the café. It wasn’t humanly possible for us to have arrived at the school as fast as we did. We were almost to the front steps when I looked to my left and saw movement from across the street. 

“Victor! Down,” Tie yelled. 

I shut my eyes and held tight to Victor as he dove on his side with me cradled in his arms. The school’s immaculate lawn erupted into flame a few feet behind us and to the left. I looked for Tie and Angie. They’d landed to our right. Victor shot up fast, still managing to carry me, and broke through the front doors with an insane amount of force. Looking back, I saw the front doors barely hanging on their hinges. Tie stepped through them with Angie thrown over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. 

She still yelled at him to put her down.   

We rounded a corner of the hallway and waited for Tie and Angie to catch up. 

“Where to now, oh fearless leader?” Tie asked. 

It amazed me that in a life or death situation he was still capable of achieving such a mocking attitude. 

Victor ignored him and continued forward, racing toward the end of the hall and turning left. I knew where he was headed now, but I couldn’t figure out why. I didn’t see how the cafeteria would provide the kind of cover we needed. I heard a loud whooshing noise as Victor threw us both against the wall. Another fireball went sailing down the hallway and crashed into some lockers. We moved forward a few feet then took a left, rushing through the doors of the cafeteria. I really hoped we weren’t going to hide in there. In my mind, a high school kitchen in the middle of the night was the perfect setting for a mass murder. 

The kitchen was exactly where Victor went. 

“Are these ovens gas or electric?” he asked, setting me down next to him. 

“Are you serious? I have no idea.” All I could think about was when the next fireball was going to hit. 

He didn’t seem to be listening to me, though. Tie still held Angie over his shoulder while she continued to squawk. 

“Electric,” Victor muttered. “That’s not gonna work.” 

“Burning it wouldn’t have killed it, Vicky” 

“It would have slowed it down.” 

“Guys, shut up and listen,” Angie shouted, smacking Tie on the back to emphasize the urgency in her tone. “Do you hear that?” 

The immediate silence that followed was deafening. Then… Click click. Click click. 

The sound originated directly above us. 

“What was that?” she asked. 

Click click. Click click. 

I had no idea what it was, but it sounded horrifically familiar. I looked up at the ceiling and waited for the sound to come again. 

Click cl… 

Victor pushed me to the floor while simultaneously pulling out a strange looking crossbow.  

Where had that thing been hiding?  

He aimed for the ceiling and shot with practiced precision before the clicking sound had even finished. The arrow ripped through the ceiling, and a loud, pain-filled screech erupted immediately afterward. A scorched, mega-sized paw with huge claws reached through the hole above us. 

Victor scooped me up again, and we were running back the way we’d come.  

“All you did was piss it off, you know,” Tie yelled from behind us. “And slowed it down. It won’t be able to track us for a while now.” 

Claws.  

That thing had claws, and they were nasty looking. I was freaking out.  

We were down the hallway, past the broken high school entrance, and across the street before I could blink an eye. I wondered where we were headed next when my house suddenly appeared in the distance. We were traveling so fast. How was it even possible? 

“How do you know where I live?” I shouted. 

Victor ignored my question and raced toward the front door of my house. He kicked it open with his foot and rushed inside with Tie following right behind us. Tie unceremoniously dropped Angie to the ground and slammed the door shut. 

“This is insane,” she yelled. She didn’t even bother to stand up.  

“Did you really think I was gonna let you go back there and get yourself killed?” he asked in exasperation. 

Angie shot up faster than I thought possible. 

“Do you have any idea how long it took me to save up enough money to buy that car?” She placed her hands on her hips and jutted out her chin. 

Full battle mode. 

“Oh dear,” I mumbled under my breath. 

“What was that?” Victor asked. 

I looked at him and felt slightly embarrassed. I was still being held in his arms, and my arms were encircling his very broad shoulders. Victor, this up close and personal, was more than a little mind-numbing. I randomly wondered what it’d be like to kiss him, then I shook my head as I tuned back in to the argument between Tie and Angie.  

“Yeah, right. Your daddy bought you that car, and I’m sure he can buy you another one.” Tie already looked bored with the conversation. 

He’d just managed to tread on very dangerous ground. I knew I needed to intercede before Angie completely lost it. 

“You better put me down,” I said to Victor. 

He complied somewhat grudgingly. I tried to put myself between Tie and Angie as fast as I could, but my gold stilettos impeded my progress. 

“Tie, Angie’s father has been out of the picture for awhile now. She bought her own car.”  

He had the decency to look embarrassed.  

“Angie, I’m sorry about your car. I really am, but we have a few pressing problems here that need to be dealt with first,” I insisted. 

Angie still looked ready to throw a few good punches, but she finally relaxed her stance and gave me a nod, signaling to me she was willing to play nice for now. 

“We’ll be safe here,” Victor said in a comforting voice. “I stunned that thing with several thousand volts of electricity. It won’t wake up for at least three hours. Just long enough for us to make our escape.” 

“Escape?” I asked. 

“Yes, and don’t worry about your home. The nemokata can’t send their fireballs through here.” 

“Nekomata? What…?” 

“The fireballs can’t penetrate the walls in which living beings dwell,” Victor continued, interrupting my question. 

“My car begs to differ,” Angie argued. 

“Your car is fine,” Tie said. “Their fire only destroys human flesh. We could go back to the café right now and there’d be absolutely nothing wrong with your car, okay? It was just an illusion.” 

I thought about the tree in Mrs. Simmons’ yard.  

Mystery solved.  

The bickering continued until I couldn’t take it anymore. 

“Whoa, wait!” I yelled. “What are nekomata, why are they throwing balls of fire at us, and how in the world do you two even know about them in the first place?” My little outburst seemed to surprise everyone. “Who are you really, because you certainly aren’t high school kids, and you definitely didn’t move here with the intention of staying for any real length of time.” 

Tie and Victor looked at each other, communicating in that strange way only guys can. 

“Do they know this has happened before?” Angie asked, breaking the silence. 

“What do you mean, this has happened before?” Victor gave Angie a scowl, which she ignored as she turned to address Tie. 

“When Hope was walking home from the hospital yesterday she thought someone was following her, and then this branch knocked her over and a huge fireball lit up the tree she’d been standing in front of.” 

Victor’s angry scowl moved to his cousin. 

“You knew about this?” 

“I made sure she got home safely.” Tie raised a placating hand. “She hit the ground before the flames came near her.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me there’d already been an attack?” Victor looked about ready to explode. 

“I didn’t think you were even coming. You made it very clear that you didn’t believe me despite my insistence.” 

“Can you blame me?” Victor shouted. “I couldn’t sense her, Tie. She’s standing right here, and I still can’t get a read on her ki or the way it touches the veil.”  

“I had it under control, Vicky. Nothing was going to happen to her on my watch.” 

“But it isn’t your watch, is it, Tie? It’s mine. She’s my responsibility, and you agreed to that before you were allowed to help us.” 

  “Someone better tell me what’s going on before I begin screaming at the top of my very operatic lungs,” Angie cried out. 

 “You were there when I got attacked last night, and you didn’t talk to me, or help me up…or explain what was going on?” I spluttered. I was still reeling from their comments, but my anger at his involvement yesterday took precedence. 

  “What was I supposed to do? Introduce myself and tell you I was there to find out if you could heal people by connecting with their life force, and oh, by the way, there are other people who aren’t so nice, and they would like to kill you?” 

 “Heal people? Hope, what on earth is he talking about?” Angie asked. 

 “I don’t know, Angie.” I tried to sound clueless. “For some reason these two both think I’m some kind of miracle worker.” 

 “We aren’t the only ones. How do you explain that everyone, good and bad, has managed to zero in on you Ms. Fairmont,” Tie asked, driving his point home. 

 “You still haven’t told me what nekomata are or who you two are for that matter.” I needed to steer the conversation away from my healing powers. 

“We’ll talk about what nekomata are later,” Victor said in a weary voice. “Right now we need some kind of game plan. We need to get Hope out of town without you-know-who being the wiser.” 

“Who is you-know-who?” I fairly screamed. 

“We’ll need Chinatsu to help us out with that,” Tie said completely ignoring me. 

“Our mythology teacher?” Angie asked. “What in the world does she have to do with any of this?” 

“I’m not leaving,” I interrupted before anyone could answer Angie’s question. “I don’t know who you people are, and I have no idea what’s going on. Do you really think I’d go anywhere with either one of you?” 

“You’re not safe here, Hope,” Victor said.

“I’m not safe because you two are here. None of this started until you two came into town. Am I right?” Their silence only confirmed my suspicions. “Tell me what’s going on right now!” 

“There’s really only so much we can tell you. The rest you have to remember on your own.” Victor placed a calming hand on my shoulder. 

“She should have remembered all the ugly, sordid details by now,” Tie said bitingly, “but I think she’s healing too much. She’s been using her powers to heal everyone but herself.” 

I felt like I was going to hyperventilate. I didn’t want Angie finding out like this.  

“Crazy,” Angie muttered to no one in particular. “I’m surrounded by good looking guys who are absolutely nuts. I don’t suppose either one of you is up for a really long make-out session?” 

Angie threw herself on the living room couch and pulled out a nail file from her monstrous purse. I was surprised she still had her purse. 

“I’m going to say this one more time, so pay attention,” I said, raising my voice. “I don’t know how to heal people. I don’t have magical powers that allow me to fix injuries, seal cuts, or bring people back from the dead. I don’t even own a broomstick.” 

“Well, now you’re just being silly.” Tie gave me a flirtatious wink. 

The sarcastic remark forming in my mind never got past my lips. I heard the back door open and slam and then my father’s concerned voice boomed from the kitchen. 

“Hope? Angie? Are you here?” He sounded terrified. 

“Dad, we’re in here,” I shouted. “You got home fast.” He was also home safe. I felt relieved knowing he hadn’t been attacked by whatever was out there. 

My dad hurried down the hallway. 

“Someone came into the hospital screaming about a purple PT exploding,” he called out. “You weren’t answering your phones so I came home to see if everything was okay.” He reached the end of the hallway and came into view. When he caught sight of us he breathed a heavy sigh of relief. “Thank heavens you guys are all right.”  

“No one should have been able to see any kind of damage to the car,” Victor muttered to himself. 

My father opened his arms and walked over to me. He seemed a little unsteady on his feet, and he smelled like he’d been sitting by a campfire. 

I hurried forward, thinking he’d been injured somehow. 

  “Hope. No!” Tie screamed just as my father reached behind himself and pulled out the longest, wickedest looking sword I’d ever seen. 

  He charged at me, yelling something in a language I couldn’t understand and thrust his sword forward aiming for my chest. Everything happened slowly after that. Victor ran toward my father, reaching behind himself and unveiling an incredible looking sword of his own. More steel gleamed on my other side as Tie produced another nasty looking weapon out of thin air. 

I randomly wondered where everyone had been hiding their swords.   

My brain felt a little fuzzy, and the entire moment took on a surreal almost dream-like quality. 

My father intended to kill me. I felt a strange sense of loss knowing my last moments on this earth were so near, and I couldn’t be alone with Tie.  

I looked into my father’s eyes as the sharp end of his weapon continued its downward thrust toward my heart. They were cold, black, and empty; completely devoid of any human emotion. In the back of my mind, I was able to acknowledge that the man before me really wasn’t my father, but I couldn’t help feeling betrayed all the same. He wanted to end my life. Destroy me. 

  I saw a streak of gold coming at me from my left and felt myself being shoved backward as Tie threw himself in front of me. I roughly landed on the floor and watched as my fake father’s sword plunged through Tie’s chest and out his back.  

  Tie screamed in agony and dropped to his knees trying to pull the sword from his chest. Victor let out a deafening battle cry and sailed through the air with his sword raised high above him. He brought it down swiftly, severing my father’s head from his body where it rolled noisily and came to a stop near the front door. 

  Then there was silence. 

  Everyone stayed frozen in their various positions until Tie, with one long, gut-wrenching scream, pulled the gleaming sword from his chest and collapsed the rest of the way to the floor. 
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Angie and I jumped forward toward his outstretched body, but Victor managed to get there before we did, placing his hands on either side of Tie’s head and closing his eyes. 

“I can’t believe this. Your dad tried to kill you…he …he killed Tie,” Angie screamed hysterically. There were tears already streaming down her face. She looked up at Victor and pointed an accusing finger at him. “You killed Dr. Fairmont! I didn’t see it. How did I not seen this coming?” 

I grabbed Angie’s shoulders and shook her hard until she was looking at me instead of the gaping hole in Tie’s chest. 

“Angie, that man wasn’t my father, okay?” I spoke as calmly as I could. Angie’s eyes were bright with more unshed tears. “I know a lot is happening you don’t understand. I don’t really understand it either, but I need you to get a hold of yourself here. I’ll try to explain what I can as soon as we help Tie.” 

One thing I loved about Angie, she could adapt to any crazy, unbelievable situation. I watched her take a deep breath and suck back the quiet sobs shaking her body. I knew I could count on her to hold it together a little while longer.  

Having averted that crisis, I turned my attention back to Tie. His bruised face was wet with sweat, and the bloody stab wound was oozing so badly I couldn’t even imagine how much blood he’d already lost. His eyes met mine and pulled me in. I couldn’t look away, and I didn’t want to. He lifted his hand and weakly grabbed mine. I squeezed it to let him know I was there. He wasn’t alone. His warm smile was the only response he was able to give me. 

  “Why aren’t we calling an ambulance for him? We need to get him back to the hospital,” Angie urged. 

“There’s nothing they can do that Tie and Victor can’t do themselves,” I said, never breaking eye contact with the broken boy in front of me. “He’ll be fine, just give it a minute.” 

“I’m not going to sit here and do nothing,” she yelled, reaching into her back pocket to pull out her cell phone. 

“Stop!” I batted the phone from her hand, sending it flying to the other side of the room. “You try getting anyone involved right now it will interrupt the process, and Tie will die.” 

Tie shook his head and opened his mouth as if to say something, but all that came out was a wheezing noise and then an alarming amount of blood. I looked at the gaping hole in his chest and began to panic, feeling certain Tie should have repaired what he could, and Victor should have been able to heal him by now. 

“Victor, why isn’t he healing himself?” I asked. 

“He can’t,” he said. 

Victor opened his eyes and sat back in defeat. 

“Then you do it,” I cried out. My voice was beginning to shake. I was about two seconds away from becoming as unhinged as Angie. 

“I can’t do it. I can’t heal him.” He buried his face in his hands. 

 “Quit telling me what can’t be done, and tell me what can!”  

 Nothing can be done, okay?” The look he gave me was awful. “There is absolutely nothing that anyone can do. The sword that stabbed him was forged in the land of the dead, and I only have so much power at my disposal. What little power I did have, I used to heal you when we were at the hospital.” 

I swallowed down the lump of guilt forming in my throat and let out a trembling breath. 

“Even if I hadn’t healed you tonight, I still wouldn’t be able to help him. You can’t heal a stab wound inflicted by that kind of sword,” he whispered. “Tie is going to die.” 

I couldn’t accept his assessment of Tie’s condition. The idea that Tie was dying right before my eyes was completely incomprehensible. I watched the barely detectable rise and fall of Tie’s chest and felt my own grow hollow and cold. I didn’t have time to analyze the overwhelming wave of emotions that threatened to swallow me whole. A strange kind of energy buzzed inside of me, building, like it was getting ready to explode. I didn’t know who Tie was, and I didn’t know how we were connected. All I knew for certain was if Tie died, I wouldn’t be able to face tomorrow or the next day or the next. 

“Get out of my way,” I commanded. 

“Hope, there’s nothing you can do,” Victor said. 

“Get out of my way!” 

I didn’t wait for him to comply. Moving forward, I pulled Tie’s head onto my lap and held it between my hands. Just before I closed my eyes I looked down into his and felt his steady gaze strengthening me.  

My connection with Tie was just as warm and inviting as it had been the first time, but the colors were fading. He was barely receiving any oxygen due to the blood that rapidly filled his lungs. I searched his body, trying to ascertain the extent of the damage and nearly screamed in pain as his life force sent me very fuzzy images of torn flesh, punctured lungs, and a strange sort of blackness surrounding his heart. The images were gruesome to be sure, but I’d healed much worse and failed to understand why Tie’s life force hadn’t started its own healing process the minute the wound was inflicted. 

I did my best to communicate with it, but I received nothing in return. I sent instructions, commands, and even began begging, but his life force remained silent, slipping from my mind the same way my mother’s had. I wondered if Tie’s life force was damaged as well. The black mass surrounding his heart seemed to be the source of the problem. I panicked, thinking I was losing him, that his warmth would simply cease to exist and I’d be alone, connected to nothing.    

That’s when pure instinct kicked in. I gently pushed his life force into the background and began communicating with his cells directly. I waited for that invisible barrier to stop my progress, but the mental wall I’d been expecting melted into the background, and I was surrounded by thousands of bright lights, tiny intelligences waiting for me to tell them how to proceed. 

And so I did. 

I walked them through healing process after healing process, starting with cell regeneration, blood production, tissue repair. Veins that had been severed were knit together. Ribs cracked by the force of the blow were bound and strengthened.  Intelligences within the blood quickly drained the dark liquid from Tie’s punctured lungs and sent it flowing back to its rightful place within the body. The images swirled through my head with intelligences seeking approval, asking questions, and following every instruction I gave them. Everywhere around me Tie’s body was slowly being put back together. Everywhere except for one area, the most important area. 

Tie’s heart. 

It seemed impossible to me, but despite the healing taking place within his body, he was still very close to dying. I zeroed in on the inky darkness and felt my own life force shrink away. It was squeezing his heart with a strange vice-like grip. I tried to communicate with the heart directly, but all lines of communication had been severed. The intelligences were unresponsive. I felt nothing but death.  

I needed to understand what was happening inside the blackness, and the only way I could accomplish that was to plant myself mentally inside the heart. I did it quickly before I could reconsider and nearly threw myself back out the minute my mind touched it. My senses became overloaded with the need to run, to flee the darkness before me. The fear it instilled within me made it impossible to react, or even think. My senses shut down, my life force losing light. My body was freezing and my hands and feet felt numb. I realized that the darkness didn’t cause death, it was Death. 

It was doing the exact opposite of what I could do. I was able to take a life force and give it light and knowledge. Intelligences were activated and educated. They were given life and shown how to give life in return. The blackness did everything in reverse. It took that light and knowledge away. It shut everything off. 

It made everything disappear. 

Tie’s heart wasn’t pumping blood anymore. It didn’t know how to, incapable of functioning surrounded by the darkness that closed in. 

I had to break it apart. I had to make it disappear, but what weapons did I have at my disposal? Pushing against its barriers only served to weaken me, and there was nothing truly tangible in its form that I could latch onto. I could feel myself getting smaller as the darkness stealthily slid its way in. 

Darkness. Find its weakness. Find its... 

The idea came to me in an instant. I could overpower it with light. I could penetrate the endless night with all the things it could never be. I sent images to the tiny intelligences within the tissues of Tie’s heart. They surrounded me, drawn forward by the idea of being something rather than nothing. I showed them how to pump blood in and out of the heart.  

In and out. In and out.  

The more they moved, the more brightly they shone.  In and out. In and out. 

Other intelligences began to catch on, and soon, not only were Tie’s cells shining brightly with light and knowledge, but his tissues, his muscles, and the whole of his heart were beginning to create a light that burned so bright it melted through the darkness. The muscles of his heart began to move on their own again. The pressure surrounding it lessened as the darkness dissolved into the background. Brighter and brighter it burned, until finally the only thing that did eventually disappear was Death and the darkness it brought with it.  

I waited and watched, making sure his heart would continue to beat even if I couldn’t be there to help it. I didn’t want to leave. The longer I stayed, the more I sensed an awful pain trapped within the chambers of Tie’s heart. It was the same pain I’d felt with him at the nurse’s station. I couldn’t see where the problem came from. Everything was functioning properly, but the pain was there like an old, hurtful memory, and I couldn’t find its source. 

I decided to leave it for now and investigate it later. Tie would live, and that was what mattered. 

I reluctantly disconnected, wishing I could stay wrapped within the confines of Tie’s spirit forever.  

Beautiful, ice blue eyes were there to greet me.  

I couldn’t contain my relief. I pulled him into a sitting position where I promptly wrapped my arms around his bloody body and crushed him to my chest. His warm arms enfolded me, holding me just as tightly to him. I pulled back to examine him; to reassure myself he was okay. He moved some hair away from my face and softly caressed my cheek.  

If I’d thought a brush with death would’ve been enough to forever wipe that smug, almost challenging grin off his handsome face, I would’ve been dead wrong. There it was, shining at me like it’d never be darkened again. Even his face had completely healed. He looked amazing.  

“You know, for someone who has no idea how to heal people, you sure are a quick study,” Tie said as he playfully tugged on my hair. “Don’t you think she catches on awfully quick, Vicky?” 

“Don’t call me Vicky,” Victor said, but the look of relief on his face softened the delivery of his words. 

As Tie’s remarks sank in, I felt my heart speed up a little. I stared at him, knowing full well my little masquerade was truly over. There was no talking myself out of that big reveal. I slowly disengaged myself from Tie’s arms and put a little distance between us. Tie sat there looking healthy, whole, and annoyingly triumphant.    

My father was going to kill me. 

Victor’s reaction came out of left field. His eyes were big and bright with unshed tears, and the smile on his lips lit up his entire face. I’d heard of people glowing before, but Victor’s smile illuminated the entire room. 

“It’s you, Hope. It really is you.” He reached forward and pulled me up into a standing position.  

I thought I heard an angry grunt from Tie. 

Victor’s eyes hungrily took me in. I should’ve seen what was coming, but his kiss took me by surprise. He wasn’t timid at all, and there was nothing soft about the way he caught my lips with his own. He kissed me as if he’d been waiting hundreds of years to do so, crushing me to him, no longer polite and reserved as he had been earlier. This was a completely different Victor. 

I always thought my first kiss would be kind of anticlimactic. Everyone in school talked about it like it was just a practice run, a way to get your feet wet. With Victor’s arms holding me close and his lips pulling me in I felt completely submerged.  

It wasn’t a bad feeling or a bad first kiss, but I couldn’t help it when Tie’s face flashed through my mind. I couldn’t help, but compare it to the memory of Tie and I kissing—whenever that may have been.

Someone in the room cleared their throat, interrupting the exchange. Victor backed up and gave me a sheepish grin. 

“I’m…uh…sorry about that.” He cleared his throat. “I don’t know what came over me. I don’t usually…um…” 

I tried to nod like I understood, even though I didn’t.  

Awkward. 

I turned to our audience. 

Tie and Angie were sitting side by side on the floor. Tie surprised me by looking extremely annoyed, angry even. The look Angie gave me could have melted iron. 

“Normally, I’d be performing a highly entertaining victory dance to Will Smith’s “Gettin’ Jiggy Wit It” in honor of this very momentous occasion, you receiving your first kiss and all, but I’m a little preoccupied with exploding cars, Dr. Fairmont’s head getting chopped off, and my best friend sealing up a gaping, bloody wound on a guy that may or may not be on a date with me tonight. Your thoughts?” she asked politely, turning to Tie and holding an invisible microphone up toward his mouth. 

Tie obligingly spoke into it. 

“I don’t care who claims me as their date so long as they buy me dinner and feed me chocolate cherry bon bons while giving me a much needed neck massage. Getting stabbed in the chest has left me feeling slightly famished and incredibly sore. Although, I am very interested in watching you get jiggy with it.”  

He quirked a naughty eyebrow in her direction. Then he wrapped an arm around her shoulder and gave me a defiant look. It was like he was flirting with Angie to get under my skin. It was definitely working. I tried not to let it bother me. After all, I’d just kissed Victor. Maybe that had bothered Tie a little. I secretly hoped so. 

I sighed heavily and tried to put even more distance between Victor and myself. 

“I guess we have a few things to talk about, huh?” I gave Angie a fat grin, testing the waters. 

“Ya think?”
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 “You’re not supposed to be able to do that,” Tie said. 

  He and Angie were still sitting side by side on the floor. I felt an unreasonable twinge of jealousy and tried to shake it off. I knew it was silly, but I had this crazy urge to plant myself in between them.  

  “Do what?” I sank to the floor in front of them, completely exhausted. 

  “Heal me like that. Nobody has ever survived a wound from a sword forged in the land of the dead.” 

“That’s because the residue the sword leaves behind is able to turn your life force off. All communication between your brain, your life force, and the rest of your body is broken. After that, it’s simply a matter of time.” 

Tie studied me, looking more than a little intrigued.  

“I don’t understand any of this. What is a life force?” Angie asked. 

 “It’s like a person’s spirit or soul. It exists throughout the body giving every organ, every cell, every molecule a chance to live and function properly. It’s also the essence of that person. Like a personality, only more than that. It’s absolutely aware of everything that’s happening within the body because it controls everything that’s happening within the body,” Victor tried to explain. 

  Angie held up her hand in protest. 

  “Okay, pretending I even understood any of that, what do you mean it controls everything? How?” 

  “Let me ask you this first,” I interjected. “Do you have any idea what makes your heart beat? Has science figured out exactly why a heart starts beating and doesn’t stop? In our physical world where anything that functions does so because of some man-made invention, how do we explain a heart that beats without the help of batteries, or solar power?” 

  Angie shook her head, looking a little overwhelmed. It was a lot to take in, and there were already so many other things for her to process right now, but I tried to explain it anyway. 

  “It has intelligence. Your heart, and all the cells and molecules that make that particular organ what it is have intelligence. These intelligences dictate how that organ functions, and that intelligence comes from a person’s life force. Once a life force enters a physical body those intelligences come to life. They’re given instructions and they listen and obey.” I paused for a second trying to gauge Angie’s reaction. 

  “Is that it, or is there more to this stimulating conversation?” 

  Sarcasm, for Angie, was a defense mechanism. I was so not her favorite person right now. 

  “Once I connect with a person’s life force, I know what it knows, and I take on its role by treating it like my own command center in order to heal the body properly. I can show the life force how to heal injuries by giving it access to my computer.” I tapped my temple lightly. “Does that make any sense at all?” 

  “Oh, sure. Intelligences, life forces, strange healing powers, the fact that you’ve kept this from me for who knows how long. It’s all makin’ sense to me now.” She shook her head like the whole world had gone crazy.  

  Yep. She was totally mad at me. 

  “So where’s the land of the dead? Is that in Arizona or something?” she asked, shifting gears. 

  “That’s very funny,” said Tie. “No. The land of the dead is the underworld. It’s where all men go to pay for the crimes they committed in this life. Highly unsavory sort of place if you ask me.” 

I felt like my reality and my imagination had suddenly nose-dived into one another. “This all sounds a little far-fetched,” I said. 

“Says the girl who talks to life forces.” Victor sat down next to me and gave my shoulder a squeeze.  

Tie rolled his eyes and continued talking, obviously bothered by any kind of interaction between Victor and me. 

“While this is all very touching, it still doesn’t address how you managed to break through the barrier between life and death and act as my life force,” Tie said in an attempt to bring us back to the situation at hand. 

  “She couldn’t have broken the barrier,” Victor argued. “It would’ve killed her. At the very least her brain would have hemorrhaged and…” Victor trailed off looking completely horrified. 

 “No, Hope. Tell me you didn’t break through the veil when you were at the hospital tonight.”

“One again, some things never change,” Tie muttered. 

 I chose to ignore him. “I was healing a friend. I had to break through something in order to get his cells to listen to me. His life force wasn’t willing to do it.” 

 “That’s because it wasn’t meant to.” He shook his head in amazement. “You really haven’t changed much, despite all the time that’s past. Always healing people who were meant to pass on.” 

“Why do you and Tie keep behaving as if you know me?” 

“We’ll get into that in a minute. You need to understand something first. You can’t mess with the line between life and death. You can’t heal people that are supposed to pass on. Playing that kind of role is not only dangerous for everyone involved, but it hurts you. Forcing a healing prevents you from healing yourself, and it weakens that part of the veil you’re pushing through.” 

  “I don’t need to heal myself. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with me.”   

  “Well,” Tie began. 

  “Watch it,” I warned. 

  “If you divert all of your healing power toward something that isn’t meant to be then you’ll never become immortal, and you’ll never fulfill your destiny. When we found you screaming in that elevator you were already starting to die. The forces of life and death are not meant for us to control, and trying to control them could get you killed,” Victor lectured. 

  “Immortal? What are you talking about?” I felt ready to explode. “Kirby has leukemia. He’s dying. I had to do something. I couldn’t sit there and allow him to waste away.” 

  “I don’t know who Kirby is, but if his life force isn’t willing to heal his body then it isn’t supposed to. I think you already know that.” 

  “But I’m not willing to accept it. Was Tie supposed to die?” 

  “That was different,” he said. “Tie isn’t meant to die. Not ever. I’m not certain, but I think the only reason you were able to bypass his life force without damaging yourself is because there was no barrier for you to break.” 

“What are you saying? No one lives forever. It’s ridiculous!” Angie said. 

Victor held up a hand before she could say anything else. 

“There’s no line between life and death for people like Tie and myself because our purpose is continuous and eternal.” 

Angie’s eyes lit up with understanding. “Well, that certainly explains a few things.” 

Seriously? Angie had found some clarity here?  

Unbelievable!  

“Hope merely fixed what was never meant to be broken.” He turned and addressed me. “Which, by the way, was also incredibly risky. Your spirit could have shut down just as easily as Tie’s.” Victor gave his cousin a hard look. “It wouldn’t be the first time you’ve placed her life in jeopardy.” 

  “I didn’t ask for her to heal me,” Tie shrugged. “I was a little preoccupied with bleeding to death.” 

  His words stung me more than I wanted to admit. 

  “Wow. Ungrateful much? Next time you’re bleeding out,  I’ll just let you die.” I quickly stood, disgusting myself with an embarrassing need to cry. 

  Tie jumped up and walked over to me. He placed his hands on my shoulders and forced me to look him in the eye. 

“Tie,” Victor warned. 

 “Keep your shirt on, Vicky. I’m only going to apologize.” He turned back to me, looking a bit uncomfortable. Actually, there were all sorts of emotions flashing across his features, but the one that stood out was this look of wonder, like he couldn’t possibly comprehend why I’d even bothered to save his life. “I’m sorry. What you did was brave, albeit incredibly foolish, and I’m grateful to you for saving my life. Thank you.” 

  His backhanded apology sounded a little forced, but his eyes actually held a small hint of warmth in them. 

  “I owed you one.” I gave him a tentative smile. “After all, you did kind of throw yourself between me and a lethal looking sword. You saved my life too you know.” 

  He shrugged off the compliment. 

  “Oh, I know. I’m a regular hero these days. My bad boy image is really starting to crumble.” 

  “If it makes you feel any better, I think you’re a creep, and you can buy your own dinner,” Angie threw in. 

His lips quirked in amusement, and then his face took on a serious cast. “To be honest, Hope, I owed you one first. Whether you remember it or not, you once sacrificed yourself for me, and I never had the opportunity to thank you.” 

“You have exactly two seconds to explain yourself,” I said. I was done with being left in the dark. 

“That’s enough, Tie.” Victor’s growl of anger was uncalled for, but I didn’t understand the dynamics of what I’d been thrown into so maybe it was perfectly called for. Anxious for me to recollect somethign important, Tie kept dropping hints to jar my memory, and Victor appeared ready to throttle him for it.  

Tie rolled his eyes. “Anyway, I wasn’t about to stand on the sidelines and allow a nekomata to take your life.” He released my shoulders from his warm grip and walked over to the recliner in the corner. 

“As much as I’m enjoying this heartwarming moment,” Angie said, “I’m afraid it’s absolutely necessary that I address the elephant in the room. Or should I say the great, monstrous cat lying dead in the corner.” She pointed to where my headless father used to be. She was fighting hard to keep her voice steady, but Angie was on the verge of a very noisy breakdown. 

And who could blame her? 

I looked to where she pointed and caught my breath. Instead of a headless Dr. Fairmont lying motionless on the living room floor, there was a gigantic, headless, black cat with two very long tails.  

“What is that thing?” I asked. 

“That is a nekomata,” Victor said. He sounded like he was hosting an episode of Animal Planet. “They’re servants of the underworld and extremely dangerous assassins.” 

“I gathered that thing was dangerous. How many more are out there?” Angie wondered. 

“This is the only one we’ve traced to this location. Though I doubt it was sent by the demon god.” 

“You’re right. Amatsu wants her alive,” Tie said. “This thing definitely wanted her dead, but who knows how long it will be before he sends his own lackeys. I hope he’s still only able to send them one at a time.  

“I thought you said it wouldn’t be able to track us for a while. It certainly found us a lot faster than you anticipated,” I said.  

“I can’t account for that. With the amount of voltage it received, it shouldn’t have recovered so quickly, and it must have assumed we’d go here first. I didn’t think that far ahead.” 

Tie made a snorting noise and said, “Coming here first would have been obvious to a fifth grader let alone a demon cat from the underworld.” 

“I thought we would have more time!” 

“Demon cats and gods, huh?” Angie asked, letting out a little giggle. “Since I can’t claim to know the difference between reality and fiction anymore, I’m gonna go with the flow here and pretend this conversation is the most normal thing that’s happened all day.” 

I took in Angie’s mask of calm and knew it was only a matter of time before it cracked wide open. 

“Let’s pretend for one second I believe you. Why does this demon god only send one assassin at a time?” I asked, watching Angie from the corner of my eye. 

“One assassin is all it takes,” he said. “Nekomata are dangerous because they can take the form of any human they wish. This is how they gain your trust, and then they strike.” 

“And the fireballs?” 

“Nekomata breathe fire,” Tie said. 

“Of course they do,” Angie replied. “Cats the size of my refrigerator, are always pretending to be human while coughing up deadly hair balls of fire.” 

“Angie?” I asked. 

“I’ll be over here having a psychotic episode if anybody needs me.” She stood and made her way to the couch on the opposite side of the room, picking up her phone in the process. She quickly curled herself into a ball and remained motionless.

 I walked over to her. Besides needing some space from Tie and Victor, I was seriously worried about my best friend. I sat down next to her and began rubbing her back, hoping to comfort her and avoid another one of her dark periods. She’d been focusing in and out quite a bit lately. It was always the prelude to a melt down. For the millionth time I wished I knew why. 

“Don’t think a back rub is getting you off the hook. My level of displeasure with you has skyrocketed to the point where I’m not sure I actually know who you are. Not only has this double date turned into a complete and total disaster, but I think my hair got singed when that first fireball hit my car. I’m not going to be happy until we get a chance to talk this out.” 

“We’ve got to get out of here, first,” said Victor, getting serious again. “They know who Hope is now, and the demon god is not going to stop until she’s dead.” 

“I’ve got about a million questions on that subject as well, but before we go anywhere we have to call my father. I’m not doing anything until he knows what I know.” I wasn’t about to budge on that one. 

“Your father,” Victor said. He looked at Tie in alarm. “The nekomata was in the form of her father!” 

“Victor,” Tie warned, “don’t say anything else. Let’s just get them out of here.” 

“Don’t say what?” I asked. 

“Hope, if the nekomata was in the form of your father that means your father is dead!” 

Maybe Victor thought he was being gentle in his delivery of such an awful factoid, but what normal human being could receive that kind of news without feeling like their world had broken in two. 

“Victor, stop!” Tie jumped up from the recliner and grabbed him by the collar. “I’m all for tough love, but news that devastating is going to take a while to process. We don’t have time for that.” 

“You’re lying,” I squeaked out. I felt the walls closing in on me. My surroundings were shrinking, and I was tripling in size. The dead cat in my living room appeared to grow larger with every painful breath I took. Victor shrugged himself out of Tie’s grip and took a step toward me. 

“Hope, I’m sorry, but I’m not lying. You need to know. Nekomata take on a human form by killing what they become. They don’t want to risk an encounter with the human they’re impersonating, and they need to absorb that human’s energy to sustain the illusion for longer periods of time.” 

“Shut up,” Tie yelled. “Is this really helping? We’ll have to tranquilize both of these girls just to get them out the door!” 

“I suppose improving the truth would be better?” 

“It’d be a hell of a lot more kind!” 

“Quiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiet!” 

Angie’s voice broke me from my racing thoughts and effectively shut everyone up. 

“I can’t hear a thing with you guys screeching at the top of your lungs.” She turned her focus back to the cell phone in her hand and spoke into it. 

“Dr. Fairmont? Hey, it’s Angie. Just calling to make sure you’re not dead. I was thinking it would be real sweet of you to drop everything you’re doing and come on home because some psycho who looks exactly like you just tried to kill Hope, and Victor cut his head off, and...hello?” 

Angie paused, listening to nothing but silence on the other end of the line while Tie, Victor and I gaped at her in disbelief. 

She put her phone in her pocket. 

“I guess that means he’s on his way.” She let out a great big yawn and curled back into the fetal position. 

I started laughing so hard I began to cry. I was usually the logical one in a crisis, but emotional, high-strung Angie was the only one who’d actually had the presence of mind to call my dad. I continued to alternate between laughter and tears while rocking myself back and forth on the couch. 

I felt Angie rub my back, and then two powerful arms surrounded me and held me tight. 

“You see that, Hope?” Tie whispered into my ear. “Nothing to worry about.”  

He cradled me in his arms while I bawled like a baby. 

“I don’t understand,” Victor said dumbfounded. “He should be dead. Why isn’t he dead?” 

“The nekomata wasn’t sure it was me,” I managed to get out. “He was here this morning before I went to school. He tried to get me to heal him.” 

I heard Tie let out several expletives and almost started in on more hysterical giggles. 

“I didn’t know that thing wasn’t really my father until I asked my dad about it when I went to the hospital. He thought whoever was impersonating him was working with you.” 

“So your dad knows about us then?” Tie asked sounding amused. 

“I told him how you guys staged that fight in the cafeteria, trying to trick me into healing you. It’s a shame you battered up your face for nothing, by the way.” 

Tie let out a big belly laugh. 

“She’s smart, Vicky. I think you’re gonna have your hands full with this one. You better hand her over to me.” 

Tie was still holding me in a possessive manner, and even though he was joking, there was a serious edge to his words. 

Victor glared at him, but didn’t say anything. I slowly slipped out of Tie’s embrace, feeling cold as I did so. I gave him a smile tinged with embarrassment. I really needed to get a grip on my emotions. In a matter of just a few minutes I’d found myself in both Tie’s and Victor’s arms, and I was feeling very confused by it all. 

“Hope,” I heard my dad yell from the back. He burst into the room and came to an abrupt halt once he spotted the dead cat on the floor. 

“What is that?” 

“Dad,” I cried. I jumped up from the couch and raced over to him, launching myself at him and wrapping my arms around his waist. He held me tightly and kissed me on the forehead.  

“Why are Tie and Victor here? What in the world are you wearing?” he pulled me away from him and studied me from head to toe. “Why are you covered in blood?” With each new question my father’s voice became frantic. 

I looked down at Angie’s white blouse and mini skirt drenched in Tie’s blood.  I hadn’t even noticed what a mess I was until now. 

“Explanations are going to have to wait. Hope’s safety is the main concern right now,” said Tie. 

My father released his grip on me and turned to Tie. His eyes widened and his jaw dropped in disbelief. 

“It’s you,” my dad whispered. 

Tie gave my father a wary look. 

“What are you talking about, Dad?” 

“I didn’t recognize you at the hospital because your face was so messed up. You were there when it happened.”  

Tie nodded his head in acknowledgment, but said nothing. He didn’t look bored or indifferent or even smug. He just looked sad.

 “How do you know Tie?” I asked. Seriously, the world had gone absolutely nuts in less than twenty-four hours.

“He was standing not ten feet from us when you were born, Hope. He was there.” 

I looked at Tie and waited for him to deny it, but he didn’t. He simply folded his arms across his chest and gave my dad a warning look.  

“Dad, that’s impossible. He’d be at least as old as you, and he’s clearly closer to my age.” 

My father must have been suffering from shock or post-traumatic stress. It wasn’t easy seeing a human-sized cat lying dead in your front room. 

“That isn’t entirely true, Hope.” Tie finally spoke up. “I’m actually thousands of years old.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image:  ]

 

 

 

Thousands of years old? I couldn’t possibly have heard him right. 

Angie uncurled herself from her position on the couch and rolled over, studying him.  

“You look fabulous,” she finally said. “You’ll have to tell me what kind of moisturizer you’ve been using.” 

“I don’t understand any of this,” I shouted. I think I was about ready to join Angie on the couch. 

I looked at my father, waiting for an explanation. He glanced at Tie and some significant, non-verbal exchange passed between them. I couldn’t tell if Tie was giving my father permission to speak or if he was warning my father to watch what he said. Either way, it was bizarre he’d be taking his cues from a high school student.  

Correction: a high school student several thousand years old. 

“Your mother and I were living in Okinawa, Japan when you were born,” he started. 

Okay, I hadn’t expected that. 

“You told me I was born here.” 

“I lied.” 

Punching me in the face couldn’t have hurt more than listening to that kind of a confession. He didn’t even look like he felt guilty for feeding me such a bold-faced lie for so long. 

“What were you and mom doing in Japan of all places?”

 “I had an internship there, studying under Dr. Yong. He’s a very talented surgeon, and the experience, not to mention the extra foreign study, looked good on my college transcripts and resume.” 

This was definitely news to me. 

“There was a cherry blossom festival going on the day of your birth. You know how much your mom loved stuff like that.” 

I nodded. I couldn’t believe we were talking about her so openly now. 

“We went to the festival, but after a while the crowds became too much for your mom and we wandered over to an area where there weren’t so many people. We stumbled upon a Shinto temple and shrine, and met a man by the name of Hachiman.” 

I nearly choked on my own spit when he mentioned that name. 

“It wasn’t the same person, Hope,” Tie said, referring to my mother’s killer. 

My father looked at both of us questioningly, but Tie merely shook his head. I refrained from commenting. I wanted to hear the rest of my father’s story first. 

“We knew we were in Okinawa, but Hachiman stated we were in an entirely different province called Kagami. It didn’t make any sense. Then Julia went into early labor, and you were born. After that, things got worse. Hachiman informed us that it was no coincidence we’d somehow wandered into their sphere of existence and had our baby in Kagami. He said you were a special child of prophecy who possessed god-like powers of healing. He wanted us to leave you with him so he and others like him could train and prepare you for your destiny.” 

“Why didn’t you leave her?” Victor sounded outraged. 

“Are you kidding me?” My dad was incredulous. “At the time, I thought that guy was insane. Everything that came out of his mouth made absolutely no sense, and no parent in their right mind would have willingly left their newborn with a stranger.” 

My thoughts were tripping ahead of themselves, and I couldn’t figure out which question I wanted to pose next. I finally chose the most obvious. 

“So you knew I could heal?” 

He shook his head. “All we knew when you were born was that we were surrounded by some kind of religious cult who believed—mistakenly, we thought—that you were some kind of miracle child, and we needed to keep you safe. Your powers didn’t surface until you were seven.” 

“How do you know Tie?” 

Tie’s shoulders tensed at the mention of his name. My father looked like he was ready to give an explanation, but he hesitated.  

“Tie was one of the monks at the temple. He was present at your birth,” my father finally offered. 

There was more to this story, but he wasn’t going to elaborate any further. 

“How did you even get out of there?” Victor asked still fuming.  

I couldn’t understand why he was so upset. 

“The monks at the temple weren’t going to let us leave unless we left Hope behind. We pretended to accept their hospitality, and in the middle of the night we escaped. We packed our few belongings from our humble little home in Okinawa and left Japan as soon as we could.” 

“You shouldn’t have been able to do that. I don’t understand—” 

“That’s kind of the least of our problems right now, Vicky,” said Tie with a dismissive gesture. “We need to get to Chinatsu and figure out what our next step is going to be. Our main concern, now, is Hope’s safety.” 

“I don’t know what’s been going on here,” my father said, looking at the floor to where the giant cat lay, “but I agree with Tie. Hope’s safety is all that matters.” 

“Could we squeeze a light snack in on our way to visit Ms. Mori?” Angie voiced from the sofa. “I need chocolate.” 

I couldn’t have agreed more. 

 

***

 

The car ride to Ms. Mori’s house was dead quiet. There was so much thinking going on by every person seated within. I could hear their thoughts thundering through me as loudly as if everyone were yelling all at once. 

  We’d tried explaining recent events to my father while we packed some clothes and snacks for the night. I had to change my blood-soaked clothes anyway.  

It surprised me at how well he handled each new detail. It wasn’t like him to bypass the overprotective knee-jerk reaction I was so used to. It was almost as if he’d been expecting something like this to happen, and maybe he had. He’d all but admitted he and my mother had been hiding me from Japanese zealots for seventeen years.    

His behavior around Tie was a bit baffling. They clearly knew each other and even shared some secret understanding concerning me, but I had no idea what that understanding might be. It was difficult enough to come to terms with my father’s deceit. I didn’t know how to process anything else. 

  Ms. Mori’s house was located in a more forested area outside Eureka’s city limits between Arcata and Mckinleyville. Beautiful redwoods surrounded us on either side, but I was too preoccupied to appreciate it. 

  I’d wanted to send Angie home. I knew she’d be safer if her involvement ended here and now, but the fit she threatened to throw would have been epic. I’ll admit, a part of me was selfishly happy she’d insisted on coming with us. 

  My dad drove, while I sat in the passenger’s seat. Angie was sandwiched between Tie and Victor in the back. Under normal circumstances, she would have been ecstatic. As it was, I kept looking in the rear view mirror waiting for her to pass out.  

  “I’m fine, Hope,” she said, sounding a bit keyed up. “I’m no longer in danger of having a psychotic break.” 

  “Comforting,” Tie spoke up in a lazy voice. “I think we’ll reserve some kind of sedative for you, just in case.” 

  “You said Ms. Mori lives outside the city?” my father asked. 

  “Yeah. She likes her privacy,” Victor answered. “It’s this next turnoff here. You’ll follow it around this winding road to the only house at the end.” 

  “How is it that you know Ms. Mori?” I asked. 

  “She’s kind of like us,” Victor said. 

 “Immortal?” Angie said. 

  “Yes, but she also has a vested interest in Hope’s safety.” He sounded hesitant to elaborate any further, which meant Ms. Mori had her own part to play in my mysterious history; a history I still couldn’t remember.   

  I was tired of the cryptic remarks and the answers that weren’t really answers. Sharing riddles with each other would have been just as worthless. 

  The road wound its way down a steep incline and opened up into a long gravelly driveway. A two-story, red brick house rose up in the distance. It looked pretty ordinary from where I sat. I was kind of disappointed. I’m not really sure what I was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t something so nondescript. 

  A small feminine figure waited for us in the front yard. My father pulled in and parked, and we unloaded ourselves and our possessions from the car. 

  Ms. Mori instructed us to take our shoes off at the front door, and then herded us inside and down a hallway that opened up into a large, cozy den. The walls were lined with hundreds of ancient looking books, and there were large brown mats that covered the entire floor. They felt cool on my bare feet. Two rocking chairs sat in either corner of the room and two large brown sofas faced one another in the middle. I could smell incense burning in the corner. It had a nice lived in feeling, and I got the impression Ms. Mori spent a lot of her free time in this particular room. 

She directed us to sit down. My father, Angie, and I sat on one sofa, while Tie, Victor, and Ms. Mori sat across from us. This felt very much like an “us vs. them” scenario. 

  “Tell me what has happened,” she said in her slightly accented voice. 

  Victor, always ready to take charge, shared the events of the night starting with his and Tie’s visit to the hospital and ending with our decision to come here. Ms. Mori appeared to be taking it all in stride, but I noticed her hands gripped tightly in her lap. 

  “The nekomata should not have found Hope so quickly,” she said once Victor was finished. “I’ve been teaching Hope for several weeks, and even I wasn’t sure we had found the right girl.” 

“Why doesn’t anyone ever take me seriously? I’ve been telling you it’s Hope for months now.” Tie leaned forward in his seat and glared at Victor as if he was to blame for Ms. Mori’s uncertainty. 

  “What do you people want with my daughter? She may have healing powers, but she’s still none of your business,” my father said.  

  “She isn’t your daughter, Dr. Fairmont. At least her spirit doesn’t belong to you,” she replied in a gentle tone. 

  I grabbed my father’s hand and held it tight. This was not what I’d expected to hear. 

  “What are you talking about?” 

  “Look, I need to start from the beginning, and in order to do that I’ll need to explain to you who we are,” she said in a patient voice.  

  I’d changed my mind. I didn’t want to hear any of this. 

  “Tie, Victor, and I are called kami. Our origins date back to the very beginning of creation, and therefore, must be discussed at another time. Our first parents, Izanami and Izagami, went on to give birth to a large number of gods called kami. There exist various legends, religions, and folklore all doing their best to pin down exactly what we are, but the simplest explanation is this: kami are deities of substance, and each kami has a specific role to perform.”  

 “Stop right there,” I said. “You’re telling me you three are gods? Am I supposed to bow down and worship you or something?” 

 “I’m not buying this,” Angie cut in. “At least not in Tie’s case. He doesn’t have a spiritual bone in his body. There’s no way a real god could ever be capable of such spot on sarcasm. Gods are supposed to be serious, pious, and perfect, right?” 

  “I thought I was perfect. Hope, don’t I look perfect to you?” Tie grinned and gave me a flirtatious wink. 

  I involuntarily shivered, which must have been the reaction he’d been going for. His satisfied smirk said it all.   

Ms. Mori gave him a frown. “Now is not the time for frivolous behavior, Tie. This is serious.” 

  He nodded to her with respect, something I wouldn’t have been able to imagine him showing if I hadn’t seen it for myself.   

 Ms. Mori started again. “We are not the kind of gods you pray to for salvation. The only reason we are considered gods is because we are immortal and have been given various assignments and responsibilities by our first parents to take care of the heavens, the earth, and all life that dwells within it.” 

  “So, you’re like Japanese guardian angels?” Angie asked.   Victor and Tie broke out into amused chuckles. 

  I glared at them, thinking Angie’s question had been perfectly reasonable. I wondered it myself. 

  “We aren’t assigned to specific people. More like specific groups of people, places, and things. Victor, for example, is a kami warrior. He descends from a long line of warrior gods created by Bishamonten, one of the seven gods of fortune and the god of warriors,” Ms. Mori explained. 

  “Are you in charge of creating war or something?” I asked, feeling a quick flash of revulsion. 

  “No, not at all,” he reassured. “Most warrior gods champion those who fight evil. We keep the forces of good and evil balanced.” 

  “What is it that you do to balance the forces of good and evil?” 

  “I’m the keeper of the Grass Cutter Sword.” He referred to the sword in reverent tones. 

  I, on the other hand, almost started laughing. Seriously? Grass Cutter Sword? I had this mental image of Victor wielding an oversized weed-wacker while seated atop a driving lawn mower. I was totally losing it. 

  “Well, I’m completely lost,” Angie announced. 

  “I still don’t understand what this has to do with Hope,” my father cut in. 

My father’s frustration and impatience was palpable. He was sick of the entire situation. I didn’t think he even believed what Ms. Mori shared with us, but if my father was anything, he was thorough. He wouldn’t leave now until he learned everything there was to learn about the dangers we faced. 

“I’m getting to that, Dr. Fairmont. I understand your impatience, but this bit of history really is necessary in order for you to understand why Hope is so important, not only to us, but to the demon god Amatsu-Mikaboshi.” 

“What an awful name. Doesn’t exactly role off the tongue, does it?” Angie quipped, folding her arms and looking up at the ceiling.

 “Not every kami was pleased with the assignment given them,” Ms. Mori said, ignoring Angie. “Some rebelled against our creators and lost their human forms, becoming something unnatural and evil. Amatsu was one of those who became angered with his role in this universe.” 

“What was he supposed to do?” I asked. 

“He was to welcome the souls of those gone from this earth back into the folds of heaven. What he really wanted was what our First Parents possess. He wanted to create life, worlds, galaxies. Simply put, he wanted power. His rebellion cost him his original position and split the heavens in two. It was the first time anyone had ever rebelled against the gods, and as a result, the seed of evil was planted within the hearts of men. Instead of welcoming those souls who are to return to a place of rest and peace with our creators, he welcomes the souls of those he’s managed to poison into the land of the dead.” 

“Well, that sucks,” said Angie. 

The corners of Ms. Mori’s mouth twitched upward.  

“Okay,” my father said, “so we have the main gods, we have lesser gods called kami, and kami have roles to play and rules to follow. Now we have the first signs of evil from a rebellious kami who doesn’t play nice with others.” 

“Correct, Dr. Fairmont. Amatsu’s behavior instilled such evil in the hearts of men it was imperative this evil be contained. Our First Parents placed a veil between the world of the dead and the world of the living. Amatsu was banished there, never to be released. The kami that followed him were turned into nekomata by the evil they so willingly served. Those spirits who live lives of evil on this earth are sent to the land of the dead, and Amatsu is given dominion over them.” 

“So, what does the Grass Cutter Sword do?” I asked. I stifled back a snort when I said it. 

Victor gave me a strange look, taking note of my poorly hidden amusement.  

“It’s the power behind the veil’s strength. Whoever wields it is in charge of protecting the veil. Unfortunately, the veil has become weaker over the ages. Men are more easily persuaded to do evil instead of good, and the more followers Amatsu receives into the land of the dead the more powerful he becomes. He’d love nothing more than to break the veil entirely and steal the Grass Cutter Sword from those that oppose evil. With the sword, he’d have the power to banish all of us for good, and the earth would be his to do with as he pleases.” 

“Is that why the nekomata are able to leave the land of the dead? This veil is getting weaker?” my father asked a little hoarsely. 

“Yes, that is why the nekomata are able to come into our world,” she replied. 

“If they can come, why can’t Amatsu?” I asked. 

“His banishment is much more powerful because he has dominion there. As the kami of the underworld, he cannot leave unless the veil is broken,” Victor said, giving me a meaningful look. 

My thoughts raced back to the moment I’d broken through that strange barrier to heal Kirby. Had I inadvertently weakened the veil?   

“Why doesn’t this demon god come after you?” I asked him. “You’re the one with the Grass Cutter Sword.” 

“He isn’t worried about me because he knows the veil is failing. His main concern is capturing the one person who can help strengthen it.” 

“It’s Hope,” my father said dumbfounded. 

“What’s Hope?” Angie asked. 

“She’s the one who can help keep the veil from breaking.” My father glanced at me and his lips pursed into a thin line. He was about to go into full overprotective parent mode.  

This time I did laugh. I knew it was probably inappropriate, but I just couldn’t help myself. All my life I’d been doing everything I could to keep people healthy and happy, healing anyone who needed me. It was something I felt so passionate about. I assumed my role on this earth was important and meaningful, and I knew someday I’d understand the reasons behind my abilities. Finding out my real purpose in this life was to heal some invisible veil that kept a demon god and his minions at bay felt like one big let-down.  

“You find this funny, Hope?” Ms. Mori asked. She raised a disapproving eyebrow. 

“Incredibly,” I replied, wiping excess moisture from my eyes. “This has to be a joke. I heal people, not invisible veils meant to keep out rebellious deities. I connect with life forces and give them instructions. Nothing I do translates into healing something that doesn’t live and breathe.” 

Ms. Mori exchanged a look with Victor. I noticed Tie watching me with a guarded look on his face. He didn’t seem very happy, but trying to figure out what was annoying him this time seemed pointless and time consuming. I had other things to worry about. 

“Why me?” I asked them all. “Why am I the one who’s supposed to be able to do this? Tie is capable of healing himself, and Victor has some healing powers as well. Why can’t one of them do it?” 

“All kami are capable of healing themselves, Hope. This is how we remain immortal. Our life forces instinctively know how to keep us living forever. We are in a constant state of healing. Victor diverts some of his power between himself and the Grass Cutter Sword in order to maintain the veil’s strength, but he cannot continue on like this without help.”

 “So let Tie help him,” I said, pointing at the infuriating kami. 

“He can’t. Every kami has a specific role they must play, and they cannot perform any other role without throwing the heavens and earth out of balance.”  

“How long has this veil been weakening?” my father asked. 

“It started about a thousand years ago,” Tie stated. 

“Then why wasn’t there someone like Hope, ready and waiting to help strengthen it when that happened?” 

“There was someone,” Ms. Mori said. “The gods knew that the veil would eventually become weaker as the centuries passed. They found a way to solve that problem, and a prophecy was given concerning the birth of a baby girl to a specific deity and a human empress. It was vital that the girl be half mortal and half immortal in order for her to be endowed with specific gifts and powers. Her immortal father is Fukurokuju.” Ms. Mori paused after saying this name, seeming to need a moment to collect herself. I got the impression she wasn’t too fond of this particular deity. “His role included bestowing special blessings of health and longevity. The mortal mother was an imperial princess and then an empress of Japan. Her noble bloodline and her humanity were key elements in producing a child who had healing powers.” 

“Why couldn’t two kami with healing powers have produced a child capable of strengthening the veil?” my father asked. 

“Kami are immortal and cannot have children. At least, the female kami can’t. It diverts their power to heal and begins the aging process. Also, the child had to have mortal blood in her bloodline. She had to be able to learn how to heal others and heal herself. Without this kind of knowledge, connecting with the veil and strengthening it is impossible.” 

“There seem to have been quite a few stipulations for such a desperate situation,” Angie piped in. 

“Angie,” Victor started. 

She held up her hands to ward off an argument. “All I’m saying is when push comes to shove beggars can’t be choosers. It just seems ridiculously complicated to me. You crazy deities are always making these life or death situations so impossible to overcome. If I were you, I’d be exhausted.” 

I was getting annoyed by all the interruptions, even from my best friend. I just wanted them to get to the point so I could lie down and pass out somewhere. With any luck, I’d wake up in Germany with my father, in search of tasty German foods and a handsome looking Latino. 

“Okay, so once the child was born and grew up learning how to heal, then what?” I asked, failing to mask my impatience. 

“She’d heal the veil and take her rightful place alongside Victor. If ever the veil needed strengthening, it would be her job to do so. This situation was also unique because she was betrothed to Victor before her birth. Most kami never have a companion and must perform their calling in solitude.” 

I thought I heard Tie give a disgruntled snort. I looked over to see him glowering angrily at the floor. His mood swings were so puzzling. I never had any idea what he was thinking, even when I thought I knew what he was feeling. 

“Why do you need Hope if you have this half mortal girl?” my father asked. 

“Hope is that half mortal girl,” she said evenly. 

I let out the breath I’d been holding. I think I’d known all along what Ms. Mori had been leading up to, but denial was a much easier road to travel down than acceptance. This past I shared with Tie, but failed to remember had happened in a previous life. I had a million thoughts forming in my head, all of which amounted to one general idea. I was no deity, and I wouldn’t be fulfilling some crazy prophecy anytime soon. I was just a simple girl who happened to be smarter than the average heart surgeon. That was it. Just some obscure nobody with a random gift that came in handy whenever someone was on the verge of a stroke or possible heart attack. 

“Do you even hear what you’re saying?” my father argued. “Hope was not fathered by an immortal God. I’m as mortal as they come.” 

“Please calm down, Dr. Fairmont, and let me continue. The young girl was born around the time the veil began to weaken. Over a thousand years ago. When she came of age and was ready to take her role at Victor’s side…an unfortunate event occurred, and she was killed.” Ms. Mori stopped talking, her tone hinting at some raw grief. She swallowed and spoke again. “Her spirit was then entombed in a stone statue.” 

Ms. Mori stared at my father, willing him to make some kind of connection. 

By the way his eyes grew wider, it was apparent that he had. “The statue was of a Japanese woman kneeling before a cherry tree. Her arms were stretched forward like she was reaching for something,” he said flatly. 

I stared at my father in surprise. How could he possibly know anything about that statue? His description of it was so detailed. It was like he’d seen it.   

I glanced at Tie.  

He did his best to appear unaffected by my father’s last sentence but some strange emotion flickered across his face and disappeared quickly. I thought it looked like a mix between anger and guilt, but I couldn’t be sure. I studied Victor next, wondering if his demeanor might reveal something—anything—to help me understand this underlying tension. It was surprisingly blank. His eyes looked a bit unfocused. He seemed lost in his thoughts, remembering something that had happened in another time and place. 

“How do you know about that statue, Dad?” I asked. 

“You were born in Kagami right next to that statue and a huge cherry tree.” He barked out a rough laugh, no doubt thinking how crazy that statement sounded. 

I rose to my feet. 

My dad looked up at me, and there was real fear in his eyes. 

“When you were born you weren’t breathing. The umbilical cord was wrapped around your neck, and I thought you were dead. I unwrapped it, but I couldn’t do anything to save you. Then this strange, thunderous noise hit. It was so deafening it broke the statue of that Japanese woman right down the middle. When it cracked open you started crying. The whole thing terrified me and your mother, and yet we were so relieved you were breathing we barely paid attention to anything else afterward.” 

“You kept this from me. Why did you and Mom lie to me?”

 “We were scared, Hope. Hachiman told us you’d have a gift for healing. He had no intention of allowing your mother and I to take you with us when we left. We thought it best to tell no one about the incident. I’ve been hiding you from them ever since, keeping you safe from them.” 

“The safest place for Hope is Kagami. You were supposed to leave the baby there. She was to be held at the temple under the watchful tutelage of the monks until I could arrive and raise her myself, but you disappeared from the temple in the middle of the night,” Ms. Mori said.  

I watched Ms. Mori’s features and noted her barely suppressed rage.  

“You’re damn right I did.” My father stood up next to me. “There was no way Julia and I were going to hand over our daughter to a bunch of monks just because they said to. We left, and our daughter left with us.” 

“You had no right!” Victor shouted. “We waited hundreds of years for her to be reborn, and for what? To have her disappear without a trace? We’ve been looking for her for seventeen years. It shouldn’t have taken us so long to find her. It was like you guys were wearing some kind of protective shield or something. I can find anybody I want just by thinking about them, but I couldn’t find you. None of us could. ” 

Tie found me. Or was it possible that he knew where I’d been all along? 

Now everyone stood. Tie looked like he was ready to get in between Victor and my father if necessary. Ms. Mori kept looking at me like she couldn’t wait to get her hands on me, and Angie held her purse out in front of her, no doubt ready to render someone unconscious if they took even one step toward me. 

“She’s my daughter,” my father yelled. “If you kami were capable of loving anything you’d understand why leaving Hope behind was absolutely unthinkable. No decent mother or father would have ever considered it.” 

“How did you even get out of there? Kagami is enchanted. You shouldn’t have been able to leave with Hope in your possession.” Victor folded his arms across his chest fully expecting an explanation. 

My father hesitated and cast a furtive look at Tie. No one noticed it though because almost everyone was looking at me. Nor did they see the almost imperceptible shake of the head Tie sent my father. 

“Let’s just say a desperate father has his ways. Julia and I took Hope from that awful place and left Japan as soon as we could. We never talked about it again.” 

“Dr. Fairmont, Hope isn’t your daughter,” Ms. Mori said in exasperation. “Your real daughter did, in fact, die in her mother’s womb. Her death and subsequent stillbirth allowed the statue that Hope had been trapped in for over a millennium to break open, releasing her spirit into the body of your baby girl, giving her a second chance at life. Although Hope may not remember it at this moment, she lived once before in an age and place now long forgotten by almost everyone.” 

An unfamiliar feeling of rage shot through me. Finding out you’re a major player in a prophecy involving a battle between the forces of good and evil is one thing. I think I was actually capable of eventually accepting that kind of bad news. Being told my father wasn’t really my father was enough to break me where I stood. 

He was everything to me. Never once in my entire life did I ever feel he didn’t belong to me or I to him. We were family. Our bond was tighter than most families. That had to mean something, didn’t it? It had to mean I was his daughter. 

I placed my trembling hand on my father’s shoulder and prayed he wouldn’t push it away. Instead of rejecting me he pulled me close and held me as tight as he could. 

“I don’t care who Hope’s spirit belongs to,” he said vehemently. “She’s my daughter, and as far as I’m concerned this conversation is over. I’ve heard enough.”  

He grabbed my hand, pulling me toward the door. Within seconds Ms. Mori and Victor stood in front of us. 

“Dr. Fairmont, I know this is a lot to take in, but you must understand the danger she now faces. Amatsu knows where she is. We have to keep Hope safe until she’s ready to take her place beside Victor,” she said in a placating tone. 

My father visibly bristled and moved me behind him. I accidentally backed up into Angie who gave me a fierce grin. I could have sworn she was enjoying this. 

I peeked out from behind my father to look at Victor and for the first time realized that if everything Ms. Mori said was true, I was supposed to live the rest of my life as Victor’s wife. No wonder he’d been so annoyed with Tie’s flirtatious advances. It explained many things, including the hungry kiss he’d given me earlier. How long had he been waiting to do it? Centuries? A full millennium? Even now, the look he gave me was filled with yearning, but all I could think about was Tie. 

“I will protect my daughter,” my father emphatically stated. “I’ve managed to keep her hidden from you people all these years, and I can do it again if I have to. As far as healing the veil is concerned, I’m afraid your kami friends are going to have to think of some other solution to their problem. It’s no longer Hope’s concern. Come on sweetheart. We’re getting out of here. Angie, let’s get going.” 

“You got it doc,” Angie said with a bright smile. 

“You can’t do this. You have no right to do this,” Ms. Mori cried out. “She belongs to us.” 

“She belongs to herself,” my father roared. “She will determine her own destiny and decide her own fate. You’ve already messed up one of her lives, and you are not going to mess up this one. You people are immortal! You’ve had a thousand years to work on some other contingency plan. If you haven’t done that by now, there’s no one to blame but yourselves. You are not going to lay this problem at my daughter’s feet. We’re done here.” 

“What is Tie’s role in this?” I said. 

My question caught everyone off guard. Ms. Mori looked at Tie—who still stood behind all of us—and tried to say something, but for the first time since I’d known her she seemed at a loss for words.  

Tie’s gaze captured me, pleading with me to remember something profoundly important—as if I already held the answer to that question and many others I hadn’t yet voiced. 

Victor finally spoke into the silence. “Tie is the god of love and marriage. He unites couples together through his blessing and the gift of a cherry blossom. He’s merely here to bless our happy union.” 

My father stiffened at my side. I’d never even dated a boy let alone talked about marrying one. The subject couldn’t have come up at a more inopportune time. 

There was more to it than that, though. The room positively itched with secrets left unspoken, but no one seemed willing to reveal the truth. I was only being told so much. Clearly, I needed to find out the rest on my own. 

“Musubi-no-kami,” I said, addressing Tie. 

“At your service, my lady.” He gave me a gallant bow. 

“No wonder you argued with me in class. I criticized your very existence.” 

“It was a bit offensive, but I can’t expect you to accept what you don’t understand. I have an important role to play, and I take it very seriously.”

“Yes, you force people to fall in love with each other by giving them magic flowers. Is that what you’re here to do? Give me a flower, and all your problems are solved?” 

How galling. The very idea infuriated me. I rebelled at the thought of anyone, especially Tie, making me feel something I wasn’t sure I wanted to feel. 

“No, of course not,” Victor protested. “He’s simply here to help protect you and give our union his blessing.” 

Tie opened his mouth to say something, but Victor sent him a warning look. 

“We are leaving now,” my father said. 

Angie and I followed my dad out of the den and down the hallway toward the front door.

“Dr. Fairmont, I beg you to reconsider. Think of what you’re doing. Hope’s life will be placed in jeopardy because you can’t accept what is meant to be,” Ms. Mori cried out. 

“Don’t stand there and pretend you actually care about my daughter. All you care about is strengthening your precious veil.” He rounded on her and pointed an accusing finger at her face. 

“I care about Hope just as much as you do,” she cried out, close to tears. 

“It’s not the same thing. She’s not your child,” he shot back. 

“She is my child!” 

That stopped everyone in their tracks. 

“I’m the empress who gave birth to her over a thousand years ago.” That admission cost her emotionally. I sensed a maelstrom of turbulence within her system.

“Wow,” Angie said. “I feel like I’m watching an episode of Jerry Springer. My money’s on Dr. Fairmont. Pretty sure his paternity test will prove positive.” 

  Ms. Mori’s announcement took the fight right out of my father. He had absolutely no idea how to respond to her startling revelation. 

  I couldn’t help but feel completely detached from Ms. Mori’s statement. How was she still alive if she’d been mortal when she gave birth to me a thousand years ago? It was quite the bombshell to unload. Maybe a person who’d never had a mother like Julia Fairmont might have felt some kind of connection to this woman’s claim of motherhood, but all I felt was annoyance that she’d even dared to try. Nobody could take the place of my mom. Ms. Mori may have birthed me a thousand years ago, but she was most definitely not my mother. 

  My father was still standing there silent; no doubt trying to figure out what his next move should be.  

  I didn’t know what was supposed to come next, but the thought of leaving without getting any rest made me want to cry. 

  “Look,” I said wearily, “let’s just stay here tonight. You’re tired. I’m tired. Angie looks like she’s about ready to face plant into the nearest couch cushion.” 

Angie nodded in agreement.  

“Let’s take a break, get a good night’s sleep, and talk about this in the morning,” I said.  “Ms. Mori, do you have room for all of us?” 

She couldn’t have looked more delighted. 

“Of course I do, dear. You’ll be safe here with Victor and Tie watching over you. Tomorrow, we can straighten everything out. Okay?” She directed her question at my father.  

I was expecting another argument from him. Instead, he gave Ms. Mori a tired nod, and then grudgingly followed her out of the study. He’d agreed to this new arrangement far too quickly, considering his previous rage and uncertainty regarding our current company. I wondered what he had up his sleeve.  

What was he was planning? 
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One thing my father insisted on was a tour of the house. I assumed he wanted to locate any and all available exits for future reference. The absence of Ms. Mori and my father left behind an uncomfortable silence. I had no idea what to say to Victor and did my best to avoid eye contact as much as possible. Tie didn’t seem to notice the awkwardness of the situation, or if he did, he most likely couldn’t have cared less.  

“This is great,” he said. “I’ve always wanted to attend a slumber party.” He waltzed over to me and threw a casual arm around my shoulder, causing it to tingle all over. “So, do we have a tickle fight first or are we kicking the night off with some mani-pedis?” 

“As if,” Angie responded. “We’re more into chocolate and chick flicks.” 

“Tie, can I speak to you in private?” Victor growled. 

He stood a few feet in front of us, looking displeased with the physical contact between Tie and myself. 

I wanted to tell him to back off. I wasn’t his property. I wasn’t his wife.  

Tie gave Victor a dark look and released me, following the kami warrior out of Ms. Mori’s study. 

“Why is your dad agreeing to this?” Angie asked before I could say anything. 

I looked over at the entrance to the study, making sure no one would hear us. 

“I don’t think my dad really intends for us to stay here tonight, but we need to be able to communicate with him without the other kami listening in.” 

“You don’t think they’ll force us to stay, do you? 

“I’m almost positive they will. To be honest, I’m surprised Ms. Mori was sitting there trying to reason with us. Victor and Tie have can easily overpower and force us to go wherever they want.” I noticed Angie’s nervous glance past me. I turned, but didn’t see anyone there. When I looked back she was pulling a can of mace from her resilient, pink purse. I shook my head, knowing it was going to take much more than a can of mace to take out three gods. “I think the initial argument was just a formality. Ms. Mori is trying to see what she’s up against, and she’s up against an extremely pissed off father. ” 

“Not to mention an extremely pissed off best friend. She’d best not mess with me, Hope. I’ve got serious rage issues.” 

I smirked at that. Angie could inflict some damage if she wanted to, but we were dealing with a situation we didn’t perfectly comprehend. There was no telling what would happen if getting out of here involved a face-to-face confrontation with Ms. Mori, Victor and— 

“What about Tie?” she asked. 

I thought about the way Tie and my father had silently communicated with each other throughout the evening. 

“I’ve got a funny feeling he might be on our side. My parents were hiding me for a reason, and I’m beginning to think they had some help.” Soft footfalls down the hall alerted us to someone’s presence.

“So if Ms. Mori used to be mortal, how did she end up a kami?”

“Hachiman allowed me to ascend so I could raise Hope to be The Healer,” Ms. Mori said as she entered the study.

“Oh,” Angie said. “I…didn’t know that was possible.” 

Ms. Mori scrutinized us for an uncomfortable moment like she was trying to read our minds and remain one step ahead of us. It wouldn’t have surprised me if that’s exactly what she was doing.

“Girls, your room is ready. I assume you want to share?”  

“Oh, yes. Thank you,” I mumbled. 

We stood in awkward silence.  

Hello! I’d just found out she was my mother. Was I supposed to ask her how she’d been doing over the past one thousand years? 

“We’ll just hop right into bed then,” Angie said, grabbing my arm and hurrying me past Ms. Mori and down the hallway. 

The woman made me nervous.  

 

* * * 

 

“You shouldn’t be out here by yourself. It’s not safe.”  

I reluctantly turned around and watched Victor’s tall, sturdy frame take on a surreal appearance as wisps of foggy moonlight clung to his nicely shaped body.  

After getting settled into our respective bedrooms, I’d made a break for the car, hoping to get a minute to myself. Being told you lived once before, and that your powers for healing were supposed to be used for an entirely different purpose than the one you originally believed in for most of your life merited some alone time.  

In the midst of all this drama were my feelings of unease regarding Kirby. I was extremely worried about him and wondered if his body had continued healing after I left, or rather, collapsed in the elevator. Knowing my life was in danger and that I’d come close to dying tonight, made me want to sneak back to the hospital the minute an opportunity presented itself. I wanted to heal Kirby completely before another nekomata launched an attack.  

I mean, who was going to take care of Kirby if I died?   

“I don’t think another nekomata is going to find me anytime soon,” I answered. 

“Can I at least talk to you for a minute?” 

I wasn’t sure I wanted to be alone with Victor. There was a full moon out tonight, and the soft breeze blowing through the trees made a peaceful rustling noise that intertwined harmonically with the sounds of the ocean in the distance. Far too romantic a setting for my taste 

“What’s up?” I asked as Victor slipped in front of me. 

The way he walked usually reminded me of a sleek, black panther, but at the moment he shifted uncomfortably from side to side. 

“I just thought that we could, you know, talk about…about us,” he said. 

“About us?” 

I didn’t mean to sound so brain-dead, but I was still trying to process the last twenty-four hours. My clueless expression gave him pause. 

“You know what, forget it. We can talk about it another time.” He took a step back. 

I automatically reached for his hand to stop him. His fingers folded around mine, gripping them like they were a lifeline. He stared at our entwined hands with a bit of reverence and awe. 

I didn’t know what to say or do, but holding his hand didn’t feel bad either so I decided to wait instead.  

“Look, I know you weren’t expecting any of this. Finding out you were meant to heal the veil is a lot to take in, and being told you’ve been engaged to me your entire existence probably didn’t help either.” 

Victor waited for me to say something, but I wasn’t sure he’d want to hear the truth. So I blurted out the first thing that popped into my head. 

“You kissed me tonight.” 

His serious expression lightened a bit. 

Could I have been more spastic?  

“Yeah, I probably should’ve asked you first, huh?” 

Now that I knew Victor was a god, a warrior god no less, I had a hard time picturing him asking for anything. He was here to give orders, and basically ruin my life. I was actually feeling pretty darn angry.  

Why in the world was I even talking to him? I’d just been told that my life was no longer my own. It belonged to him. I guess my first life had never been my own either, but at least in that era I’d been raised to believe the garbage I’d been fed not thirty minutes earlier. Not to mention an ample amount of time to prepare for it.  

In my current life, my parents taught me you were what your choices made you, and I’d felt confident knowing I was the main player in charge of my own fate, my own destiny. Ms. Mori’s little bombshell had reduced me from player to pawn, and that’s exactly how I was feeling right now, a tiny little chess piece waiting to be moved by someone other than myself. 

“I think you’re probably used to doing whatever you want,” I said, pulling my hand out of his. “You and Tie have certainly been doing exactly that since you showed up at my school this morning.” 

Victor’s expression became guarded 

“You’re different, you know. You weren’t quite so…outspoken in your other life,” he said. 

“Yeah well, women’s lib and all that. Phrases like ‘If I only had a brain’ are now things of the past…for most of us anyway.” I thought about a few unfortunate girls in my math class. 

“I’m sorry for all this cloak and dagger business. I should have taken Tie’s word for it and believed it was really you. If I’d been upfront with you from the beginning, we could have avoided the nekomata attacks.” He held his hand out toward me as a kind of peace offering. 

It suddenly occurred to me that Tie had been my watcher, looking out for me all of this time and never approaching until the day after that first attack. I didn’t know whether to be angry or pleased. A head’s up certainly would have been helpful. 

“A handshake? Gee, that’s sure to make everything better.” 

He pulled his hand back and stuck it in his pocket, looking a little miserable in the process. I felt a perverse sense of satisfaction even though my anger was misplaced. Victor had never been anything but nice to me. 

He’d saved my life at least twice tonight, but I was insecure, confused, worried and missing my sweet little Kirby. The only person standing in front of me was a warrior god with rippling pectorals and thunderous looking arms, the kind of arms I could have easily fallen into and found comfort in, which made me feel even more insecure and confused.   

 Verbally abusing him was clearly my only option.  

“Tie knew my identity?” I asked. 

“I don’t know how he figured it out, but he did. He told Ms. Mori about it several months ago, and that’s when she stepped in as a new teacher at your school.” 

This bit of information confused me since I was almost positive Tie had somehow helped my mother and father escape Kagami seventeen years earlier. Why did he alert everyone to my whereabouts now if he’d been willing to help my parents so long ago? 

“So that little charade in the school cafeteria was for your benefit? He tried to prove I was your prophesied princess?” 

“Yeah. I was afraid to get my hopes up. We’ve been looking for you for seventeen years, and he’s played some cruel jokes on me in the past. I didn’t want to believe anything until Ms. Mori gave me the okay.” He moved in closer and leaned against my father’s car. “Look, about that kiss…I was almost positive it was you, but when you healed Tie like that…I don’t know…it just became so real for me. The waiting, the worrying, the…missing you.” He swallowed hard. “I’ve reviewed the events leading up to your death in my mind for a thousand years, lived with the guilt of it, and had a million conversations with you in my head.” 

His eyes glinted in the moonlight. He reached his hand out, this time hesitantly, and held it open palm up. I knew placing my hand in his would form some kind of truce or possibly fulfill some kind of promise, and I couldn’t promise him anything. I couldn’t agree to any of this with so little information and hardly any memories of my former life.  I couldn’t love a man I didn’t know. 

“I messed it all up, Hope, but I’ve been waiting for centuries to make it up to you.” He lifted his proffered hand and gently caressed the side of my face. “I won’t let you down this time.” 

I had no idea what Victor could have possibly felt guilty for, and I had about a million questions that needed answering, but I honestly couldn’t form a single sentence. Not with him staring at me like that, like his whole world revolved around these moments when he could look at me and talk to me.  

And touch me. 

I stepped away from him, knowing if I didn’t I wouldn’t be able to form another coherent thought for the rest of the evening. He seemed terribly disappointed, but allowed me to slip from his grasp anyway. I didn’t know how long he’d continue to do that. He’d waited a very long time for someone who meant everything to him.   

“I know you loved this girl, this princess….”

 “Mikomi,” he offered. 

“…Mikomi.” It felt strange saying a name that used to be mine. “I’m sure whatever it was that happened to her…to me…to that girl wasn’t your fault, but you have to look at this from my perspective.” I stared at him with an open and honest expression. “I don’t know you. I don’t remember any of this. I’m not some submissive, Japanese princess who’s been raised to accept a marriage arranged by the gods, which, by the way, sounds so stupid when I say it out loud like that.” 

“I think a marriage arranged by the gods sounds fairly poetic.” 

He offered me a sad smile. I looked down at the ground and focused on my feet. I’ve heard about wearing your heart on your sleeve before, but Victor’s heart was in his eyes, and the pain my words caused him was obvious. I felt like I was whipping an adorable English Mastiff. 

“You may remember me or at least the person I used to be, but you’re going to have to accept the fact that I’m not that person any longer. I’m not the woman you’re in love with, but someone very different.” 

“You’re only different on the outside.” He closed the short distance between us and lifted my chin. “You’re a little taller this time around, and your eyes are blue instead of brown. Your hair is no longer below your waist and your clothing includes denim skirts and gold stilettos.”  

I couldn’t help but grin at that. He returned my smile with one of his own. 

“You’re not Japanese, and you look a man straight in the eyes instead of staring at the ground and bowing from the waist.” He raised his hand and tucked a rebel strand of hair behind my ear. “You may be packaged a bit differently, but you’re still strong, loving, self-sacrificing, and absolutely beautiful.” His lips were inching closer to mine. 

Wait! Am I ready for this?  

I wanted to have an honest conversation here. I had a choice. I had a mind of my own. What was happening to my steely resolve? I couldn’t figure out how Victor had managed to get past my defenses so fast. I was trying to let him down easy, and here he was moving in for another kiss.   

“But most important of all,” he said softly, “you’re still mine.” 

His last statement sent an angry spark of outrage coursing through me. I think he saw it in my eyes because he didn’t wait for me to react to how I felt. Instead, he closed the few inches left between us and embraced my lips with his. 

I think there must be some kind of “stupid” chemical that’s released within a girl’s brain the moment a Greek god, or in this case a Japanese god, begins kissing her in a possessive/assertive sort of way. 

Despite my fierce desire to be my own person and to have a say in who I married, and despite the fact that Victor’s assumptions of ownership irritated the hell out of me, a completely different desire trumped all others. I actually enjoyed being pursued by this guy. In a day and age where most women made absolute fools of themselves while chasing guys who really weren’t worth it, I found myself loving this awesome role reversal. There was something so intimate about being held in arms that were powerful enough to slice a giant cat’s head off! 

Victor surprised me by holding back a little. He wasn’t quite as forceful as he’d been the first time we kissed, but I didn’t want him to be gentle. I mean, he’d been waiting a long time for this, right? If he had the nerve to tell me I belonged to him and then push through my confusion to kiss me despite my reservations, I wanted this to be worth it. I wanted to see how far he was willing to chase me, dang it! 

I felt like I was channeling Angie. 

His kisses were soft and warm, and I answered back just as softly, sliding my palms up his chest. Then I pulled my lips back ever so slightly and pushed away from him. I wanted to see how he’d react to that kind of setback. For any normal guy, I’m sure this would have been a signal that it was time for the kiss to end.  

Victor’s hands, which had previously been resting lightly on either side of my waist, slid round to the curve of my spine which brought our lips nicely back into position. He was holding me more firmly, but his kisses were still coming soft and slow. 

I decided to try something else. I pulled my lips away completely and looked down, but I didn’t try to step away from him. Instead, I reached behind me and made a very half-hearted attempt at pulling his arms from around my waist. He surprised and delighted me by grabbing my hands with his, pinning them gently behind me and pulling me flush with his chest. I avoided looking him in the eye. I was afraid he’d see how much fun I was having. 

I couldn’t believe I’d waited this long to kiss someone. 

“Hope, please look at me,” he said in a strained voice. 

I did as he asked and was shocked to see the raw emotion on his face. 

“If you don’t want me to kiss you, I won’t. I won’t make you do anything you don’t want to. Just say the word and I’ll let you go, for now, anyway.” 

How could I be so unfeeling?

Up until this point, kissing Victor had been a fun little game, but I was forgetting what the stakes were for both of us. I hadn’t considered his emotions or how devastated he’d be if I refused to stand by his side when all was said and done. I had to take this seriously.

“Do you want me to stop? Do you…oh, please Hope don’t ask me to stop,” he begged.  

“I don’t want you to stop,” I whispered, “so don’t hold me and kiss me like you think I might break. You’ve waited a thousand years to show me how you feel…so show me.” 

He wrapped his arms around me faster than I thought possible and started kissing me in a way that made me feel as if my feet were no longer touching the ground. I held him to me as tightly as I could, wanting to hug and kiss away all the loneliness and guilt he’d been feeling for so long even though I wasn’t entirely sure it was a good idea for me to do so. I guess that was just the healer in me. 

I’m not made of stone, though. I wasn’t totally unaffected by the way he held me and demanded crazy passionate kisses. In fact, I was happy to escape into the arms of someone so wholly devoted to loving me. It was much more clear cut than my situation with Tie. 

Tie! 

Like a cold shower keeping my hormones in check, thoughts of Tie squelched any attempts I might have made to explore this new relationship with Victor. He must have sensed my change in mood because his kisses slowed and he eventually pulled back. 

His eyes swallowed me whole. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t let him love me and kiss me, thinking that I might feel the same way. How could I be with him when thoughts of Tie sent my heart turning in a totally different direction? It took some effort to hold his gaze and tell him what was on my mind. 

“Victor, I’m not carrying around a thousand years’ worth of charged emotion in regards to this relationship, and you have to know that I’m not in love with you.” 

Victor nodded. I could feel his hands trembling behind me. 

“That doesn’t mean I can’t feel that way, eventually. You have to give me time. I need to get to know you, and I think it would be very beneficial for you to get reacquainted with me.” 

His shoulders relaxed a little. 

“I think the best way to get to know one another is through talking,” I continued. 

His grin brightened the contours of his face much more effectively than the moonlight did. 

“I’m good with talking. Is there anything in particular you’d like to discuss?” he asked. 

I thought for a second and realized there was only one thing I really wanted to talk about. 

“What’s going on between you and Tie?” 

Victor blinked in confusion. 

“What?” 

“Tie has done nothing to hide how much he hates you. I guess I just want to understand why he hates you. I need to know what’s going on if you and Tie will be working together to protect all of us. Why are you two so at odds with each other?” 

He looked at the ground, avoiding my gaze. He took a few steps back and leaned against my father’s car. 

“I wasn’t always a very nice person. I was rather full of myself and careless with other people’s emotions. Kami live forever and rarely attach themselves to anyone in particular. We’ve been known to create unions with one another, but a kami’s role in this universe is unchanging and final. To have a job requiring the union of two people would have been a blessing if I could have chosen a bride for myself. I was angry that my future wife had been chosen for me. I was angry I’d have to wait for who knew how long until she even existed. I got tired of it.” He took a deep breath. 

These memories were unpleasant for him, and I asked him to remember them anyway.

“I started to mess around with mortals. These women were…convenient.” He cringed at his crude word choice. “They weren’t going to live very long, and even if they did, I didn’t usually spend more than a year with them. I got bored easily back then.” 

“Wow.”  

“I know. Pretty awful, right?”

I nodded.  

“Tie was never like that. He and I had been friends for…well…forever. He warned me about the kind of damage I did to the women I left behind. It’s his responsibility and his calling to help people find their soul mates. My interference prevented many women from doing that. Then one day, he came to me with the same predicament. There was a mortal woman who’d caught his attention.” 

I felt a dark stab of jealousy pierce me to my very core. I shook it off, knowing my reaction was silly. I’d just kissed Victor not two minutes ago.  

“I was surprised by Tie’s interest in this girl. He’d never been interested in anyone. I didn’t think it possible. He wasn’t created for that, but I guess you see all that happiness between so many couples over the centuries and you begin to want it for yourself, and he wanted this girl. Not for a year, but for eternity.” 

My jealousy spiked to an unbearable level, so I asked a question to distract myself. 

“Can you make a mortal immortal?” 

“All Tie had to do was use a part of his life force to continually heal hers until her own life force took over, but it’s risky. There’s no guarantee a life force will ever develop such a capability, and splitting those healing powers between a god and a mortal causes a kami to age over time. We live forever because we only heal ourselves.” 

“Sounds selfish.”  

Thinking that there were others out there who could do what I did, but chose not to just so they could stay young and pretty forever made me want to scream a little. Pain and suffering existed everywhere, but it didn’t have to. 

It didn’t have to. 

“It is selfish, but it’s also our job. It’s what we do, and it has to be that way.” 

He wasn’t even remotely apologetic, which bothered me. 

“So, Tie was going to risk aging in order to keep this mortal girl with him forever?” 

“Yes. I thought it was an awful decision. At the time, I couldn’t imagine a mortal ever being worth it, but he’d thought it through and had already asked the girl to marry him. I guess he’d been seeing her for quite some time.” 

“Did this girl have a name?” 

My question came out more sharply than I intended. Victor’s eyes narrowed, but he answered anyway. 

“Edana,” he replied solemnly. He pronounced it ee-dah-nuh. “It means fire, and Edana was definitely that.”  

“That’s very pretty,” I said a bit grudgingly. “It doesn’t sound Japanese.” 

Victor smiled. 

“It isn’t. It’s Gaelic. Tie travels around quite a bit. He doesn’t stay in Japan all the time, although his home is there. He works closely with other gods who have the same kind of assignments he does.” 

“What, like Cupid?” I asked jokingly. 

“Yes, although I’ve never liked Cupid much. Thought he was a bit femme, if you know what I mean, always wearing togas and hair pieces.” 

I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to laugh or agree with him. 

“I’m just joking. I do that when I’m nervous.” 

“Oh, of course. That was…very funny.” I felt totally lame. 

Victor’s grin spread from ear to ear. 

“You’re a terrible liar, Hope. Anyway, Tie was on assignment in Ireland when he saw Edana. They courted for a while, and then he came to me. I decided to go meet this girl and discourage her from spending any more time with him. I thought I was doing him a solid, as you Americans say.” 

“Did she know Tie was immortal?” 

“No. He hadn’t told her. She had no idea what she was getting herself into. And then when I saw her…” Victor cut off abruptly. I could tell he was having a hard time finishing his narrative. “I wanted her for myself. I figured Tie would get over it eventually and realize what a huge mistake he’d almost made. So I introduced myself to her and began courting her unbeknownst to Tie. Told her I could make her immortal. I told her everything she wanted to hear, and she fell for it. She fell for me, and I thought Tie was in the clear. If she really loved him, she’d have sent me packing, don’t you think?” 

He asked his question like he was still trying to justify his actions after all these years.  

I did nothing to try and soothe his guilt. I may not have liked the idea of Tie being with anyone else, but the thought of Victor behaving that callous in his friendship with Tie made me angry. I was disappointed in him. 

“I take it when Tie found out, he was not pleased?” I pressed. 

“No, not at all. Told me he never wanted to see me again. Then he tried to get her back, but I already managed to turn her head. As soon as she rejected Tie, she came to find me.” 

Now I was angry with Edana. How could she have turned her back on Tie so quickly? 

“And did you give her everything you promised?” 

Victor shook his head. There was real remorse in his eyes. 

“I thought she was a fickle human being like all the rest. I was sure I’d done Tie a huge favor. I walked away from her thinking she’d go back to him begging for another chance, and he’d see what a waste of emotion she’d been. But she didn’t.” Victor closed his eyes and kept them closed. “In the area she lived there were many jagged mountains and cliffs, and we were standing next to some of them. She walked straight to the edge of one of those cliffs and jumped.” 

I gasped. “That’s terrible.” I’d gone from disliking her to feeling very sorry for her. I actually wanted to cry. 

“I never believed…I never dreamed she would do something like that. I didn’t know my refusal of her would be so devastating.” 

“You stole the only woman Tie ever cared for, rejected her, and watched her walk off a cliff?” 

Victor’s frame looked like it had caved in on itself. How awful to carry around that kind of guilt for so long.  

“I didn’t watch it. I didn’t know she jumped until I heard her scream. It was the worst thing I’ve ever listened to. I’ve heard her scream in my mind ever since. It changed me. It had to, right? Having your actions drive another person to end their own life isn’t something you ever want to be guilty of. Not even a selfish god like me wants something like that to happen.” 

I didn’t know what to say to make him feel better so I asked an obvious question.

“Why didn’t you heal her?” 

“I couldn’t. She died before I had time to give her life force the necessary instructions.” He looked like he was fighting back tears. “I did care for her. I think I might have tried to make it work, but my destiny was with someone else, and I knew it. I never touched another mortal woman again, at least, not until you came along, and you were only half mortal.” 

“How long after that incident was I born?” I asked. 

“A few hundred years. The first time I saw you was at our betrothal ceremony when you were fifteen. I didn’t want to meet you, and I certainly didn’t want to like you. I was still punishing myself for what I’d done to Edana.” 

He reached for me again, taking my hand in his. 

“But when I saw you…you were so frightened by the throngs of people and by the sight of me. I wanted to whisk you away from everyone. You looked up at me from your incredibly long, dark eyelashes, squared your shoulders, and stuck your chin out. It made me love you.” 

“I don’t remember any of this,” I said in frustration. 

“You may not ever remember.” He looked relieved at the thought. “It really doesn’t matter now, does it? You’re right here in front of me, breathing in and out and looking just as beautiful as I knew you would. We can fix this now.” He drew me in closer. “We can make this right.” 

“Make what right?” 

He paused for a moment, clearly hesitant to answer my question. Then he asked one of his own. 

“Hope, each time we’ve kissed, have you felt anything or seen anything unusual?” 

My eyebrows narrowed at this bizarre question. I opened my mouth to speak, but was interrupted. 

“Excuse me,” Angie yelled from the front door.

 I stepped away from Victor. 

“You owe me some down time, and I am seriously sleepy. We need to talk before I pass out, and I have no intention of passing out until you give me some much needed best friend attention. Honestly, how did I get bumped to the bottom of the list when I deserve so much more?” 

“I’m coming,” I called back. I was actually happy Angie had interrupted our conversation. Victor had given me a lot to process, and I wasn’t ready to discuss my future, with him as a permanent fixture. “I better get inside before Angie comes out and drags me in. She’s scary when she’s pushy.” 

“Of course, Hope. We can continue getting to know one another some other time.” 

  He raised both of my hands to his lips and kissed them. He looked like he wanted to grab hold of me and never let me go, but whatever impulse he felt he managed to resist and merely gave me one of his charming smiles. I watched him walk back to the house and disappear inside. 

My conversation with Victor had answered many questions and raised several more. I had no idea what he was trying to fix or how I’d get my memories back. It troubled me that the thought of Victor with a girl like Edana didn’t bother me nearly as much as the thought of Tie with a girl like Edana did. 

Was Tie’s flirtatious behavior toward me a way to get even with Victor, and nothing more? He was here to help, but was he also here to hurt? Why would he have led Victor and Ms. Mori to my hometown if he’d been helping my parents at one point?

Why did I remember kissing him? 

Nothing about my life made sense anymore.  
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Ms. Mori’s second floor was like an elegant looking hotel. I couldn’t believe how many rooms there were. It wasn’t like anybody lived with her. Everyone could have had a room to themselves, but Angie and I weren’t about to be separated, although I was dreading the talk we’d have concerning my healing powers.      

My father took the room right next to ours. I think if Angie hadn’t been with us he might have demanded to stay in the same room with me. He may have been tired, but his parental rights were being threatened by my mythology teacher, and my life had already been endangered twice tonight.  

He was very tightly wound. 

I made my way up the stairs and walked down the hall toward the first door to my right. I wanted to say goodnight to my father before I faced the inevitable with Angie. I was almost to the door when I heard Tie’s familiar voice floating softly from within. 

What was Tie doing in my dad’s room? I stood to the side of the entryway and listened. 

“You have to help me get Hope away from here tonight,” I heard my father hiss. 

“I can’t do that this time, James. I got you out of Kagami, but I can’t get you out of this. Hope needs our protection now,” Tie responded unhappily. 

“I thought you were our friend. Why bother helping Julia and I escape if you were just going to lead Ms. Mori and Victor right to us seventeen years later?” 

I held my breath, anxious for the answer. 

“I knew the demon god had finally found you.” 

“How? How could you know that?” 

“I have several unsavory connections. You wouldn’t have survived the attack and Hope would have been taken. And then there are those nekomata who simply want Hope dead. We barely got to you in time.” 

There was a pause in the conversation, and I wondered if I needed to leave before I got caught.  

“What do you get out of this, Tie? Don’t get me wrong. I appreciate the help. Having you on our side makes me feel like the playing field has been leveled somewhat, but why are you doing this?” 

A heavy silence followed my father’s question. I waited, impatient to hear more. 

“Let’s just say Hope and I share a rather complicated history, and leave it at that.” 

“What does that even mean?” 

I wondered the same thing.

 “Look, when it comes to Hope, I’ll always do what’s best for her. Okay?” 

“That still doesn’t answer my question.” 

More silence followed, and I couldn’t help but feel frustrated. I was never going to get straight answers from anyone it seemed. 

“I’m sorry about Julia,” Tie said, changing the subject.  

It surprised me to hear Tie mention my mother’s name. 

“I had no idea the nekomata suspected Hope so many years ago, and I should have known. I could have prevented that disaster if I had known.” 

“Don’t,” my father interjected.  His voice was laced with pain. “You say the nekomata took the form of Hachiman? 

“Yeah, it left you alone when your daughter couldn’t heal your wife. The way Hope described it, I’d swear Julia knew what was going on and left her body on purpose.” 

“To save Hope.” 

“To save Hope,” Tie agreed. “That’s what we all want to do, isn’t it? We just want to save Hope.” He sounded like he meant it. 

I had to walk away after that. Hearing Tie talk about my mother was, in a word, devastating. It’d been awful, believing that I failed to save my mother when I had the power necessary to do so, but to think she consciously died for me made it worse. The guilt was worse. I tore into the room Angie and I were sharing and tried to forget about the conversation I’d just overheard. 

There were two twin beds on opposite sides of the room. I promptly crawled into one of them and listened to Angie while she okayed our slumber party with her mom. She finished her conversation quickly, sat down on the other bed, and stared at me, waiting for me to crack under her intense gaze. 

“Go ahead, Angie. Let’s start this already,” I finally said. 

“You can heal people.” 

She got right to the heart of the matter. I wanted to look down, but I knew I owed her. I matched her gaze and nodded in the affirmative. 

“For some reason, I’m not at all surprised. It explains a lot, actually.” She rubbed the back of her neck and stayed silent for a few seconds. 

I waited for her to yell at me; get good and angry. I almost wanted her to. Anything was better than this weird, almost quiet acceptance of a secret that should have been shared with her long ago.  

“How long have you been able to do this?” she asked. 

“Ten years.” I had to choke back a few tears when I said it. I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to cry, but I did. I felt like crying for a good, solid week. 

“Ten years. That’s a long time to keep such a huge secret from your best friend. However did you manage it?” Venom seeped into her voice. 

“It was hard to keep it from you. I’ve always wanted you to know, but my father told me to keep it secret. He…we were afraid if anyone found out, something bad might happen to me.” 

Angie’s eyes burned bright with anger. 

“I must’ve seemed like quite the threat,” she spat out. 

“Angie, it wasn’t like that.” 

“You don’t get to talk right now. You don’t get to call the shots, okay? I’m your best friend, and for ten years you kept this from me when I could have been there to help you. I could have supported you. Who else knows besides your father?” 

“Kirby.” 

“Kirby gets to know, and I don’t?” she yelled. 

I got to my feet as Angie shot to hers. 

“I had to let Kirby know so I could continue healing him…er, trying anyway. His leukemia is relentless, and it’s not going away. I’ve been doing this for months now, and there was no way to keep him from knowing.” 

Angie looked at the floor and started chewing the inside of her cheek. She tended to do that when she had something really nasty to say but was doing her best to hold back. It didn’t happen very often…holding back, that is.     

“So you were seven when it first happened?” she asked. 

“Yeah.” 

“What did happen? How did all of this craziness get started?” 

I felt strangely uncomfortable. It was so hard to come to terms with the fact Angie was no longer a part of that safe haven I’d turned to for so long. She’d been wholly untouched by this part of my life I kept secret and hidden. In a world where fiction played a huge role in my reality it had been nice to have Angie on the outside of all that, representing the kind of crazy-normal I so desperately wished was mine. With Angie involved now, there really was no safe haven anymore. No person I could turn to who could help me forget, for just a little while, that I was not your average teenage girl. 

“You fell out of our tree house,” I said with great reluctance. “Your head hit a rock. My Dad called the paramedics, but I connected with you while we were waiting. I don’t know how it happened or how I knew what to do, but I healed you immediately.” 

Angie looked up. She was so surprised her eyebrows were shooting into her hairline.  

I held out my hands. 

“You were gonna die, Ang. So I fixed you. I should have told you sooner, and I’m sorry.” 

  She startled me by running over and wrapping her arms around me. Then she cried softly into my shoulder. My battered emotions, together with my lack of sleep, and Angie’s unexpected water works began taking their toll, and before I knew it, I was sobbing right along with her. The tears cascaded down my cheeks and I nearly laughed when I considered what it took to unearth my biggest secret and get a serious moment with her. 

“Are we okay, then?” I asked. 

She nodded and pulled back. Her teary face took on a sheepish expression. 

“In all honesty, I don’t have much room to throw accusations at you. I’ve never really been the same since the day of that accident. No one knows that better than you do, Hope, and you’ve stood by me through all of the crazy times without expecting any answers. I guess we were both hiding things from one another.” 

“Does that mean you’re going to tell me what you’ve been dealing with for the last ten years?” 

 Angie let out a shaky breath and nodded. 

“I had no idea how close I came to dying that day, but it makes everything else that’s happened since then more understandable. It’s probably what triggered my visions.” 

I held my breath, fearing to show my curiosity and spook her into clamming up. 

“I can see how a person is going to die if I touch them. When the contact is skin to skin, the picture is much more detailed.” 

My eyes widened. “You…Angie…you witness people’s deaths…before they even happen?” 

She lowered her eyes to the floor and nodded. 

“The gloves,” I said. Angie’s bizarre, eccentric behavior was so much easier to understand now. “You’re not afraid of germs, you’re afraid of touching other people’s skin.” 

“I generally wear them when I can’t take the images anymore. Sometimes I need a break, but I’m constantly bumping into people, and I never know if I’ll accidentally touch a hand or a bare arm. There are other times when I can handle it just fine, and sometimes I’m able to help people who are going to die from stupid accidents. I usually find ways to interfere.” 

“What happens if your interference isn’t successful?” 

Her eyes took on a haunted look, and I suddenly understood her dark periods so much better. 

“Do you remember that time about a year ago when I had you come stay at my house and you were there with me for the whole week?” 

I nodded. “It was right around the time that awful kitchen fire took out Rosarita’s Mexican restaurant and killed Rosarita and five other employees…” I gasped as I realized what she was getting at. The anguish in Angie’s eyes made me cringe. 

“I bumped into her at the grocery store earlier that day and received a vision of her dying in a fire, but I thought it was going to happen at her house. When I get these visions I see a person’s death through their eyes. I can only see what they will see, and the picture just wasn’t as forthcoming as I needed it to be. There was so much smoke. I didn’t know the fire would start in the restaurant. By the time I realized my mistake, left Rosarita’s house, and arrived at the restaurant, the building was already burning to the ground, and firemen were carrying out the people who didn’t make it.” 

I swallowed hard and prayed that she would believe me as I said, “Angie, it wasn’t your fault.” I doubted she would accept that affirmation. I never accepted death with my own gift even when I knew there was nothing I could do to save people who were meant to die. The guilt always held fast and tight.  

“Six people died that night. I could have warned them if I’d read the vision right. That’s on me. It was completely senseless, and that’s on me.” 

For years, Angie and I had been fighting to save people with our different talents, experiencing devastation when we failed and pure euphoria when we were able to intercede on someone’s behalf. If we had confided in one another, we might have helped each other. We could have saved more lives working together than apart. What were the odds that Angie and I both possessed different abilities that allowed us to thwart death? I didn’t believe it could be a coincidence. 

“No more guilt, and no more living with these powers on our own,” I said “From now on, we help each other save lives and we tell each other everything.” 

“Agreed.” 

“I have to ask this, Angie. Why didn’t you ever have a problem touching me?” 

The corners of her mouth turned up into a soft smile. “When I touch you, all I ever see is light. There’s a blank space in the place of your death. I suppose that means you’re never meant to die seeing as how you’ll eventually become immortal, but up until Tie and Victor came along, I’d never encountered anyone else I couldn’t get a read on. You’re the only person I can be around without worrying about the time, date, and circumstances surrounding your death. You’ve been my rock, Hope. I wouldn’t have survived all of my visions without you.” 

“You’ve been mine too. I never would have survived high school without you.” 

She gave me a dry look like that was a given. 

 “I can’t believe you saved my life and didn’t have the decency to tell me about it.” She straightened up and wiped the dripping mascara from under her eyes. “Do you have any idea the kind of mileage you had with that ‘I saved your life’ card? Do you have any idea how pissed I am that you made me miss my junior prom last year instead of healing me from that awful flu bug I caught?” 

I felt a little bit lighter knowing I could talk to her about these things. 

  “For the record, you didn’t have the flu. You had a very serious case of pneumonia which I partly healed so you wouldn’t end up in the hospital.” 

  “I had pneumonia?  That’s awful. Was it so serious that totally healing me would have weakened you?” 

  “Not really. I just didn’t want you to go to the prom with Jathan Cox. That guy was an idiot and wholly undeserving of you.” My grin was naughty. 

  She gave me an appraising look. 

  “You know, you’re much more devious than you’ve ever let on. I think I like this side of you.” 

  “Even if it comes with human-sized cats, demon gods, and your best friend having lived one thousand years before you were born?”  

  “We get to hang out with two hot deities. The glass is half full in my opinion,” she replied. “Speaking of which, how soon are you and Victor tying the knot?” 

  Her excitement sounded forced. 

  “Angie…” 

  “As your best friend and soon to be maid of honor, I need to know these things. Finding the perfect dress, while evading an army of killer felines is going to be quite stressful. I’ll be needing details ASAP.” 

  “I’m not having this conversation with you.” I rolled onto my comfy twin bed and pulled the covers over myself. The bed sank down to my right as Angie snuggled up next to me. 

  “He did kiss you, you know. It may not have been the most private first kiss ever, but it looked to me like you were enjoying it.”   

“I didn’t enjoy it,” I said defensively. 

  “You didn’t put up much of a fight,” she accused. 

  “That’s because he caught me off guard. I wasn’t expecting him to kiss me. We don’t even know each other.” My confusion returned tenfold. I decided not to mention my second kiss with Victor. For Angie, more really was more. 

  “Well, according to Ms. Mori, you guys know each other. Or your spirits do, anyway.” She pulled the covers off me. “Do you realize you were born a thousand years ago? Maybe that’s why you’ve always been so responsible. You’re like an old person trapped inside a teenager’s body. I bet it felt good to lecture me every time I did something crazy and stupid.”   

“You mean potentially suicidal?” 

  “Whatever.” Angie waved her hand in the air like she was swatting an obnoxious fly. “I’m just saying, Victor knew you and clearly loved you in your first life, and based on what I saw tonight, I don’t think time has changed that, even if you aren’t some gorgeous looking Japanese princess.” 

  “Gee thanks, Ang.” 

  “You know what I mean. That kiss he gave you was heavy.” She sounded wistful as she carefully studied my features. “I noticed it, and so did someone else.” 

  “What are you talking about?” 

  Angie studied her cuticles like she didn’t have a care in the world.  

  “It was just interesting to watch Tie’s reaction, that’s all. One minute you’ve saved each other’s lives, and you’re staring into each other’s eyes like no one else is in the room, and the next minute Victor’s got you wrapped up in a passionate exchange. For a second there, I thought Tie was going to take that rather nasty looking sword of his and plunge it through Victor’s heart.” 

  “You did? I mean…he looked bothered watching Victor kiss me?” 

  I wanted to pretend that her answer wasn’t particularly important to me, but Angie read me like the open book she’d pegged me for years ago. She knew exactly how much her response meant to me. 

  “He looked like his whole world had bottomed out. Not the reaction I was expecting from a guy so wholly indifferent to everyone and everything around him. I tell you what though, he’s got a mean poker face, and he managed to slide it back into place before you finished lip locking with Victor.” She rose from the bed and ran across the room, diving under her own covers, and then letting out an obnoxious snoring sound. 

  “Angie! Is that it? Is that all you noticed? Is that all you’re going to tell me?” I was desperate to know more. 

  “Ah ha!” she cried out happily. “I knew you wanted Tie. I’ve known it from the moment you two argued in mythology class.” 

  I felt transparent and vulnerable. I was so used to this conversation being reversed. I was always the one talking about Angie’s latest love interest. Okay, so I was always talking her out of her latest love interest, but I had never been the boy crazy one. I didn’t feel strongly one way or the other about most of the guys I met. Discussing this with Angie made me feel like I had this large open wound where my heart was supposed to be, and it was exposed for anyone and everyone to see. It was horrendous. I couldn’t believe people wanted to feel this way. 

  “Okay, so maybe I like Tie,” I said. Angie let out a loud, disbelieving snort, which I chose to ignore. “He’s slightly attractive, his brooding bad guy persona has managed to pique my interest, and he can be witty when he’s not pissing me off.” 

  “Yeah, and he threw himself in between you and a sword forged from the land of the dead,” she added. “I guess we can add selfless and self-sacrificing to his rather short list of endearing qualities.” 

  “He just did that because of the veil. If I die, there’s nobody else around to heal the stupid thing.” I spoke more forcefully than I intended. 

  “Do I detect a hint of bitterness regarding Tie’s true motives?” Angie appeared more pleased with herself with every passing second. 

  “I’m not bitter. I’m simply stating a fact here. Tie needs me in the same way every other kami needs me. I may be slightly interested in him, but his interest in me goes as far as my involvement with the veil, and how often he can use me to get to Victor.” 

  “What are you talking about?” she asked. 

  I decided to share Victor’s story. I didn’t see why I should hide it from her. It really wasn’t a secret, and she needed to be aware of the conflict between Tie and Victor as much as I did. When I finished, she looked a little perturbed.  

  “Angie, are you okay?’ 

  She shrugged her shoulders and gave me a crumbly smile. 

  “Sorry, I just feel a bit weird. Sounds familiar in an odd sort of way,” she said. 

  “You’ve heard the story before?” 

  Angie didn’t answer, but continued to stare straight ahead, looking troubled and confused. She shook her head and made eye contact with me again. 

  “So you think Tie is using you to hurt your boyfriend?” she asked. 

  I narrowed my eyes at her, wondering if I should press her further about what was bothering her. Her closed expression gave me pause. Just because we’d had one hell of a serious moment together, didn’t mean Angie could automatically jump into the habit of confiding in me. 

  “Victor is not my boyfriend, and yes, Tie is using me…I think. Wouldn’t you? He lost the only woman he’s ever loved. Victor’s intentions may have been honorable, but his methods were the exact opposite. A lot of time has passed, though. Tie needs to forgive him already.” 

  “Edana, isn’t the only woman Tie has ever loved,” Angie said. 

  “Stop. I know what you’re going to say, and it simply isn’t true.” 

  “You know what I think? I think you’re extremely uncomfortable with the idea of Tie having feelings for you.” 

  “Why would you think that?” 

  “Well, if you have feelings for Tie, and he has feelings for you, something could actually happen here. It’s the perfect recipe for a potential relationship.” 

  “There’s about as much potential for that relationship to come about as there is for an actual marriage to take place with Victor,” I argued. 

  “Ooooh! And wouldn’t that be an interesting group dynamic? You and Tie fighting this mounting attraction for one another, knowing you’re meant for Victor, while Victor continues on, completely intent on having you for himself.” 

  I couldn’t stop the eye rolling. I’d been doing it so often during this particular topic of conversation I was actually getting dizzy.  

  “And to top it all off, our heroine is faced with a heart-wrenching dilemma. Fulfill her destiny and save the world by taking her place at Victor’s side or turn her back on it all by choosing love, one of the most powerful forces in the known universe,” she ended dramatically. “Merciful heavens, this is good stuff! I’m wasting my time attending high school, I tell ya. I should be a highly paid author.” 

  “Angie, I’m going to go to bed now. I’m going to pretend this conversation never took place and do my very best to become unconscious as quickly as humanly possible.” 

  “According to Ms. Mori you’re only half human. Hope, the demigoddess.” She shook her head like she was trying to wrap her brain around the idea. “Life is stranger than fiction. There’s no way I could have made this stuff up.”  

  I rolled over in my bed, turning my back to Angie and praying that sleep would carry me away before she was able to bring up any other subjects I wasn’t ready or willing to face just yet. Fortunately for me, it did. 

 

* * * 

 

  This time around I knew I was dreaming. My white, silk kimono felt familiar and welcoming. The cherry blossoms raining lightly down upon me were just as I remembered. The path before me would guide me to Tie, and then Victor would stand directly behind me. I eagerly stepped forward, anxious to reach Tie before my dream ended the way it had last time, but as I took one step and then another, I felt drawn in a different direction.  

I left my path completely and entered a heavily wooded area. The tall, oppressive trees shut out most of the sunlight, giving the illusion that it was much later in the day. Of course, who knew what time it was? This was a dream, after all. 

  There may not have been much light to guide my steps, but the fierce pull on my heart gave me all the guidance I needed. After what seemed like hours, I finally stumbled into an open field covered in green grass. On the other side of this field stood Tie. His white formal wear was now black. I broke into a run, feeling an intense sense of urgency. Tie must have sensed it too because he met me halfway and pulled me to him. 

I lifted my arms to embrace him and noticed my kimono had changed from white to red. I looked into his eyes, a question forming on my lips, but he appeared ecstatic by the change. He looked over my shoulder and stared into the dense forest from which I’d come. I turned around and saw Victor. The devastated expression on his face made my heart feel as if it was being ripped apart. I didn’t understand why he was so sad, but I moved toward him, determined to find out. Before I could reach him, a nekomata emerged from the forest to my right and came at me with its sword raised high above its head.
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I sat up in bed fully awake with my heart pounding and my breath coming in short gasps. I couldn’t remember what I’d been dreaming about, but based on my elevated blood pressure it must have been one awesome nightmare. I looked across the room to see if I’d disturbed Angie. I should have known better than to worry. There wasn’t a noise on earth that was capable of waking Angie up before she was good and ready. 

“Bad dream?” a soft voice said from behind me. 

If I hadn’t been sitting down, I’m sure I’d have fallen over. 

I looked behind me toward the window and saw Tie’s silhouette outlined in the white moonlight. He sat in the window seat with one leg on the ground and the other bent close to his chest, his hand resting lazily on top of his knee. His easy looking manner and his ability to startle me left me feeling totally irritated.  

“What are you doing in here?” I asked. 

“I was checking up on you, sweetheart. Victor and I are taking turns keeping watch over you while everyone sleeps. No need to thank me. You’re entirely welcome.” His teasing tone never wavered. 

“Is it necessary for you to be in here to do it? Can’t you just open the door, look in, and get lost?” I gave him my best you-don’t-have-any-effect-on-me-whatsoever look.  

Tie leaned his head back against the wall. I couldn’t see his facial expression very clearly, but I was pretty sure he was giving me one of his infuriating grins. Everything I did and said amused him. 

“Why are you always so ready to pick a fight with me?” he asked. “You’re much more mild-mannered with Victor.” He said Victor’s name like it was a curse word. 

I stood up and walked over to the window seat so I could read his face a little easier. 

“What is the deal between you two?” I asked, deciding to play dumb. “When we were attacked by that nekomata you guys were comrades in arms. You seemed willing enough to look out for each other then, but at any other given time you’re throwing out these weird verbal digs. Makes me think you two are unwilling allies in all of this.” 

I held my breath, waiting to see if I could get Tie’s side of the story. 

His face became a blank mask. He didn’t look away from me, but he didn’t give me much to go on either. 

I sat down inside the window seat directly in front of him, stubbornly refusing to leave until he answered my questions. The corners of his mouth turned up ever so slightly. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to let me know I’d done it again. He thought this was funny. 

“Your personality is exactly as I remembered,” he finally offered. 

“You’ve said that before. I take it we were friends in my first life?” I considered the brief memory of our shared kiss. I sincerely hoped it was a memory, anyway. 

“You really don’t remember a thing about me, do you?” His gaze never wavered, and his eyes pleaded for a spark of recognition from me. 

“Were we friends?” I repeated. 

His eyes darkened and his fists clenched at his sides. “We were definitely friends, Hope.” It barely came out above a whisper. 

“And I knew you were a deity?” 

“Not at first, but then you weren’t very forthcoming with some rather important information either.” 

“You sound angry.” 

“I am angry, dammit.” He lowered his voice when Angie made a startled snorting sound in her sleep. “I am angry. I know it’s wrong of me to want this, to want…” he sighed in defeat. “After everything we went through—after what I did—I guess I hoped you would recognize me somehow. Feel some kind of pull or attachment to me.” 

I did feel that. I had already experienced all of that, but those emotions were wrong, apparently. I was supposed to harbor feelings for Victor. Not that I had any intention of allowing some obscure prophecy to dictate my love life. Tie’s gaze probed my face for a reaction. Like I was really going to throw myself at him just because I was interested. I didn’t remember the time we spent together so I wasn’t about to tell him the truth when it came to my feelings, especially when I wasn’t clear about his intentions. 

“I suppose you expect that reaction from all the girls you meet,” I said.. 

He smirked at that. The soft moonlight caressed the contours of his beautiful face. 

“Well, most girls are completely enamored with the god of love and marriage. They can’t help themselves. In all fairness to them, I am a rather attractive individual.” 

That got a derisive chuckle out of me.“I don’t understand. Women who meet you fall in love with you?”  

“Not necessarily. As the god of love, I’m made to look like the epitome of what a lover should look like. I’m the one that guides women to their soul mates. Stands to reason I’m one hot looking deity myself, don’t you think?” He raised his eyebrows at me, daring me to contradict him. “You; however, have always intrigued me. You’re constantly giving me attitude.” 

“You thought I’d be totally enamored when I saw you?”  

“Yes, though part of that has to do with what happened in the past.” 

“What did happen?” There was no way to mistake my impatience at that point. 

I think Tie must have realized he was saying too much. His mouth closed into a thin line, and he folded his arms across his chest. 

“Look, if you remember the past, then great. You certainly have every right to know what happened to you, and what you’re really up against here.” He lifted his hand to my cheek, rubbing his thumb softly along my cheekbone, his expression sad and wistful. 

I wanted to lean into him. I wanted to keep this side of Tie, this open, honest part of him, all to myself, but it ended all too soon. The softness in his look hardened, and he pulled back his hand like I’d burned it. 

“I can’t explain any of this to you. It’s not my job. It’s dear old Vicky’s. My job involves uniting two people meant for each other. That’s it. That’s all I’ll ever do.” Resignation laced that statement.

I couldn’t help the next words that left my lips. “What if you fall in love with one of your subjects?” 

 Tie’s face took on a hard edge. 

“It’s happened before, a very long time ago, and I actually cared enough to believe in it. Twice.” A muscle in his jaw started to twitch. 

Twice?

Victor had only mentioned one woman, not two. 

“Who were they?” 

Tie took a deep breath through the nose and stared at me again with that look that begged me to remember something, anything at all. He must have realized that I hadn’t the foggiest idea who these women were. 

“It doesn’t matter anymore. I lost them both, and there was very little I could do about it.” 

I let out the breath I’d been holding. I was frustrated that Tie had avoided mentioning Edana specifically or the other girl for that matter. 

“I’m sorry. I honestly can’t imagine anyone not leaping at the opportunity to be with you.” 

His eyes widened at that, and he leaned forward, grabbing my hand in his. The elation building within him made me wonder what he could possibly be so excited about. 

“Do you really mean that, Hope? Do you…” he swallowed hard, “…feel anything at all when you’re near me?”  

His behavior confused me. He said we were once friends, but acted as if he’d been expecting more than a friendly reaction out of me. 

I hastily backpedaled. “I’m just saying you’re a handsome guy. You’re kind, funny, and selfless. I mean, you’re willing to throw yourself between your friends and a blade from the underworld.” I shrugged. “What’s not to like?”  

 Do I have to sound so lame? 

I registered the brief disappointment on Tie’s face, but he covered it with more indifference. 

“A glowing recommendation.” He released my hand, and I was sorry for the aborted contact. 

What was I supposed to say? Hey, I’ve known you less than a day, but I never want to be without you again? It sounded crazy and left me vulnerable and exposed. There was no way to know what his reaction might be, and I was more than a little out of my element. I decided to change the subject since I didn’t have a firm grasp on what we were specifically talking about anyway. 

“So do you always use a cherry blossom to make people fall in love with each other?” 

“I don’t force what isn’t there. The blossom won’t join a couple together if love doesn’t already exist, but for the most part, yes, I use cherry blossoms to bind people to one another. There was one occasion in particular that stands out to me, but I can’t talk about it until you remember.” 

I was sick of his cryptic remarks. It was all one big tease. 

My annoyance showed in my next comment. “So you intend on binding me to Victor without giving me a choice in the matter?” 

“Well, you certainly don’t seem to mind his company. I’d just be unearthing the love that’s destined to exist between the two of you.” he remarked snidely. 

“What are you talking about? I’m not in love with Victor.” I told myself to calm down. No need to get defensive.  

“I didn’t say you were in love with him. I’m just saying that was one heck of a kiss.” 

Pompous, arrogant deity! As if I asked for that kiss. Though I did ask for the last one. 

I threw my hands in the air and walked back to my bed. “At least Victor doesn’t think he’s god’s gift to women.” 

I heard a grunt come from Tie’s general direction and decided I wasn’t done with him yet. I turned around to face his arrogant frame. 

“You, however, seem to think rather highly of yourself, believing you can force me to love whoever you want. Messing with my choices as if you had the right. You’re so full of yourself, you probably think you could get me to fall in love with you.”  

I was baiting him. I knew it was stupid, but he was so good at unnerving me. I wanted to unnerve him a little, but from what I could discern in the faint moonlight, it was having the opposite effect. His cocky smile continued to grow as he stood up and shortened the distance between us. 

“Perhaps we should put your little theory to the test.” 

I needed to back down and step away from him. It was obvious he knew something I didn’t. Instead of putting a little space between us, I inched myself forward until my face was just a few centimeters from his. 

“Bring it,” I challenged. 

His smile became dangerous as he considered me for a few moments. 

He took a step back, breaking the intensity between us and tapped his finger on his chin as if he were pondering something very serious. 

“But I have no intention of forcing anything. We’ll take the longer route, and get to know one another all over again. I’ve never used any of my own romantic ideas for myself. I’ve always been too busy getting other people together.” He sounded slightly bitter. “But a challenge has been issued and you’ve accepted. Victor won’t like it one bit, but it looks like we’re officially courting.” He rubbed his hands together in anticipation of the warrior god’s explosive reaction. 

He sounded so delighted with himself I had to laugh. 

“Courting? You really are ancient aren’t you? It sounds a little old fashioned to me.” 

“Does it?” He regained that half step and then some, getting closer to me and studying me with his beautiful blue eyes. They didn’t seem as icy as they had before. “I think the old fashioned way of doing things is really what a woman wants. Chivalry. Gentlemanly behavior. Chicks seem to dig it.”  

“I’m not just a chick. I’m an intelligent, independent woman who’s not easily swayed by a pretty face.” I am so swayed by that pretty face. “And if you intend to court me rather than hand me a cherry blossom and be done with it then you’re going to have to figure out how to worm you way into my affections. Good luck with that.” 

Tie’s lighthearted mood dampened with my comment. The ice in his eyes returned, and a dangerous glint stealthily crept into them. 

“I think I may have just the thing to start off this courting challenge,” he said. 

Before I could get a grip on his mood swing, Tie slowly produced from behind his back a flower. It was completely black to the point of looking charcoal. It pulsated with its own life-like energy, and even though I knew I had nothing to fear from Tie, I was afraid of this. Despite the danger I sensed, I wanted to reach out and examine its dark beauty. I hesitantly lifted my hand toward it, but then I pulled back. Tie looked both disappointed and a little relieved. 

How confusing. 

I just couldn’t read him, but this was Tie’s game, and I wasn’t about to slip up.  

“What’s that supposed to be?” I tried to sound disinterested. I failed miserably. 

“This is supposed to be a flower.” 

His response was like acid on my nerves. I felt anger and hatred building in his gaze. It made me nervous so I tried saying something flippant. 

“You’re giving me a dead flower? You’ve really never had to work at this, have you?”  

“For the record, this flower isn’t dead. It’s a very rare bloom called the Black Cherry Blossom. Women are all about tokens and symbols when they begin falling in love with someone. Isn’t giving a rare flower to the woman I’m courting a kind of symbol of how rare our love might be?” 

“I thought you said you weren’t going to use a cherry blossom.” 

“If you want to make your own choices then go ahead and do so. You can accept the blossom and discover if you’re independent enough to withstand its power, or you can let me court you, and we’ll see what happens.” A desperate glint in his eye clued me in to the fact that this decision I was about to make was monumentally important to him and possibly dangerous for both of us. 

This had moved far beyond some ridiculous challenge. Did he really want me to choose Victor over him and compromise his precious prophecy? To what end? Why would he want me when he came solely to unite me with Victor? I ignored the intensity of the moment and tried on one of those bored looks that Tie managed so well. As if I couldn’t be bothered enough to care about whatever was happening here. 

“Do you see me swooning?” I folded my arms over my chest. “Nothing says romance like a burnt flower.” 

“Make a decision, Hope. I’m giving you the opportunity to choose your own path.” 

Tie’s eyes flashed one confusing emotion after another, and even though he was the one offering me such a rare and special flower, I got the distinct impression that he was silently pleading for me to refuse it.  

Taking that flower would be giving him a leg up on this weird little challenge we’d struck with one another, and I had no way of knowing what kind of affect it might have on me. I didn’t want to be under its influence, but I didn’t want to give up this challenge either.  

I needed to be the one setting the conditions, and I needed to make sure they were the kind of conditions that would ensure me a win. Before he had time to anticipate me, I batted the blossom away with the back of my hand and got right in his face. 

He looked to the floor where the flower had landed and then watched as it disappeared. I could have sworn I heard him let out a sigh of relief. 

“You seem to think one kiss from Victor was all it took to get me to fall for him,” I said pointing my finger at his chest. 

“Do you deny you were into it?” 

“All I’m saying is this: if you really want to prove something here, don’t hand me a withered old flower and expect me to beg for an engagement ring. Put your money where your mouth is and kiss me.” 

Daring Tie to kiss me wasn’t necessarily the brightest idea I’d ever had, nor was it my normal MO. Nope. This move had Angie written all over it. However, it was a condition I could easily set without the least hope of him taking me up on it. In the back of my mind I still clung to the idea that someone like Tie would never be interested in someone like me. He just wanted to get under Victor’s skin. There was no way he planned on kissing me unless his intended audience was present. 

And so I dared him to kiss me.  Yep. 

Taking in Tie’s expression made me think my impulsive move had actually been a good one. He had not been expecting this. His calm façade slipped, his eyes darting to my lips and pausing there before taking in my serious expression and weighing it against my words. I decided to press my advantage and enjoy it as much as possible. 

“Uh oh. Are we out of practice, Tie? So busy finding love for other people we don’t remember how to do it for ourselves?” It was ruthless teasing, but I wasn’t about to apologize for it. “Better luck next time.” 

I turned around and headed for my bed wearing my own smug little smile. I’d been right all along. He wouldn’t touch me without his oldest enemy present. 

Before I’d taken two steps, I felt his arms surround me, clutching me to him in a tight embrace. I might have attempted to struggle, but I was too stunned by the sensation of his warm, moist lips slowly kissing the tender side of my neck. I should have put up some kind of resistance, but my body refused to cooperate with me. 

 What was happening? This hadn’t been the plan at all! 

Instead of pushing away from him, I couldn’t help but tilt my head to the side as he continued his slow assault down the length of my neck toward my shoulder. He grabbed my waist and turned me roughly to face him. His eyes were stormy with a need I couldn’t even begin to understand. He cupped the sides of my face in his hands and crushed my lips to his. A soft moan escaped my mouth. My reaction to him was explosive. I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and held him as tightly as he held me.  

His kisses were aggressive and demanding, filling up every lonely space I hadn’t known existed. It was all so familiar and peaceful and turbulent and crazy. I could actually feel something powerful happening between us—something building that hadn’t been there with Victor.  

Then an amazing thing happened. Our life forces connected to one another, and my mind witnessed beautiful warm tones of yellow, gold, and orange. They invited me in, beckoning me to stay, to never part from them again. I searched his heart, looking for the old ache that had been there previously, but I couldn’t find it anywhere. It seemed to have vanished along with any trace of the pain he’d been holding onto. Instead, what he did hold onto was me. Tie’s spirit held me close and claimed me for his own. I didn’t put up a fight. I didn’t want to fight it anymore. I just wanted to stay warm and loved and happy. 

As I accepted this connection with all of my heart he abruptly broke away, severing the joining of our spirits in the process. It was surprisingly painful. Neither one of us spoke for several seconds. I think we were both surprised by what that kiss meant to us. 

Tie looked like someone had taken his whole world and turned it upside down. He began pacing the room back and forth. He stopped to look at me for one brief second, and in that second I saw fear, disbelief, worry, and even love pouring out of his piercing blue eyes. He finally stopped in front of me and grabbed my shoulders. 

“That wasn’t supposed to happen. Hachiman believed your death and rebirth would reset circumstances surrounding your soul mate. Victor and I have both been trying to determine if Hachiman was right.” 

“Tie, what are you talking about? What’s so impossible about the idea of us kissing?” 

  He gave me a frightened look and shook me as he spoke. “Tell me…” he stopped talking. He looked like he was swallowing back a slew of unfamiliar emotions. “Tell me I’m not the only one who felt that, Hope. Tell me I’m not the only one who saw that.” He was sounding more and more desperate.  

I’d known for some time that I had feelings for Tie, but I wasn’t expecting his kisses to reveal to me how strong they were. It was like everything had been magnified and now there really was no way to deny exactly how I felt about him. 

“Do you mean the connection we made? The colors we created together?” 

He let go of me, running his hands through his hair. 

“Amazing. You did feel it. It wasn’t just me. This is real. This is really happening.” He looked like he didn’t know whether to be ecstatic or completely freaked out. 

“Of course, I felt it. I’ve never experienced anything like it.” 

I stepped toward him, afraid he was trying to put distance between us. I didn’t want him to distance himself from me ever again, but he held up his hands, warding me off. 

“You never felt this with Victor?” He looked like he was afraid to hear the answer. “I saw you two kissing outside earlier.” He had a hard time looking at me when he said that. “Your life force didn’t connect with his?” 

“Absolutely not. You’re the only person I’ve ever connected to like that. The colors were just as amazing and wonderful as they were the first time I connected to you.” 

Tie lowered his hands in surprise. 

“This has happened before?” 

“Two times before, actually. Once at the nurse’s station and a second time when I was healing you from that stab wound.” 

Tie crossed over to me in one long stride and wrapped his arms around me. 

“That can’t be true. I didn’t notice it before. Why didn’t I see it?” 

“Maybe you weren’t ready to.”  

“What?”  

“Tie, your heart was pretty damaged even before that sword did a number on it.” 

“What do you mean it was damaged?” 

“There was an injury there. Something dark and hateful you were still holding onto. It was preventing me from healing you completely. The last few times I’ve connected with you I’ve managed to chip away at it, but I think when we kissed, our life forces were able to correct it together. It isn’t there anymore.” 

He put his hand to his heart and held perfectly still. 

“You’re right. It isn’t there anymore, and it was supposed to be permanent.  Everything’s changing so fast, and I have no idea what to do about it. I have no idea what to tell Victor, but his reaction will not be good. He and Ms. Mori may not allow me anywhere near you until they find a way to correct it.” He let out a defiant laugh and hugged me close to him. “But there is no way to correct it. You’re mine, now. I know it’s wrong to be happy about this. I promised myself I would let you go when the time came, but I never have to. I never want to. You’re mine, Hope. Always.” 

I belonged to Tie? He actually wanted this to happen? 

I leaned back to look at him. I intended to ask as many questions as I could fit into one breath. Obviously, everything he’d just rattled off made absolutely no sense to me, but the joy on his face was so mesmerizing to watch. He looked so radiant and happy. I simply stared at him for just a few more moments, enjoying the happiness enshrouding his features. And how did I feel about the idea that Tie and I were somehow bound to one another forever? A warm feeling of contentment spread throughout my entire being. The rightness of his words and my own easy acceptance of it was absolutely crazy, yet there was no denying what either of us felt. 

“Why is this so significant, and why was your heart supposed to be damaged permanently? I’m so sick of having absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.” I moved from him and placed my hands on my hips, tapping my foot in frustration. “So help me, Tie, you’re going to answer my questions, and you’re going to answer them now because if you don’t I’ll do something absolutely deplorable.” 

He wrapped his arms around me again and rested his chin on my forehead. 

“You’re incapable of deplorable acts.” 

“I swear I’ll sic Angie on you.” 

His laughter made my heart feel lighter than ever. 

“Connecting to someone like that hardly ever happens because most people don’t use their life force the way we do. That’s why I have the job that I have. I help people recognize who their soul mates are, and that’s what the cherry blossoms are for. They open eyes and seal souls together. You and I don’t need a cherry blossom to have our eyes opened. We already understand ourselves and our spirits. We can recognize the connection and the colors we make together.” 

 “Just to clarify here. You’re saying we’re…” 

“Soul mates,” he finished. Then he pulled back, fear and uncertainty replacing his earlier elation. 

“Kiss me again, Hope. I need to know this wasn’t just some cruel joke or strange fluke or…” 

I didn’t let him finish his sentence. If he wanted me to kiss him, I was more than happy to oblige. I didn’t attack his lips. I wanted to enjoy this for what it was, a tender moment between two people who were just starting to discover something wonderful. I didn’t know what this meant for us in the future, but I fully believed in what was happening to us right now.    

The energy I felt before began building again, and our connection was even more explosive than it’d been the first time. The warmth I experienced took hold of every cell in my body. I was awash in a quiet storm of colors, each one wrapping around my spirit and completing parts of me that hadn’t been whole in literally hundreds of years. My mind expanded and then opened. I felt memories from my previous life begin to rise to the surface, but before I could reach out and take hold of them my connection to Tie was severed again. 

I pulled back and looked at him questioningly, but his focus was on something else. I turned around, and there, standing behind me, was a totally enraged Victor. 

“Tie?  What’s going on?” Victor asked. 

Tie made eye contact with me, but his whole demeanor changed right before me. His body went rigid, his lips lifted into a cold sneer, and his eyes flashed in anger. 

“Our little healer had a bit of a nightmare. She was thrashing around so much I was afraid she might do some damage to the bed frame or possibly herself. I thought I’d wake her up by giving her something pleasant to dream about.” 

“And the only thing you could think of was molesting the girl I’m supposed to marry?” Victor’s voice echoed off the bedroom walls. 

Tie took a side step and came up from behind me, planting himself between me and Victor while giving my hand an encouraging squeeze in the process. It was that minimal hand contact that let me know he wasn’t messing with me. He was trying to protect me.  

From Victor? 

“I figured it was the most enjoyable way of convincing her that there is no bogeyman,” he said in that lazy voice of his. “Then I can kill two birds with one stone by checking her response to me.” 

“There may be no bogeyman, but I think a killer cat that is capable of turning itself into Mr. Fairmont is a hell of a lot scarier,” said Angie from the corner of the room. I turned to her in surprise, realizing she didn’t appear a bit sleepy. 

From the smirk on her face, it was obvious she hadn’t been sleeping for quite some time.  

Fabulous. 
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Angie’s comment distracted Tie and myself enough that we didn’t notice Victor sliding in between us until it was too late. He immediately swept my small frame behind him. 

“Thanks for all your help, but I think I can take things from here,” Victor said with forced civility. 

I stared at Victor’s back and tried to get my breathing under control, but all I saw was red. I couldn’t believe he’d just swept me behind him like I was some helpless child with little control and little choice. I was getting ready to vocalize my complete and total annoyance when I heard Tie’s voice rise up out of the silence. 

“You’re right. I probably should have let her thrash about and wake up the rest of the household.” 

“That wasn’t what I meant.” 

I peeked around Victor. Tie wore his usual cool facade, but there was definitely something slightly off about it this time. To me, it appeared as if he was barely in control of himself. Like maybe he couldn’t bear seeing me standing behind Victor instead of in his arms. 

In a way, I felt relieved. When Victor had barged in on us, I feared Tie had somehow orchestrated our make-out session just so Victor would see us together. If Tie really had planned to use me to get to Victor, he wouldn’t be playing it off as if it meant nothing to either one of us. Right? He had to have felt that kiss straight to his core. 

 I still felt it. 

I waited for him to get possessive or even break down and tell Victor the truth. Heck, I was getting ready to tell him the truth. He needed to know what had happened between Tie and myself. We had just shared something that changed everything about our current predicament.  

“Victor, I think we need to straighten some things out here between all three of us,” I began. 

“Sorry, but I’m entirely too sleepy to sit here and attempt to make nice with either one of you,” Tie butted in. He flashed me an anxious glance. 

“Tie,” I tried again.  

“I think Hope is merely suggesting that we end this contention between us,” interrupted Victor. 

I tried to catch Tie’s eye so he would understand my intent, but he refused to look at me. Instead, his focus was on Victor. Correction. His venomous glare of unconcealed hatred was focused on Victor. 

“You’re here for a specific purpose, and I need to know you can fulfill your purpose as objectively as possible despite your feelings toward me.”  

A heavy pressure began building behind my eyelids again.

Not this again.  

“I’ve already told you I can handle it,” Tie said. “I know exactly what I’m here for.” That last part seemed painful for him to get out. 

I couldn’t see the expression on Victor’s face, and I didn’t really want to. I just wanted to understand what was going on here. Tie looked at me and shook his head ever so slightly. Did that mean he wanted me to keep quiet? His strained expression smoothed out quickly and became as cool and serene as ever.  

Why hadn’t he told Victor what had happened? What was holding him back? The pressure in my head continued to build, pushing and shoving its way through the rest of my body. 

“Good,” Victor said, offering his hand to Tie. 

Tie reluctantly shook it, which made me feel powerless. It was like an agreement had just been reached; something about my fate had been determined for me, and I was no longer capable of doing anything about it. 

The building pressure erupted from my body, and a hot, white light shot from every inch of my skin, at least that’s how it looked and felt to me. I knew better than to fight it and simply did the very best I could to breathe through it until my eyesight cleared and my surroundings became visible again. 

Tie and Victor stood in the same position, shaking hands as if they’d just struck some form of agreement. I was next to Victor instead of behind him. That wasn’t the only thing that was different. A strange woman stood behind Tie and to his left. Several other people surrounded us in a highly decorative room. 

The moment we shared was serious. I sensed that immediately, but I couldn’t understand what exactly was taking place. Tie began speaking in a language that was far from English, but I caught every word like it was my own native tongue.  

“As it has been prophesied so shall it come to pass. The princess will soon take her rightful place alongside the honorable Masaru Katsu, god of warriors and keeper of the Grass Cutter Sword.” 

He put some emphasis on the word honorable, causing Victor to tense at my side. Despite the formal and reverent tone being set for what I assumed was some kind of wedding ceremony, I couldn’t help but notice Tie’s struggle between indifference and rage. He didn’t want to be here, and the look he gave me made me feel as if I had betrayed him in some way. 

“As a god ordained by our first parents to give approval and blessings for unions such as these, I bestow upon this particular union a blessing of the highest order and seal it with this cherry blossom,” he said. 

My right palm instinctively lifted flat to meet Victor’s in the middle like some strange high five. As soon as our hands made contact, a beautiful cherry blossom grew upwards between the tips of our fingers. 

“This is official. In a fortnight the princess Mikomi will forever belong to you, Masaru. Protect what is rightfully yours or someone else will.”      

Tie may have been talking to Victor, but he was looking at me. His look was calculating. It actually made me shiver. 

I felt powerless, knowing my fate was being decided for me, sealed to some stranger, and yet Victor wasn’t a stranger really. He was kind and understanding. He’d never do anything to hurt me. All he wanted was to love and protect me.  

My thoughts were chaotic and confusing. It was awful standing next to Victor with my panic mounting, forgetting what I already knew about him. It was like seeing the past as if it was my future, yet knowing the present as if it was my past. 

Print that on a fortune cookie! 

A mind numbing meld of contradicting emotions, opinions, and memories ignited a familiar pressure that signified the end of my vision. This time the return trip took on a more forceful impact. It felt like my spirit slammed into my body which caused me to lose my footing and crumple to the floor. Pain and nausea hit me hard.    

“Hope. What’s happened?” 

“Are you all right?” 

I tried to raise my head, but the movement made the room, and everyone surrounding me blur beyond recognition. I lowered my head to the floor, grateful for the cool, wood flooring instead of something scratchy and smelly like shag carpet.  

I was still trying to get my bearings when the sound of breaking glass silenced the concerned questions Victor, Tie, and Angie were throwing at me. 

“Angie, get down,” Victor yelled. 

Someone grabbed me from behind and slid me up against one of the bedroom walls. I tried opening my eyes again and noticed a marked improvement from the blurry scene I’d viewed before. I squinted in the direction of what sounded like crunching glass and saw three figures with swords drawn standing in three different types of fighting positions. 

That caught my attention. The room came back into crystal clear focus with dizzying speed. The three sword bearers posing in front of the shattered bedroom windows looked like very hairy crosses between panthers and actual human beings. They were different from the nekomata Victor had killed earlier that evening. These three had shiny jet black fur, were fully clothed in some kind of ancient looking leather, and radiated pure evil. The nekomata in the middle made a strange purring/growling noise that gave my goosebumps, goosebumps.  

“All we want is the girl. The rest of you can leave if you wish,” it said in the same hair-raising voice.  

“I‘m afraid you’ll have to be a bit more specific,” came Tie’s haughty voice to the left of me. “There are, after all, three girls present.” 

I gingerly lifted my head and beheld Ms. Mori standing next to Tie, wearing a fierce expression on her face. I looked to my right and there stood Victor and my father towering over me. The only two people in the room not standing were me and Angie. She knelt in front of me, facing the scary black cats from hell. I couldn’t see her face, but I imagined it looked about as angry, fierce, and protective as the rest of the group’s.  

“Do not waste our time, tainted kami. You merely prolong the pain and suffering your slow death will bring.”

 “Bummer,” Angie muttered. 

Tainted? What in the world was this…thing talking about? 

“You don’t actually believe we’ll stand aside and let you walk off with her, do you?” This from a very pissed off Victor. It looked like every muscle in his body was set to spring with the simplest of provocations. 

“Ah. You still believe you can win. My face will be the last face you see, kami. My sword the last thing you ever feel. My—” 

“Yeah, okay we got it. Death and destruction await those that dare oppose you. My biceps are bigger than your biceps. Blah blah blah,” Tie said. He sounded bored. He even managed to look bored. I couldn’t help but take the time to admire him for that. “Can we skip the useless dialogue and get right to the part where my sword separates your head from your freakish looking body?” 

That last part must have been code for: Attack With Deadly Swiftness because Victor, Tie and Ms. Mori flashed some very gnarly looking swords—seriously, where were they hiding these things—and crossed to the other side of the room faster than I could blink. 

There were six warriors in this tiny, crowded room, swinging six ugly weapons, and not a single nekomata was able to get close to my father, Angie, or myself. The three kami sworn to protect me were engaged in the most amazing display of sword fighting I’d ever seen. Granted, I didn’t have much experience with swords nor had I witnessed too many fights in my lifetime, but every movement was a seductively beautiful dance. The longer I watched, the more amazed I became. I should have felt terrified. Instead, I was anxious to be a part of it all.  

I wondered why I felt such a longing for something I knew nothing about. Time slowed, and my eyes sharpened. Everyone’s well-timed movements were more predictable now. The nekomata in the middle shot up Tie’s left side, and flung his other arm to the right, intending to distract him while stabbing his sword into Tie’s side. Tie registered the feint and adjusted his position while continuing his own thrust downward just in time to stab his opponent’s sword arm. To his left, Ms. Mori ducked down, easily slipping into a crouching position as a bright flash of silver sliced over her.  

Thrust up now, I thought, just as Ms. Mori did exactly that. There was an ungodly shriek of pain as the injured nekomata stumbled back, chest bleeding. How had I known what Ms. Mori should do? 

My thoughts were interrupted when I heard a grunt from Victor who fought on the opposite side of the room. He was fearless and determined…and injured. It didn’t matter that his opponent also bled badly because neither one of them were slowing down.  

From the corner of my eye, I saw Ms. Mori take a kick to the head. She went down hard and didn’t move. The nekomata standing above her licked his thick whiskered snout and raised his sword high to strike. My actions were instinctive and guided by a part of me I didn’t know existed. 

I wasn’t witnessing this battle through the eyes of Hope Fairmont, seventeen-year-old healer and run-of-the-mill high school student; I was seeing it through someone else’s eyes. Strategies were forming, calculations were being made; my body moved faster than I’d ever thought possible and suddenly Ms. Mori’s sword was in my hand and extending above my head, blocking the creature’s downward thrust.  

I felt my face break into a happy smile as I anticipated my enemies next set of moves. 

And then the dance began. 

It was like breathing to me. Block after block, thrust after thrust. The leg work, the upper body movements, all of it became second nature to me. All too soon my opponent was on the ground looking just as surprised as I felt, but he wasn’t dead. I’d dealt him a death blow, but he still breathed easily. I couldn’t understand why this creature was still alive despite the wounds I’d just inflicted, and then I realized the sword I held in my hand wouldn’t be enough to kill it. Ms. Mori’s sword was different from the nekomata. If these animals wielded weapons from the underworld then could they be killed with weapons from our world?  

My thoughts flicked to the Grass Cutter Sword, and suddenly my strategy shifted. My opponent was beginning to get his bearings. I moved toward Victor as quickly as possible, knowing his sword was the answer to ending all of this madness. I stopped when I saw the fighting had stopped as well. No one attempted to kill anyone anymore.  Everyone was looking at me. If I hadn’t been so intent on grabbing Victor’s sword and using it to completely eradicate this latest threat I might have found the varying degrees of shock etched on both man and beast quite comical. The new me hesitated only briefly and then sprang toward Victor, easily grabbing the sword from his hand.  

The minute I possessed it, I felt a surge of power sweep through me. A light surrounded my skin and shot out my fingers. A major boost in power shot through my connection with the sword. All three nekomata sprang into action, and I easily danced over, around, and under every threatening move they made. I found my first opportunity and sliced off the head of Victor’s opponent. I used my momentum to roll to the ground and spring up, taking off the head of the nekomata who’d almost killed Ms. Mori. I motioned for the last nekomata to make his move, readying my stance, looking for an opening or weakness in his position.  

“I do not have orders to kill you, Princess. You will come with me willingly or I will be forced to kill your friend and your father.” 

“Empty threats? Exactly how do you plan on pulling that off?” 

He snarled at me, charging forward with his sword held high. He’d left his chest wide open, but instead of plunging my sword in, I lifted it up and blocked his downward swing while simultaneously placing my hand against his heart.  

You’re mine. 

I connected with him and instructed his life force to stop his heart from beating. It complied, eager to end its own evil existence. The nekomata’s eyes widened in surprise as its heartbeat began to slow. I gave him a wicked smile, thoroughly enjoying the power I held in just one hand. He couldn’t fight something like this, and there was no way for him to move once I’d started.  

It was a very simple process, really. One that Akane had trained me for in case my sword fighting skills weren’t enough. The process of healing gave power to the one being healed, but the process of killing someone put all of that lovely power back where it belonged…with me. I could take a life just as easily as I could give it. 

Take a life! Akane? 

I shook my head, trying to gain control of my thoughts and actions. 

The nekomata’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and his body violently convulsed. He was in agony, and I was the cause of it. I was doing it. What in the world was I doing? I released him by pushing him backward and away from me. He stumbled to the floor and took in a huge, pain-filled breath.  

“I’m sorry,” I said horrified at my actions. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 

He looked at his slain companions and then back at me and let out a strangled chuckle, like he couldn’t believe I was apologizing for hurting him when I’d already managed to kill two of his assassins. I thought he might say something or possibly surrender. Instead, he surprised me by turning around and jumping head first out the window. I heard a light thud from the ground below and then there was nothing. 

I breathed heavily as sweat poured from my forehead, running down the sides of my temples. I’d never felt so powerful, so in control of my movements. My euphoria was cut short at the sight of the bloody sword in my hand. I considered what I’d just done. I’d just killed. Not once, but twice, and I hadn’t hesitated for even a moment. Then I’d almost taken a life by using the same power I utilized to save lives. 

It felt so disgusting.  

How had I known what to do? I had a memory, one about someone training me to kill, but it flitted away, leaving me shaken and frustrated.  

I studied the sword in my hand. Blood gleamed a sickening red from the wicked blade. It looked like it was winking at me. I dropped it to the floor and folded my hands under my arms, wanting to hide them from myself, from everyone in the room. The power from the sword disappeared, leaving me feeling like a dish towel that had just been wrung out.  

Then I looked up. 

The first face I saw was Tie’s. Astounded was a good way of describing his expression. He lifted his hands in a defensive gesture and cautiously walked over to me. Once he thought I had myself under control, he put a bracing arm around my shoulder. 

“I did not see that coming,” he mumbled under his breath. He kept his voice low as he continued. “Out of all the things you decided to remember, your training is what kicked in for you? I don’t know whether to feel elated or supremely offended.” 

I glanced to Victor who looked like someone had just ripped a couple thousand rugs right out from under him. Angie and Ms. Mori simply stared at me. I finally found my father’s eyes and almost winced. He looked at me like he had no idea who I’d become.  

I’d just taken two lives. The pain of that knowledge made me want to crawl out of my body. I didn’t want to remember the way it felt to cleanly slice through another being’s head. It was like cutting butter or slicing bread, hardly any resistance against the blade. It shouldn’t have been that easy. Why had it been so easy? Why had I felt so triumphant afterward, reveling in my own victory? How had I known the right moves, the right positions? How was I able to kill someone just by willing it to happen? It was like I was two different people, taking on two different personalities…drawing from two different lives. I couldn’t take this. I couldn’t take it. I lifted my shaking hands and wondered if they were even mine. 

“Chinatsu, she almost killed that thing with her bare hands,” Victor wheezed out.  “Her gift is for healing. How is this possible?” 

Ms. Mori appraised me with cool and calculating eyes. 

“It appears my daughter was much more involved in the Samurai wars than Tie ever let on. How extremely disappointing.”

What was she talking about? 

“There are a lot of details about my involvement with Hope that haven’t been discussed,” Tie shot back. “I didn’t think it necessary to tell you until she regained her own memories, which would happen a hell of a lot faster if you two were willing to listen to my suggestions.” 

“She doesn’t need to remember anything,” Victor shouted. “What happened in the past isn’t relevant to what we are trying to accomplish now. She doesn’t need to remember who she was, she only needs to know that she’s The Healer.” 

“Spoken like a true moron.” 

“Enough!” Ms. Mori said. 

Ms. Mori didn’t just seem disappointed, though. Her expression was borderline murderous. All it took was that one look, and I suddenly understood something vital in regards to my own survival. She may have been my mother in my previous life, but we’d been far from close, possibly even enemies.  

I agreed with Tie. I had to start remembering my previous life..  

I was almost certain Ms. Mori had not put me first a thousand years ago, and she wouldn’t consider doing it now. It was all about healing the veil for her. Anything else was just a distraction. These little insights were like gold to me, but I had to know what I’d been fighting for in my first life so I could know who I’d be fighting against in this one. 

Tie’s supportive arm still held me close to him, and I was grateful for the contact. I worriedly glanced at my father. He looked absolutely devastated. I wondered if I’d lost him for good. 

“Daddy?” I asked, the panic setting in. I stepped forward, but felt my strength floating away. That same hardwood floor obligingly rose up to meet me. 
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Voices spoke from far away, but my mind didn’t register the meanings behind the words. I was tired. So tired, and so—I don’t know— something felt a little different, but I wasn’t sure if the difference was physical or mental. I didn’t know if I was weightless or grounded. My senses were dulled like the voices in the distance. I couldn’t help thinking it’d be better to leave everything the way it was and not push for understanding. I almost liked the nothingness that whispered invitingly for me to stay wrapped in its embrace. Oblivion seemed like an easier choice to make. A safer path to choose. 

“Come on, Hope.” 

The voice was familiar and closer than the others. It also sounded very irritated. 

“You’ve got to wake up. Do you hear me? There’s a grand council downstairs made up of Ms. Mori, your father, and two high school boys who claim they’re adults,” the voice continued. 

I reluctantly focused on the little nuances and tonal quality of the person addressing me and was positive I knew her.  

“They may be over a thousand years old, but I swear their social development stopped at the age of ten. I can’t believe they wouldn’t include me in such an important conversation. I’m warning you, if you don’t wake up right now, I’m going to start screaming just to cause a distraction. Anything to stop them from making decisions with you unconscious.” 

Unconscious? Was that what was wrong with me? I needed to wake up. I needed to sit up and speak out. Force them all to listen to me.  

My eyes flew open as I jolted to a sitting position. I was on a comfy bed in a room that I’d never seen before. I turned to my left and saw Angie sitting next to me. She looked a bit startled. 

“I’m tired of you scaring the pee out of me. I enjoyed our friendship so much more when my life was a complete and total train wreck and you were the one who was conscious all the time. I used to get so much sleep back then.” 

“You were also hung over,” I said distractedly. 

“Are you punishing me? All those nights as my designated driver made you bitter, am I right?” 

“Angie, what are you talking about?” 

I looked around the room trying to figure out where everyone else had migrated to. I needed to talk to my dad, to discuss our next move. 

“I’m talking about the fact that you are like some deadly sword fighter, and you never bothered to let me know about your crazy ninja skills. I didn’t know you could heal people, I didn’t know you could kill people, and I’m almost certain you’re capable of turning water into wine which, by the way, would have been helpful during my drinking phase,” she jabbered. 

“Wait a second. It was real, then? I did, in fact, kill two…beings tonight? I didn’t just dream that?” 

“Yeah, and then you like Darth Vadered that other one. Slicing off his head would have been more merciful.” 

“I can’t believe I did that. It goes against everything I’ve ever done. Everything I’ve ever fought for.” It all felt like a bad dream. 

“I’ve never seen you move like that. I’d never in a million years think you capable of the kind of stunts you pulled. It was like you were a…” 

“…completely different person,” I finished. 

Angie nodded. Her eyes teared up a little, and I pulled her to me before she lost it in a loud way. 

“I know you need to cry, Angie, I really do, but you’ve got to keep it together for just a little longer. Okay?” 

Her head moved against my shoulder and then she pulled back. 

“Do you even know what you did tonight or how you did it?” she asked. 

“No,” I replied. “It was like someone else took over. Like my other self.” 

“You were a Japanese princess who healed people, not some trained samurai assassin, right?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Well, here’s something you need to know. The minute you passed out, your father lost it. He’s been arguing with the others for the past thirty minutes about getting you out of the country as fast as possible. He wants to leave everyone but me and you behind.” 

“I thought you said you were banned from the meeting.” 

“I am banned. Your dad wanted someone to look after you. I wasn’t the obvious choice, but he trusts me more than our immortal friends downstairs.” 

“Congratulations.” 

“Epic, I know. I’ll celebrate later. I have; however, been eavesdropping, as is my right and duty, being your best friend and all, and the conversation is not panning out the way you’d want it to.” 

“What are they suggesting?” 

“Your father wants to leave with us tonight, but Ms. Mori has insisted she take us all to a place known only to the gods where she’s certain we’ll be safe.” 

Kagami. They had mentioned it was enchanted hadn’t they? I didn’t like that idea at all. The place she described sounded more like a prison, a place where she could keep tabs on me and control me if necessary. There was no way I was going anywhere with her. 

“Now they’re talking damage control,” Angie continued. 

“Damage control?” 

“Ms. Mori is concerned about that cat that got away. She wanted to know if you had any other family here that the nekomata might hurt in order to draw you out.” 

“You know we don’t,” I said. “There’s no one here who could possibly be used to….” I stopped speaking as a thought occurred to me. I was wrong. Dead wrong. I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten, for even one second, about my sweet little ten-year-old confidant.  

“Kirby,” I whispered. 

Angie’s face looked grim. She was one step ahead of me. 

“Your father mentioned Kirby. They’re talking about it right now, which is why I was begging you to come out of your coma,” she wailed. 

Those same dulled voices were still coming from the other room. We needed to investigate. Angie helped me stand, and we made our way to the edge of the room. The bedroom door was open, and from this part of the house I could easily hear the argument my dad was currently embroiled in. 

“I’m telling you, if there’s even a possibility Kirby is in danger then we need to get him out of that hospital,” I heard my father say. 

“Dr. Fairmont, it is highly unlikely that the nekomata would even make a connection between Hope and this young patient. She’s never been seen with him in any public setting. All of their interactions have been within the confines of his hospital room. A nekomata will be looking for family members and possibly close friends, but a young boy who has less than a month to live will not be enough to tempt it, even if it is aware of Kirby’s existence.” 

“So you’re saying we should simply leave him behind totally unprotected?” my father asked. 

“I’m saying the boy is meant to die, but Hope is meant to live. We have to leave now,” she declared. 

“Hope will never agree to this. She won’t leave Kirby behind, especially if there’s a chance he’s in danger,” my father argued.

 “She’ll leave if she doesn’t know,” Victor cut in. I felt sickened that he suggested such a thing. 

“I know my daughter, and there’s no way under any circumstances that she’ll leave Kirby behind whether his life is being threatened or not. He either comes with us or you can kiss any cooperation you’re expecting from her good-bye.” 

I was grateful for my father’s support where Kirby was concerned. I knew he’d fight for me no matter what it took. 

“This I cannot allow. The young boy cannot come with us, and if Hope won’t leave without him then she’ll need to remain incapacitated until we have moved her to a safer location. She may be in danger, but she’s also much more dangerous than I ever gave her credit for,” Ms. Mori stated firmly. 

“What is that supposed to mean?” my father asked sharply. 

“Ms. Mori is simply stating that Hope’s latest actions and obvious abilities were not something any of us were expecting,” Victor interceded. “Though it would have been nice if Tie had been a bit more forthcoming, considering what we’re dealing with.” 

“If you’re going to continually refuse to help Hope regain her memories, then there is absolutely no reason for me to reveal the details of my time spent in her company. How was I supposed to know that she would magically remember everything I taught her.” 

“Everything you taught…just how much time did you two actually spend together?” 

That was definitely a question I wanted answers to. I heard Tie grunt in frustration and then address my father. 

“What they’re really saying, Dr. Fairmont, is that Hope is not the stupid, ignorant, helpless little teenager they were hoping to find and manipulate into being the pawn she was raised to be a thousand years ago,” 

 I silently thanked him for his sarcastic support. 

“Tie, shut your mouth,” Victor yelled. “This is Hope’s destiny. We’re not here to force her to do anything she wasn’t born to do in the first place.” 

“Really? Then why don’t you inform her about the events leading up to her death? Why don’t you tell her who banned her spirit into that statue?”  

An uncomfortable silence permeated the air. 

I, for one, felt like I’d been punched in the stomach. Someone had purposely trapped me inside that statue all those years ago? Was I aware of what was happening? Had I been conscious of every painfully slow second that had passed before my rebirth? 

“I don’t know what to believe anymore or even if you people can be trusted. I am Hope’s father. I may be the only one in this room with her best interests at heart. What makes you think I’d ever allow you to incapacitate my daughter and force her to go to a place she no longer remembers? What makes you think I’d allow you to take her without taking Kirby also?” 

“Hope cannot enter our lands with someone destined to die, and I think your daughter’s safety is much more important to you than her emotional attachment to a boy who won’t even matter weeks from now.” 

I was going to kill her. I was going to rip her hair out of her perfectly shaped Japanese head and continue ripping until there was no one left telling me what I could or could not do. I wasn’t leaving Kirby, and I was tired of listening to him being talked about as if he were unimportant and already dead. 

“I’ve heard enough of this,” I said in disgust. “We’re getting out of here.” 

“Oh, thank heavens. I knew you and your father wouldn’t let these crazies pack us up and take us to who knows where.” 

I searched the room for the nearest window. Fortunately, there was one big enough to fit us both.  

“Come on, Angie.” I reached toward the bottom of the window seal and pulled the glass up as high as it would go. 

“Hold on there. What exactly are you planning on doing?” she asked. 

“If I know my father, and I do, that argument downstairs isn’t going to get resolved anytime soon, and that’s the kind of distraction you and I need. We’re going to the hospital.” 

“You don’t think Ms. Mori is going to let this go?” she asked. 

“No. There’s too much at stake for her. I think she’ll do everything she has to in order to get me safely out of here, and that includes subduing my father if she feels it’s necessary, and she will. We need to get to Kirby before things become worse. You in?” 

“Do you really need to ask?” 

Crawling out the window proved more difficult than I’d anticipated. The drop to the grassy floor beneath us was more than ten feet, and I wasn’t a big fan of heights. Angie solved this problem by reaching out and latching on to a sturdy looking branch extending out from a giant tree.  I followed her. Once we hit the ground we headed for my father’s car. We ran into our first road block when I realized I didn’t have the keys. I had no idea if my father had them on him or in his room. 

“Crap! I forgot the keys,” I hissed. 

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. 

She surprised me by running around to the driver’s side of the car, opening the door, and flipping the visor down. Something popped out from the visor and fell to the seat. She reached for it and produced a single key. I hopped into the passenger’s seat and took what she offered.  

“How did you know about this? I didn’t even know about this.” 

“Your father took me aside when you were out here smooching with Japanese god number one. He told me where the extra key was and to use it if it became absolutely necessary.” 

I threw the car into neutral. 

“Why did he tell you and not me?” I asked in confusion as Angie and I ran to the back of the car and pushed against the trunk. 

“Hello! He was looking for you, but you were outside kissing Victor. I had to lie to him and say you were having girl issues in the bathroom,” she replied indignantly. 

“Wow, how did that go?”   

“An awkward moment I hope never to repeat,” she wheezed. “He’s quite the planner you know, always thinking about every possible twist and turn. It must be a nightmare trying to play chess with him.” 

“I don’t play chess with him.” 

“And now we know why.” 

For once, I was grateful my dad was all about compact cars. If this had been a truck, we would’ve had one heck of a time pushing it down the road. The car was moving at a good pace, but I worried about our time frame. We needed to get away without being heard, but every second we spent pushing instead of driving took away an important lead against three powerful gods. After about five minutes of pushing, I finally felt we’d created enough distance between ourselves and Ms. Mori’s house to safely start the car. 

“Okay, Angie. Let’s go.” 

We ran to the front of the car, pulled our doors open in perfect unison, and got in. I punched the key into the ignition and cringed as the engine started. I didn’t wait to see if anyone heard. In moments, we were speeding down the highway, hearts pounding. It might have been exciting if I hadn’t been so worried about getting to Kirby’s side before Ms. Mori could stop me. 

“You know something funny?” Angie asked. 

I gave her a look. She couldn’t possibly be thinking of something funny in our current predicament. 

“Okay, not funny, but something I noticed when Ms. Mori was arguing with your father.” 

“What?” I asked. 

“Tie never joined in. He never said a single thing about leaving without Kirby. Wonder if he’s on our side.” She glanced at me from the corner of her eye. 

I decided to ignore her comment, hoping she wouldn’t bring up my kiss with Tie. 

“Sooooooo, saw you kissing Tie. How was it?” There was a teasing lilt to her voice. 

“I’m a hoochie mama.” I immediately felt grumpy and on edge. 

“There’s nothing wrong with you kissing both boys….okay so maybe kissing them the same night was a bit callous, but your current situation is peculiar.” 

“My current situation is impossible. I’ve been told who I’m meant to be, what I’m meant to do, and who I’m meant to do it with, and there’s apparently no time at all to prepare for it. I’m supposed to be avoiding both guys as much as possible, but I totally made out with them.”  

“Hey, it wasn’t a waste of time. You found out Tie’s your soul mate, didn’t you?” 

“Eavesdropping is going to bite you in the butt someday, Ang.” 

“I look forward to it. In the meantime, if you’re really going to be married pretty soon, you need some answers. Where do you stand emotionally with the man you’re supposed to marry and the guy you want to marry? You need to know if they’re one and the same.” 

“Geez. Sometimes your wisdom frightens me, and I am not getting married.” 

Angie remained silent. 

“What is it?” 

“I just feel bad for Victor, that’s all.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I know it’s there for you and Tie. You two are clearly meant for each other, but Victor is just so sweet, and good, and…” 

“Good for me?” 

Angie nodded, looking a little sad. Her voice was quiet when she spoke next. “Yeah, he’d be good for you.” 

I bit my lower lip and wondered at Angie’s somber mood. 

“Or maybe, he’d be good for you,” I suggested. 

Angie’s head pivoted sharply in my direction. She was silent for a few beats, and then I heard her sigh and sink back in her seat. 

“Wouldn’t that be something new to consider.” 

“It would definitely be a change from the usual breed of men you date,” I agreed. 

“I never really dated those guys. They were just a distraction from all of the death surrounding me, and sometimes I showed interest so I could position myself in order to help them avoid a few fatal accidents.” 

“That must have been a nightmare for you. I can’t believe we never relied on each other when it came to our gifts.” 

“In a way we did. I kept you from closing everyone out and becoming this major introvert, and you kept me from the brink of suicide several times throughout my life. Granted, you accomplished much more for me than I did for you, but either way it worked.” 

“No one’s keeping score, here. We’re best friends. We take care of each other.” 

“That we do,” Angie said. “Is Tie going to be good for you?” She turned in her seat to stare at me. “Honestly, his devil-may-care-attitude is a little more my style, don’t you think?” 

“We have managed to switch it up a bit, but there’s more to him than the front he puts on, and I think there’s more to this prophecy than what has been revealed. If Tie and I are soul mates, something about the prophecy is off. Things are most likely going to be very complicated from here on out.” 

“You think up until now this day has been a piece of cake?” 

“How long have you cared for him?” I redirected. 

“Cared for who?” Angie gave me her best clueless look. 

“Don’t play dumb with me. When did you know you were into Victor?” 

“When I saw him walk into the school’s puke green cafeteria earlier today, but I kept my hands off as promised.” 

“Well, we’re just going to have to get Victor to notice you. It shouldn’t be too hard. You are, after all, a goddess in your own right.” 

“Amen, sister. There’s just one problem with your scenario.” 

“What?” 

“All he sees is you.” 

I was silent for a few moments and then I asked, “How does that make you feel?” 

“Jealous as hell. Every time Victor looks at you, I catch myself grinding my teeth together. My jaw is pretty sore, actually.” 

I burst out laughing, and Angie soon joined me. 

“Good. I need to know you’re dedicated. We’ve got to convince Victor that you two make more sense together than he and I do.” 

“Love is blind, Hope. It’s gonna take some doing to get Victor to look past his future plans with you to notice me.” 

I knit my eyebrows together and worried about the accuracy of that statement.  

It was a weird conversation. Angie and I didn’t usually do serious. Even when I spent the night at her place during her darker periods we never did anything more than scratch the surface of whatever topic we discussed. We definitely should have, though. Tiptoeing around our issues hadn’t resolve anything. It just left us both emotionally isolated from one another.  

I sensed that for her sake we needed to delve into this topic more, but we arrived at the hospital moments later, and in all honesty, I was greatly relieved to get there. 

“I can’t believe we got here before Victor and Tie,” Angie said. “I seriously expected to see one of them suddenly appearing next to my window going eighty miles an hour.” 

We pulled into the parking lot, and jumped out of the car, making a mad dash for the front doors. I felt sure that at any moment I’d feel Victor’s hand on my shoulder or hear Ms. Mori’s voice in my head warning me to stop. But I couldn’t stop. Not until I found Kirby. 

I wasn’t interested in my ongoing war between myself and the elevator so we took the stairs and found ourselves huffing and puffing at the top of the third floor. I immediately rounded the corner and nearly slammed into Betty who was wheeling a young cancer patient down the hall. I looked to see who it was, but my view was blocked by an oversized teddy bear the child grasped. 

“Betty, I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to run into you like that.” I grabbed her shoulders to make sure she was all right.  

She looked startled, which was to be expected. What I didn’t expect was her look of unease. 

“Just be more careful next time,” she said awkwardly as she pushed the wheelchair past us. 

Strange, I thought as we continued our insane run to Kirby’s room.  

I skidded to a halt just inside the door and nearly panicked. His bed was empty, and a nurse stood in the corner gathering up hospital equipment. 

At first I nearly lost it, thinking he’d died, and no one had called to tell me. Then I realized that was impossible. He still had a few weeks left. I was never wrong about things like that. 

“Where is he?” I croaked out. 

“I’m sorry?” the nurse said, looking up from her work. 

“Where is Kirby?” I nearly screamed. I felt Angie place a steadying hand on my shoulder. 

The nurse’s eyes lit up. 

“Oh, you mean our little miracle boy!” she practically sang. 

I had no idea what she was talking about. The only thing I could process was that Kirby was in danger, and he wasn’t here. 

“What do you mean, miracle boy?” Angie asked for me. 

“The doctor on call believes he may no longer have leukemia. No more cancer! The staff can’t understand what happened to bring such an amazing transformation about. We all thought for sure the poor little thing would be passing on soon.” 

Kirby was well? He wasn’t sick anymore? I glanced at my watch and noted that it was three in the morning, and I’d finished healing Kirby around five or six last evening. That was less than ten hours ago. I was scared to believe it for even one minute. All Kirby had ever been was sick, with me hoping and healing and never being sure anything would ever change for the better. It had to have been that last healing. I hadn’t thought it was complete, but his body must have continued healing itself after I left. I should have been happy with this knowledge, but something felt wrong. 

Where was Kirby? 

 “Why didn’t anyone call me? I’m listed as the first person to call if there are any changes in Kirby’s condition.” 

  “Oh, you’re Hope Fairmont?” 

  “Yes.” 

  The nurse’s cheerfulness grated on my nerves. 

  “We did call you. Betty was moving Kirby out of the cancer wing to a different room where he could be monitored for a while. We need to run some tests to make sure the young boy will make a full recovery, but the doctor is very hopeful. Betty wanted you and your father to come and oversee everything. Didn’t she tell you?” 

  My stomach felt a bit hollow, and my ears started to ring. 

  “I never got a phone call. I never even talked to Betty. I just saw her in the hallway not thirty seconds ago, and she didn’t say anything…”  

She’d hardly said anything, and Betty was always one for words. My mind replayed my brief interaction with her, and I remembered something else that had been different about her. She hadn’t been wearing her tiny gold cross. It hadn’t been around her neck when she was taking that chemo patient to…Oh no! No. My mind refused to process what my heart told me was true. A slow pulsing thud sounded in my head. I didn’t know where it was coming from, but I channeled all of my thoughts towards pinpointing the source of the noise. 

  I ran out of the room with Angie following close behind me. I took the stairs down and hit the second floor, running toward the break room where Betty usually grabbed her coffee. I dashed inside and felt an ominous sense of dread as I took in the dark, empty room. The slow, pulsating beat grew louder. 

Betty always used this particular break room at night because hardly anyone came here. It was out of the way, and the coffee machine never worked for anyone but her. I flipped the light on and held my breath. The phosphorescence cast an ugly yellow-green hue against the pale floors and wilting flowered wall paper. The pounding beat of a human heart drew me to the left. I headed straight for the supply closet in the corner and wrenched open the door, still hearing that slow, pulsing sound in my head. 

Inside the closet, I discovered Betty slumped against the wall. Her head drooped forward, and her hands covered a large, gaping wound in the middle of her stomach. I rushed in and knelt down beside her, knowing from the moment I touched her she had only moments to live. 

  “Betty,” I said gripping one of her hands in my own. I connected to her as fast as I was capable and tried with all my might to help her body fix her injuries. 

  Her eyes rose up and focused on me with an enormous amount of effort. 

 “He wanted me to give this to you,” she wheezed.  

“Who did, Betty?” 

“Don’t you dare let him get away with it, baby. Beat him anyway you can.” 

I felt her other hand slide something into mine and then she let go…of everything. She was gone. There hadn’t been enough time to save her, and I should have been able to save her. I looked down at Betty’s tiny frame and saw nothing but my mother.  

“Hope?” Angie asked softly. She placed her hands on both my shoulders and squeezed them tight. Her hands trembled with the effort. 

I continued to see my mother lying in a pool of her own blood with my hands draped across her body, unwilling to believe I’d lost her. Somehow, she’d slipped from my grasp when there should have been more time. I should have been able to save her just like I should have been able to save Betty. It was too late. 

I was always too late. 

Angie’s voice rose in volume and I realized she was trying to get my attention.  

“Hope, please. We have to find Kirby!” 

That last remark shook me. I looked down into my bloody palm and stared at the paper Betty had given me. The tiny blood splatters on top sickened me. A sad reminder of a beautiful life ruined. I wanted to rail against the unfairness of it all. I wanted to heave huge sobs filled with anger and grief for the passing of a woman who hadn’t deserved to be caught up in this complicated, dangerous mess. My mess. I didn’t have time to grieve the way I wanted to. I’d have to cry later because there was still a chance I could save Kirby. 

I fumbled with the paper and finally managed to unfold it. The writing was jagged and strangely angled. It was clear the author wasn’t used to writing anything, let alone a threatening message. 

 

High school football field.  Now. 

 

“This is bad. This is very bad. There’s nothing there. It’s totally deserted right now,” Angie wailed in panic. 

“I know.” I felt an increasing need to vomit. “That’s why the monster chose it.” I stood up, resisting the urge to look at Betty’s bleeding form. “If he’s got Kirby then that’s where I’m going, but you should stay here.” 

Angie looked at me like I’d just suggested she join the debate team. 

“I’m going to assume you’re in shock and overlook your stupidity,” she muttered. “Let’s go get Kirby. Together.” 

Ah, Angie. 

Typical. 
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The drive to the high school took five minutes. Walking from the car into the football field took less than two. I couldn’t remember a time when seven minutes had dragged by so agonizingly slow.  

Angie had forced me into attending many football games over the last three years. I was used to being here when all the lights were blazing and the stands were filled with fiercely loyal fans. The field was dimly lit now by the silvery light of the moon in the distance. Everything was quiet and motionless. As the soft turf gave beneath my feet I began to feel like I was standing inside one of those Christmas snow globes. Completely cut off from the outside world and stuck with whatever had been placed within. 

“I’m freaking out!” Angie whispered. 

She grabbed my arm and I winced as her nails dug into my skin. I continued moving forward, scanning the remaining field ahead of me without any idea of what to expect. 

“Stop. That’s far enough,” said a scratchy voice several yards ahead. 

Angie and I froze. I spotted a few silhouettes in the distance but had trouble making out any faces. Suddenly, the lights surrounding the stadium lit up the entire field, and what I saw next made my insides freeze. The nekomata posing as Betty stood before me with a broad grin splitting its face. Knowing this creature wasn’t Betty made the sick leer on its face that much more offensive.  

Standing next to it, scared and confused, was Kirby. He’d changed so completely from when I’d last seen him. I couldn’t believe how full his cheeks looked. His sickly frame had metamorphosed into that of a very healthy young boy. He didn’t appear ill at all. My eyes filled with tears as I made a move toward him, but Angie jerked me back. 

“Hope,” she hissed. “Psycho cat has a gun.” 

My focus on Kirby had been so intense I hadn’t even registered the gun pointed at his head. I stepped back and held still. I needed Kirby to think I had everything under control. 

“Kirby, are you all right?” 

He gave me a shaky smile.  

I reluctantly took my focus off him and stared at the hideous aberration before me. 

“What do you want?” 

“We want you. I thought you’d have figured that out by now.” Its voice was guttural, completely unnatural. How could I have been fooled by it at the hospital? 

“Fine. I’m here, and I’m not leaving, so you can let the boy go. He’s served his purpose.” My voice sounded stronger than I felt. In reality, I held absolutely no power in this situation. If the nekomata wanted to it could just put a bullet in all three of us and walk away. 

“I still have need of him,” it said, teeth gleaming. 

“Why?” 

My stomach had managed to twist itself into several different knots. I could feel Angie’s vice-like grip on my arm grow tighter and tighter with each word spoken.  

The cat’s grin changed into something ugly and evil. Its teeth began to sharpen and its eyes turned to green slits as the rest of the body morphed back into its true form.  

The giant, black cat from Ms. Mori’s house, the one whose heart I’d almost stopped, stood before us. 

I’d never seen anything more horrific in all my life. If I’d killed that thing when I had the chance, Betty wouldn’t have died tonight. The thought weighed heavily upon me. 

I felt a pull on my arm as Angie slid to the grass. She put her head between her knees and dry-heaved. I looked back up to Kirby to see how he was handling things. His eyes were wide with fear, but he wasn’t screaming at the top of his lungs like any normal human being. I couldn’t believe how still he held himself.  

“Insurance,” it hissed, responding to my earlier question. “I’ll need your full cooperation. If you refuse to give it willingly, then death will claim this miracle child faster than his leukemia would have if you hadn’t interfered.” 

It was cruel, really. I finally managed to save Kirby from the cancer that held him hostage for so long, and now his life was being threatened in a different way. 

“Put the gun down, and I’ll do whatever you want,” I said. 

All that mattered was Kirby. All that mattered was keeping the people I loved safe. Keeping them alive. 

The nekomata eyed me suspiciously for a moment and then slowly holstered the weapon on the side of his belt. He pointed one hairy claw at me and motioned me forward.  

I took one step and then one more. 

I had no idea how they found us so fast, but it couldn’t have happened at a more vulnerable moment. 

Victor appeared from the sidelines up ahead of us and immediately dove for the nekomata. They both went down in a jumble of swords, armor, and curses. I ran forward the minute I spotted Victor, but an arm wrapped around my waist before I could get very far. The arm tugged me back. 

“What are you doing? Let go of me!” I shouted. I searched for Kirby and saw him rolling away from the commotion, trying to get to a standing position.  

“Not a chance, Hope,” Tie grunted trying to pin my arms to my sides. “It’s bad enough that you sneaked out, but there’s no way I’m letting you fight another nekomata. I don’t care how hot you look with a sword in your hand.” 

“I don’t care about your stupid nekomata or your ridiculous prophecy. I’m not interested in healing an imaginary veil for an imaginary people from another lifetime ago. I just need to save Kirby!” I was shrieking at this point. 

“You stay here. I’ll get Kirby.” He pushed me behind him and then sprinted forward before I had time to argue. Victor still fought a vicious looking battle with Kirby’s captor, and Angie, to my surprise, had gotten up from the grass and migrated about fifteen feet to my right. She was involved in a fierce yelling match with Ms. Mori and my father.  

When did they get here? 

My father made eye contact with me and moved forward. I looked for Tie. He held Kirby in his arms and began sprinting in my direction when a second nekomata came running up from behind. I screamed a warning to Tie, but he already seemed to know it was there. He dropped Kirby to the ground and doubled back. 

“Run,” I shouted as Kirby pulled himself to his feet.

I tried to close the distance between us as fast as possible while keeping my eye on the chaos surrounding us. Tie spun around and pulled out a black sword, one that looked similar to the swords owned by the nekomata I’d slain. He allowed his momentum to bring him center with the ugly beast. He sliced the cat’s head off as easily as if he were playing a casual game of baseball. 

From the corner of my eye I saw Ms. Mori fighting a third nekomata. 

I was only a few yards away from Kirby when I heard my father shout out a warning. 

I looked to where my father pointed. Victor held his opponent in a choke hold, but the nekomata who’d murdered Betty had managed to free the hand holding his gun, pointing it directly at me. 

“If she doesn’t come with me then she dies with all of you!” His guttural cry rang out across the entire football field. 

I looked to Kirby and motioned for him to stop, trying to slow myself down as well. We were about ten feet apart, but he wasn’t stopping. He looked over at the nekomata and ran faster. I knew what he was doing. I tried desperately to stop moving toward him, but he kept running, closing the distance between us. Kirby flung his arms around me at the exact moment the gun went off.  I fell with my back to the ground and Kirby covering me. 

I held still and prayed the bullet had hit me. I wanted to feel a sudden pain slicing through me, signaling the bullet’s impact. I felt nothing but Kirby lying lifeless in my arms. I held him close to me and carefully rolled him to my side so I could look into his eyes and make sure he was all right. The moment I did, blood began to pour from his back. 

I didn’t waste any time. I had no idea who was winning or losing in the fight against the nekomata, and I didn’t care. I connected to Kirby and assessed the extent of the damage the bullet had inflicted. What I saw filled me with dread. The bullet had severed his spinal cord at the C-3 level which meant the nerves controlling his ability to breathe had been damaged. He was suffocating. Not only that, but the metal of the bullet had been forged from the land of the dead. Darkness spread like a virus through Kirby’s system. I worked frantically to help his body repair his vertebrae, but his life force wouldn’t respond. It told me Kirby was meant to die.  

An inhuman sound rose up from the back of my throat. I began pushing through that invisible veil just as I had the first time. I wasn’t going to lose him. I wasn’t going to let him die, not after I’d fought so hard to give him life. He couldn’t die trying to save me. It wasn’t his job to save me. I used all of my mental strength to shove through that stupid, ridiculous barrier. All the while I felt Kirby’s heartbeat slowing as his body failed to draw in the oxygen he so desperately needed. I was in a race against time, and my panic impaired my ability to focus. I’d get so close to ripping through it, and then the spaces between Kirby’s heartbeats would become more prolonged, causing me to lose my focus again. I almost cut my way in, mentally stabbing and slicing at the invisible force before me, when Kirby slipped from me. It felt like he lovingly squeezed me one last time and then gently let go. 

A desperate wail escaped me and soon I was screaming in a way I never had before. I kept hacking away at that barrier in an attempt to follow Kirby wherever he had gone. His presence still lingered next to me, but the obstacle ahead of me prevented any contact with him. I continued screaming, cutting, clawing and fighting until the pressure and pain within me came to a boiling point, and suddenly, I broke through.  

I broke through! 

I pushed past the veil and moved forward, latching onto the presence I felt before me and pulling back with all the strength I had left, sending Kirby’s spirit back through the veil, through this invisible entity that had, for so long, taken and taken and taken from me without giving me a choice or a chance to save what was mine.  

No more.  

I was making the decisions now. I was calling the shots, and to hell with anyone who thought otherwise. I kept that veil wide open as I taught Kirby exactly what he needed to do to heal the injuries done to the spine, the nerves, the blood vessels, and anything else that needed repairing. Slowly he came into focus. He breathed again. He moved a little.  

He was alive. 

I had no idea how long I floated like that, keeping the veil at bay while Kirby’s body began healing itself, but when it was all over I found myself never wanting to leave. Then I found that I couldn’t leave. Every time I tried to move through the veil and join Kirby on the other side I found it impossible to do so. After a little while longer I began to forget who I was trying to get to or even why. Then I forgot more. My thoughts grew vague and distant. I considered the possibility that another dream had taken me, and I wondered if I would wake up in a nice warm bed overlooking an amazing garden filled with beautiful cherry trees. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image:  ]

 

 

 

Tie ignored the battle behind him, recognizing that determined look in Hope’s eyes, the look that signified her willingness to sacrifice everything, including her own life for those she loved. She had worn that look the day she’d saved his life. 

By the time he reached her, she was already connected to Kirby and bringing him back from the brink of death, but blood dripped from her nose and her entire body shook. 

No. Dammit, Hope. Not again. 

There was no doubt in his mind that she had breached the veil. Fortunately, he knew she was his, and he didn’t have to wait for Victor to attempt a healing. As her soul mate, he was the only one capable of repairing the damage to her life force. She collapsed next to an unconscious Kirby, and Tie dove for her, catching her just before her head hit the ground. 

He wrapped his arms around her and frantically fought to recall her spirit back to him. He felt her warmth, saw the vibrant golds and oranges of her life force, and held them close to his as he repaired the damage she had sustained in order to heal her little friend.  

Her selflessness never ceased to amaze him. Even now, after a thousand years and an entirely different upbringing, the woman he loved was essentially the same compassionate person at her core. She had the right to know what had happened to her. She needed to remember who she was and the choices that had led her to her death so very long ago. Tie couldn’t deny a selfish desire for her to remember him as well. He wanted to know if any of it had been real for her before he’d forced her hand and taken away all of her choices. 

There was only one way to accomplish that, and he was the only one with the power to unlock those memories for her. He held tightly to her as the healing neared its completion and gave her life force one final command, giving her access to her first life and instructing her body to remain in a coma until she had relived every minute detail.   

Someone approached in a great rush and landed on Hope’s other side.

 “Hope. You have to wake up. You have to wake up,” James screamed. He turned his pleading look to Tie. “What happened? Did the bullet hit her?” 

 “She saved Kirby, but she broke through the veil to do it.” 

“What?” Victor shouted behind them. He crouched low in front of Hope and Tie, placing his hands on her head. “We need to heal her then. Together.” 

Tie eased Hope back and away from Victor’s touch. “I was able to get to her before she did any damage to her life force.” A bold-faced lie, but the alternative was to admit that he had brought her back from the edge of death. Then Victor would know that Hope no longer belonged to him, and he wasn’t ready for those repercussions. He’d be sent away while Victor and Ms. Mori took hope to Kagami and tried to find a way to reverse what he had done.  

He knew it was selfish. The safety of the world depended upon Victor and Hope’s ability to join together and heal the veil, and they couldn’t do that unless they were bonded as soul mates. Yes, it was selfish, but he couldn’t lose her just yet. He couldn’t leave her side again until she remembered him, remembered all that they had shared together. He had to know if Hope had ever consciously chosen to love him, and he had to protect her from any other threats she might face once she awoke. 

Victor and Ms. Mori would remain in the dark a little longer, for Hope’s sake and for his. 

“If you repaired minimal damage, then why is she still unconscious?” Victor barked. 

Tie hoped the next series of lies he told would be believable enough to mislead Victor and Ms. Mori for a while. 

“She damaged the veil by healing Kirby. This is the consequence that follows. She’s in between our world and the next, and will need some time to regroup and recover.”  

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Ms. Mori said a she stepped up behind Victor. 

“Victor warned Hope of the possible consequences for breaching the veil. This is simply one of those consequences. We’ll have to wait it out until she is ready to come back to us.” Tie did his best to disguise his desperation. They couldn’t find out what he had done. Not yet, anyway. 

“This has worked out nicely then,” Ms. Mori stated. “We needed her incapacitated and now she is. Victor, grab her and let’s get going.” 

Tie reluctantly placed Hope in his former friend’s arms, but James lunged forward. 

“You’re not taking my daughter anywhere.” He reached for Hope, but Tie held him back. 

“Trust me,” he whispered to James. “We’re all going with, Hope.” He stared at James, willing him to back down. In the state that Victor and Ms. Mori were in, he had no doubt that they wouldn’t hesitate to subdue everyone present and leave them all behind. 

James’ stubborn look caused Tie to hold his breath, but he must have seen something in Tie’s face that gave him some modicum of peace. He capitulated and sank back to the ground. 

Ms. Mori and Victor hurried forward with Hope while Tie rounded up Angie, James and an unconscious Kirby. He carried the young boy in his arms and studied his face for a moment. Something about the kid seemed familiar. He shook his head, and turned to James. 

“Listen to me very carefully,” he said as they moved to follow the others. “I’ve put Hope in a coma so she can regain her memories. She won’t wake up until her first life has merged with this one, but we can’t tell Chinatsu and Victor.” 

James nodded. “I’m glad I’m not the only one who doesn’t trust them.” 

“They aren’t bad people, James, but if they find out what I’ve done they will send me away, and I won’t be here to protect any of you.” 

“I understand.”  

“Well, I sure as hell don’t,” Angie muttered. “Hope being held in Victor’s arms isn’t right, Tie, and you know it.” 

Tie assessed her in surprise. “Whatever you know about my connection with Hope, you have to promise me you won’t say anything, Angie.” 

“Loose lips sink ships. Got it.” 

He quirked a smile at her, but it quickly faded as his eyes floated back to Hope held in Victor’s arms. 

Things were going to get rough once she finally recovered her memories and awoke from the coma. He sincerely hoped they would all be ready for it, but most of all, he prayed that Hope would be able to forgive him for what he had done to her, and somehow find it in her heart to love him anyway.
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I felt as if I traveled from a great distance, fighting to remember locations, faces and even names as the heavy sleep that enshrouded my mind threatened to steal my memories from me. Just before I burst through that hazy state between sleep and consciousness, a pair of icy blue eyes filled with longing flashed before me accompanied by a soft voice that desperately pleaded over and over again…remember me. Remember me. 

I sat up abruptly and rubbed my eyes.  

“Honestly, mistress! You were supposed to have awakened two hours ago. Your father has an important meeting he wants you to attend, and your mother has threatened me within an inch of my life if you don’t appear properly dressed in twenty minutes.” 

I squinted up at the haughty looking woman frowning down upon me.  

“I had the strangest dream. I just can’t remember what it was about,” I said, feeling troubled. 

She rolled her eyes.  

“You do test my patience, Mistress. Why can’t you be like every other ordinary girl and simply do as you’re told?” 

She grumbled something under her breath as she began brushing out my hair. 

“But I’m not an ordinary girl. I’m not even what you might call normal.” I felt a familiar sadness sink within me. “I’m her Imperial Highness Princess Mikomi, the girl of prophecy, the hope of our nation, the savior of our world.” 

“The Healer,” my maid whispered in reverent tones. 

“Yes.” I stood up and crossed over to the full length mirror on the wall next to my armoire. I stared unhappily at the girl before me. “I suppose I am that as well.” 
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Glossary of Characters and Japanese Terms

 

 

Kami – a god, deity, divinity, or spirit. Kami are believed to be “hidden” from this world and inhabit a complementary existence that mirrors our own.

Mikomi – The Healer and the Japanese word for Hope. Also known as Hope in the first book in The Healer Series.

Musubi-no-kami – The Japanese god of love and marriage. He is also known as Tie Hart in the first book of The Healer Series.

Masaru Katsu – a warrior god descended from Bishamonten, the god of war and warriors. He is also known as Victor in the first book of The Healer Series.

Hachiman – Shinto god of war and divine protector of Japan.

Fukurokuju – Japanese god of health and longevity. Also the emperor of Kagami and Mikomi’s father.

Chinatsu Mori –Empress of Kagami and Mikomi’s Mother.

Amatsu-Mikaboshi – Demon god and Lord of the underworld.

Daiki – Innkeeper and Mikomi’s surrogate father.

Hatsumi – Daiki’s wife and Mikomi’s surrogate mother.

Akane – General of the samurai insurgents and leader of the rebellion.

Saigo – Mikomi’s brother.

Kenji – Mikomi’s tutor.

Aiko – Mikomi’s maid.

Kushi - Decorative combs used in traditional Japanese hairstyles.

Kojai – Decorative hairsticks also used in traditional Japanese hairstyles.

Furisode – A more formal, decorative kimono.

Geta – Japanese shoes or platform sandals often worn with kimonos.

Zango – Specific Japanese fighting style.

Hachi Kata – a fixed pattern of fighting used to teach basic elements of swordsmanship.

Katana – A traditionally made Japanese sword used in feudal Japan. Also known as a samurai sword.

Nakago – Unpolished part of a blade concealed by the hilt; the actual hilt of a sword.

Tsuba – A round or squarish hand guard at the end of the grip of bladed Japanese weapons.

Obi – A sash worn for traditional Japanese martial arts.

Saya – The scabbard for a sword or knife.
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Musubi-no-Kami, the god of love and marriage, was preparing to make a deal with the devil…literally.

Stone steps crunched beneath his sandaled feet, and the temperature dropped with his slow yet determined descent. The path he took now was one he never would have considered a millennium ago. He never would have considered it a month ago, but Edana was gone, dead by her own hand, and someone needed to pay. That someone was Masaru Katsu, warrior god and keeper of the Grass Cutter Sword.

Musubi had done his best to curb Katsu’s inappropriate relationships with human women. He’d tried thousands of times over the past centuries to help the warrior god understand the kind of devastation he left in his wake every time a heart was broken and another girl abandoned. It left his job of helping these women find their soul mates virtually impossible. They became unwilling to ever open up and trust again.

It was selfish of Katsu. He was one of the few kami in all of creation destined to have a soul mate, destined to have the kind of love and companionship that Musubi could merely dream of and never hope to achieve. Yet the warrior god showed very little emotion whenever his future bride was mentioned. He clearly took his good fortune for granted. He didn’t even care, and now he’d gone too far. Edana was gone and it was Katsu’s fault.

He ground his teeth together as he continued to descend the cold, black stone steps to the underworld. His previous existence had centered solely on bringing happiness and joy to others. He’d done it for thousands of years and always assumed it would be the only thing he would ever desire. Now, the only thing he desired was revenge.

Musubi took his very last step into the underworld and waited. The nekomata, one of the demon god’s trained assassins, had been very specific in their previous conversation. Musubi was to wait there until he was sent for. Wandering off and getting lost in the underworld was not only unwise but hazardous to one’s health, even for an immortal being.

He didn’t have to wait long. Despite the dense darkness surrounding him, he was able to hear the padded approach of one of the demon god’s servants. He hoped it was a servant and nothing else. The padding came to an abrupt halt a few feet in front of him. A small flame pierced the oppressive blackness, and a torch was lit, illuminating the desolate cavern.

He eyed the nekomata critically. The depraved soul had once been a kami himself, but he’d defected centuries ago, never to be heard from again.

“Musubi, it’s been a long time,” it hissed.

“I have a meeting with your master,” was Musubi’s short reply.

The nekomata’s cat-like eye narrowed and then seemed to glow a deep green color.

“Of course, I shall take you to him now.” He turned and motioned for Musubi to follow. “I must admit, the news of your arrival here has created quite a stir, but I for one am not surprised. It’s always the best of us that falls the hardest.”

Musubi suppressed an angry response and followed his guide deeper into the dark recesses of the underworld. Before long, he was led into a large opening. Lighted torches hung on black metallic posts in the air. The black stone surrounding them seemed to absorb any light the fire from the torches created. They were in some kind of dungeon, to be sure, but one that no longer resided in the world of the living. A black throne lay thirty feet ahead of them, and seated on its edge was the demon god and lord of the underworld, Amatsu-no-kami.

He thought he was prepared for the sight of the demon god, but at that moment he doubted anyone could be completely unaffected by the pure malevolence that radiated from the god of the underworld.

It was difficult to take in the fallen deity’s appearance because he had the same face and form as always, and yet here he sat, horrifically different from the day Musubi witnessed him cast out of Heaven. The whiteness of his skin was just as blinding as ever, but he was and had always been, a devastatingly handsome individual with jet black hair and eyes, a strong chin and firm cheekbones. He still wore his sparkling white robe almost as if he were mocking the Parents who originally bestowed such pureness upon him.

His appearance suggested power, aggression, and absolute dominance. He was someone you might mistakenly consider as a trustworthy leader, a valuable asset, an individual you hoped to have on your side. A demon in angel’s clothing. The juxtaposition was jarring.

“It’s been such a very long time since I’ve basked in the presence of the god of love and marriage,” Amatsu said. There was a mocking lilt to his tone.

“Seems like an eternity,” was Musubi’s clipped response. He noticed Amatsu’s eyebrow rise in amusement.

“Tell me, dear Musubi, what brings you from the land of the living? Why this completely unexpected honor?”

“I think you know why I’m here.” He tried his best to look unaffected as Amatsu scrutinized him with his scalding gaze.

“Revenge,” Amatsu said, almost laughing. “Seems a bit beneath you, punishing Katsu for the death of your one true love.”

Musubi held his tongue at Amatsu’s flippant remark.

“You won’t help me then?” Musubi held his ground but began to taste the bitterness of defeat. If the demon god wouldn’t help him, he didn’t know what path he could take next.

“I said it was beneath you. I, however, have never turned my back on the idea of giving others exactly what they deserve.”

Musubi tried not to let his relief show.

“I am extremely curious as to what exactly you have in mind for our dear Katsu, and how you think I could possibly help you. I am, after all, trapped here.” Amatsu’s voice took on a scary edge. Signs of his displeasure with his lot in life seeped through the calm mask of indifference he held.

“Katsu has to pay for what he did to Edana. He took away the woman I love, and now I’m going to take away the woman he loves.” It sounded worse saying it out loud than it had merely thinking and plotting it in his head, but thoughts of Edana steeled his resolve, and he didn’t lower his eyes when Amatsu studied him again.

“Katsu loves no one. Of this I am certain. So again, I ask you, what is it that you require from me?” Amatsu’s tone was becoming less pleasant.

“Katsu loves no one at the moment, but it is prophesied that he will.”

The demon god’s eyes seemed to flash with a strange green light. “The Healer,” he whispered to no one in particular.

Musubi nodded. “I’m sure you wondered why I would take such a huge risk in coming here. I know my revenge will not only benefit me, but will also eliminate a problem you have no doubt wished to remedy since the day the prophecy of The Healer was given utterance.”

“You want to kill The Healer? The Savior of the living? The half-mortal child destined to heal the veil between the living and the dead?” Amatsu began to laugh quietly to himself, and then the laughter grew louder until it echoed against the blackness of the stone walls. “You have wasted my time and yours, Musubi. The child cannot be slain. Her immortal paternity has ensured that nothing save a sword forged from this land can kill her. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to send an assassin through the veil?”

“I didn’t say I wanted to kill her.”

“Then what—”

“I want to take her for myself. How can she heal the veil if she is never bound to Katsu?”

Amatsu raised his head, and for the first time showed some real interest in what Musubi had to say.

“An interesting proposition, but tell me how you plan to woo The Healer away from the one she is destined to love and belong to. She will be created specifically for Katsu. Denying one’s soul mate in favor of someone else? You and I know that this is as impossible as killing the child and being done with it.”

“I agree with you, which is why I need your help. I need something that will sever her connection to Katsu and make her fall in love with me.”

Amatsu looked triumphant, though nothing had been decided or resolved. “Something that can sever the link between soul mates? Now that is an idea, and quite a nasty one if you don’t mind my saying so. Not like you at all, really.”

“And yet, here I am.”

“Indeed.” Amatsu gave Musubi an appreciative look. “I may have something capable of accomplishing exactly what you propose, but I warn you, it will come with a price.”

Musubi let out an impatient grunt. “Name your price, and I’ll pay it.”

“Well, obviously money is out of the question. What would I need that for in this place?” The demon god let out a perverse laugh. It was as if its facetiousness was all the more macabre due to its infrequent occurrence. “And having you here serving me prevents us both from getting what we want. So here is what I propose. Once the deed is done, the girl has fallen for you and her connection to Katsu has been irrevocably severed, you will deliver her to me and walk away without a backward glance.”

“Fine,” was all Musubi had to say.

“Yes, you say that now, but I’m afraid I will need to ensure that if I grant you this favor, you don’t suddenly become consumed with a guilt-ridden conscience and go back on our deal.”

“What more can I do to prove I will uphold my end of this transaction?”

Amatsu merely smiled, a smile that sent rippling chills up and down Musubi’s spine. He held his hand open, palm up, and then flipped it with a flourish. When his hand came to rest palm up again, there stood, levitating above it, the blackest flower Musubi had ever seen. It pulsated with darkness.

“What is that?”

“This is a black cherry blossom, the solution to both our unfortunate situations.”

Musubi shook his head. “I don’t understand. How does this—”

“The black cherry blossom is an interesting piece of magic, very old magic, mind you, something I’m sure not even our First Parents are aware exists.”

“How could they not know about this?”

“Why, because I created it. This cherry blossom has the power to sever the connection between two soul mates by literally changing the destiny of the one who holds it. Come forward, please.”

Musubi walked to Amatsu slowly, never taking his eyes off the black, floating flower.

“Hold out your hand.”

He did as he was told. Amatsu moved his hand away from the blossom, but it still remained suspended in mid-air. Then it began to move toward Musubi’s outstretched hand. The blackened stem grew longer as it descended, and then wrapped itself around his wrist. He looked on in fascination as the stem continued to creep its way up his arm, under his clothing and toward his chest.

And then it struck.

The stem embedded itself within his heart, and the pain was like nothing the god had ever before felt. He let out a strangled cry and nearly staggered to the floor, but just as quickly as the pain took hold of him it let go. He closed his eyes and opened them slowly, seeing his surroundings in a new light. He felt…different; things were different. It was as if his heart and mind had been violently disconnected. He looked at his outstretched arm and watched the cherry blossom continue to hover above his hand.

“What have you done to me?” His question came out hollow.

“Oh, that? I merely blackened your heart a little, enough to taint it. Subduing your conscience is necessary, really. You do-gooders always manage to ruin the most wonderfully laid out plans, and we can’t have that now, can we?” Amatsu gave him an evil grin. “This cherry blossom serves another purpose, however. Now that it is a part of you, it will also connect you to whomever you wish. In other words, once you give it to the young girl of prophecy and she accepts it, her connection to Katsu will be cut, and she will be bound to you forever, doing anything and everything you wish, including aligning herself with me.” Amatsu clapped his hands in utter delight.

“You just happened to have something like this on hand?”

“You’re not the only one to have had an epiphany, realizing the only way to destroy the girl of prophecy was to alter her destiny. I’ve had quite a bit of time to troubleshoot such an annoying issue. I just never realized I’d have my very own minion working out the kinks for me. It is so delightful, the kind of actions revenge and hate can produce, and to have the god of love and marriage possessing an item capable of ripping soul mates from one another?” Amatsu rubbed his hands together gleefully and let out a slow, deliberate chuckle. “Well, let’s just say the irony isn’t lost on me.”

Part of Musubi’s mind, the part holding a small remnant of the kami he used to be, wondered if maybe he’d taken things too far. The errant thought flickered like a small candle in the wind and was extinguished by another thought much more insistent and pervasive.

Revenge.
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Sneaking out of the imperial palace, without my guards the wiser, had been much more difficult this night than any other, and the complications and delays couldn’t have come at a more inconvenient time.

I could feel Hatsumi’s birthing pains ripping into my abdomen as if they were my own. It was the empath in me, and an unfortunate side effect of healing that occurred after the first time I connected to someone’s ki or life force. My ki would stay very much tied to theirs until their pains were taken care of.

Unfortunately, trying to help a bedridden woman prevent her child from being born prematurely was an arduous and ongoing battle, both physically and emotionally for Hatsumi and myself due to the fact that I had connected with her ki three months ago when her baby had tried to come at five months. I’d been able to feel her labor pains coming on every few weeks since then and was seriously considering never having children of my own. If my father had his wish, I would never be capable of having them anyway.

I had to stop on the grassy path to Hatsumi’s momentarily and grab hold of an uprooted tree stump for support as another contraction ripped through my abdomen. I nearly screamed out with the pain of it but bit my lip instead and tried to remember that I was most likely not alone in the forested area, even if the night was quiet and still. Samurai rebels littered these wooded areas, and although I had no problems with their mission or their desire to usurp my father’s throne and take over the empire themselves, I couldn’t afford to be held up at the moment. Hatsumi’s baby was coming. I sensed there would be no stopping it this time.

I bit my lip hard as another tearing pain hit me and tasted blood. I nearly panicked thinking that my poor, dear friend was having to do this without me.

After two quick breaths I pressed forward, running as fast as my sandaled feet would carry me. I needed to cover more ground between these debilitating contractions, or I would never reach her in time.

The night air had chilled considerably despite the warmth of the day, but I hardly felt its coldness due to the amount of strain Hatsumi was experiencing. Sweat had already left my underthings damp, clinging to my aching back.

I nearly stopped short when I heard a crash of branches behind me. It may have been a rebel, or it just as easily could have been a forest animal. There were a number of nocturnal creatures scampering out and about. I couldn’t pay attention to what was happening behind me with so much at stake before me.

I increased my speed and prayed to the gods I wouldn’t trip over the many tree roots that tended to protrude along the path. The moon was a slight crescent amidst the stars in the sky and gave off very little light.

White, hot pain shot to my back and radiated forward. I dropped to my knees and let out a muffled scream, grinding my jaw together and digging my nails into the dark earth before me. That contraction had not been normal. I may never have experienced child birth personally, but I had served as midwife enough in the village to know the difference between birthing pains and pain originating from a situation far more serious. I wouldn’t be certain until I was with the mother, but I had a terrifying thought that the baby’s watery home had separated itself from the lining of Hatsumi’s uterus and the placenta was torn.

I was up and running like the very demons of the underworld were mere inches from my heels, roots and tree limbs be hanged! The palace and the small village of Yanbaro were separated by a small wooded forest, and although the forest by anyone’s standards wasn’t large compared to most, with so much at stake, it might as well have traversed all of Japan.

I had to reach Hatsumi in time.

I was so relieved to see the small flicker of firelight as I made my way around a bend in the path that tears seeped from my tired eyes. I continued running forward and managed to make it into the village before the next wave of pain hit, dropping me to the ground. I let out an awful scream this time, and breathed in the frosty night air as I tried to pull myself to my feet.

“Did you injure yourself?” a soft male voice said from behind me. I felt myself being pulled to my feet and turned awkwardly around.

Eyes the color of frothy blue waves glinted in the firelight, flickering just above us from a hanging luminary on a bamboo street post.

I’d never before seen eyes the color of a frozen winter sky, but had often heard that men and women far to the west were born with such eyes. His face was much lighter than the olive skin of my countrymen, and his hair was the color of the rising sun. I felt myself drawn to him almost immediately and stood momentarily stunned at my own emotional and physical response to this complete and total stranger.

His concerned eyes narrowed as he took me in. “Did you hurt your ankle when you fell?”

His words broke me out of my moment of stupor, and I felt monumentally guilty for losing sight of my purpose even for one second. Not to mention the level of uncertainty I felt at the physical contact. No man was allowed to touch me. Most men wouldn’t have considered touching a strange woman either way, but now he had spoken directly to me, and our social customs dictated that I show respect and answer the man’s question.

I couldn’t waste time with social etiquette at this point. Not when Hatsumi’s life depended solely on the timing of my arrival. I moved to break away from the tight hold he had on my arms and doubled over as another wave of excruciating pain pummeled into my lower back.

“Clearly you’ve been injured far worse than I originally thought. Come, I will take you back to my camp and find someone to assist you.”

“No,” I fairly screamed as I wrenched myself from his grasp, turned on my heels and ran as fast as I could toward the small tavern where Hatsumi and her husband lived.

“Wait.” I heard the young man call out. The loud pounding of his feet indicated he was close behind me. It was strange that he would pursue a woman whom he deemed ill. In my culture, a woman wasn’t important enough to speak to directly, let alone be the focus of a stranger’s concern. I might have wondered at it a bit longer, but more debilitating waves of pain coursed through me, and the exotic-looking young man was momentarily forgotten.

These pains Hatsumi bore did not bode well for her or the baby. Every second I lost would determine whether or not I would be able to save either one of them. I reached the front door of the tavern and wrenched it open, not bothering to knock when another pain ripped into my back, making me feel as if my body were tearing in two. My cries echoed that of Hatsumi’s from the room connected to the back of the tavern.

“You’ve arrived, young healer. I knew you would,” Daiki said, Hatsumi’s husband, just as I was grabbed and lifted into the air by a pair of strong hands. I let out a muffled squeal of surprise as the young man whom I had previously run into held me close to his chest and refused to release me, even after I forcefully pushed against him.

“Musubi, you must let the girl down,” Daiki urged.

My captor didn’t respond nor loosen his hold on me. I looked up at him and noted a small lift to the side of his mouth. His eyes studied me in such a frank manner that my attention was instantly captivated. I couldn’t wrench my glance away from the commanding fire of his gaze, but I should have. I wasn’t allowed to look a man directly in the eye without his express approval, but he had immediate and total control over me and held me as no man had ever been allowed to hold me before.

This foreign contact with a member of the male species, combined with my desperate need to escape his unrelenting perusal of my body, and my complete panic at the thought of losing Hatsumi had an incredibly surprising effect on my behavior. Without considering the consequences of my actions, I rounded my fist, pulled it back as far as it would allow, and threw it at his chin with such force that the contact cracked the top of my knuckle and actually threw his head to the side. I was so shocked by my behavior that I barely registered the pain in my broken fist or the fact that my ki had immediately begun healing it.

He turned his head and glanced at me in surprise, and then threw it backward, letting out the most lighthearted laugh I had ever heard.

“I told you to put her down.” Daiki chuckled.

“I’m so sorry,” I sputtered. “I…please forgive me, it’s just that…ahhhhh.”

I crumpled forward and felt his arms tighten around me protectively.

“You must put me down,” I yelled. I groaned a little at the relentless pain and was pulled closer to his chest. I felt angry all over again by his persistence and my reaction to him. “Please.” I beat against his chest and struggled to escape his hold on me both physically and emotionally. “I must attend to Hatsumi.”

Instead of letting me go, the young man looked up at the innkeeper. “Daiki, do you know this female?”

I was surprised these two knew each other by name and felt close enough to use them.

“You must let her go. Hatsumi will deliver, and this is the midwife.”

I looked at Daiki and nodded my thanks, appreciating his discretion. There were very few people who knew my identity, and Daiki had kept my secret for several years.

“This child is the midwife?” The man let out a disbelieving snort. “She hardly seems capable.”

I considered hitting him again, but my hand hadn’t healed completely. Fortunately, he set me down more gently than I would have expected, and my anger with him dissolved almost instantly. Hatsumi and her baby were all I could and should be focusing on.

I took two steps forward and dropped to the floor as the searing heat in my back hit me again. Both Hatsumi and I let out pain-filled cries.

“You see,” the young man said. “She clearly needs a person of medicine herself.” He moved to pick me up again, but I crawled forward and held my hand up to stop him.

“I feel her pain. It is as simple as that,” I shouted it as loud as I dared.

He ignored me and reached for me again, but Daiki stepped between us and held up his hand. “Musubi, you will have to trust me and let the midwife do her job.”

“She can barely walk, Daiki. What can she possibly do to help?”

“Bring her to my wife, and you will see.” He stepped out of the way and motioned Musubi forward. I gave Daiki a nervous look. I did not want to be held by this distracting individual again, and I didn’t think it wise to perform a healing in front of him either. Daiki had no idea how precarious his wife’s situation had become. I would be doing much more than simply aiding the birth of her baby.

My old friend gave me an encouraging look as Musubi reached for me again and lifted me into his arms. It was strange to feel secure and safe in the arms of someone I barely knew, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it.

Upon entering Hatsumi’s bedroom the strong odor of blood filled my nostrils and Hatsumi’s soft moans and labored breathing pierced my heart. My mind cleared as I scrambled quickly out of Musubi’s arms and sat down on the bed next to the struggling mother.

I couldn’t hold her head between my hands with the young man present, so I grabbed Hatsumi’s hands in my own and looked into her eyes as I willed myself to connect with her ki. It would have been better to hold her head and close my eyes to concentrate, but I couldn’t let this man…this Musubi, know who I was.

It took a few moments, but I finally latched on to her ki with my own and felt pain and nausea hit me with such force I nearly toppled over. Just as I had feared, part of the baby’s small home had ripped away from the lining of the womb. It was significant enough to prevent the baby from receiving as much oxygen as it needed to survive, and the heartbeat was irregular. I could sense the baby’s distress and even its fear, something I had never felt before. Even the unborn child was aware that all was not well. I instructed her ki to reattach the bag of waters to the lining of the womb and to heal the blood vessels that had been broken. I received no response.

I couldn’t understand why her ki was ignoring my instructions. I hadn’t for one single moment felt that Hatsumi or her baby were meant to perish during this delivery. Her ki should have been able to respond and repair the damage. I searched for more answers and found that the bag of waters was beginning to dry out and the baby’s head was already firmly placed in the birth canal. Even if the bag had been repaired and reattached there was simply no way to stop this labor. Not even healing powers could stop nature from taking its course.

We had to get the baby out, but Hatsumi was nowhere near ready to deliver. I couldn’t wait for her body to ready itself fully. This baby had to be delivered now. I did not want to do what I felt was the only recourse we had, but I instructed her ki to prepare her body for delivery, knowing that the pain we would both feel as her body accomplished in only a few seconds what usually took several hours would be the worst kind of pain either one of us had ever felt. There was simply no time to lessen it.

I maintained eye contact with the poor mother and gave her my most confident smile.

“Hatsumi, we will deliver this baby right now. Are you ready?”

She nodded as sweat and tears rolled down the sides of her pale cheeks. I gave her ki the instructions it needed and held fast to her hands as both our bodies were hit with wave after wave of the most debilitating labor pains a woman could ever experience. I did my best to keep my own pain to myself and focused on the baby as it slowly traveled closer to its birth. Its heart rate dropped so low at one point I had to slow down everything and take time to increase the beats of the tiny child’s heart before it died.

Sensing it was time, I let go of her hands and checked the baby’s progress.

“It is time for you to push, Hatsumi.”

She was pushing before I even finished my sentence. The child was small and frail and came rapidly as a result. I wrapped the tiny baby in a cloth and quickly connected to it, making sure the heartbeats were steady and strong and the lungs were taking in the oxygen needed before handing it over to the mother.

“He’s fine, Hatsumi. Your baby boy is just fine.”

She let out a tired laugh as she snuggled closer to her son and then wept softly.

I felt a huge weight lift from my shoulders as I watched her hold her firstborn child, a child that she and Daiki had tried and failed to have for many years now. Finally, the fight was over. A soft tear ran down my face as I took in the beautiful picture before me.

“We have a son, then?”

I turned to see the happy face of Daiki as he rushed to the side of his wife’s bed. I had completely forgotten he was there. I’d even forgotten the young man standing in the corner until his hand came to rest on my shoulder.

The light contact was more than inappropriate, and I tried my best to keep my eyes averted from his handsome face. I thought about shrugging his hand away, but couldn’t find the willpower to do so; not when this connection made me feel as if I had just found my way home. It was a disturbing thought to have, considering who I was and what my future held for me.

“That was quite possibly the worst thing I have ever before seen, and I’ve witnessed countless gory wounds in battle. The way you handled that was…impressive.”

His coloring appeared quite pale but had been slightly light to begin with. I wondered at his background and means of work. He certainly didn’t look like a regular soldier, but his long cloak covered his clothing underneath.

I hesitated, still uncertain as to whether or not he wished for me to speak. I glanced at him below lowered lashes, and found my answer as his gaze locked with mine. “Ah, yes, childbirth. It is not for the faint of heart.” I gave him a small smile and then hurriedly averted my gaze when he returned my smile with one of his own. I felt his hand tighten ever so slightly on my shoulder and then he withdrew.

I couldn’t account for the feeling of loss that descended upon me in that moment, but it was clear that remaining in this man’s presence was simply not good for me. I folded my arms across my chest. It was then that I realized my cloak and arms were covered in blood. There was always blood in childbirth, but I was soaked in it. I raised my arms up and studied the front of my cloak.

Blood everywhere.

“Hatsumi,” I said, glancing at the young woman’s small form. Blood continued to coat the bedding beneath her, dripping to the floor. I could see a glassy look begin to grow in her eyes.

I rushed over to the bed and motioned for Daiki to take the baby. Then I grabbed Hatsumi’s hands in my own.

“No! Hatsumi, you focus on me. You look at me, right now!”

I grabbed her ki with my own and saw that she was hemorrhaging. Her blood would not thicken due to the amount she had lost. I could stop the bleeding, but I wasn’t sure I would be able to repair the blood loss before her organs went into shock and she died. I instructed her ki to repair the damage, and then went to work trying to help her poor, weak body replace the blood she had lost.

I felt Musubi’s presence close to me as I worked, and knew his eyes were studying every move I made, every facet of the situation. I did my best to look like I was examining her so he wouldn’t assume I was simply sitting there watching her bleed to death.

I worked with her body for ten minutes when the first of her organs, her left kidney, began to shut down.

“No!”

“What is happening, child?” Daiki asked.

“She’s lost too much blood, and her body is struggling to hold on.”

There was real fear in Daiki’s eyes. “What can I do?”

“You and this young man need to leave so that I can work.” Daiki was the only man I had ever felt comfortable speaking so frankly with. It probably seemed unusual for Musubi to watch me throw orders at Daiki, and though most men made me nervous, I knew I could count on Daiki to take seriously the danger his wife now faced.

He nodded his understanding, turned swiftly with the baby in hand and directed Musubi out the door. I had to admire him for his absolute faith in me. Most men would have balked at such an order, demanding to stay and oversee the process.

“Daiki, this is madness. Your wife needs a more experienced person of medicine if her bleeding is internal. What can a midwife do?”

“We must go now.” Daiki insisted.

I thought I heard Musubi protesting about leaving Hatsumi’s life in the hands of a child, but I was too focused on keeping her organs functioning to feel offended by the slight.

It was difficult work and a sort of mental juggling act to keep her organs operating and help her body replenish the blood she had lost all at the same time. Her body could only produce the blood at a specific rate without compromising its other functions or damaging her organs, but without the blood there to help the organs function they would begin to fail, and I would have to stop what I was doing to revive them again.

I wasn’t sure how much time had passed as I continued to help Hatsumi fight for her life and her right to raise her first child, but soon there was enough blood in her system that her organs could function without my help. I withdrew my shaking, bloodied hands from her head and looked at her peacefully sleeping face. She felt no pain, and for that I was grateful. If I had had more time to ease the pain first, the whole experience would have been less traumatic for both of us, but when you have a choice between easing pain and saving lives your path as a healer is clear.

I took a moment to collect myself and then began cleaning up the blood on the floor by using my own sodden cloak and other linens in the bedroom. I woke Hatsumi only long enough to help her remove her soiled clothing and bed linens and to clean her up as best I could.

We spoke very little. Hatsumi looked as if she might die right before my eyes, and I had to keep checking her ki to reassure myself everything within her body was functioning as it should.

She was like a mother to me; more of a mother than my own ever could be, and I wouldn’t lose her. I laid her back down upon her bed and drew new blankets over her body. She grabbed my hand in her weak ones and squeezed them gently.

“You saved my life and the life of my baby. Thank you so much, dear friend.” I could tell it was a struggle for her to remain awake after everything she had been through.

“Of course, Hatsumi. I would not have let anything happen to you or your precious child. You must sleep now.” After smoothing back her hair, I stood up and tiredly headed for the door.

“My son…can I see him?”

I turned to Hatsumi and nodded. “I will send Daiki in with your son as soon as you have rested for a short time.” I swallowed back a lump in my throat when she gave me a questioning look. “It was very close this time, Hatsumi. Too close. Just rest for a few minutes and then you can hold your son.” She nodded her understanding and closed her eyes. I knew she was sleeping even before I left her room.

The moment I stepped into the serving area of the tavern, Daiki met me with his sweet newborn son cradled in his arms and an anxious look upon his face. He was only ten years my senior, but the hard life of an innkeeper had aged him dramatically. Fine lines covered the corners of his slanted eyes and large mouth, but his positive attitude in the face of insurmountable poverty kept a smile on his round face.

The last two years had been especially difficult for him, though I hadn’t been able to find the source of what troubled him. Every time I asked, he would tell me money was tight and times were hard, but I always suspected there was more to the story, and that perhaps he was protecting me from something.

Though he looked older than his twenty-seven years, he was well-muscled and strong. He would have looked more natural with a sword in his hand than he did serving food or managing his business.

“She will be fine,” I said quickly. “Her bleeding was not as severe as I had thought it to be. Within an hour you should take your son in to nurse. She should be up to the task by then.” I didn’t think it wise to advise him of how close he came to losing Hatsumi and his son tonight with the young soldier sitting at a table to our right.

Daiki seemed to understand the need to lighten the mood in front of Musubi, though why he had let him stay during his son’s chaotic birth was a mystery to me.

“Come. Sit at table with Musubi and myself.”

I barely suppressed a raised eyebrow at this. I had sat at table with Hatsumi and Daiki many times throughout the course of our friendship, but being invited to sit at table with a stranger here was unprecedented and quite dangerous. I couldn’t afford to have anyone recognize me for fear of my parents discovering my late night excursions to homes in need of healings.

Technically, my powers for healing were meant for something completely different. As the daughter of Emperor Fukurokuju and Empress Chinatsu there was much expected of me, but my destiny was much more complex and demanding than any other imperial princesses might be.

According to a prophecy written thousands of years ago, a princess would be born to a god and a mortal, possessing healing capabilities that would be used to help the guardian of the Grass Cutter Sword heal and strengthen the veil between our world and the world of the dead. I had been raised to believe that this princess of prophecy, this healer, was me.

Suffice it to say, healing peasants and wives of innkeepers were not the kinds of activities the imperial family would have supported, and that was putting it mildly. My father would have beaten me until I was black and blue, and my mother would have made her normal indifferent treatment of me even icier than usual.

My role was simple and clear—marry the warrior god, Masaru Katsu, and spend the rest of eternity helping him heal the veil.

The end.

I held some deep reservations where my duty and destiny were concerned.

“Please, sit with us,” he said as he drew me to the table and offered me a bench. He placed me across from Musubi and then sat down next to me.

I was able to study the soldier’s features more thoroughly thanks to the lamplight in the tavern. I admit, I thought him much more handsome than I had before. Of course, I was no longer distracted with the possibility of losing the most important woman in my life.

I realized I was staring, and he had caught me doing so. His lips turned up in amusement. I hurriedly lowered my eyes to the table, feeling myself grow warm at the same time.

I marveled at the small smile he shared with me. It was strange to see any expression other than anger on his features considering the bitter feelings I felt rolling off of his ki for reasons known only to himself.

“My dear friend, Musubi was curious as to the pain you felt earlier. I explained to him you are an empath, but he worried you might actually be suffering from some illness.”

I noted Daiki failed to address me by my given name. I was grateful for that.

“It is obvious she is just fine now,” Musubi said, directing his comment to Daiki. “I’ve never heard of a midwife also being an empath. It seems like an undesirable trait to possess considering her line of work.”

“Oh, no. It is just the opposite,” I blurted out. “The pain allows me to sense when and where I’m needed.” I bit down on my tongue and lowered my eyes to the table again. It wasn’t common knowledge that the famed healer of prophecy was also an empath, and it certainly wasn’t mentioned in the prophecy, but letting anyone know I could do things most people couldn’t wasn’t the smartest of ideas either. The less I talked, the better my chances were of maintaining my secrets.

As it stood, only Daiki and his wife, my brother Saigo, my maid Aiko, and our tutor Kenji had any idea that I ventured out of the palace walls in the middle of the night, disguised as a woman of medicine to heal the sick and suffering in the empire.

Another strike against me was my gender. A woman speaking out of turn in my society was an uncommon occurrence, and although Musubi was talking about me, his comments had not been directed toward me. I’d had no right to voice my thoughts. Then again, I’d had no right to hit him in the face. My behavior around this man was unorthodox at best.

I felt his steady gaze bearing down upon the top of my head and wished Daiki had not invited me to sit with him and his friend. I needed to get back to the palace before dawn, and the rising sun was due merely two hours from now.

“You mean to tell me you could feel Hatsumi’s labor pains from your own personal dwelling, and that’s how you knew to come?” Musubi asked.

“Yes,” I replied reluctantly, keeping my eyes glued to the table.

“Daiki didn’t send for you?”

I shook my head in response. I was nervous being asked all of these questions. Daiki must have sensed my anxiety because he placed a calming hand upon my shoulder.

“He means you no harm. I promise you can trust young Musubi. He’s been fighting with the samurai insurgents for a few months now and is very much a man of honor and integrity.”

An aura of chagrin surged from Musubi’s person. I couldn’t tell if the praise embarrassed him or if he simply didn’t agree with Daiki’s assessment of his character. I was happy to hear of his involvement with the rebels, however. Anyone fighting against my father was someone I considered a friend.

“I wonder…are there limits to your empathic abilities?” Musubi asked.

I pondered this for a moment and dared a look in his direction. “To the best of my knowledge, as long as I have had the opportunity to meet the person in question, I can generally feel when they are distressed, in pain or in need of any medicinal administrations no matter the distance between us, but I have only ever been acquainted with the people of this village.”

I failed to mention those who lived in the palace. I also failed to mention that my empathic abilities only worked with people I had already connected to as far as sensing pain went, and once their problem was resolved I didn’t feel the connection any longer. Unfortunately, I tended to absorb others’ emotions regardless of whether I had connected to their ki or not.

Musubi’s anger, for example, was fairly distracting me with its intensity. I wondered if all soldiers survived war by carrying around a healthy dose of suppressed rage. Perhaps it fueled their ability to fight.

“Intriguing,” was all he said. He sat back in his seat, but continued to study me directly.

“You seem to have an idea brewing, Musubi,” Daiki said. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking that I’m crazy, and that a war zone is no place for a female such as this small, defenseless little girl.”

I felt myself prickle at his comment. “You feel I am unequal to the task of administering to the sick and injured due to my size? I can assure you, a war zone would cause little trouble for me.”

I bit down on my tongue again as Musubi’s frosty eyes flashed to mine. Where had my caution flown to? I needed to stop drawing his attention to my person. I could have sworn I sensed a smile lurking at the corners of his mouth. Amusement lightly skipped its way through him before the anger, his constant companion it would seem, managed to smother it.

“I think you are undeniably equal to the task…of healing, that is. However, you are untrained to defend yourself should the occasion arise, and I’m almost certain it would. There are other things to consider as well.”

“You want her to live with the samurai insurgents and heal your wounded men?” Daiki let out an incredulous laugh. “It is unthinkable. She does have family, you know, and she is not yet eighteen. She would have to be married to a soldier or her reputation would be lost altogether.”

I nearly laughed at Daiki’s protests. He and I both knew my reputation mattered very little considering the matter of my betrothal to the warrior god Katsu. Nothing I did, no matter how inappropriate, would ever prevent that impending union from happening.

If I were to be honest with myself, I would have reveled in the chance to spend time healing soldiers or even fighting alongside them. I would have given up my position in the palace and my destiny at that very moment if it hadn’t been for two things.

One, my father would search relentlessly for me the minute he discovered my absence, and two, I could never leave the palace for good without my maid, my brother, and our tutor, Kenji. They were some of the few people in this world who knew me and loved me for me and not my title or the birthright that came with it.

“I agree, it was a silly notion,” Musubi said, stroking the fine, firm planes of his smooth jaw. “She will most certainly be missed by her family considering her station.”

I looked at him in surprise. He quirked an eyebrow at me and his lips formed a half smile.

“Your kimono, child. Your state of dress clearly comes from the more affluent classes in this empire. I’m only surprised you were allowed to travel so late at night unaccompanied considering your age and station.”

I squirmed under his shrewd glance. He was far more perceptive than I had given him credit for. I had forgotten my blood soaked cloak in the other room. It would do me very little good to pretend I wasn’t a woman of some consequence now that he could see the fine silk of my kimono. There simply hadn’t been enough time to change into the clothing I usually wore when coming to the village to heal people.

“I admit, my family is unaware of my abilities as a midwife,” I managed stiffly.

He let out a soft chuckle and grabbed my chin in his hand. I gasped at the light contact. Very few men had ever taken such a liberty. My eyes met his, and he considered me thoughtfully.

“Adventurous, isn’t she, Daiki? You wouldn’t think it to look at her.”

I dared an angry glare at him before pulling my chin from his grasp and leveling my eyes to the table.

“Stop it, Musubi. You’ll scare the child, and after I just told her she has nothing to fear.”

Musubi laughed out loud this time. “I get the feeling nothing scares this one.” He sighed regretfully. “It’s a shame she would be missed by her family. I’m sure I could find some soldier willing to marry her for the sake of our armies’ well-being.”

I said nothing, but was fairly certain that my anger at the moment could have rivaled his. It certainly burned just as brightly. Did everyone assume I couldn’t choose a husband for myself? Did everyone assume I was only worth marrying so long as I was capable of healing?

Musubi chuckled again and placed a finger under my chin, gently raising it until our eyes met.

“I am only teasing you, little healer. I enjoy watching you fight to hold your temper in check.”

I couldn’t help but give him a reluctant smile in answer. It was hard to ignore his abrasive charm and joking manner.

“It was nice to have met you, young lady,” he continued. “I hope our paths cross again someday.”

Though his eyes remained a cold, frothy blue, the warmth I felt from his touch traveled slow and steady through the whole of me. He stood up and bowed to both Daiki and myself. I barely managed a short nod of my head, so resistant to the idea that I might miss even a moment of looking at him before he stepped out of the inn and out of my life forever.

Just as he reached the door, he turned around and took me in one more time. He looked a bit confused, and I could sense he felt it as well, almost as if he was unsure as to why he hadn’t left yet.

“I never did learn your name, child,” he finally managed.

“It is probably best that you never do,” Daiki said.

Musubi looked at the innkeeper and nodded, then rested his eyes on me one last time before he opened the door and stepped through it.
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“You had no trouble getting away tonight?” Daiki asked.

His question pulled me from my fixation on the door through which Musubi had recently exited. I felt drawn toward that door and the idea of stepping through it to catch up to the young soldier and…and what? Discuss the frigid night air or make polite conversation about the impending fall of the empire? I nearly laughed outright at the absurdity of it all.

A woman approaching a soldier in the middle of the night and initiating a conversation—just as ludicrous to impart to him that the thought of never seeing him again disturbed me more than the idea of never breathing again.

“In truth, I was having a…meeting with my father when Hatsumi’s pains came on.” I kept my eyes on the table and took a sip of my tea.

“A meeting with your father?” Daiki placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “How bad was it this time?”

“Bad.” I grimaced into my cup. Daiki knew the phrase “meeting with my father” was just another way of saying my father, Emperor Fukurokuju, had once again used my healing powers for personal gain. It wasn’t something I wanted to discuss further, but I knew Daiki would have questions. He always did.

I had met Daiki and his wife when I was twelve, after sneaking out of the palace in an attempt to run away from a life I felt I could no longer bear. As a child, my one thought was to escape my own personal prison as quickly as was humanly possible. It had been impulsive and ill thought out. By the time I had reached the village, I realized I had no food, water nor shelter and no money to my name. I was an imperial princess but owned nothing save it were the clothes on my back.

I had continued walking down the narrow stretch of road, wondering what my next course of action would be when I heard a scream from within the tavern to my left. Without thinking, I had run into the tavern, weaved my way silently around the many patrons, and headed to the very back where Daiki and Hatsumi’s living quarters were. I could sense Hatsumi’s distress and felt so pressured by it that I walked into their living quarters without asking.

Upon entering I had found Daiki doubled over on the floor with blood dripping from a wound in his thigh. I had immediately walked over, placed my hands on either side of his head and closed my eyes, connecting with his ki. I healed the wound instantly and then released him while stepping back.

I hadn’t dared say anything, especially after realizing what I had done. No one outside the palace knew what the imperial princess, The Healer, looked like. I was never allowed out without a veil covering my face or several guards shadowing my every move. No one even knew my real name.

Daiki had examined his leg for several seconds before saying anything. Not even Hatsumi had been able to manage a word, and she was, as I would soon come to find out, a very vocal individual considering she was a woman.

“How is this possible, child? How…unless you are The Healer. Princess?”

I had merely nodded and kept my eyes to the floor. I knew my plans for escape had been ruined after revealing myself.

Hatsumi had rested her hand softly on my shoulder and then squeezed it gently. My own mother had never been the kind to offer much affection. As a twelve-year-old girl, on the precipice of understanding the finality of my future, I felt cold, alone, and directionless. The small gesture Hatsumi gave me was enough to open a flood of tears I must have kept stored deep within my soul for most of my life.

I fell apart in front of a couple who knew nothing about me except that I was the daughter of an emperor whom everyone detested, and that I was the famed girl of prophecy, The Healer. Hatsumi had snuggled me close in her arms and the conversation that followed was one I would never forget. I had poured my whole heart to them and divulged my plan to run away forever.

Fortunately, Daiki had a better plan. He knew of my desire to heal people and wondered if I might consider being the village healer in disguise. Whenever someone needed my help he would find a way to get a message to me at the palace. This usually involved writing a small note and concealing it under a specific rock in the open gardens at the rear of the huge edifice. It was one of the few places I was able to visit frequently outside the palace gates without an army of guards shadowing me.

I checked for messages on the first day of every week, and whenever I found one waiting for me, I felt as if my life held meaning…a real reason for living. I suspected that was exactly what Daiki had been trying to provide.

Daiki’s thoughts must have been reviewing the same memories. “I sometimes wonder if I should have helped you escape five years ago. Your life would have been better, less fraught with pain and suffering.”

I set my tea down and met his remorseful gaze.

“You know as well as I do that I wouldn’t have been successful in my attempt at escape. My father would have found me eventually. You saved me in more ways than you or I will ever know, I’m sure.”

He gave me a tight smile, but his eyes held a hint of regret.

“Who was it this time?” he asked.

I didn’t want to discuss it. I didn’t want to consider what I had been forced to do tonight just to gather information for my father.

“Let’s not dwell on a subject so undeserving of our attention when we should be celebrating the birth of your son, Daiki. After all this time, you finally have a son.”

He smiled down at the small babe nestled snug in his arms. He and Hatsumi had tried for several years to have a child, but she always miscarried before I was able to arrive and offer help. There was never enough time to fix whatever was happening within her body nor with the baby in her womb.

It was a mystery to all of us. There was nothing within her that should have prevented her from carrying a child to term, but it continued to happen with each new pregnancy. I had become more determined than ever to help her deliver a baby to term, and this time we had been successful.

“You didn’t tell me the truth, did you?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“She lost almost all of her blood. I’ve fought enough in battle to know when someone is bleeding out and close to death.” He lifted a shaky hand to his face and wiped a stray tear from his cheek. “You saved her tonight.”

I felt guilt chafing away at my joy. “Yes, that is true. The baby’s home had torn from her womb. She only had a few seconds by the time I joined with her. I should have noticed the bleeding sooner, Daiki. I am sorry.”

He shook his head in surprise. “My wife and my son are alive. You should never apologize for saving lives.”

I fought back the guilt and plastered a smile on my face. I then considered something he had said. “Daiki, when did you ever fight in battle?”

I saw him grimace at what he must have considered a slight slip of the tongue.

“I suppose I should have told you, but it never felt right to say. Before Hatsumi and I married I fought with the rebels against your father. This was when the rebels first organized themselves with Akane.”

“Yes, I have heard of her. I must admit the idea of a female general leading a large army of Samurai into battle makes me feel as if anything is possible.”

Daiki chuckled softly. “Akane makes everyone feel as if anything is possible. I ended my fighting with the rebels after marrying Hatsumi. It wasn’t what I wanted, but I knew if I continued I would most likely be killed. The wound on my leg that you healed the day of our meeting…I had acquired it in battle. As soon as you used your powers, I knew I could never fight again, but I also knew I had found another way to fight against the emperor.” He pointed a finger in my direction.

“Me?” I wondered.

“You. I believe you are the answer to this war between the rebels and your father. I truly believe you can bring peace to this empire. It is partly why I encouraged you to stay.”

“What was the other reason?”

“You felt like my daughter, and I could tell Hatsumi felt the same way. We couldn’t have let you go even if we had wanted to.”

I smiled into my tea as I brought it to my lips, but before I could take another sip a thought came to me. “Daiki, have you been helping the rebels again?”

He was silent for so long I wondered if he would answer me.

“I’ll admit I have provided shelter and food for some of the men over the past few years. I’ve even sent for you to heal some of the more badly injured ones.”

I’d thought some of the men I had healed didn’t look like rice farmers. Their injuries had been severe, disturbingly so. I must have been blind not to see it. Many of the wounds had to be healed slower than I would have liked in order to avoid divulging my true identity, but several wounds were life threatening and had to be dealt with quickly.

“It was good of those soldiers to refrain from voicing any suspicions they may have had concerning my identity,” I said.

“They fight against your father, my child, but in many respects they fight for you. Most of the rebels believe that you are the key to harmony in this empire. The fact that you were willing to heal some of the men merely strengthened that belief and their morale.”

“Why do they feel they must fight against the emperor on my behalf? My father will give the throne to my brother Saigo, and I must go live with some obscure kami who is no doubt just as cruel and unfeeling.”

“Exactly. You are destined to leave, but the people need you to stay. You are capable of healing much more than the veil or the pains that life inflicts on its inhabitants. You could heal a whole nation if given the chance. The rebels are fighting to give you that chance.”

“I’m just a princess trapped in a palace. The situation seems a bit hopeless.”

“With Musubi joining the rebels, I think there is most certainly hope.”

My ears perked up at the mention of Musubi. “Who is he, Daiki, and how do you know him?”

“He is a close friend of General Akane. I’ve heard stories of his prowess in battle, but wasn’t aware that Akane had convinced him to come join our cause.”

“Perhaps his idea of having me heal his men isn’t so ridiculous.”

Daiki snorted. “A young, single woman on the battlefield would not survive.”

“No, but what if I learned to fight, and what if I only came when I was needed? It isn’t necessary to live with the rebels in order to help their cause. Perhaps we could spin a tale that I was married and widowed within a short time.”

“A very short time, considering your age,” he muttered.

“I could do this. I could help!” I looked at him with fierce determination and saw that he might actually be considering my proposition, but then he shook his head.

“It isn’t safe. I would worry about you, and Hatsumi would have my head if she thought I had allowed it. Even widowed, you would still be single. I’m not suggesting these soldiers are without honor, but without a man claiming you as his wife, I don’t see how you would be able to keep your identity a secret, and you would have to keep it a secret amongst the rebels. The ones I brought to you were men I trust with my own life, but there could be other rebels planted as spies by your father.”

I considered his arguments, and although I thought each one to be valid, I still longed to be a part of the solution.

“Maybe we could find someone you trust, someone willing to pretend a marriage with me. Claim me as his wife, and no one would be the wiser or look to unearth my background since the matter of marriage would be settled.”

Daiki chuckled. “I know of no man I could trust to take on that kind of role with you. He would have to be invincible on the battlefield in order to keep you safe, and if he were killed in battle, we’d be right back where we started.”

I sighed, feeling frustrated.

He tucked the cloth more firmly around his son. “Besides, I would worry about you. I may not be your father through blood, but my love for you as a father would rival that of any other. This war is best fought by those capable of doing so, and your job in this battle is to live long enough to pick up the pieces of this broken empire once your poor excuse for a father is finally out of the picture.”

I shook my head, knowing the rebels’ fight was futile. “My father is a god, a major kami created by our First Parents. He cannot die, he cannot be beaten. What do these samurai insurgents believe they will accomplish by fighting an immortal as strong as he?”

Daiki leveled me with a frank look. “Death is just one of many ways to overcome an opponent, and in my opinion a more merciful one. Once captured, there will be very little your father can do to stop the insurgents from handing the empire over to you.”

My eyes widened at that bold statement. I didn’t necessarily want the life my parents had plotted for me, the life they felt was fated through a prophecy given long ago by ancient kami, but ruling an empire as broken as this one also left me feeling overwhelmed and trapped. I was only seventeen, and though I wanted to heal everyone and everything, I couldn’t imagine being in a position where I might actually be expected to do just that.

My noble desires mixed with my feelings of total inadequacy made for an uneasy mind and a troubled heart.

Daiki’s son chose at that moment to let us know how hungry he was. His high-pitched cries reassured me that all would be well with him and Hatsumi.

“You had better take your son in to nurse with his mother. I should be going as well. It will soon be light outside.”

“Yes, you had better return quickly. I fear I may have kept you too long this time.”

I gave Daiki and his sweet babe a quick hug and headed for the door. As I stepped outside into the cold night, I thought I heard footsteps scampering to the left. I turned to look but could make out very little. Dawn would be here within the hour, but it was still quite dark outside. After standing there for a few seconds, I determined that I had most likely heard the rustling of some neighboring animal or possibly a small bird and quickly hurried to put distance between myself and the small village before any early morning risers ventured forth out of their dwellings.

Just as I was about to leave the road and enter the forest, I heard a small cry to my left and sensed another individuals fear mixed with worry. I looked and beheld a small figure lying upon the floor beneath a tree. I walked a few steps toward the cloaked mass, but I pulled back abruptly when a sword flashed from underneath the huddled cloak.

“Don’t come any closer.”

The voice was decidedly female but raspy. Her breathing was labored and heavy.

I lifted my hands up to show I held no weapon.

“I’m not going to hurt you. I just thought you might need some help.”

“Do you know the owner of that tavern, one, Daiki, by name?”

“I do. I just came from there.”

“I have heard tell of a medicine woman he uses to help people who are suffering. I need to get to his tavern, but find I am too injured to move.”

“It would seem fortune has smiled upon you. I am the medicine woman you are in need of.” I walked over and bent down next to the woman. She shielded her face at my approach, something I found odd. She tried to lift her sword again, possibly hoping to defend herself against an attack, but the weight of it pulled her weakened arm to the ground. She released it and sucked in air. I gently took her hand and connected with her before she could stop me.

I gritted my teeth at the pain and explored her injuries. Broken ribs, broken pelvis, broken hip, fracture on her lower spinal column. I had already gathered that this woman must have been a warrior, but I couldn’t understand what would have caused such extensive damage.

“How were you injured?”

She took in shallow breaths. “Horse…spooked…by something in the forest…rolled on top of me.”

I couldn’t believe she had managed to drag herself to the edge of the forest with the type of injuries she had sustained. I was sure she must have damaged her back further due to the exertion. As a result she would never walk again, and now I was faced with a serious dilemma. When Daiki had me heal people who were injured, I could teach their bodies to heal slowly so it didn’t look as if I had anything to do with it other than administering to their needs with herbs. I couldn’t instruct this woman’s ki to heal slowly and then leave her here for the next few days with no food, no water, and no shelter, and since the fracture and subsequent damage to her spine left her no option of mobility, she would stay trapped on the ground just inside the forest until she slowly healed or perished from dehydration.

Moving her to the tavern was out of the question. With the way her ribs had broken, her lungs would easily be punctured and she could bleed internally, expiring before we arrived. Besides, I knew for certain I would never have the strength to carry her dead weight. If I wanted to save her I would have to heal her immediately and risk my identity in the process. I could only hope I hadn’t inadvertently run into one of my father’s spies.

“What is your name?” I asked.

“That’s my business and has nothing to do with your taking me to the tavern.” She inhaled sharply and let out a small wet sounding breath.

I smiled at her guarded and suspicious behavior and decided I liked her. “I’m afraid moving you is out of the question. Your back is broken and prevents you from moving your legs. No…don’t even try. This will only worsen your situation.” At my words the young woman paused any movement she might have made and stilled. “Your ribs are broken and will puncture your lungs if you are moved.”

“I don’t understand…how you could know…the…extent of my injuries?”

In answer I let go of her hand and placed both of mine on either side of her head. She sucked in another shallow, wet breath in surprise, but I had already connected again. I instructed her ki to fix the ribs since one had punctured her lung in the few moments we had talked to one another. That accounted for her breathing.

We both screamed out in pain, and I realized that I had not anesthetized the area before instructing the mending of her bones. I had been so concerned with the amount of blood filling her left lung that my only thought was to remove the jagged end of the lower rib, assemble the break and redistribute the pooling blood.

I quickly instructed that her pain be blocked, but her screaming had already subsided. She had passed out from the shock of it. I continued on, feeling guilty that I had allowed her even a moment of such excruciating pain.

Once this life-threatening injury had been dealt with I focused on the small break in her lower spine. This particular break was very delicate in nature due to its position, and it wasn’t as if the intelligences within the cells knew exactly what to do. I always had to be so meticulous when giving directions and mental images to anyone’s ki, but especially when it came to injuries along the spine or within the heart and brain.

I could feel tiny droplets of perspiration beading along my hairline as I instructed the fusing of the fracture as carefully as possible.

This woman was a warrior, and though I had no idea if she fought for or against my father, at that moment loyalties and sides made little difference. When you stripped away titles and groupings, in the end, we were all human, and she deserved a chance to live. Without the ability to use her legs, she would never survive on her own, and I would never allow that to happen.

Not when I could help her.

It took about fifteen minutes to heal the fracture to the spinal column. Had the break been any worse, I most likely would have been missed by my father. Once I accomplished that tedious task it was only a matter of seconds for the break in her hip and pelvis to be remedied. I’d had plenty of practice mending such injuries with my father’s soldiers. Of course, he would have me heal them only to break them again; one of his favorite torture methods.

I sickened at the thought and became more determined than ever to crawl out from under my father’s tyranny and find some semblance of a life for myself.

Once I finished healing the most debilitating injuries, I read her ki again to make certain I hadn’t missed anything that might significantly impair mobility. Other than some bruising, her body had healed perfectly. I let out a happy sigh and pulled my hands from her head. I felt the dusky light from the early morning dawn shift just a bit, and I almost lost my balance. Closing my eyes, I waited for my ki to correct the weakness in my body.

I had pushed myself to the limit within the last few hours. Upon opening my eyes again it seemed as if the sun had risen an inch in the last few seconds. I panicked, knowing I was pushing my time limit. My disappearance would be noticed within an hour. I knew I couldn’t leave the poor woman on the outskirts of the forest for any traveler passing by to see and possibly attack her. I stood up and positioned myself behind her slumped over frame, then bent low, wrapping my arms around her mended chest and dragging her backward deeper within the forest.

After making sure her cloak covered her completely, and then covering her with a blanket of fallen leaves for good measure, I stood up, gave her ki a blessing of protection and continued my hurried journey toward the palace.

If I hadn’t been the emperor’s daughter, I could have watched over her to make sure no one disturbed her while her body recuperated. As a normal peasant girl, things could be different…easier…less complicated.

It took only a few minutes to reach the marked trail and begin my familiar journey down the path toward the palace. It was important that I reach my room before Aiko came to wake me. Even though she knew about my excursions, and sometimes accompanied me, it was her responsibility every morning to wake me and ready me for the day’s events. If she could not find me, she would most assuredly be blamed for it. I quickened my pace at the thought of Aiko receiving punishment due to my tardiness.

Aiko had been my companion since I was a baby and she sixteen, a nursemaid and mother of sorts, and then trained as my handmaiden as I grew older. She was a bright light against the constant darkness within the palace walls. I never wanted to lose her, but our permanent separation was inevitable once I was united with Katsu.

She would not be allowed to come with us, and though it pained me to consider never seeing her again, I certainly didn’t want her to ever face the same fate as myself. She would be able to have children when she married. Once I became a full kami, that option would no longer exist.

At least she would be free to leave the palace and make a new life for herself. With my father ruling the empire with his iron fist, there was scarcely an opportunity to experience joy or happiness. His presence always seemed to snuff out such things.

The empire of Kagami was a part of Japan within the island of Okinawa, but cloaked in a way that prevented the rest of the inhabitants of Japan from finding it. In other words this vast empire existed in a different sphere in order to keep the land of our kind hidden from the rest of the world.

All the inhabitants of Japan knew of this empire, and revered and respected its sacred purpose as a home for their gods, but very few were able to find it. The humans who lived in this empire had been brought here thousands of years ago to cultivate the land and keep it safe from outside influences.

For centuries, Kagami had been a home of peace and prosperity, ruled by Hachiman the god of war, agriculture and farming, and the divine protector of Japan and its people, until it was time for the preparation of my birth. The empire was placed in the keeping of my father, Fukurokuju, the god of health and longevity, whom it was prophesied would unite with a human empress, Chinatsu Mori, from another region of Japan, and together they would prepare the empire and its people for the birth of their savior, The Healer.

When my mother was brought to live at the Ivory Palace, she was immediately accepted by the people and loved for her role in giving birth to their savior. My tutor, Kenji, told me the events surrounding my birth were filled with happy days of prosperity for the empire and the inhabitants that dwelled therein, but soon after my birth, my father began to grow suspicious and paranoid of other kami, worried that his position as emperor would be challenged now that his duty had been performed and a daughter born.

According to Kenji, the relationship between my parents disintegrated, if there ever was one to begin with. Arranged marriages were not known for giving consideration to the preferences or personalities of the parties involved. My father became obsessed with power and greed, and the empire slowly dwindled to what it was now—a province full of repression and injustice, ruled by a tyrannical emperor.

The Samurai Wars started two years after my birth and had continued ever since. Though I hoped and prayed that one day the rebels would have the power to overthrow my father’s claim to the throne, I understood the gravity of the situation.

Breaching the palace walls was a near impossibility. Only a kami’s blood would be recognized by the walls of the palace. In the real world, palaces that lived and breathed were completely nonexistent, but in the empire of Kagami, The Ivory Palace contained its very own ki, or life force, and recognized that its purpose was to protect the kami that dwelled within.

If a samurai rebel did manage to find a way to breach the walls of the palace, he would be forever lost within its vast halls and corridors. The palace’s ki could sense an individual’s intent, and any rebel wishing to do my father harm would never reach my father’s rooms but would be led in circles throughout the castle until caught by the guards stationed everywhere. To fight against a living structure such as the Ivory Palace was suicide.

The only option, then, was to draw the emperor out and ambush him. Unfortunately, my father’s paranoia had left him a hermit within the walls of Zoutenotou, the palace’s proper name. I could count on my hand the number of times he had dared venture to take one step outside the palace walls.

My mother was the one who traveled the empire, doing her best to tend to the needs of the people, making them love her more and more and my father less and less. I never mistook her actions as anything having to do with love and kindness. She was a shrewd woman, understanding the voice and will of the people she ruled. Her motives were self-serving. She wanted to be the one the people turned to if ever the samurai rebels succeeded in imprisoning my father.

The war consisted of my father’s soldiers tracking and hunting down anyone suspected of involvement with the rebels, and he waged full-fledged battles with organized rebel troops. My father lost countless good men to the rebels and forced any male of sixteen years or older to join his soldiers for a minimum of five years. If they survived, they were allowed to start their own families and lead their own lives.

I often wondered how much longer my father hoped to rule as emperor without the other major kami getting involved. His behavior threatened the lives of innocent humans, and he was more than responsible for thousands of deaths. His hands were saturated in the blood of the innocent, yet the kami and their First Parents remained indifferent and silent.

It couldn’t continue on much longer. There had to be a way to stop it. For some time now, I had pondered the possibility that once I united with my betrothed and left the empire to fulfill my duties as The Healer that the other kami would step in and relieve my father from his duties as emperor. Then the people would be safe.

I also wondered if perhaps I could end it all now by escaping Kagami and joining the other humans in the main areas of Japan. Without my presence, my father would no longer be a necessary ruler of the empire, and perhaps it would be given to my mother, once she became a full kami. The gift of immortality was promised to her by my father on their wedding night. He had yet to deliver said promise, and I honestly doubted he ever would, but perhaps my mother could appeal to other major kami for the gift promised to her. It certainly wasn’t an unthinkable request.

I didn’t necessarily understand the process of a human becoming a kami with the help of another kami, though I knew it was called an ascension, but I felt uncomfortable with the idea that my ascension as a full kami was scheduled on my eighteenth birthday, the day I would meet my betrothed, Katsu, and be united with him by the god of love and marriage.

I couldn’t think of anything in the world I wanted to avoid more than that ceremony. My future husband would no doubt be just as pigheaded, domineering, and abusive as my father. Male kami were completely evil if my father’s behavior was any kind of indication.

For months now, I had thought of nothing but planning some form of escape. However, after having talked with Daiki, I no longer felt positive that leaving the empire was the best solution.

Staying and fighting my father for power over the empire held a certain amount of appeal, and would benefit thousands of people. I simply didn’t know where to start.

I glanced at the shift in the rising sun and hurried my steps, cursing myself for becoming lost in my musings and, as a result, slowing my pace.

I had nearly made it halfway through the forested path when I heard more scuffling and then an ominous sounding thunk cracking against the bark of a tree where my head had just passed. I stopped short and lifted my hand to the bark, wondering what could have possibly made such a sound.

My fingers touched the bark of the banyan tree and then slowly traveled a few inches lower until they came in contact with the cool feel of metal, jagged and edged with the sides moving out in a V pattern. I let my thumb and finger feel the two points at the top of the V and brought them together, almost touching before my fingers ran into the base of a small, metal shaft protruding from the V.

If I had possessed any sense at all, I would have recognized what had hit the tree and assumed that the weapon had been meant for me, but the idea that someone had shot an arrow at me purposely was almost too inconceivable to comprehend. Assassination attempts were always hazards for an imperial princess, but no one knew I was out here and most likely had no idea who I was. Therefore, it was reasonable to assume that there was a logical explanation for the black arrow protruding from the dark flesh of the tree.

It had to have been an accident, a hunter attempting to catch some local game and feed his family. I tried to pull the arrow from the tree, but when I wrapped my hand around it, I felt my skin begin to burn. I let out a hushed gasp and withdrew immediately. The slow rise of dawn made it only slightly easier to see the arrow. I studied the shaft, but couldn’t understand why it would have burned my skin. Then I looked to where the metal had embedded itself within the heart of one of the tree’s many curved prop roots. Black lines were spiraling outward from the point of impact and quickly singing the bark, leaving scorched patterns in its wake.

I backed up quickly and shook my head. “Impossible!”

Weapons forged in the land of the dead were common tales amongst villagers and royalty alike, but they, along with their large, cat-like wielders were merely myths meant to frighten children into obedience.

I knew better.

I knew enough about the land of the dead to know that there were kami, once good and obedient, who had turned against our First Parents and aligned themselves with the demon god Amatsu. Their souls were corrupted, and the evil they so desperately wished to inflict upon the world of the living soon changed them into ugly abominations called nekomata…Amatsu’s skilled assassins.

Kenji had pounded every facet of the land of the dead, its history, its inhabitants, the god that ruled over it and their weapons into my head time and time again. I had to learn about these weapons and these assassins because I was The Healer, the one meant to heal the veil between the living and the dead, thus preventing Amatsu from crossing over and making the world of the living his permanent home.

I was the threat, the proverbial thorn in this demon god’s side, and I had been warned by my overbearing father countless times that an attempt on my life by one or more of Amatsu’s assassins before I united with Katsu and became a full kami was inevitable.

There had never been a single assassination attempt throughout my entire life, and I had begun to wonder if perhaps my father had made it all up to scare me into submission and keep me a prisoner within the walls of the palace.

The scorched scarring of the tree dispelled any and all previous doubts. I took another frightened step back and felt something scald me sharply against the top of my left ear. I heard another thunk and saw the second arrow embedded within the tree.

Then the whole tree went up in flames, an alarming sight considering the many prop roots it possessed. The heat exploded in my face, throwing me to the ground. My right wrist buckled under my weight as I tried to get into a standing position. I managed to get up, but threw myself to the ground when I saw something large and ominous out of the corner of my eye. Another arrow, a different tree…all meant for me. This forest was filled with banyan trees. I would be surrounded by fire within minutes if I didn’t find a way to move faster.

I grasped the scorched terrain with my hands and quickly pulled myself to a standing position as I heard the padding of soft, stealthy footsteps creep up behind me. When I turned around and beheld the thing that hunted me, I could scarcely believe what my own eyes revealed.

Not fifteen feet away stood a huge monster, something that looked like a cross between a human and a large, black panther. This creature was all muscle and sinew, covered in a layer of scraggly black hair. Its feet and hands were capped with claws that looked like enlarged, curved fangs or talons even. He wore strange straps of some type of animal skin to keep his large sword secured at his side. The sharp blade gleamed wickedly in the breaking sunlight. His muzzle was ugly and scarred, no doubt from countless battles within the ranks of his own assassin brothers, and he had two large tails undulating up and down behind him. I couldn’t have fled from this monstrous apparition even if I’d had the presence of mind to do so.

“You don’t wish to flee from me, Princess?” His mouth looked unnatural, trying to form the words of my native tongue. “I expected more of a chase from you.”

I thought for sure the nekomata would end me right then and there. Instead, he took several predatory steps forward until his grotesque features were merely inches from my own. He pointed one long talon to my left temple and brought it slowly down my face, applying just enough pressure to draw blood. I had heard that the effects of fear could paralyze one so completely that no power of will in any measure could make one react to the most basic instinct a human might have, that of survival.

My fear held my feet firmly in place.

The nekomata’s green slits monitored my face as I felt the cut he administered slowly heal before his eyes. Surface wounds, such as scrapes and cuts were easily remedied by my ki.

The nekomata made an ugly, satisfied sounding grunt, as if what he had suspected had been confirmed, and pulled his sword from its sheath.

“I will make this quick, though I love the thought of spending hours torturing a soul with the ability to heal. My brothers are more interested in eliminating this problem as quickly as possible.” He lifted his sword high above his head. “And since I am merely a slave to the will of my companions,” he took one step forward, “I must comply.”

The nekomata let out a strange cry, and I knew my life was about to end, but I couldn’t close my eyes. Just before the nekomata brought his sword to bear against me, he stiffened sharply, his eyes flickering wide with pain. His hands slackened, and the sword he’d intended to end my life with fell to the blackened floor between us. He crumpled forward, with black blood foaming at his mouth and the front of his chest.

And then he died.

I stared at the grotesque, lifeless figure on the ground. My eyes shot upward, terrified anew as I heard the sound of a twig break, ringing loudly in the silent wake of the nekomata’s violent death.

I couldn’t have been more surprised with what I saw. Left standing behind the beast was a handsome stranger with an unhappy look on his face.

The man was about six feet tall, well-muscled with dark hair to his square chin and dark, stormy eyes framed by the kind of brows and cheekbones only a god could have possessed. The hatred in his eyes made me feel as if I had just traded one enemy for another, until I realized his hate-filled glance was directed at the large, lifeless beast in between us.

He finally lifted his eyes to mine, and I saw a slow softening of his features as he took me in. He didn’t hide his interest but took his time studying me intently. It was an uncomfortable feeling, as if I had been placed on display at some vendor’s market, waiting to be sold to the highest bidder. I wanted to break the silence but still hadn’t gathered enough of my wits to form a complete sentence.

He finally broke it for me. “Are you okay?”

I nodded, still not daring to speak, barely able to look him in the eye.

He waited, continuing to stare at me, but he was confused. He seemed to be vacillating between anger and recognition.

“Are you from this area?”

I swallowed hard. “The village.”

“The village. What were you doing in the forest?”

“Ah…I…was gathering figs for breakfast.”

“This far into the forest? Surely you could have found some closer to your home or to the path, at least?”

“Well…I was being hunted by that monstrosity and must have come much farther than I thought.” This was not good. I needed to end this conversation as soon as possible and return to the palace before my father discovered I was missing.

“Yes, and that brings me to my next question,” he said, placing his sword point down into the earth and then leaning on it. His posture was that of one feeling casual, but his tensed muscles and strained features told a different story. This man was always prepared for battle, a warrior by the look of his sword and sheath. “Why was an assassin from the underworld wasting his time with an insignificant peasant girl?”

His obvious slight didn’t offend me in the least. I welcomed being mistaken for a peasant, relished it with all my heart. It made my job of healing others significantly easier. Having powers, being royalty or simply being different was something I couldn’t afford to have anyone outside of the palace discover.

“I couldn’t say, only that I may have interrupted him while he was pursuing his real purpose.”

The warrior quirked a confused eyebrow at me.

“He wasn’t hunting you? He didn’t make contact first?”

“No,” I lied easily. ”That is, not until I managed to stumbled across his prone form. Maybe he was sleeping?”

“Nekomata never sleep. They can’t. They can, however, lie in wait for what they are stalking to make its way over to them.” He eyed me shrewdly. “I don’t believe you.”

I felt my heart deflate. I was never going to get home in time with my identity intact.

He made his way over to me, stepping over the nekomata and placing his large frame right in front of my small one. Instinctively, I backed up a step and then stopped, realizing the movement was futile. I kept my eyes fixed on the forest floor but sucked in a sharp breath as he lifted my chin with his finger. Now he was forcing me to look up at him. I couldn’t help but feel slightly resentful toward him for that.

“Your manner, your dress, and your bearing indicate that you are far above a mere peasant’s class, and nekomata are sent by the demon god for one thing and one thing only.” The handsome warrior gently grabbed my right hand with his left and lifted it to his heart. “The Healer,” he whispered softly. “He was trying to kill the one meant to heal the veil.”

I shook my head defensively and tried to pull my hand from his, but he brought it to his lips and kissed the back of it.

I felt a shock go through me at this overbearing man’s bold and callous behavior. My father would have had him executed immediately.

“You will release me at once…please.” It was difficult to assert myself with a man. I simply wasn’t used to it.

The young warrior merely leveled me with a suggestive glance and then quirked his lips in amusement and turned my hand over, laying a kiss on the soft pulse at my wrist. He couldn’t have failed to notice how my heart rate sped up at this inappropriate contact.

I forcefully pulled away. “How dare you? You may have saved my life, but that hardly gives you the right to handle me in such an inappropriate manner.” I used the only threat I could think of that might be powerful enough to stop the young warrior’s idea of conquest. “I am betrothed to someone else, and…and he will no doubt kill you for touching me.” I had no intention of following through with my union to Masaru Katsu, but he didn’t have to know that.

The young warrior didn’t look at all frightened. If anything he looked happier with news of my union.

“Your devotion to a man you have never before met does you credit, young princess, but I’m not overly concerned about my demise at the hands of your betrothed.”

I inched backward, getting ready to flee the moment he attempted to touch me again. “And why is that?”

“Because, my dear, I am your betrothed. I am a kami, a warrior god and keeper of the Grass Cutter Sword.”

I looked up in horror as he inched closer and placed both his hands at my waist, pulling me to him.

“I am Katsu.”
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I shook my head several times, trying to take in this bizarre and rather unwelcome twist of fate. This man—couldn’t be Katsu. He wasn’t anything like I’d imagined. I had expected the man to be large and intimidating to be sure, but I hadn’t once considered the possibility that he might be beautiful to look upon or that I would be attracted to him in any way. I had pictured someone somber and remote; someone unwilling to address me unless it was absolutely necessary, but this man looked at me like I was the only thing he would ever want to look upon the rest of his life.

I fairly squirmed under the intensity of his gaze.

Katsu’s eyebrows narrowed ever so slightly. “Are you not happy to see me, Princess?”

My mouth opened in surprise at this unexpected question. Why would he care about my feelings? I clamped my mouth shut when I noticed him staring at it hungrily. I’d never before been kissed, but I knew what desire looked like.

Oh dear! This first meeting wasn’t anything like I’d thought it would be.

I cleared my throat with some difficulty, realizing that he had wrapped an arm around my waist during my awkward silence. “Forgive me, sir, but I was under the impression that the warrior god wouldn’t make an appearance until my eighteenth birthday.” I lowered my eyes to his chest when his smoldering gaze became too much for me. “I was told our union wasn’t to be finalized until then. So you see, I…wasn’t expecting you.”

“I see. I guess your father wouldn’t have been forthcoming with that information considering my reasons for arriving early.”

I felt curious as to what those reasons might be, but knew it would be terribly inappropriate to ask. I waited for him to continue, and when he didn’t, I raised my head.

When my eyes met his, I felt the full force of his emotions. Even if I hadn’t been an empath I would have had to have been carved of granite to not feel the alarming mix of emotions this warrior god was experiencing. I sensed shock, fear, joy, and affection. Those feelings of affection seemed to center solely around me. I could almost sense him replaying the last few minutes of our encounter. The moment he considered what might have happened to me if he hadn’t arrived when he did, made his arms around me tighten ever so slightly and a fierce protectiveness settled in, an emotion so all-encompassing I felt my body shake and my knees begin to weaken.

“You’re trembling, Princess. Did that monster hurt you before I came to your aid?”

I shook my head and tried to push away from his iron-clad grip, but I may as well have been pressing against stone.

“Tell me where you are hurt,” he demanded.

“Truthfully, I fear the only thing causing me to tremble so is the proximity of our persons and your arms around me.” I stared resolutely at his chest as I felt heat slip up the back of my neck and wash over my face. “I’m…not used to such close physical contact with…a man.”

I sensed his amusement and satisfaction, though he reluctantly released me. Once freed from his overpowering presence, I stepped back as quickly as I could and inhaled deeply.

“Better?”

“Much.” I nodded but didn’t miss the narrowing of his eyes or the way they continued to analyze every inch of me.

“Now then, Princess, I’m afraid I must demand you tell me what on earth you were doing out in the forest without a single guard to protect you.”

I was certain Katsu was accustomed to throwing out demands and expecting unquestioning compliance. I sighed inwardly, wishing with all my heart that for once in my life I could be the one making the demands and ordering members of the opposite sex around. I also had to scramble mentally to come up with a convincing lie. I was certain if Katsu learned of my involvement with the village and its people, he would put a stop to it—and quite possibly physically punish me as a result. It was certainly no less than my father would have done.

“I left the palace through no fault of my own.” I paused, continuing to grasp for some fabrication that might be believable to this imposing kami. “I received a summons from my father by one of his guards requesting that I meet with him immediately. It was quite early in the morning, but my father has summoned me early before, so I didn’t think it out of the ordinary.” I thought I saw Katsu grimace at that last remark but continued spinning my lie. “No sooner had I left my chambers and walked the length of the hallway, when a cloth was placed over my mouth…and I…remember very little after that. I awoke propped up against a tree, and after gaining my bearings I began making my way back to the palace until…that thing,” I pointed to the black monster on the ground, “attacked me.”

“And I saved you.”

My eyes darted to his, and I felt heat stain my cheeks. “Yes, you saved me.”

I took in Katsu’s features and noted the way his eyes focused in on me as his feelings of affection for me increased. Strange. I had assumed that an arranged marriage between the warrior god and myself would never hold any affection. He’d taken to me immediately, but I couldn’t for the life of me understand why. I held a title and powers that were of little use to me unless I was using them for the good of others. It wasn’t much for him to go on.

I supposed I should have been grateful that he had decided to like me, but other thoughts intruded—thoughts of the young soldier I’d met in Daiki’s tavern, and how much I wished at that exact moment that he had been the one to save me instead of the man I was betrothed to. A terribly ungrateful thought to have, but a thought, and a feeling, I found impossible to dismiss.

“So someone within the palace walls is a traitor to this empire. I can’t say I’m surprised. The emperor has played the fool with his games of intrigue and—” he cut off abruptly.

I sincerely wished for him to elaborate on his political views concerning my father. It never would have occurred to me that Katsu might have a bone to pick with him. I had always assumed he was only interested in the veil and the part he played in keeping balance on the Earth.

There were many things I didn’t fully comprehend, but my future was still being decided for me. I couldn’t play along anymore without the knowledge necessary to understand whether my destiny was certain or if plotting out my own path might be the best course of action. I determined right then and there that regardless of my intentions to escape my union with Katsu, I would do all I could to learn from him what he knew of my father’s plans for the empire.

“I’m interested in the timing, however,” he continued. “Why would an assassination attempt occur the day I send word of my arrival?”

His question chilled me. Why indeed?

“It was fortuitous that you happened upon the attempt on my life on your way to the palace, sir.”

“It was fate, Princess, plain and simple. You and I are meant to be. Not even a well-planned attempt on your life will ever have the power to separate two people destined for one another.”

I swallowed a large lump in my throat and wondered at the tears forming. I was touched by his remarks, and in truth almost craved the loving attention. It wasn’t what I was used to. I reached up to swipe at the corners of my eyes before he noted the moisture there, but I could tell by the strengthening of his emotions for me that he noticed and was fighting to keep his distance as per my request.

“Why do you persist in calling me sir?” he asked, effectively changing the subject.

“This is our first meeting. I suppose I assumed things would be a little more formal.”

“I think after saving you from a human sized cat it’s a little late for formalities.” He gave me a mischievous grin. “Besides, this is hardly our first meeting.”

I knew what he referred to but felt uncomfortable to admit it. The whole experience had left me reeling, knowing I had been found wanting in some way.

“You were presented to me at our betrothal ceremony when you were fifteen,” he continued, “but I wore a traditional mask. You did not see my face at the time, and your face was covered in that traditional white makeup that barely allows a man to actually get a glimpse of his intended. I apologize for not recognizing you much sooner.”

I remembered the lavish party my father had thrown to announce my betrothal to Katsu. In other words, the day I turned fifteen was the day I was eligible for marriage, and Katsu was present at the ceremony. I had no way of knowing what he looked like beneath the traditional betrothal mask. I wasn’t allowed to see him, but he was allowed to look upon me, inspect me as if I was an animal paraded before an audience. It had been humiliating to say the least, and even more so when Katsu never claimed me after the ceremony, as was expected.

Father had never gone into full detail in explaining the reasons behind it. He merely stated that Katsu had found me completely unsuitable, and I would need more training before I could take my rightful place at his side. I’d never wanted to be at his side, but the criticism stung nonetheless. I had waited for some kind of scheduled training or preparation to take place, but nothing other than the increase of abuse to my power through my father’s interrogation techniques occurred. I had been left wondering if perhaps my future husband had found me repulsive. I had hoped he would never return after that humiliating day of rejection.

Yet here he stood, and I was not ready for him. I was not ready for anything other than escape.

“You left. I assumed that would be the last we would see of you for quite some time.”

He looked surprised. “We’re betrothed. Why would you have assumed such a thing?”

“My father led me to believe you were not happy with…with me.” I felt uncomfortable having to explain myself to a man I barely knew.

I felt Katsu’s anger flash, but he did his best to reign it in. “Your father is a very accomplished liar and a skilled manipulator. I would have stayed to train you, but he felt you were not ready. He insisted it would be better for me to return when you were eighteen and your powers more fully developed.”

Now I felt angry. “My powers were fully developed many years ago, long before my fifteenth birthday. Why would he send you away? Why would he lie to you when all he has ever prepared me for is our inevitable union?”

“Why indeed.” Katsu looked as if he wanted to ask me something, but I could sense his indecision. He felt protective and concerned for my delicate sensibilities. He would have been surprised at the kind of gory experiences I’d been privy to.

“We should return you to the palace. I am sure your absence has created quite a stir.”

“Yes. No doubt the guards at my door will be punished. I would not wish any harm to come to them.”

Katsu approached me slowly. “May I accompany you home then, Princess?”

The question was rhetorical. I doubted he expected me to refuse him.

“You may.”

Katsu delicately took my arm in his and began leading me in the direction of the palace. I swallowed hard. I was not looking forward to the punishment my father would have in store for me, whether he believed my outlandish lie or not.

 

*  *  *

 

“Princess Mikomi, your father wishes to speak with you,” my maid, Aiko, said as she glided into my bedroom.

Anger, trepidation, and fear coursed through my body, a familiar reaction to any amount of time I was sentenced to spend with my father, Emperor Fukurokuju. When I looked up from the piece of parchment paper I was scribbling away on, however, my features revealed nothing. I was a docile puppet and duty bound to honor any summons my father made. I despised it more than I could have possibly described. It was a wonder I was able to conceal my real thoughts in regards to the prison my life had long become.

Upon arriving at the palace, the guards had been instructed to escort me back to my room and await my father’s inquiries. Katsu had been escorted by other guards after he demanded an audience with my father. The guards, though used to orders coming from the emperor, knew better than to argue with a kami. I’d been writing poetry for the better part of an hour in an attempt to calm my nerves while waiting for Aiko to bring me word.

I felt quite ill imagining the several different scenarios this audience with him would bring about. Naturally, he would wish to be made aware of the attempt on my life this morning, but if that was all he wished for he could have been given that information from Katsu and avoided my presence altogether.

He never desired to see me unless his motives were darker in nature. I hadn’t been made to torture anyone in quite some time, but war and intrigue were a part of an emperor’s everyday concern. According to my father, pulling traitorous secrets from prisoners of war, or from the poor and seditious deserters, was an unfortunate necessity if the Empire was to survive and thrive.

“Princess, did you not hear what I said?” Aiko rounded the corner of my chair and smartly took the writing utensil from my already stilled hands.

I wanted to snatch it from her and express to her exactly what was in my heart and mind without that nagging thought of duty, decorum or remembering one’s place and role in the universe. I didn’t want to behave appropriately. I didn’t care to pretend I was willing to obey when every particle of my being wished to rebel. There were so many shockingly truthful things I could have flung at her with enough force and volume to shake the ivory rafters of my room, so many grievances she had already patiently sat through and listened to because that’s what she had done since I’d been a child. Instead, I stood up achingly slowly, the only form of resistance I dared show, and moved to the mirror to check my appearance as she came behind me and adjusted the large decorative bow at my back.

I studied my reflection in the mirror and noted my hair was perfectly coiffed. I only ever wore the decorative headdress for important occasions or meetings with my father. It was heavy and cumbersome, much like the rest of my attire. My olive skin was smooth and unblemished and my brown eyes were a dark amber color, though they held very little life in them. Aiko had managed to fix the mess my late night excursion had reduced me to. I was a reflection of everything my parents wanted me to be. I looked for any signs of discontent in my expression; something that might betray the careful façade I wore day after day.

“Please stop all of this fussing, Aiko.” I covered my frustration by smoothing my silk blue kimono. “I’m sure I look presentable enough.”

Aiko tsked softly, just as she had for seventeen years and stepped away.

“I wish you would concern yourself more with your appearance, mistress,” she said in a disapproving voice.

“Why? During the few times my father allowed me to leave the palace, my face was draped in yards of black silk. Whom do I have to impress?”

“You know just as well as I do that your veil is for your own protection. There are plenty of rabble out there who would love nothing more than to take credit for the death of The Healer. I was referring to your appearance for your father’s sake. He doesn’t usually send for you for mundane tasks.”

“He doesn’t usually send for me at all.” I felt no pain with this remark. I had learned long ago that my “gift” for healing was the only reason my father held any interest in me. I may have been the child of prophecy—I tried not to feel scorn at the much hated title—but it didn’t make me any more important to him than most daughters are to their fathers, regardless of what I was destined to accomplish.

I considered the prophecy and all that Katsu and I were meant to achieve—becoming the only thing standing in the way of Amatsu, demon god and lord of the underworld. I couldn’t think of anything I wanted to do less, and up until my attack this morning, I’d found it difficult to accept that such a prophecy existed. If I turned it into a harmless legend, then it had no power over me.

It seemed as if this alleged prophecy benefited my father in some specific way by linking me to Katsu, but for the life of me I couldn’t understand what it was he would have to gain since he had everything. All I did know for certain was that I was capable of healing people who had been injured or were suffering from illnesses, and I was strictly forbidden to use those powers unless directed by my father.

He claimed I needed to save my gift and only use it for healing the veil, but he rarely hesitated to abuse my powers to heal his generals, torture his enemies or extract information from his allies with promises of health and prosperity. I hated the hypocrisy. I hated this palace, but most of all I hated him.

“Mistress, you had better answer your father’s summons quickly. He has never been a patient man.” Aiko interrupted my dark musings.

“He’s not a man, Aiko. He’s a god.”

I turned my back on the docile reflection in the mirror, too sickened by it to look another moment longer, and quickly walked out the darkened cedar door.

 

*  *  *

 

I waited for my father’s servant to fetch me in the summoning room, a highly decorative formal sitting area where people were made to feel intimidated by the painted portraits of important ancestors from my mother’s side of the family. All men, of course. The paintings were detailed, enhancing the vibrant colors of their Hakama, a pleated garment worn over their clothing, which was meant to illustrate their station and wealth. The more embellishments upon their robes, the higher their station.

I supposed it would have been intimidating to have painted portraits of my father’s ancestry peppering the walls, but the only beings he claimed for parentage were the original creators of all kami everywhere, and any image painted of them would never have done them sufficient justice. Precious few kami could claim the privilege of laying eyes upon them.

I sighed heavily. I knew I should have felt more awe and respect for the gods of this universe, but all I truly felt was disgust. They were immortal, nothing more. They may have possessed incredible powers for keeping the world in balance, but I found that many of them never used those powers in accordance with the laws that their First Parents supposedly governed them with.

Take my father, for instance. He was a protector of life and longevity, yet all I witnessed from him was repression and tyranny, killing those who would willing speak up or fight against the deplorable living conditions everyone but the royal family were subjected to.

As someone half immortal, I too had powers gifted to me but was forbidden to use them the way I saw fit. I wanted to help. I wanted to heal. I wanted control over my life and the lives of those I could protect.

My angry musings were interrupted by the arrival of my father. His presence was highly unusual. I was always greeted by his adviser and brought to wherever it was he was located.

I immediately bowed from the waist and kept my eyes on the floor out of deference and respect. My anger all the while was simmering just below the surface. I felt him lift my chin and grant me permission to stand. I kept my eyes lowered until he snapped his fingers, signaling that I was allowed to look upon him. His robes were covered in threaded gold embellishments. Never willing to understate his position, he wore nothing but the finest clothing created by the most talented seamstresses in the empire. He appeared extremely excited—highly unusual for him.

I startled when he wrapped his arms around me and embraced me for the first time in my entire life. I stiffened in surprise, uncertain and anxious. I wondered if he wished for me to return this affection with that of my own.

I nearly brought my arms about his bulky robes, but he was already pulling away, placing hands on both my shoulders, and bestowing upon me one of his rare smiles.

“You will meet him this evening, my child. Your engagement ceremony will bring joy and happiness to our people. Of this I am certain. I am proud of you, young daughter. Fulfill your duty and your destiny.”

I looked at him blankly for a few moments. My engagement ceremony? Hadn’t that happened two years ago? Betrothals and engagements were basically the same thing. Why were we repeating the process?

His uncharacteristic behavior, coupled with the unexpected announcement of another ceremony, left me feeling slow and speechless. Had he not been made aware of the assassination attempt on my life and my subsequent meeting with Katsu?

“I thought the ceremony took place when I was fifteen.”

My father’s happiness melted away as he looked at me sharply. I had spoken without permission. I bent my head quickly and lowered my eyes to the floor. “Forgive me, Father.”

He let out an unhappy grunt.

“That frivolous occasion was more of a coming out party. Katsu could look upon you and decide if he wished to go through with it. Not that he had a choice in the long run, but traditions must be upheld.”

In other words, I truly had been paraded around like an animal. Such a pity for Katsu, he didn’t have the luxury of choosing his own bride like most men did.

“The engagement ceremony will take place tonight. This will allow you to train with Katsu unchaperoned. He will teach you how to harness your powers and combine them with the Grass Cutter Sword in order to heal the veil when the time comes. If you have questions, ask them now.”

I wanted to ask him why he had sent Katsu away and refused to allow him to train me until now. Instead, I lifted my head but kept my focus on the floor. “How much time does the warrior god feel we will need for training?”

“He wishes to train you until your eighteenth birthday, six months from now. In any event you will do all he requires of you and more in order to be ready for your future together. Is that understood?”

I nodded.

I felt a little easier, knowing I still had a few months to figure another way out. I hadn’t minded my first meeting with Katsu. Honestly, I was surprised by his kind attitude and protective feelings toward me, but after speaking with Daiki, I couldn’t help but feel that I was meant to make a difference in some other way. If I could stay here and help the suffering of my people, just as Daiki had mentioned, then maybe joining forces with the rebels was the only way to bring about the overthrow of my father. It was a dangerous idea, but it was also another option, and one that I could make for myself.

“Excellent. Now, there is another matter most urgent and pressing for which I need your particular skill set.”

I wasn’t surprised that no mention of my near death with the nekomata was brought up. My father had most likely had all of his questions answered by Katsu. Nor was I surprised that my father didn’t appear worried or overly concerned about my well-being, though you’d think he would have shown some consideration since his one trump card allowing him to remain in power had almost been assassinated.

I continued to remain leery of his behavior, however. He was happy to the point of being near giddy. Clearly, he’d accomplished something important, and that knowledge worried me.

“One of my generals has been wounded in battle. He has important information needing to be relayed to me and my other officers, but he is unconscious and incapable of sharing this information. I need you to come and heal him immediately. Lives may hang in the balance.”

I was sure lives did hang in the balance but that he cared very little for whom those lives belonged to or if in fact those lives were saved. I did nothing to acknowledge my agreement. It would have done little good if I had agreed with him or not. The idea that I might refuse him would have been so foreign to him as to never have crossed his mind. I had no choice. I never did. I nodded my head with feigned acquiescence.

“You will follow me to the healing room.”

The mention of the healing room triggered a wave of anxiety. The room was little more than a secret chamber beneath the palace where various forms of torture were used to extract information. It didn’t matter to my father who the subject was or what side he was on. If there was information worth gleaning, he would use every avenue available.

He turned and walked quickly toward the back door, never once doubting my attendance directly behind him. I would play the part I had played until it was no longer necessary for me to do so, and I would play it just as convincingly as if my life depended on it…which I was sure it did.

He turned and made his way to the back of the long, rectangular room. His study was little more than a front for what lay directly behind the massive back wall laden with samurai adornments. He pulled roughly on the front of a solid gold sword firmly attached to the ivory wall, activating a mechanism within that unhinged a hidden door to our immediate right, slowly swinging it forward. The opening of the wall revealed a stone staircase descending toward a gaping maw of darkness.

As a little girl I’d had nightmare after nightmare of descending these very steps. Aiko would wake me and stay by my side for the rest of the night, never telling either one of my parents how terrified I was. She knew my father would only punish me for such cowardice and my mother would show very little, if any, concern for the impact such a place might have on a child’s subconscious.

I followed my father down the stone steps, noting, as I usually did, that the palace’s ki felt different in this particular area. More remote and less watchful. It made me wonder if it had abandoned this area of itself due to the way in which my father disrespectfully abused it.

We must have traveled fifteen feet before the staircase leveled out onto a black cobblestone floor with moss covered walls. It smelled of mildew, death, and decay. Not many made it out of this hole with their lives.

After traveling another twenty feet or so, we turned left into a small room where three of my father’s servants surrounded a table with a young man lying unconscious atop its wooden surface.

I noted the blood oozing out of a gaping wound that traversed the entire breadth of his broad chest and shuddered at the pain such a wound must be causing him. I waited for my father’s permission to approach the young soldier and moved forward when he motioned his hand toward the table.

The servants quickly dispersed at my approach, pushing into the shadows and dark recesses of the room. None of them wished to have any accidental contact with me. To touch a royal princess, even by accident, would have meant immediate execution. I hardly noticed, being used to such treatment by male servants.

I tried not to look at my subjects’ faces so as not to get attached in any way. I didn’t want to know them or their identity, and I didn’t want to feel anything for them or their current, and I might add hopeless, situation.

I placed my hands on either side of the young man’s head and closed my eyes, connecting with his ki immediately. The wound in his chest would be easy enough to repair. I sent images and instructions to his spirit to teach it how to accomplish such a feat in such a rapid amount of time.

Any other injuries present were in no way life-threatening, and I knew my father would not wish me to expend any unnecessary power on trivial wounds, but I couldn’t prevent myself from addressing his broken wrist on the right side. I sensed from his ki that this was the hand he used to fight with, and if he could not hold his sword he would be considered unfit for his post and bring shame and dishonor to his family, providing he actually left this room alive. I hurried with my task, not wishing to raise any suspicion from my father, and then backed slowly away from the young soldier with my head bent and eyes to the floor.

The soldier sputtered and coughed up some left over blood from the wound he had received and then opened his eyes. I wasn’t allowed to pay attention to the things that came after, but I wasn’t sure why my father thought I would be able to block everything out when I stood in the same room. Immediately dismissing me didn’t mean I ceased to exist.

I sank into the shadows and watched as the soldier surveyed his surroundings with a shrewd eye. He didn’t appear to be afraid like most soldiers upon finding themselves placed in this room. Instead, he let out a low, deliberate laugh and slowly sat up. He didn’t need to look at my father to know he was there. I sensed he felt very little fear, satisfied with his circumstances.

I was convinced he’d gone mad.

“Emperor Fukurokuju, this is quite the honor. I must have done something terribly heroic on the battlefield to have been brought here instead of the regular healing area.”

I was astounded at his sarcastic tone and frank manner. The disrespect and unveiled hatred he exhibited toward my father was so foreign to me it nearly had me coughing and sputtering to try and distract everyone from this man’s egregious error. There were many who hated my father, myself included, but I’d never witnessed anyone brave enough to show it.

I waited for my father’s explosive response, but it never came. Instead, he surprised me by letting out a boisterous laugh.

“Isamu, I see you are no longer keeping up this tiring façade. Tell me, how long is it that you’ve worked with those samurai insurgents? Have you gathered sufficient intel to dispose of me and my thousands of loyal subjects?”

I nearly let out a disjointed laugh. I couldn’t think of one living being in my father’s kingdom who would have considered themselves loyal to him. Then I realized what he was accusing this man of. He was a rebel; a samurai insurgent.

This young man would never again see the light of day. I wanted to curl up into a ball on the floor and disappear into oblivion, knowing full well what would be required of me within a few moments.

“Oh, we’ve done much better than that, but why share such information and spoil the fun that awaits you? I think silence at this point is a more satisfying option.” The man spoke with an easy assurance that didn’t fit with the dire circumstances he found himself in. He knew he was going to die, yet he didn’t seem to care.

My father approached him, his pace slow and deliberate.

“I think, young Isamu, you will find that willingly sharing what you know will be a less painful option than the methods I will use to ferret out what little you claim to know.”

The soldier glared at him and bared his teeth.

“I am aware of your methods and do not fear your torture.”

My father stared at him for a few more seconds. A happy look lit his eyes; a morbid expression considering the circumstances, but I knew that look far too well.

It was time.

“Daughter!” my father barked.

I jumped and hurried to collect my composure. Walking swiftly to the table, I placed my hands on either side of his head and prepared myself for the unpleasant part of my gift. I wasn’t sure what possessed me to do it; I’d certainly never allowed myself this liberty before, but I looked right into the man’s eyes and acknowledged that he did, in fact, exist. He stared back at me with no hint of fear or hatred on his part; just a strange kind of intensity that made me feel as if he were lending me some of his strength for the task that lay ahead of me. I closed my eyes and tried to steady my hands as I connected with him again.

I was immediately hit with a loud voice calling out my name.

“Princess, can you hear me?”

I felt a wave of shock ripple through my entire body. The soldier was communicating with me. In all my life this had never before happened.

When my father wanted information he would force me to connect with a person and command their ki to give up every detail of their life and transfer it to mine in order to extract any and all pertinent information that would help my father in winning this insufferable war. Anything that might give him an advantage was fair game.

The process wasn’t painful for either myself or my subject, but once their memories were transferred to me, my father wouldn’t allow me to give them back and the person was left with nothing; no memory of their life, their loved ones or their sense of self. They were stripped of everything, becoming mere shells of what they used to be, and their ki almost always terminated itself within minutes afterward. It mistook the loss of self as irreparable damage to the brain, and death seemed like a logical conclusion to come to.

That part was painful, for both of us. I always felt their ki searching frantically for some signal from the brain, some sign that it was still functioning properly. It would wait for me to share insightful information, and when nothing was given it would give up and rip away from the body.

It had to be the worst kind of invasion a person could ever experience. It made me vomit every time.

“Princess, we haven’t much time. Can you hear me?”

I mentally shook myself and responded.

“Yes, I can hear you, but how is this possible? I’ve never had anyone communicate with me before?”

“There is no time for me to explain. I must get this message to you. Akane, the woman you met last night in the street, the one you healed, you remember her?”

I thought of the woman I had quickly healed as I headed into the woods on my way back to the palace. I knew it had been a mistake to heal her like that. I’d given my identity away. I could only hope this woman had not revealed to the village that Daiki’s medicine friend was in fact, The Healer.

“I remember. How would you know about her?”

“I am her first in command. She feels we can trust you with our cause, with our mission to undermine your father and free our people from his tyranny. Was she wrong in believing this?”

My mind was reeling from this information. He had called the woman Akane. Daiki had mentioned she was the leader of the samurai insurgents.

“Your commander is correct. I have no desire to continue living under my father’s rule. I had been planning on leaving the empire sooner rather than later.” I couldn’t believe I was relating my plans, but my guard had completely lowered.

“We need you here. If you leave now all of our planning will come to nothing. Are you willing to reconsider?”

I kept my eyes closed and tried to keep my body still. I knew my father couldn’t hear this conversation, but having it right under his nose with his eyes studying me made me feel as if he knew everything.

“You need to begin slumping forward ever so slightly. Your body, under normal circumstances, would be weakening from the memory transfer.”

“Ah, yes, I had heard mention of your father corrupting your gift in such a manner. It’s for this reason I allowed my true sympathies to be discovered. We needed to speak with you.”

He slumped forward a little and let out a soft moan.

“Don’t overdo it. This part isn’t supposed to hurt.” He stopped moaning and slumped further down. I had to rest his head back on the table before I could continue my discussion with him. “You were prepared to die in order to communicate with me? I could easily refuse your request, and then what have you accomplished?”

“True, but Akane and I both felt that our current predicament warranted taking such risks?”

“What predicament?”

“Our time is running out. If you wish to join our cause, leave your window unlocked tonight. Further instruction will await you.”

“It is impossible for you to breach the palace wall and enter through my window without kami blood running through your veins.”

“We know, and we have found a solution to the problem.”

I nearly raised my eyebrows at this, but remembered to keep my face still at the last second.

“Fine. I will honor your request, but that doesn’t mean I will join your cause. I am, however, willing to hear you out.”

His relief was palpable and transferred through our link with surprising force.

“I have just one more request, Princess.”

“Yes?”

“Please, when you receive my memories don’t share any information that would compromise our plans.”

“I will have to tell the emperor something.”

“Feed him false information. Tell him we plan on attacking his soldiers he recently sent toward the north. That would help our cause tremendously.”

I wanted to ask how, but knew we didn’t have much more time left. My father had forced me to perform this particular procedure so many times previously, he was now familiar with how long it normally took.

I was loath to do it. This young soldier had been willing to sacrifice his very life merely to pass along a request from his superiors, and I admired his honor and courage. I couldn’t imagine what they thought they could accomplish against an immortal kami such as my father, but they were willing to fight for what they believed in. I’d never fought against my father. I’d merely planned on running away. I felt shame course through me.

“I will tell him what you ask, but perhaps there is a way to return you to your commander with spirit intact.”

“How?” I felt his hope burning small and steady, as if he were afraid to believe he could possibly survive the outcome of this situation.

“I will instruct your body to slow your breaths and your heartbeats for one hour. You will become unconscious and appear dead to all who look at you. Your body will be taken and placed in a cart and driven several miles from here where it will be dumped into a mass grave site reserved for the poor and seditious traitors of my father. They won’t burn your body to release your spirit to the gods or even bury you out of respect for the dead. My father has none, and will most certainly not pretend to have any for a traitor in his army.”

“Then when I awaken I will be free, and your father will assume I am dead.”

I felt his hope heighten as he realized this plan could work. I hurried to caution him.

“This plan is not without risk. They may be very harsh with your body. You might awaken with broken bones or severe lacerations.”

“I’ll take that over certain death, Princess. Thank you. I knew The Healer could be nothing like King Fukurokuju.”

I may not have been like my father, but I certainly wasn’t planning on being The Healer for much longer. That title had haunted me my entire life. I wanted nothing more to do with it or what it signified.

“Hold perfectly still as I communicate with your spirit. May you have luck follow you, soldier.”

I felt his gratitude as I began to instruct his spirit to slow his breathing and heartbeats for one hour. I sincerely hoped it would be enough time for him to reach the grave site and then escape. My hands shook as I tried to keep my anxiety under control. I’d never before defied my father right under his nose like this. If we were caught…well, I couldn’t die, but death was preferable to the punishments I was sure my father would sentence me to.

Once I finished, I pulled my hands away from the young man’s head and opened my eyes. His body lay perfectly still. I marveled at how believable his fake death appeared. His skin had taken on a cool waxy appearance, and there was no discerning any kind of rise or fall from his chest. Anyone looking at him never would have imagined he still lived.

“Daughter,” my father yelled.

I nearly jumped at his jarring tone. I backed away from the solider with eyes to the floor and head bowed. I was so tired of behaving in such a subservient manner. For once, I wanted to look a man in the eye and not feel as if I was doing something wrong.

“It is done, then?”

I nodded my head.

“Very good. Come. I will allow you a few minutes to regain your strength, and then you must report to me everything you managed to glean from this traitorous snake.” He turned swiftly and left the room. I was once again expected to follow, and follow I did. Just like an obedient daughter would.

I didn’t have far to walk, nor did I have much time with which to recuperate, but I wasn’t as tired as I normally would have been. I was quite giddy, actually. Hopefully I had just managed to save someone’s life; a welcome change to what my gift was usually used for.

I followed my father into a dark room adjacent to the one we’d come from. It was just as lifeless and hollow as the rest of the place. In the middle was another wooden table with two rickety chairs. I perched myself precariously on one side with my father on the other. My back was stiff, my spine straight and, as always, my head and eyes were lowered.

There were several pieces of parchment paper with a writing quill sitting in the center of the table. My father could have had a number of servants scribe word for word what I dictated, but he preferred to do it himself with only the two of us in the room. It was the only occasion I was ever alone for more than a few moments with my father, and it was never pleasant.

Sometimes I would imagine our conversations differently, with him asking what my thoughts and feelings were on deep matters such as life, having a family or conversations where we talked of nothing that really mattered, but enjoyed one another’s company either way. Sometimes I wished he would ask me how I felt about his ridiculous prophecy or the idea that I was betrothed to a deity I had never before met.

It was a silly wish, I guess. Fathers didn’t do that with their daughters, even if their daughter was considered royalty and The Healer, no less. I was a commodity; a pawn just like any other female in our society. It was a nauseating realization to come to, but it hit me square in the face day after day. If I had an opportunity to change all that, at least for myself, then it was time to be brave and try. So there I sat, preparing to lie to my father, a deity, for the first time in my entire life. It was so frightening, it was almost exhilarating.

“Report,” he commanded.

“No family,” I responded swiftly. I was sure the young man did have family, but I didn’t have that information, and my father had a nasty habit of slaughtering relatives of anyone he deemed untrustworthy. “His parents died during an epidemic when he was two, and he was raised and trained in a small monastery several miles from here.”

My father scribbled away as I continued to let lie after lie roll off my tongue. At first my voice was shaky, but it grew stronger the longer I wove the young man’s false history. Strange how a small act of defiance could leave me feeling so empowered.

“Any information on their main base of operation?”

For years my father had forced me to search the minds of his victims, looking for any shred of information that might reveal the location of the rebels’ main camp. Unfortunately, most members of the rebels were led there blindfolded and departed the same way. I could never get a read on the direction they had taken.

“No. He was blindfolded,” I lied.

I hadn’t actually searched his memories, but he probably did have some knowledge considering his ranking within the rebel army. I was happy I hadn’t actually absorbed any memories. The location of the rebel base was not information I wished to have, and I certainly never wanted my father to have it.

“Anything else?”

“The samurai rebels are planning an attack against your armies in the North. The ones you recently deployed.”

“How many men?”

“I’m not sure, Father. I saw a whirlwind of faces, but no distinct thought that revealed numbers or the amount of supplies available to them.”

My father’s scribbling stopped. I stilled, wishing I had simply lied and made some kind of number up. His hand shot out much faster than I was prepared for, knocking me from my chair and leveling me to the floor. I shook my head and raised my fingers to my mouth. It had filled with a salty, coppery liquid.

He had split my lip again.

As a daughter of an immortal being I had been blessed with the ability to heal myself. My body corrected any injury almost immediately following its occurrence; a trait my father exploited. He could beat me as much as he wanted and no one would ever know because there was never any physical proof. The damage healed within minutes.

I had, of course, attempted to find support and solace in the arms of my mother. She told me it was my fault. An honorable daughter never behaved in a way that would demand physical punishment unless she had no honor at all. I found it wholly ironic that my father could beat me to the point of death with no one to answer to, but if anyone else accidentally touched me, besides my maid, they would lose their life.

My father waited for me to pull myself together and reposition myself on the chair. I’d learned long ago never to cry. It merely made the beatings worse.

“Are you sure of the information now?” I felt his glare bleeding into the top of my bowed head.

I wasn’t sure what possessed me to answer him the way I did. Maybe it was the idea that someone had just deceived him without him being the wiser or the idea that others out there were capable of defying my father to the point that it might actually be a worry or a threat to him. Maybe it was the young soldier’s courage or the confidence he and his commander had in me without having ever taken a true measure of my character or my heart. Or maybe, just maybe I had finally decided that being beaten to death was preferable to another moment spent living under the same palace roof as Emperor Fukurokuju.

I lifted my head and met his eyes for the first time without being given permission. “I cannot give you information that does not exist within the soldier’s memories, and beating me as if you were a spoiled child throwing a tantrum will do nothing to change that fact.”

His brief look of astonishment was a look I knew I would treasure for the rest of my life—however short that may be. I waited, resigned to my fate and the brutal beating that was sure to follow my outburst, but it never came. Instead, my father eyed me thoughtfully and then let out a slow, deliberate chuckle.

“All this time, I wondered if my daughter, The Healer, had any kind of backbone.” His eyes narrowed, and he considered me for a few more hair-raising seconds. “It would seem you might be worthy of your destiny after all.” He stood up quickly, and I hurried to follow, feeling a bit unsteady at his uncharacteristic reaction to my uncharacteristic outburst. “You may go, daughter. I will see you tonight at table. I expect you to do all you can to make a good impression on your betrothed. I fear Katsu is not happy to be strapped to a woman for the rest of his life, but you just might be worth all of this.”

My father’s praise was more nerve-wracking than his beatings. I wasn’t used to his approving gaze or the idea that I had somehow pleased him. I was angry that his praise made me want to please him more—win him over and prove to him I was a daughter worth loving. He was a monster, yet I continued to crave his love.

The idea that Katsu might hate this arrangement as much as I did was news to me. He hadn’t given me that impression in the forest. Was it possible I wasn’t the only one frustrated with the inability to choose my own fate? Was it possible I could convince him to dissolve the betrothal and give me some semblance of a normal life without repercussions from my parents?

It was too much to contemplate at the moment. I nodded to my father, bowed from the waist and backed out of the room, never turning my back on him until I was out of his presence and hurrying down the dark, cavernous hall.

There was much to accomplish before nightfall came, but first there was someone I needed to visit, an individual in my life who loved and accepted me for who I was, and not who I was destined to become.

My younger brother, Prince Saigo.
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My brother’s rooms were situated in the northern wing of the palace, but I knew he was most likely with his tutor this early in the morning. Prince Saigo was considered the heir to all of the wealth my father possessed and received the best education and samurai training money could buy. He would soon reach his sixteenth year, and I could not help but be proud of the strong, capable young man he had become.

Reaching his door I tapped twice. I heard him bark, “Enter,” in his best, most authoritative man-voice. I withheld an amused smile as I opened the door and entered his study room.

“Princess, to what do we owe the honor?” Kenji said, my brother’s wizened old history tutor. He had stood up and bowed respectfully.

“Please, Kenji, you know how that silly behavior irks me.”

I looked over at my brother and gave him a wink. He smiled at me and then stood and bowed from his waist as well. His clothing was less formal, with a simple brown kimono wrapping around his muscular frame. The sleeves were short and narrow, unlike the longer more cumbersome sleeves sewn on women’s robes.

“Nonsense, sister,” he joined in, “we must insist on treating you like the noble, genteel princess you are.”

I waved my hand at him dismissively, closed the door behind me and sat down at their table. “You two are impossible.”

They began to chuckle as they returned to their seats. I felt as if I could always relax when my brother and Kenji were with me, providing no one else was present. In closed quarters like these we were able to push the ridiculous rules of etiquette and formality aside while enjoying one another’s company. Titles, royalty, positions of authority…these were of little consequence when it was just the three of us.

I was feeling better already.

“I’m glad you’ve come to rescue me, dear sister. Kenji’s recitation of the history of our First Parents has been particularly torturous this morning, especially considering how nice a day it is.”

“You’re the worst pupil I’ve ever been unlucky enough to be strapped with. Your inability to focus has far surpassed that of your sister’s. It’s a wonder you two have learned anything at all.” Kenji shook his gnarled fist at Saigo.

My brother and I both laughed at his pitiful attempts to be stern or cross with us. We knew he cared for both of us very much. This playful banter was exactly the thing I’d been desperate for.

Kenji gave a tired sigh and straightened out his frail limbs beneath the table. He winced in pain, and I carefully studied him.

“You’re having joint pain again, Kenji. Why didn’t you summon me?”

He raised a pacifying hand and grunted as I stood up and crossed behind him.

“One does not simply summon The Healer to their quarters to relieve joint pain. One does not summon The Healer for anything unless they want your father to chop their head off.”

I bit my lip in anger at my father’s ridiculous edict. I wasn’t allowed to use my healing powers to help anyone truly in need. He had this silly notion that healing others’ aches and pains would lessen my ability to ascend to full immortality and become a kami when the time came. It was pure nonsense and yet another way he was able to control every aspect of my life. The hypocrite held no qualms about using my powers when it came to healing his commanders or torturing his enemies.

I placed my hands on either side of Kenji’s head and connected with his ki immediately. It was easy to do so. Kenji knew he could trust me. I felt a sharp jarring pain wash over me and pinpointed the source of it on his left side close to his hip. It appeared that he had a small crack in the hip bone close to the joint. It was small, but a crack was a crack, and it was causing him an enormous amount of pain, throwing off the balance of energy within his body, leading to an eventual infection and fever. I instructed his ki to heal the crack and correct the balance of energy flowing through his body. Once I was certain the healing would take effect, I released his head and stepped back.

“Kenji, how in the world did you manage to injure your hip like that? Did you fall down again?” I could feel frustration creep into my voice as I thought about his stubborn refusal to enlist a manservant to assist in dressing him. My father would have given him anything he asked for, considering his status as the royal historian, but Kenji was prideful and refused the help he so desperately needed.

“Of course not. I’m quite offended at your lowered opinion of my level of grace and coordination.”

Saigo snorted in a most unprincely manner. “Grace and coordination? Kenji, you’re an excellent tutor, but the gods help us all if ever you manage to get a sword in those wrinkled old hands of yours.”

“Saigo!” I said, shocked at his forthright manner.

Kenji threw his head back and laughed heartily. “You children are good for me. Never a dull moment, I must say.” He turned and took my hand in his, planting a grateful kiss on the top. “Thank you, my dear. I didn’t realize how badly I hurt until the hurt was made better. You take too many risks for an old nobody like me.”

I squeezed his hand and sat back down. “I wouldn’t have to if you would employ a little help when it comes to dressing yourself.” We both let out a dissatisfied grunt.

“Can you imagine a man at my age having someone dress me?”

“Mortifying thought.” Saigo laughed.

I threw a piece of parchment paper at my brother and leaned back in my chair.

He smiled and then studied me thoughtfully. “What’s on your mind, big sister? I’m sure your visit holds purpose.”

I let out a heavy sigh. “Father has just informed me that I will be having a large dinner with Katsu tonight.”

Saigo leaned forward, alarm transforming his boyish features. “So soon? I had thought you wouldn’t be made to meet him until your eighteenth birthday.”

“Apparently, the engagement ceremony will take place tonight. Father has arranged it sooner rather than later so I might make a favorable impression upon the warrior god.”

Saigo looked puzzled. “How uncharacteristically generous of him.”

“He is hoping it will cement the warrior god’s commitment to the match. Father hinted that Katsu wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of being forced to marry.”

“He’s not happy about being forced to marry you or just being married in general?” Kenji asked.

I shrugged my shoulders. “Does it matter? Either way, Father seems to think he isn’t sold on this betrothal. He wishes for me to spend time with him and convince him otherwise, and to start my training as soon as possible.”

“Well, that would make more sense. Father always has his own agenda when it comes to managing yours.” Saigo gave me a sympathetic smile. “I don’t like this. I thought we would have more time to plan your escape from this hellish situation.”

I nodded. I too had hoped I would have more time to escape this prison I’d lived in for so many years. There was much Saigo knew about my current predicament, including my father’s abuse of my powers. He didn’t know about the abuse to my own person. I couldn’t let him know about that when there was nothing he could do to protect me from it.

“What father doesn’t realize is that I’ve already made a favorable impression on Katsu quite by accident.”

“How so?”

I then related the events of the night and early morning, starting with Hatsumi’s predicament, the woman I had healed and finishing up with Katsu’s efforts in saving me from a nekomata.

“I could tell you were in pain at table last night,” Saigo said. “I had no idea it would be Hatsumi’s time. The baby’s coming was too early.”

“True, but she carried her son longer than any others she’d conceived. We were fortunate to get this far.”

Kenji patted me on the back. “I’m proud of you, child. It’s a wonderful thing you’ve done for that family. I know how much it has meant for all of you.”

I smiled, rubbing my tired eyes. “Yes, she and her son will do well.”

“Now we have Katsu to deal with,” Saigo said, looking unhappy. “Why is Father under the impression that Katsu doesn’t want to marry you when the warrior god himself made reference to your betrothal?”

“The more alarming question to ask would center around the assassination attempt. Did you just happen to run into the nekomata on his way to the palace to kill you or had he been there already and gone searching for you once he realized you weren’t there?” Kenji asked.

“How would he have known to look for me in the forest?” I wondered.

“Nekomata have a strong sense of smell. They are perfect assassins in every sense of the word. You were fortunate to have Katsu arrive when he did. I wish you would consider taking someone like Saigo or myself when Daiki summons you to the village.”

“You know why that is impossible. You two are highly recognizable, and the fewer people who know about my late night excursions the less likely my father is to find out about them. Plus, I hardly had time last night to organize an escort. Hatsumi’s pain was too intense.”

“It did seem as if your anxiety grew, and then Father summoned you to his receiving room. Bad luck, I must say.” Saigo looked as if he’d eaten something sour. “Back to Kenji’s question, however—we have to wonder if someone in the palace knew your whereabouts and sent the nekomata after you.”

We sat silent, contemplating that frightening thought.

“I agree that your sister’s safety is a real concern. Katsu may be your only hope in keeping you safe, child. I know you wish to leave, but you must consider the prophecy,” Kenji began.

“Kenji, you and I both know the prophecy is merely a legend,” Saigo said.

“Then how do you explain the princess’s gift for healing?”

“She has an immortal father who happens to be the god of health and longevity. It isn’t that hard to put two and two together.” Saigo gave me a happy grin as if that answer discharged me of any responsibilities I might have as The Healer.

“She fits the prophecy’s stipulations on every point,” Kenji argued. “She is female, a half kami born of a god and an empress. She has healing powers and can use them to heal the veil between our world and the next.”

“Ah, yes, this notoriously elusive veil. Tell me, Kenji, how do we know she is capable of healing it if she can’t even see it?”

“Excellent point.” I smiled. Saigo was always so clever, and always trying to find ways to prove the prophecy wrong.

“That’s where Katsu comes in. He will train her on all of that. It’s probably another reason why your father has arranged tonight’s meeting a few months before your birthday.” Kenji rubbed his hands together and then pinched the bridge of his nose. “Of course, I would love nothing more than to help you escape from that damned prophecy’s abysmal future. Nothing is worse than arranged marriages, and who really wants to heal a veil between the living and the dead for the rest of eternity?”

“Also an excellent point.” I grabbed both their hands and squeezed tight. “Perhaps there is a loophole. Shall we pore over the prophecy again?”

“Yes. Any plan at this point is better than no plan at all.” Kenji stood up and walked over to some large shelves on the far side of the room. He pulled out a scroll, a copy of the original prophecy. The real prophecy was framed in glass and held at a Shinto shrine that paid homage to the god of love and marriage. I thought it an odd place to house the original prophecy, but the monks in residence preserved all sorts of ancient writings, so I supposed the prophecy was in good hands.

It had been written in the original formal language of our First Parents, a language very few kami spoke today. It had been translated into a variation of Japanese that most everyone in my country used now. Who knew how much of the translation was actually accurate?

After all, languages are always evolving, much like people and their ever lowering levels of character.

Laying the prophecy on the table, Saigo unrolled its scratchy exterior and flattened it with a few books. Then he read the awful words, a selection of words I knew by heart.

 

Once strong and firm the veil grows thin

Amatsu, with his vengeful heart

Will rend in two and tear apart

The earth and all therein

 

One warrior god will not suffice

His sword cannot undo this fate

Unless he meets his true soul mate

And love unite, but for a price

 

For only she, half mortal born,

Can heal the one that’s turned to stone

A kami father, a royal throne

Where mother sits, a kingdom torn

 

Her gift to heal is only part

Of when and where she must become

The Healer, but to heal the one

Death she must overcome

 

I closed my eyes and felt the weight of the prophecy sink my spirits.

“Okay, so clearly the warrior god is Katsu, the kami who was charged with maintaining the strength of the veil. He can’t keep the veil strong without a mate by his side, but it can’t be just anyone. It has to be his soul mate.” Saigo paused for a moment considering. “Perhaps we can prove you aren’t his soul mate, sister.”

“Of course she is, child.” Kenji shook his head. “The prophecy spells out exactly who she is. Half mortal, born of a god and a royal mother, she can heal…is any of this sounding like someone we know?” Kenji reached across the table and smacked Saigo lightly across his head.

“But maybe there is another princess out there with the same problems.” Saigo insisted.

I had to laugh outright at the way he labeled my parentage and gift. They were problems, indeed.

“I still don’t like the ‘Death she must overcome’ part.” Saigo clicked his tongue against his teeth, a nervous habit of his.

“You know the prophecy is referring to my mortal side. I can’t become The Healer completely if I haven’t transitioned into a full kami by the time Katsu and I begin to heal the veil. If I haven’t overcome my mortal side, then I will die working alongside the warrior god.” I sighed. “Although, I can’t help but embrace that idea. Death seems like a welcome relief and a great escape plan all rolled into one. If only I were the suicidal type.”

“Yes, how terribly unfortunate to value one’s life over impending servitude,” Kenji said dryly.

“What does the prophecy mean when it says ‘when and where she must become The Healer’? Isn’t she considered The Healer already?”

Saigo had asked this question hundreds of times before, and I always gave him the same answer. “I’m not The Healer completely until I’m a full kami, genius.” It was my turn to reach over and smack him lightly across the head. “As far as the ‘where’ is concerned, I’m assuming it is talking about the exact location where the veil is the weakest.”

“That’s the problem, sister. There’s quite a bit of assuming going on where your future is concerned. I can’t help but think we are missing something important here.” He clicked his tongue against his teeth again, and then blew out a heavy sigh. “What if the scholars who translated this were wrong?”

“I would have to agree with Saigo,” Kenji said. “The prophecy is obscure at best and, at worst, open to interpretation. It’s the only reason I’ve been willing to support this mad escape plan of yours—against my better judgment, I might add.” He wagged his bony finger at me and then winked.

Warmth filled my heart at the clear concern he was willing to show for my welfare. It was certainly more emotion than I ever received from my father, the nurturing paternal kind of emotion anyway. I was often the recipient of a myriad of other more unpleasant emotions from the emperor. Kenji had been my tutor for many years, and if I truly wanted to be honest with myself, he’d been much more of a father than my current one had. I valued his opinion on most matters, which was why I decided to reveal the most recent events of my day with him still present.

“My escape plan may have hit a snag or two,” I said evenly.

“Did one of Father’s spies find something incriminating?” Saigo was instantly on his feet.

I put up a placating hand and motioned for him to sit down.

“No, nothing like that. Father had me interrogate one of his generals this morning.” I paused in my narrative when Saigo let out an unhappy grunt. He hated our father’s abuse of my power. He didn’t know the extent of it, though. I never told him what the end result of transferring a person’s memories actually produced. The world was ugly, made uglier by the existence of the emperor, and I would protect my brother from as much of the ugliness as I possibly could. “Apparently, Father believed the man to be aligned with the samurai insurgents and wanted as much intelligence on the matter as he could get.”

“You say one of his generals was called into question?” Kenji asked.

I nodded.

“That’s very strange for a man of such high rank to never be discovered a traitor until now.”

“It would seem he wanted to be discovered in order to get close to me. I think it must have been his plan all along.”

“He tried to assassinate you?” Saigo asked hoarsely.

I placed my hand on his to reassure him. “No, he wanted to pass a message along to me.” I noted the looks of confusion on my companions’ faces and decided to start from the beginning, sharing everything that had transpired, referring to the woman I had healed on the road and then delving into the risky business of defying my father and hopefully saving the soldier’s life. There was heavy silence for several seconds after my narrative. Kenji spoke first.

“I cannot believe you took such a risk with a complete stranger. What happens if he awakens before his body is disposed of?”

“I suppose we must pray the young soldier is a good actor, and it would seem he must be if he was able to work his way up to the position of general in my father’s army, all the while working for his enemies.”

“This is insane. There’s no way I’m going to stand by and allow you to keep your window unfastened so some samurai general can sneak into your quarters.” Saigo shook his head in bewilderment. “And furthermore, who ever heard of a female commander?”

“Saigo, there are female warriors in Father’s armies.”

“Yes, but those women are kami warriors.”

“Who’s to say this commander isn’t?” Kenji asked.

I felt surprised by his suggestion. “Do you really think there are kami out there fighting against my father?”

Kenji gave a furtive look around the room. I thought it was silly that he was looking for spies now, after how candid we’d been, discussing my intentions to allow a traitorous general to enter my bedroom window and my intentions to leave the palace for good.

“If there were spies in my quarters, Kenji, I'm fairly certain they would have raised an alarm and charged us with sedition by now.” Saigo quirked a mocking eyebrow at our cautious tutor.

Kenji shook his head. “You children take too many chances, and we must be vigilant always. Your father’s spies are everywhere. Now, as to the issue of whether or not there are kami willing to fight against him, there’s no question Emperor Fukurokuju is an evil deity. The only reason he’s been able to hold his power and authority over the empire this long is simply because he was the kami chosen by our First Parents to father The Healer.”

I winced.

“I’m sorry, child, I know how tiresome that title is for you. Anyway, now that your birthright is nearing its fulfillment, many people, including kami, are ready for Emperor Fukurokuju and his wife Chinatsu to step down. It’s a kami’s job to keep the world in balance by overseeing one specific task.”

“Yes, I suppose Father has been quite remiss in his duties as the god of health and longevity, what with people starving to death, suffering from incurable disease and being butchered left and right.” Saigo’s disgust mirrored my own.

“You’re quite right, young prince. The emperor has traded his priorities as a kami for greed and power. He was given the opportunity to rule with Chinatsu for The Healer’s sake, but it would seem he has lost sight of what is really at stake here, that being the healing of the veil.”

“If there really is one, and I’m not convinced there is. I honestly believe it’s just one of Father’s tricks, using me as some kind of secret weapon, some bargaining chip with the warrior god Katsu.”

“Be that as it may, I’m not sure how much longer the gods will allow your father to continue. I sometimes wonder if he will eventually share the same fate as the demon god Amatsu-Mikaboshi.”

“One can only hope,” Saigo said. “Such a happy thought, really.”

“Saigo.” I slapped his hand. “After all, he is still your father.”

“Our father,” he amended, “and what a shame it is to call such a man family.”

I agreed with him wholeheartedly of course, but I had very good reason to. My brother, on the other hand, had never received so much as a slap on the wrist from my father and could do no wrong. He was the pride and joy of the Empire, a man, after all—not a woman like me, a helpless female.

I supposed many could have looked upon our different situations and wondered how we could be so close and not resent one another. The idea would never have crossed our thoughts. I could never wish a single beating to fall upon Saigo’s fragile emotions, and I would take punishment after punishment to protect him from a similar fate.

Saigo’s dissatisfaction and hatred with the emperor stemmed from his disgust with the abuse of my power, my father’s indifferent attitude toward me and the suffering Saigo had witnessed when making his rounds in the neighboring villages. He saw the pain of our people and knew something could and should be done to prevent it, but our father remained stubbornly deaf to their cries for help.

“Back to the real issue here, I agree with Saigo. You simply cannot allow the leader of the samurai insurgents to enter your quarters without someone there to protect you in case the scenario should play out badly. What if they are merely wishing to kill you?” Kenji leveled a questioning look at me.

He always taught my brother and me to consider every possible path no matter the subject we were studying. The several different paths that could result with any reckless behavior on my part needed to be considered also.

“I’m The Healer.” I nearly choked on the title. “If they kill me, they kill their savior.”

“Maybe they think the prophecy is simply a tool being used to subject them to poverty and enslavement much like you do. It might make them feel more inclined to kill you. With The Healer out of the way, is there really any reason for Emperor Fukurokuju to be in power?”

I felt my jaw drop at this rather frank, yet accurate, assessment. If even The Healer herself didn’t believe in the prophecy, it stood to reason that others had come to the same conclusion, especially if those others had a desperate enough reason to want the emperor thrown out of power. I was no longer certain that I had made the right decision in letting that soldier go free.

“It might be worth the risk,” I argued. I was loath to give up my opportunity, slight as it might seem, to receive help from my father’s enemies. “If they don’t wish to assassinate me, then maybe they can use me to help save this empire. I may not believe in healing the veil, but I do believe in saving our people.”

Saigo nodded at me and gave me an approving smile. “I will help you then. Tonight when you leave your window unfastened, I will stay hidden within the room and protect you, just in case their intentions are not as honorable as they have stated.”

“Of course, I’ll be there too,” Kenji added. “Life has been a bit dull lately. This old mule could use a little excitement.”

I grinned at both of them and took one of their hands in each of my own. “You two mean the world to me, so no risk taking.”

“Nonsense, sister. If someone wounds me, I’ll simply beg you to heal me on the spot. I would prefer that you allow any and all scars to show through, though. I have it on good authority that some ladies find the wounds of battle rather attractive on a young man.”

“You’re only sixteen, Saigo. I better not hear of any females looking at your scars,” I warned.

“You need not fear on that count, Princess.” Kenji smiled. “For I have it on good authority that a female is more attracted to a man capable of growing a full beard.”

Saigo raised a free hand to his smooth face and sighed in defeat.

My tutor and I let out happy chuckles. I supposed if I was going to face a possible assassination attempt, it was wise to do it with two of the most important people in my life.

 

*  *  *

 

After visiting my brother and Kenji, I returned to my rooms only to find Aiko impatiently waiting for me. Apparently, she had heard of the last minute engagement ceremony and felt it necessary to prepare me for the event a good seven hours early. In her defense, the process of dressing and styling my hair took up an insufferably long period of time, but I had hoped to cut the time short by donning one of my specially designed wigs for the occasion.

Unfortunately, Aiko was itching to get her hands on my long, black tresses. My hair fell below my waist, a status symbol of beauty and nobility for any imperial princess. I found the length terribly annoying and would have cut several inches off if my maid and my mother had allowed it.

She sat me down on a brown lacquered chair next to my bed and hauled over a large bowl filled with wax. I sighed. There would be no avoiding this unfortunate situation.

“Aiko, I would rather not wash and rewash my hair in order to free it from this terrible wax you’re planning on using.”

She stopped the hand reaching for the waxing brush, a thin wooden comb she would use to evenly pull the wax through my hair.

“This is your engagement ceremony, Princess. Your wigs will never do for such a special occasion as this.”

I stuck my tongue out at her in a very unladylike manner. “You simply wish to show off your impressive hairdressing skills.”

She gave me a wicked wink, reached for the wooden comb, dipped it in the wax and proceeded with her cruel torture.

The wax helped the hair hold its elaborate form, a necessary evil in Aiko’s eyes, but I would have rather spent my last hours of freedom jumping into the eel infested moat surrounding the palace or enduring a twelve hour lecture on the development of rice farms in the neighboring villages—anything but this nonsensical preparation for an engagement with which I never intended to follow through.

She started with the lower parts of my hair above my neck and ran wax through them, all the while humming to herself. I sighed heavily, resigned to my fate at this point. Once she sectioned and tied different parts of my hair in the design and shape she wanted, she moved on to the top part of my head around my crown and hairline.

Despite my impatience, the process was quite soothing, and I soon found my mind reviewing the last twenty-four hours. A memory of startling blue eyes, light hair, and fair skin made my own face flush as my heart rate picked up.

By the gods, it wasn’t as if he was actually present, but just the mere thought of Musubi brought heat to my cheeks. I found myself wanting to know more about the enigmatic stranger and to understand the affect he had on me. But when would I ever see him again? The thought saddened me more than I cared to admit.

My attention was brought back to the present as Aiko unintentionally jerked my hair while running more wax through a section of hair toward my crown. She then threaded my hair through a large, gold lacquered kushi, laying it to rest along the crown of my head.

The comb had been a gift from my mother on my fifteenth birthday, and it might have meant something to me if gifting it to her only daughter had actually meant something to her. It was half-moon shaped, and the handle was flat, bearing intricate mother-of-pearl detailing, inlaid in a floral pattern.

Two other smaller combs with the same detailed designs were placed along the sides of my head. Aiko took the lower layers, twisting the tied hair into an elaborate chignon and holding everything in place with gold lacquered kojai, inlaid with the same mother-of-pearl design as the combs.

The process took an agonizing four hours to perform, and by the end of it my legs and hands itched to be doing something other than wasting so much time with something as silly as my own hair.

When Aiko had finished, she handed me a hand mirror made from jade and allowed me a peek. I may have felt ridiculous, but I knew I didn’t look ridiculous. Beautiful gold ribbons, layered with mother-of-pearl designs complemented the combs and hairsticks. It was truly magnificent…and magnificently heavy.

I was then prodded, poked, and squeezed into the most stunning silk furisode. The base cover was a silky, dark blue with a white flowing pattern that adorned the long flowing sleeves, hem, and neckline. In short, I appeared to be the epitome of what every Japanese princess should look like.

Aiko continued fussing with my hair and clothing long after she had finished. “Are you not excited to dine with your betrothed, Princess?”

We hadn’t spoken much during our preparations, so I was surprised by her question.

“Of course I am, Aiko. Why would you ask such a thing?”

“You simply do not behave like a young girl waiting to meet the man she will soon marry. You aren’t frightened, are you?”

I mentally berated myself for letting my calm façade slip.

“I’m not frightened in the least. What an absurd notion. I’m sure Katsu is a very fair and honorable man.”

“Yes, he will be a kind master, I am certain.” Aiko hesitated for a second and then spoke again. “However, if for some reason he is not, I hope you would come to me when your nightmares start again.” She rested her hand on my shoulder and squeezed it gently.

It was the kind of gentle, comforting contact I craved. I had to swallow hard several times before the lump in my throat disappeared and I was able to speak again.

“Thank you, Aiko. I’m sure it will all work out just fine.”

My maid nodded and continued the last finishing touches on my hair. Aiko did her best to take on my personal demons as if they were her own. She had no power to shield me from my parents, and it hadn’t taken long before the nightmares set in. I always had terrible dreams after any punishments I received at the hand of my father. Aiko would rock me to sleep whenever they came. In the beginning I would scream so loudly she was afraid someone might hear and my punishments would become much worse. She gave me herbs to ease the dreams and calm my nerves.

I hadn’t had a single nightmare for many months now and hoped they were gone for good.

“All right, mistress. You are ready for this evening’s feast. I will ask the gods to pour upon you many blessings this night, for your future and also for your happiness.”

“And what if my future lies somewhere else, Aiko?” I hadn’t meant to ask her that, but my mouth had been faster than my forethought as of late.

Aiko gave me a very serious look before answering. “Then I shall do everything in my power to put you on the path toward the future that is right for you.”

A small look of understanding passed between us, and I knew I could count on her for what the next few months might require.

I turned my back to the mirror and allowed Aiko to lead me out of my rooms and through the many hallways and courtyards the palace boasted. We neared the great hall where my father usually held any large gatherings. Visiting kami from my father’s militia would be present tonight to witness this most anticipated event.

I felt a very pressing need to vomit what little I held in my stomach, though that would most likely prove impossible given my attire. Kimonos, silk or otherwise, were not very forgiving when it came to freedom of movement.

We arrived at the double doors. I could hear the loud murmurings of the large group visiting amongst themselves, no doubt waiting for my grand entrance. I hoped I could pull a regal and graceful gait off in my flimsy geta platform sandals and folds of silk.

“Ready?”

I nodded to my maid, and she motioned the guards on either side to open the giant, carved doors.

As they opened and the guard on my left announced my arrival, I heard the muffled sounds of conversation die down. Soon all became silent.

“Her Imperial Highness, Princess Mikomi, the Savior of our people, The Healer.”

I placed my hands within the opposite sleeves of my kimono, and drew them in front of me. With my head bent slightly forward and my eyes lowered, I traversed the long path to the other side of the room where my father stood.

Once I finally arrived at my destination, I bent low to the waist out of deference to the emperor and waited for his permission to rise. Instead of hearing the rough, barking command I was accustomed to, I felt a strong hand gently grasp my chin and lift me. I was soon standing in an upright position, staring into quizzical brown eyes.

I felt my breath hitch at this unexpected departure from tradition. My father was the one who gave me permission to rise, and no one was allowed to touch me. I might have sent my father a questioning glance, but the look of wonder those beautiful eyes were giving me had completely arrested my attention. Katsu drank me in just as he had this morning. I felt lightheaded at the thought that anything about me might be pleasing to him.

“Katsu, I am honored to present to you my daughter and your betrothed, The Healer, Princess Mikomi.” The room roared with a thunderous applause, but I barely noticed. I stepped back, and the hand Katsu had held under my chin dropped to his side. He looked at me with curious interest, and I realized I must have appeared to him like a scared little child. It was not behavior fitting an imperial princess. I straightened my spine and lifted my chin, meeting him eye for eye, giving him a calm, almost challenging look.

He hadn’t given me permission to do so, and at first I wondered if he would be angered by my obvious defiance and lack of respect, but he seemed to be delighted by it. He smiled approvingly and nodded at me as if I’d just pleasantly surprised him. He lifted his hand to me, beckoning me to take hold of it. I was still having a hard time coming to terms with this public, physical contact that was generally forbidden by my father, but I accepted the hand he offered and allowed him to draw me to him.

“Princess Mikomi,” he said loud enough for the whole room to hear, “it is my honor to finally meet the woman who was chosen by our First Parents to stand united by my side for eternity. I accept this union wholeheartedly, and will willingly devote my life to protecting the veil with you by my side.”

I supposed explaining we had already met during an attempt on my life was probably something he and my father would keep quiet about.

He never once took his eyes from my face. My whole body was becoming uncomfortably warm with the unwanted attention. I was very much used to remaining invisible. There was no hiding from Katsu’s probing gaze. The room grew quiet again, and Katsu continued to look at me, waiting for me to speak. I cleared my throat as quietly as I could, but from the amused twitch I saw on Katsu’s lips I could tell he had heard and could see through my calm façade. Was he laughing at me? I struggled to find the words necessary to end this very public meeting, but the nervousness I felt was beginning to overrule my thoughts.

I finally managed a small kind of bow from my knees instead of my hips since he was too close to me to perform such a deep bow. Apparently, that was all that was needed because the room broke out into loud applause again, and soon whatever festivities that had occurred before my arrival resumed. I breathed out a silent sigh. I remained facing Katsu merely because he continued to hold my hand, studying me.

He took a small step forward, lowering his head toward mine. “Princess, do you wish to eat or would you be more comfortable on the terrace? It is quite warm in this room.”

I nodded gratefully and wondered at his noticing my mild distress. I was not used to such consideration from a powerful man, kami or otherwise.

“If you will meet me on that terrace just outside this room, I will go retrieve something cool for you to drink.”

“Thank you. That is most kind of you.”

He gave me a slight bow and moved past me. I quickly retreated to the landing on my left just past my father’s usual seat. Once outside, my breathing came easier. The rainy season had started, and I could see storm clouds gathering in the distance, but for now the sky withheld its torrential shards, and a cool breeze ruffled the silky folds of my clothing.

The night sky filled with lanterns of various shapes and colors, honoring the special meeting that would mark the union of The Healer and the warrior god Katsu. I felt quite disconnected with the excitement and the festivities. To me, it seemed surreal—some fantastical farce I couldn’t possibly be a part of. I ached to magically sprout wings and sore right off the palace roof, leaving my gilded cage far behind me. The heavy stomp of booted feet interrupted my brief daydream.

“Could you think of nothing respectable to say in return to Katsu’s most gracious speech?”

I turned around quickly, recognizing the angry voice of my father. He didn’t give me even one moment to defend myself before his ready fist lifted and fell heavily against my left cheek, splitting the skin across my cheekbone. I felt blood begin to drip down the side of my face.

“Fukurokuju, what is the meaning of this?”

I had gripped the hand rail behind me to keep myself upright but couldn’t look up to see who had spoken, though I had a pretty good idea. Humiliation and shame overwhelmed me with thoughts of my betrothed witnessing such a degrading moment.

“Why, Katsu, I was merely teaching the princess a lesson in respect. Her lack of decorum will never happen again.”

The wooziness I suffered after being struck began to subside as my body commenced the healing process. I knew the cut and bruise on my cheek would disappear within minutes.

“Teaching? Is that what you call such callous abuse?”

I looked up sharply, surprised that Katsu would have the courage to stand up to my father. He glared at the emperor, clearly agitated by what he had seen.

“You forget yourself, Katsu.”

“I forget nothing. Do not put on airs with me and pretend that you have any kind of power over me when you were assigned this empire only a few decades ago. Before that, you maintained your role as any other kami does. Do not expect me to bow down to you as would a lowly human.”

My mouth hung open in a most unseemly manner, but it could not be helped. I had never heard anyone address my father in anger. I’d never before met anyone who wasn’t afraid to do so.

Katsu pointed a finger at my father’s chest. “If you ever lay a hand on my future wife again, Fukurokuju, so help me, I will find the nearest sword forged from the land of the dead and shove it through your cold, unfeeling heart.”

I could see the emperor’s body trembling in anger, and I was certain he would call out his guards and demand Katsu’s head. Instead, he balled his fists at his sides and quickly walked past Katsu, heading back into the great hall.

I remained where I was, with my hand still nursing my left cheek, dumbfounded. What had just happened? Katsu moved with lightning speed to my side, wrapped one arm around my waist and pulled me to him. He grabbed the hand I had placed against my cheek and lowered it.

“How badly did he hurt you?” His voice dripped with barely controlled anger. He took my face in his hands and studied it.

All of this physical contact was beginning to overwhelm me. The only males who had ever been close enough to care for me had been my brother, Daiki, and Kenji, and they had never embraced me like this.

“I’m fine…I tend to…I heal quickly.” I was breathless and flustered and could barely form enough thoughts in my head, let alone construct a complete sentence with Katsu holding my face like I was a porcelain doll and looking at me as if I mattered.

“Whether your wound heals quickly or not is irrelevant. Physical violence on your person should never be tolerated. How many times has this happened?”

“Once or twice,” I stated.

Katsu hissed under his breath. “All your life then.” I marveled that he had seen through my lie. “And each time your body healed quickly so no one was the wiser. Your father is an ass.”

I laughed at that. I couldn’t help myself. I’d spent so many years hiding the abuse I’d suffered at the hands of my father, and now someone finally knew. I continued to laugh, and then suddenly I began to cry. Deep, gut-wrenching sobs shook my body so badly I could barely keep upright. Katsu pulled me close to him and held me with my head tucked under his chin.

I’d never met anyone like him before. Most of the men I knew had very little time for their wives and even less patience for any emotional expression. Crying simply wasn’t done, and here I stood crying like a baby while he held me as if it was completely acceptable and not some show of weakness.

“I’m sorry,” I managed, once my crying subsided a little. “I’m never like this. I don’t usually cry. I apologize for the scene I’ve made.”

“Stop. If anyone had backhanded me as hard as I saw the emperor backhand you, I would have cried on the spot.”

I giggled but kept my head down. I still felt unsure about what behaviors were appropriate around my future husband. I didn’t know what he would allow. “You would never cry, I’m sure. You’re simply saying that to make me feel better.”

“Well, that might be true, but I certainly would have wanted to cry.”

I chuckled again and looked up, meeting Katsu’s eyes and giving him a shy smile.

Katsu placed a soothing hand to my left cheek. “I didn’t get a chance to grab that drink for you. When I saw your father pass me, the look in his eyes gave me pause. I’m very happy I listened to my instincts and followed him back.”

“I’m not really thirsty any longer.”

He eyed me worriedly. “You still have some blood here. Let’s go down to the gardens, away from the prying eyes of that great gathering in there and get you all cleaned up.”

“Yes, thank you. I don’t like to be in crowded rooms. It…I feel very self-conscious.”

“A princess who dislikes being the center of attention? Now that is a surprise.”

Was he teasing me? I glanced at his features and beheld his wide smile. I smiled back and looked at the floor again as he grabbed my hand and led me into the crowded great hall and out the way I had originally come.

Katsu’s kind behavior had me completely baffled. I had been prepared to suffer through this night in silence, willing to bear this forced meeting because I knew I wasn’t going to have to continue pretending that I agreed with my fate and the expectations that had been drummed into my head all my life. I’d never considered that I might actually have an ally in the man I was destined to marry. I’d certainly never expected him to champion me against my own father.

It took some time, but we soon left the palace and entered the gardens circling the palace in the back. Katsu led me to an ivory bench nestled next to a silvery, oval shaped pond filled with colorful fish.

I loved these gardens, they were extensive and elaborate in their landscaping. The outer wall of the garden was lined with bushes, trimmed to perfection. As you wandered past the pond you could follow a trickling flow of water that led to a grouping of whimsical looking statues made up of female kami who represented peace, prosperity, and good fortune. The trickling water spouted up through the statues, creating a beautiful waterfall.

Cherry trees of varying shapes and sizes were placed strategically throughout the expansive space, along with several other trees and flowers, but my favorite were the white cherry blossoms, snow blossoms, and azaleas. Where trees and flowers were absent, the soft earth was covered in lush grasses of the brightest greens, interrupted only by small rock formations and sand patterns.

Yes, these gardens were a peaceful place of refuge whenever I needed moments for myself. I was happy to share this place with Katsu but nervous to be with him unchaperoned. I sat meekly and waited. He walked over to the pond and ripped a strip of cloth from the undergarment of his black silk kimono.

“Oh, no,” I said before I could stop myself. I slapped a hand over my mouth and then tried to make my person as small as possible when Katsu looked at me questioningly.

“We need to wipe that blood from your face.”

“Yes, but we have plenty of linen within the palace. There’s no reason you should ruin your clothing for my sake.”

Katsu knelt down by the pond and wet the strip of fabric, bringing it up and wringing it out. He then walked over to where I nervously waited and positioned himself next to me. When he lifted the wet cloth toward my face, I instinctively leaned back and put my hands up in a defensive gesture.

I felt silly the minute I did so, but my nerves were completely frayed by my father’s behavior and Katsu’s unexpected kindness. I felt terribly unbalanced emotionally and could no longer keep my reactions in check.

Katsu lowered his hand the minute I backed away.

“Mikomi, I hope you understand that I do not think it appropriate for a man to hurt a woman. I would never hit you. Do you believe me?”

I honestly wasn’t sure if I did or not. I didn’t really know Katsu, but he had protected me from my father, and I saw no reason to be afraid of him until he gave me one.

“I believe you. I’m just very used to far different treatment.” I relaxed my body and sat forward.

Katsu’s eyes looked a bit stormy as he lifted his hand again and brought the wet cloth to my face. He gently wiped away the blood.

“If your father cannot be trusted to keep his temper in check, then I will demand that you and I are married on the spot and take you away where I can protect you.”

“Oh, no.” I raised my hand and grabbed his arm. It was a very brazen move on my part. We were not yet familiar enough with each other for that kind of physical contact, and yet I had to remind myself that he had held me while I cried not fifteen minutes earlier.

Katsu quirked an eyebrow at me. “I take it the idea of marrying me displeases you. Perhaps I am not handsome enough?”

His assumption horrified me, worrying I had offended him, especially after the kind way he had treated me. The thought of marrying him wasn’t as repulsive to me as it had been, but if he took me with him tonight as his bride, I would never have that meeting with the general of the samurai insurgents.

I hesitated for a moment. Then, gathering my courage, I scooted closer to him and grasped his hand with both of mine. I gauged his reaction to the physical contact I had initiated, but he didn’t seem displeased. Encouraged by his warm, teasing smile, I answered his question.

“That’s not what I meant. You are wonderfully handsome.” When Katsu gave me a wide smile, I realized how frank I had just been. “I mean…of course you are fine to look upon…I just…I think that perhaps—”

Katsu began chuckling quietly. He placed his other hand on top of both of mine and squeezed them. “I am merely being playful, Princess. I like the way your beautiful brown eyes grow large and wide when you think you’ve said or done something wrong. It’s quite endearing.”

He thought my eyes were beautiful? I felt them grow wide all over again, and Katsu laughed out loud this time.

“There is much for you to learn before we are wed, and I would like to spend time getting to know my future wife. In other words, I promise not to marry you and whisk you away from the palace until you are ready.”

I smiled and nodded. Then I looked down at our entwined hands and felt my body warm at the realization that he was rubbing his thumb softly against the inside of my wrist. I let out a shaky breath and slowly pulled my hands out of his. I could tell he wanted to hold them longer, but he let me go. Another surprise. He wasn’t going to force my affections. I might have tried relaxing, but the need he felt for me was playing on my own need for his attention.

“Is there anything you would like to know about me at this moment?” I asked. I looked up quickly but couldn’t hold eye contact with him and lowered my gaze to my hands resting lightly on my lap.

“Were you afraid to meet me?”

I swallowed hard. I had been expecting a less personal question, but I knew I could answer him honestly without any fear of punishment.

“Yes. I had heard that you were not pleased with this arrangement.”

“That’s very true. I’ve been told for thousands of years that you were my destiny. I had no choice in the matter, and I had no idea when you would be born. I guess I rebelled at the thought of someone choosing my bride for me.”

I marveled that our feelings about the betrothal could be the same. It had never occurred to me that Katsu might resent this situation as much as I did. Then I felt a little sad, wondering if he still felt that way.

“I understand.” I tried to keep the disappointment from my voice. I didn’t necessarily want to go through with this marriage, but I was warming up to this warrior god who had protected me against my biggest enemy, treating me like a person instead of a pawn or even a prop. At the very least, I realized, I wanted his friendship. I didn’t want him to resent me because of what I represented.

“And you? How did you feel about the match?’

I felt my eyes go wide and heard him chuckle again. It surprised me that he would be interested in my opinion.

“I suppose…I was not happy to be given little choice in the matter. It is difficult to consider a life with someone you’ve never met.”

“Yes it is. To be perfectly honest, I was determined to hate you. Isn’t it amazing how quickly one’s feelings can change?”

I met his gaze to measure his sincerity. “You don’t hate me, then?” I waited with my breath caught in the back of my throat. When had this kami’s opinion of me become so important?

Katsu smiled. “No, Mikomi, I don’t hate you. I feel quite the opposite.”

His warm look seemed to heat my cheeks with its intensity. He lifted his hand to my face and rubbed his thumb softly over my healed cheekbone. If I had been standing I most certainly would have needed assistance remaining upright. Katsu was not the reserved, menacing warrior god I had so often pictured in my mind. He was sympathetic, understanding, communicative, and surprisingly affectionate. Men simply didn’t behave this way, let alone deities, but then maybe I was so used to my father’s behavior that my perceptions were skewed.

I needed to say something in return, but his soft caress and the warm way in which he gazed at me made my thoughts stutter and scatter. I opened my mouth to speak, but the loud snap of a branch echoing in the still night air distracted me from anything I might have said. Katsu was on his feet with his hand resting upon the hilt of his sword. I stood up as well and looked toward the opposite side of the pond where the noise had originated.

“It might have been a bird or small cat,” I offered quietly, but Katsu didn’t relax his position.

I looked across the pond again and thought I saw a dark shadow moving forward. After a few more steps the shadow moved into the moonlight. I gasped and grabbed Katsu’s arm.

“Well, Princess, you were half correct. It’s certainly a cat.”

The figure standing before us was a copy of the large assassin that had tried to kill me this morning, a black panther with the musculature of a man. Its dark mane hung loosely around his head and ears, much like a lion’s, and his snout was made more gruesome by the sharp pointing fangs that descended on either side. It wore a black leather vest, leaving its arms and chest exposed. Its waist was encircled about with a belt holding various weapons and a gleaming sword, all black in color and wickedly sharp. Its feet and hands ended in sharp claws the length of small curved daggers, and its tail looked as if it had been split into two, flicking sharply back and forth behind it.

“Hand over the child, most honorable Katsu, and I will leave you uninjured,” it hissed and mocked at the same time.

Katsu withdrew his sword from its sheath and pulled me behind him. “You’ll not touch a hair on my betrothed’s head. I suggest you leave as quickly as you came before I have to dispense with you and your two friends hiding in the shadows.”

My heart jumped to my throat. There were three altogether? I was sure that Katsu was an accomplished fighter due to the nature of his gifts, but how could one kami stand against three monsters?

A low growl seemed to vibrate from the black beast’s chest. “So be it.”

The cat-like thing propelled itself forward and jumped, sailing across the length of the pond while pulling out its sword. The sharp, metal end was pointed directly at Katsu’s chest. Katsu roughly pushed me to the ground. I barely had a chance to look up in time to see the two clash swords.

“Guards,” Katsu yelled, “come quickly. The princess is under attack.”

I waited for a response from the guards who usually stood at every door in the palace, but no one ventured out to the gardens.

I heard a low growl to my right and saw another shadow stealthily creep toward me.

“Silly kami, do you truly believe we would not have dispensed with your flimsy palace guards?”

The shadow rushed at me from the dark depths of the choked foliage. I rolled to my left and backward, hoping to arrive at a standing position before that abomination could grab me, but my bulky clothing hindered my movements.

A black, hairy arm slithered its way around my waist and pulled me to my feet. I reacted instinctively and slammed my wedged shoe down on top of his unprotected foot. I was rewarded with a shrill howl and its grip around my waist slackened, giving me enough freedom to break away. I turned to face it as it came at me again and could do nothing to protect myself as its heavy fist landed on my face. It was the second time in less than an hour that my face had been the target of someone’s anger.

As I felt the warm blood gushing down the side of my cheek something within me seemed to break. I had tired of the pain and the beatings, furious at having no control over what happened to me physically. But most of all, I was no longer interested in meekly bowing my head and submitting myself to whatever punishment someone else decided to administer.

Instead of running away from the great black cat, I ran forward to meet it.

“Mikomi, get back.” I heard Katsu yell, but I paid him little heed.

As the cat reached out and grabbed me roughly by the arms, I placed my hands on its chest and connected with its ki. It surprised me such a creature had one, but it was twisted and misshapen much like its deformed body. I imagined searing, burning pain starting at the chest and spreading out over the rest of the body. Its ki complied quickly, and soon the nekomata released me, writhing in agony on the grass.

A sharp sword swooped downward and plunged into its chest, making a sick gurgling sound. I withdrew and watched in numb silence as Katsu dislodged his sword from the beast’s chest and then decapitated it. Bile surged up the back of my throat, and I slapped a hand across my mouth, horrified to be witness to such violence, but more upset with the part that I had played. I had never willingly used my gift to give pain to anyone, and even though I was defending myself, I couldn’t help but feel as if I had violated my own moral code.

I looked to my left and saw that Katsu had already dispensed with the first cat that had attacked us, but I couldn’t see the third attacker anywhere. I was certain Katsu had said there were three of them.

“Princess, your face is bleeding again. Were you stabbed by one of their swords?” He looked completely panicked at the thought. He stepped over the dead body separating us and reached for me. In that moment I heard another branch snap behind him and a vicious looking nekomata materialized in the moonlight.

“Katsu,” I yelled.

The warrior god turned quickly and raised his sword as his opponent brought down a shiny black blade. He was able to block it and shoved the cat backward, but not before its claws lashed out, cutting across Katsu’s face. I screamed as I watched blood spurt to the ground. I feared his injury might slow him down, but Katsu lifted his sword and began slashing and stabbing faster than my eyes could follow.

The cat seemed equal to the task, but the quick slashes Katsu continually delivered began drawing more and more blood, and the monstrous cat’s movements began to slow. Katsu saw he was gaining the upper hand and turned a sharp circle to his right, slicing his blade across the cat’s throat and severing its head from its body.

I stood in stunned silence as I studied the gory mess surrounding us. The blood I could handle. It was the three decapitated bodies with their heads several feet from them that made me grateful I hadn’t had a meal in some time.

I felt a warm hand grab mine.

“Mikomi, show me where you were injured.”

I looked up and nearly fainted at the sight of Katsu. He had three gashes that ran the length of his left cheek, barely missing his eye. They were oozing blood and some strange black substance.

“Your face!” I reached forward, but Katsu blocked my advances.

“I will heal soon enough. I need to know if any of the nekomata stabbed you with their weapons.”

“No, I am well, but you clearly are not. You must let me heal you.”

“As I stated before, Princess, it isn’t necessary. My body will heal itself, eventually.”

“But I can do it much faster and take away any discomfort you might be feeling in the process.”

I grabbed his hand as he started to protest and led him to the bench we had previously used. I urged him to sit down while he protested, and then I placed both my hands on either side of his head. Once connected, I instructed his ki to clean out the wounds and mend them without any scarring. The black substance seemed to be resisting the process, but with a little more instruction, Katsu’s ki was able to overcome whatever infection had set in.

Once I was satisfied with the healing taking place, I opened my eyes and studied Katsu’s face. There were pink lines where there used to be large open gashes, but those disappeared within minutes, leaving his face just as beautiful as it had been the first time I laid eyes upon him.

“Good. It’s almost finished. Do you feel any pain?”

Katsu smiled and softly shook his head, then he lifted his hands and rested them on both of mine. I hadn’t realized that I was still holding either side of his face until he was touching me. He drew one hand away from his face and pulled it to his lips where he gave the inside of my wrist a soft, tender kiss. I felt a slow blush creep up my cheeks and was grateful for the low lamplight. My hands began to shake, and I withdrew from his intimate affections.

He must have misinterpreted his effect on me for that of fatigue. “I should never have let you heal me. It’s put too much strain on you after what you’ve just endured.”

He rested an arm around my waist to support me, treating me like some fragile porcelain doll. I had healed much worse many times over and had never once suffered enough strain to keep me from remaining in a sitting position, but I had very little control over my movements in his presence.

“Why have there been two attempts on my life in less than twenty-four hours?” I asked.

“You must understand how badly Amatsu wishes you dead. When you and I are married and succeed in healing the veil, Amatsu will no longer have a chance at freeing himself from the land of the dead. He’ll be trapped there forever. I’m guessing he has somehow been informed of my arrival and has upped whatever plans he’s had for ending your existence.”

“Why tonight with so many people here?”

“Perhaps he thought the celebrating would distract everyone long enough to send assassins through, though how he managed to send three is very surprising. He usually only has power enough to send one.”

“Why would he send three?”

“Now that you and I have officially met, we are that much closer to foiling his plans. He wanted you dead tonight. He knows his plans are going to fail.”

I didn’t want to hear any of this. I didn’t want to believe that there was actually a demon god out there willing to send assassins to kill me, because that meant the veil between the living and the dead truly existed, and it was failing. What would happen if I shirked my duty and refused to join Katsu? How many lives would I endanger if this prophecy was accurate and I refused to accept my fate?

I pushed these thoughts from my mind and decided there had to be some other explanation for the nekomata’s presence. I couldn’t bear the thought of accepting a destiny I’d mentally spurned for most of my life. I just wanted my freedom and a chance to live my life on my own terms. Even with Katsu, kind and protective by my side, I desperately wanted to escape. Then I realized what he had just done for me.

I turned to him and grabbed hold of his arm.

“You risked your life to protect me. You could have been killed, Katsu.”

“You are The Healer, Mikomi, of course I would risk my life to save yours.”

His explanation made me feel worse. The Healer. My title would always be larger than myself. If my supposed role in this universe hadn’t been so important, would he have fought for me still? Would I matter to him in the way I wanted to matter to a man fated to share life with me for eternity? Wouldn’t it be a glorious thing to be known only as Mikomi and nothing else?

I’d never pondered much upon the subject of love. My previous idea of paradise had been an escape plan involving a life filled with obscurity and solitude where no one knew anything about me. I would never marry or have children. I simply wanted to be alone without anyone demanding anything from me. Having my betrothed sitting next to me and realizing that I could actually grow to care for him had changed everything.

I didn’t want to be loved for my title or my gift. Having either of these things left one with responsibilities burdensome enough to weigh down the strongest of men, but the world’s safety had been placed on the shoulders of a frail looking princess of seventeen. I didn’t want someone to look at me and see only the girl of prophecy, but I feared that was all Katsu saw.

“Of course you would,” I finally responded. “And it is honorable and noble of you to take your duty so seriously. Thank you for your dedication to your duty.”

Katsu gave me a puzzled look. I wondered if he could sense my agitation. Fortunately for me, we were interrupted by shouting outside the garden gates, and several guards ran through.

“Honorable Katsu, we were informed that you and the princess were under attack and needed our assistance,” a young soldier who gave a respectable bow from the waist said.

I noticed Katsu studying him thoughtfully. “You may rise soldier, but please tell me, who informed you of our distress and why didn’t you come sooner? The attack began and ended several minutes ago.”

The soldier looked as if he might be sick. He had failed in his duty to keep us safe, and that type of failure demanded the ultimate punishment.

“There was a kitchen maid in the corridor who notified one of my men, but we came immediately thereafter.”

“I wonder why it took the maid so long to inform anyone of our dangerous situation. Can you find this maid and bring her to me for questioning?”

The soldier looked relieved and bowed again. It wasn’t his head on the chopping block this time.

“I also need two of your men to accompany the princess back to her quarters and guard her doors for the rest of the night.”

I panicked, wondering how I would ever be able to receive the message from the samurai commander if I had two guards listening outside my door. I wanted to argue but had not been given permission to speak. Undermining his orders would have been terribly rude and disrespectful, so I remained silent by biting the insides of my cheeks.

“Is the princess injured?” one of the guards asked, directing his comment to Katsu and completely ignoring me.

“I believe she sustained a small cut to the face, but it has healed since then,” said Katsu. “Return the princess to her rooms immediately, and I will help take up the search for the missing maid.”

Katsu left my side without a backward glance. I knew it wasn’t seemly to speak with me in front of the guards, but I expected some kind of farewell from him instead of being summarily dismissed. Disappointed with myself for feeling anything for him, I continued biting the inside of my cheeks. My betrothed gave orders like a seasoned general, expecting immediate obedience, accustomed to getting his own way. I should have known better than to think he might be a different kind of deity.
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Two guards flanked me on either side and silently escorted me to my quarters. They weren’t allowed to speak with me, let alone touch me, but I found myself wishing to interrogate them about the maid who had sounded the alarm, too late to be of help to anyone.

I entered my room and closed the doors firmly behind me.

“Sister.” I heard a soft whisper. I spun around quickly and clamped a hand over my mouth. Saigo stuck his head out from behind my mirror and gave me a mischievous grin.

“Saigo, what on earth are you doing here?”

“Did you forget about our pact to protect you from a possible assassination attempt?” Kenji whispered as he walked out of my large bathing room.

“I think it a little late for that, considering three more nekomata just tried to kill me and my betrothed.”

“What are you talking about?” Saigo asked.

I quickly explained to them my meeting with Katsu and the three nekomata that had attacked us in the garden. I left out the part where he had defended me against my father. I still didn’t want Saigo knowing about the abuse I had suffered all these years.

“Incredible,” Kenji said. “The demon god must be getting very nervous to have sent out four of his assassins in one day. I’ve heard it takes quite a bit of power for him to send any assassins through the veil, let alone four. He would be virtually powerless as of this moment.”

“What a shame we can’t enter the land of the dead and take advantage of his weakness.” Saigo enthusiastically brandished his sword.

“Saigo,” I said in a stern voice, “I never want to hear of you making plans to enter the land of the dead. Do you understand me?”

“Nonsense, sister. Did you misplace your desire for intrigue and adventure?”

“It vanished in the wake of the decapitated nekomata.”

“That would have been truly exciting. Why do you always get to have all the fun?”

“Fun?” Kenji shook his head. “Your sister was almost murdered by the most deadly assassins of all creation, and you think she was having a party in the midst of it?”

“Knowing Katsu was present makes it a less perilous situation. I’ve heard the warrior god is fierce and merciless. How did you two get on, by the way?”

Saigo’s abrupt change in subject had me snorting in a very unladylike manner.

“We got on just fine. He clearly felt it was an honor to have the chance to risk his life to save The Healer.” I’d meant it sarcastically, but Saigo didn’t catch on.

“Yes, these days who wouldn’t? You’re quite famous, you know.”

I tsked loudly at my brother. “What is the hour, anyway? I’m rather anxious to get this meeting over and done with.”

“We have about an hour before it is time to meet this commander,” Kenji said.

I heard a brisk knock on the door.

“Princess,” Aiko called from the other side.

“You two need to hide, quick,” I whispered.

Saigo and Kenji hurriedly dove into my bathing room and shut the door tight just as Aiko came scurrying in.

“I’m sorry to not have been here sooner, but I thought you would be out much later with your father and your betrothed.”

She didn’t seem too alarmed, and I wondered if the news of the assassination attempt had been covered up. I probed her emotions, but she merely felt flustered, no doubt disturbed at the thought of keeping me waiting.

“It’s fine, Aiko. I simply tired much sooner than expected and was allowed to return to my room.”

“I’ll fetch your sleeping gown and help you prepare for bed.”

“I’d rather sleep naked,” I mumbled. I felt smothered by so many layers and yards of fabric. My thin, cotton gown for sleeping was infinitely better than a ceremonial kimono, but the sudden stifled and boxed-in feeling that descended upon me made me wish I could be free of everything, including sleeping gowns.

“What was that, mistress?”

“Nothing. Thank you, Aiko.”

As my maid rummaged in my closet for something suitable to sleep in, I checked the lock on the window and saw that it was secure. As soon as Aiko left the room I could unfasten the window and then wait.

She returned swiftly and began unwrapping the endless amounts of silk surrounding my body. Once that monumental feat had been accomplished, she brought the sleeping gown over my undergarments. She then lifted the thin cover upon my matted bed and bade me goodnight. The moment my door closed, I anxiously sat up while Saigo and Kenji ran out of the bathing room.

I went to the window and unfastened the latch, but I dared not open it even a crack lest some guard from the outside see it and report it.

“How much longer, Kenji?” I asked.

Kenji screwed on his spectacles and eyed a strange looking contraption hanging on his sash. I still couldn’t understand how he managed to read the hour from it.

“I believe we have less than thirty minutes.”

“So, now what?” Saigo whispered impatiently.

“Now we wait. No falling asleep, young man.”

“You’re in more danger of dozing than I am, old man.”

I smiled at their playful banter and settled myself on my bed, anxiously awaiting the commander’s arrival.

 

*  *  *

 

My eyes flew open as I heard a soft tap at my window. I turned my head and noted that I was in my bed and must have dozed a bit. The candles had been doused, and the only light spilling into the room came from the full moon through the cracks in my window. I watched as it swung open slowly and a lithe, decidedly female figure nimbly climbed in, closing the window behind her.

“Princess.” I heard her whisper.

“Yes,” I whispered back. “I am here.”

The figure crept slowly over to my bed and then sat down beside me. I wasn’t afraid, even though I probably had good reason to be. I thought I found it more fascinating that someone was actually sneaking into my room without my father’s knowledge. I nearly let out a wicked laugh.

The figure struck something sharp and the room filled with a soft light. She set her candle inside a ceramic holder and placed it upon the night stand next to my bed. I looked upon the true form of the general for the first time.

She was strikingly beautiful with stunning red hair that could have rivaled the shade of the setting sun, and her coloring resembled that of Musubi’s. I couldn’t account for her parentage, but I was fairly certain she hadn’t been born in Japan. Her clothing appeared dark and nondescript. A man’s fitted robe and small trousers hugged her slender form.

The idea that this woman led men into battle baffled me. She seemed so slight. I felt an unwelcome wave of jealousy momentarily overcome me, thinking how often I would have liked to have asserted myself and ordered a few men here and there. I may have been a princess, but I was still just a woman.

She sat down on the bed next to me and gave me a respectful bow. I gave one in return. Though etiquette dictated I wait for her to speak, I worried about the soldier I had tried to save.

“General Akane, I must know how your soldier fared. I tried to save him, but I have no idea if he was able to escape before the guards realized he still lived.”

The female commander’s eyes shone brightly.

“He lives, your highness. I will forever be in your debt for saving my…soldier’s life, and mine, to be perfectly honest with you. It was good of you to stop and heal me when you didn’t have to.”

I noticed her hesitation when she referred to the young man I had saved, and I noted some strong emotions climbing to the surface, emotions she worked hard to push away. She must have loved him very much. It astonished me, her willingness to allow him to sacrifice his life simply to pass on a message, considering her strong feelings for him. The general seemed to have read my thoughts.

“It wasn’t my idea that he be discovered and captured. I needed a volunteer within the emperor’s ranks, and he blew his cover, revealing his true loyalties before I knew what was happening.” Akane gave me another slight bow. “You will never know the joy I felt when I saw him entering our camp after hearing he’d been taken to the palace to be tortured.”

“I am truly happy the ruse worked, and he was able to survive his ordeal. I worried I might have failed him and had no way of knowing until now. Thank you for putting my mind at ease.”

“It is I who must thank you. I never dreamed that you would risk yourself at that moment to save another’s life. It fuels my confidence that perhaps I might persuade you to use your gifts to accomplish even more good.”

She paused for a moment, and I nodded she should continue.

“Princess, my name is Akane. I have come to you hoping you might consider helping our cause. The people in this land cannot survive much longer under your father’s rule. There is no food for the villages because the soldiers take what isn’t theirs and destroy the rice fields we have worked so long to cultivate. The emperor will not listen to reason and cannot be made to understand the severity of the situation or the fact that soon all who live within the empire will succumb to this famine brought on by the emperor’s maltreatment if current practices do not change.” She hesitated.

“Therefore, your only option is to fight,” I said.

“Yes, Princess. Regrettably it is the only thing we feel we can do, and we have been doing it for quite some time.”

“What is it that you want me to do?”

“There are two things I would wish for you to consider. First, I have no doctors, but I cannot afford to lose any more men. Simply put, I need The Healer.”

I thought about that for a moment, letting the idea sink in. I had always wanted to use my gift to help and serve people, yet it was mostly used to torture and kill. Helping to heal soldiers who were battling against my father seemed like a dream come true for me, but even as the thought crossed my mind I realized how impossible it would be.

“I would like to join your cause and help you, but the minute I am missing, my father will hunt me down and destroy anyone who stands in his way. I would be more of a liability than I would a help.”

Akane shook her head. “With respect, highness, I disagree, and I have already thought this scenario through. We do not wish for you to join us in the field permanently. You would still live in the palace, but we would send you messages whenever we might need your help.”

“I would still be required to sneak away from the palace which is impossible to do. I am never allowed to leave the palace walls. My visits to the village to heal people are a difficult undertaking.”

“We have recently placed guards within the palace to accompany you to our meetings. The two men outside your door even now are part of our group.”

I raised my eyebrows in surprise.

“All right. Well, that takes care of the guards. Now how will I explain all of these outings to my father?”

“I think I can help with that, Princess,” Kenji said as he walked out of the bathing room.

Akane sprang to her feet. I barely had time to register the sword in her hand before she was upon Kenji. Kenji surprised me by deftly deflecting her thrust with his cane and circling round toward my bed.

“Akane, all is well. This is my tutor, Kenji.”

“I specifically requested that you be alone,” Akane hissed.

“You didn’t really think we were going to let my sister talk to the general of the samurai insurgents without our protection, did you?”

Akane spun around quickly only to be met with the sharp end of Saigo’s sword.

“Saigo, put the sword down. Akane means me no harm.”

“Oh, I know. I was just getting ready to defend myself in case she threw that sword at me in the same manner she did with Kenji. Lucky you had that cane with you, old man, or we’d be preparing your body for cremation.”

“I never throw a sword,” Akane scoffed, “and I highly doubt you’d be capable of defending yourself against a warrior like myself.”

Saigo lowered his sword to the ground, and by the small light of the candle I could have sworn he was smiling at her.

“Do you think you could teach me to fight like your samurai insurgents?”

I thought I could hear Akane chuckling.

“Saigo, under no circumstances will you ever fight with the samurai insurgents,” I whispered. He sighed heavily and came to sit down on the bed beside me.

“You’re really no fun sometimes. You’re aware of this, right?”

“You said you might have a suggestion, old man?” Akane asked.

“My name is Kenji, and yes, I think I might be able to convince the emperor that her highness’s training for healing the veil would best be served by studying books written about the veil, and it just so happens that these books are not found within the palace walls.”

“I didn’t know there were specific books written about the veil,” I said.

“Oh, there aren’t, but I doubt Emperor Fukurokuju will know that.”

I looked to Akane to see what she thought of the idea.

She nodded. “This could work. We send you messages letting you know when and where we need your help, and your friend Kenji gets you out of the palace with the emperor’s permission.”

“I have one stipulation,” I said.

“And what is that?”

“No one can know who I am. As far as your soldiers are concerned, I am simply a woman of medicine and nothing more. I don’t want anyone aware of my title or my position.”

“I think that is a good idea. However, the fact that you are a single woman will cause problems amongst the soldiers. If we don’t want any of them pursuing a possible interest in you, and in the process uncovering your identity, it would be best if you were said to be married,” Akane said. “The emperor’s spies are everywhere, even within the ranks of my samurai.”

I shivered at the thought. I hated the guards that were constantly keeping watch over me, but I was aware that father had his spies following my every move. We would have to be very careful.

“Does that mean you are agreeing to this plan, Mikomi? I thought we were going to get you out of here as soon as possible,” Saigo said.

Akane walked over to the bed and raised a questioning brow.

I considered how dangerous it would be to join sides with the samurai insurgents against my father, but in the end, I didn’t really care. My plan for escape, born from a desire to change my current circumstances, had guided me to this exact moment. This path achieved that for me and afforded me the opportunity to help and heal many others in the process.

I also loved the idea that a woman was running the show.

This commander was proficient with the sword, and her situation intrigued me. I wanted to know more about her, and if I were being honest with myself, I wanted to feel as if a woman could have some kind of control over the events happening within her life. It looked as if Akane had somehow managed to be her own person, her own master. I wanted to know what she knew. I wanted the confidence she carried with every step she took and every gesture she made. If freedom was my main desire, I couldn’t think of a better figure to emulate.

“Yes, I will do what you ask, Akane. There is one thing I would ask for in return, however.”

“Name it,” she said without blinking.

I leaned forward and eagerly took hold of her hand.

“Please teach me how to fight like you. I’m not eager to hurt anyone, but I would like to learn how to defend myself.”

Akane looked at the hand I had placed on hers and her mouth seemed to drop in awe. She may have been a seasoned soldier, but it must have been a bit disconcerting to have royalty behave so informally. When one considered how she arrived in my room, it seemed silly to think that simple hand contact might surprise her.

She covered my hand with her other one.

“Princess, you will have my soldiers with you defending you at all times, and I will defend you with my life.”

I was so touched by her bold declaration that I almost let go of my wish to learn, but defending myself was one more step toward becoming like Akane and gaining my own personal freedom. I couldn’t let the opportunity pass me by without at least fighting for it.

“Akane, I have no doubt that you and your soldiers are more than capable of protecting me, and I am very grateful for your willingness to sacrifice your life on my behalf, but I never want it to come to that. I want the knowledge necessary to protect myself if the need should ever arise, and what if I need to protect someone else?”

“I think it a good idea, child,” Kenji said. “Heaven knows neither your brother nor I will prove effective in defending you. We may not even be present at times, and I would feel easier about this dangerous escapade knowing you can take care of yourself.”

I heard Saigo make a disgruntled noise in the back of his throat. I knew he would worry about me, but it couldn’t be helped. Things needed to change, and the people in our empire had suffered long enough. I didn’t know if I wanted to follow an obscure prophecy and heal an invisible veil, but I did know that I could be The Healer in a more tangible, life-giving way. I could save my people, and if I could help the insurgents gain any kind of favorable ground over my father, then I would gladly abandon all of my own selfish plans of escape and join their cause.

Akane continued to stare at me intently. Then she nodded. “I have someone in mind who might be able to train you. He has fought on our side for quite some time and is one of the best warriors we have. Still, though I trust him with my own life, it will be important to keep your identity a secret.”

“Thank you,” I breathed happily.

“It is I who must thank you, Princess—”

“Mikomi,” I corrected.

“Mikomi.”

“You said there was something else you needed from me?”

“Yes, you have access to all of the information the emperor holds, concerning his movements and sources of supplies. I hoped that perhaps you could use this access to acquire information we might need from time to time, but only so long as you are not endangered in the process. Information is leverage, and any leverage we can gain over the emperor will help our cause tremendously.”

I stood up and then paced the room, considering her proposal. I had never used my ability to transfer memories with people who weren’t being interrogated by my father, but I wondered if I could somehow manage it around his visitors without them being the wiser. Then I wouldn’t be left with the difficult task of sneaking into my father’s rooms unless absolutely necessary. “I would be happy to do all I can in acquiring whatever information you might require.”

“Excellent.” Akane gave me a grateful look. “I will discuss your training with the man I told you about and contact you with details for our first meeting.”

Akane looked as if she might leave, and a sudden thought emerged.

“I must ask you—how on earth did you manage to breach the palace walls? You’re not a kami, are you?”

Akane reached inside her shirt and pulled out a small vial of red liquid linked to a strap around her neck. “Kami blood,” she stated. “I wasn’t certain it would work, but we needed to find some way of reaching you. Glad it functioned as I’d hoped.”

I shook my head at her reckless behavior. If it hadn’t worked, an internal alarm would have resonated within the palace walls, leaving Akane with the difficult task of escaping a barrage of imperial guards. “Where did you get kami blood?”

“We have a few kami on our side anxious to see the end of King Fukurokuju’s reign. It wasn’t too hard to convince them to help.”

“How will you be able to send me a message? Surely you won’t risk the life of another soldier.” I worried I wouldn’t be able to save another one despite the success of the first.

“I have my ways…Mikomi. You’ll learn this soon enough.”

I felt her preparing to leave again and panicked, worried I might never see her again. It was strange to have found a friend in Akane so quickly. I spoke rapidly in order to prevent her from leaving just yet.

“Akane, what is the name of this warrior who will train me?”

“All in good time, Princess,” she whispered.

And then she was gone.
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My father rarely summoned me to eat with him and Mother. They never seemed to care much for my presence, and my charming conversation wasn’t something that motivated them to have anything to do with me, considering I wasn’t allowed to speak unless spoken to. Yet here I sat, on a golden, tasseled cushion covered in red silk with Father to my right at the head of a chestnut brown table resting just above our knees. My mother sat on the other end and Saigo across from me.

My brother sneaked a questioning look at me and then stared down at his plate before father could notice. I stole furtive glances at my mother. I rarely saw her, and despite her ambivalence toward me I still loved her and wished to please her in some small way. Besides, I’d had enough of looking at my father.

“I’ve brought you all here today for two specific reasons,” my father bellowed.

I sensed a headache coming on and wanted to rub the sides of my temples. It seemed the only volume my father ever used was thunderously loud. 

I hadn’t slept well either. After tossing and turning the first few hours of the night, Aiko had entered my rooms and given me a sleeping draught. I hadn’t needed them for quite some time, not since my nightmares had subsided, but Aiko was always prepared.

The sleeping draught had been a strong one this time. If Aiko hadn’t tried to wake me this morning with such dogged determination—and a half pitcher full of cold water— I never would have pulled out of my deep sleep.

My father resumed his speech. “The first being this—the warrior god Katsu was most pleased with you, Mikomi. He mentioned that you were agreeable, strong, and indispensable in the fight against the nekomata…though I’m sure he embellished that last bit.”

I gripped my eating sticks tightly within my fist and refrained from mentioning that I had healed said warrior god’s pretty little face. I supposed it shouldn’t have irked me that my father glossed over my involvement in the attempt on my life, but I was tired of having my role and my abilities so minimized.

I was also quite concerned about the pain I had caused that nekomata. I had never before attempted to simulate the kind of pain that one might feel if their body had been burned. I wasn’t sure how I’d managed it either and hoped to never have it happen again.

The only thing I could attribute my reaction to was the terror I felt in the nekomata’s presence and the overpowering need to defend myself, hence my desire to be trained in the art of the sword. I held no illusions that I might possess the presence of mind to defend myself like that again. More worrisome still, the possibility that I would never position myself close enough to an enemy before being cut down.

“The attempt on your life within the palace walls has me very concerned. It should not have been possible for the nekomata to enter the palace. This leads me to believe we might have a traitor amongst us. Someone willing to risk their very life in order to do the demon god’s bidding.”

I doubted my father was concerned in the way a normal father should be. If I died he lost his empire.

“Chinatsu,” my father continued, “I know the attack on our daughter has been quite hard on your nerves. Perhaps you would like to finish your meal and retire to your room early this morning?”

He made it seem like a question, but everyone present knew my mother had just received a veiled command. I looked at my mother, but her eyes were downcast. She hadn’t said a word to me since I’d arrived for this little family meeting, and I highly doubted she had felt any real fear of losing her daughter when she was notified of the attempt on my life. I longed to hear her tell my father she was well enough to finish her meal…stand up to him…but she sat demure and quiet. She then nodded her head and raised herself to a standing position, leaving the room with her attendants following her and never once looking back.

By the gods, sometimes I hated that woman. I knew I shouldn’t judge her for not standing up for herself. I had only just begun my own kind of rebellion against the man I called father, but for once I would have loved a kind word or some show of motherly concern, especially since I’d almost been killed the previous night.

The servants quickly cleared her side of the table and added a clean, porcelain plate and eating sticks.

I glanced toward Saigo, wondering if he had noticed the extra place being set.

“Father, is someone joining us for this meal?” he asked.

“Indeed I am, young Saigo,” said a strong voice.

I didn’t have to look up to know that Katsu had just entered the room. I kept my eyes lowered to the food on my plate and nearly squirmed self-consciously as he sat himself down to my left. I could feel his eyes on me, and wished I could be anywhere else but in his presence.

He had protected me from my father and saved my life the previous night, and perhaps we might have shared a small yet brief connection, but once we were no longer alone he had proven himself to be just like any other male I’d ever met.

I was only as important as my gifts made me to be. Only as important as the title of The Healer allowed me to be. I could have been any woman at all and it wouldn’t have mattered to Katsu so long as I was capable of healing the veil.

I knew it was only logical for him to think and feel this way, but I wanted him to care just a little more about me and a little less about my abilities.

“Katsu,” my father said with barely suppressed rage.

He no doubt remembered the threat Katsu had made against him while defending me. I might have enjoyed my father’s anger if I hadn’t felt so out of sorts.

“Fukurokuju,” the warrior god responded.

I thought I heard Saigo gasp under his breath a little. It was considered disrespectful to address my father as anything less than emperor, and calling him by his first name in such an informal manner showed a lack of concern for my father’s station and title. I realized, however, that Katsu knew my father long before he was ever made emperor.

My father bristled and then fisted his hands on either side of his plate, attempting to keep his anger in check. He never controlled his anger in my presence, but now he somehow managed to pull himself together enough to speak.

“Mikomi, Katsu will begin your training today. Though your gifts are quite powerful, they have only ever been used a few times to heal injuries needing your special skills.”

I nearly choked at the bold-faced lie.

“It will be important then that Katsu train you to control your powers and focus them on strengthening the line between our world and the dead. It will be tedious work, but I am sure you will be up to the challenge. You’ve never disappointed me before.”

The show he was putting on would have been laughable if I hadn’t felt so anxious. This was really happening. I had known all of my life that one day I would have to train for this, but keeping myself in denial, convincing myself that this was all superstitious nonsense had been the only way I could cope with the pressure placed upon my shoulders, and now that the moment had arrived, I wanted to continue considering the prophecy a mere fairy tale.

I needed to do everything I could to help the samurai rebels against the emperor. I longed for much more than the life Katsu and my father planned for me.

“We will begin this afternoon,” Katsu said, directing the comment toward my father. “I trust that will not interfere with any of your current interrogation plans?”

I felt my eyes go wide at his mocking comment. I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing outright. He knew my father had been abusing my powers, and held no qualms in airing out the offense. It was so refreshing to see my father squirm for once, even if I could only watch from lowered lids.

My father stood up abruptly, muttering something about not being hungry anymore, and left with his attendants following him.

I kept my eyes on my plate and remained silent. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do, but based on Katsu’s behavior last night I thought it better to remain perfectly prim and proper since my brother and several servants were present.

“What in the world was that all about?” Saigo said, breaking the uneasy silence. “I haven’t seen Father that upset since…well let’s be honest…since yesterday, really.”

I let out an involuntary giggle and threw my hand over my mouth to stifle it. I raised my eyes to Saigo’s, who wiggled his eyebrows wickedly. My giggles continued, but I couldn’t stop them this time, especially since Saigo had joined me. I heard someone else chuckling as well and turned surprised eyes on my betrothed. He wore only a half grin on his full lips, but it reached his dark eyes, making me think that perhaps he wasn’t quite so stoic in public as I feared he would be.

“I believe I may have said something a trifle upsetting,” Katsu said. “Wouldn’t you agree, Mikomi?”

“You mean about Father using my sister’s powers to torture, scar, and kill for information?” This time Saigo was not laughing, and my laughter died rather quickly.

I reached across the table for my brother’s hand.

“It’s all right, Saigo. I think now that Katsu is here, there will be no more interrogations for me.”

“Absolutely not,” Katsu agreed firmly. “I wish I’d been apprised of your circumstances long ago. If I hadn’t stayed away, I could have done something about it.”

I said nothing. I saw no reason to blame him for the actions of my father, but I did wish that someone, perhaps even myself, had stood up to him long before now.

“Why did it take you so long to meet my sister?” Saigo asked.

“Saigo, that really is none of our business,” I interjected.

“Your father made it clear that her powers had not developed fully, but in truth I stayed away for personal reasons,” Katsu answered, surprising both Saigo and myself. “Sometimes there are decisions made in this life that can never be undone, and you spend centuries trying to cope with the consequences.”

I could sense his pain, though I tried not to. For whatever reason, Katsu had let his guard down and despair rolled off of him in waves. It was nearly all-consuming, and I couldn’t help but reach my hand toward his in an effort to comfort him. The minute I touched him, he blinked once and seemed to come back to the present. He moved his hand from mine and began eating his meal.

Disheartened, I leaned back and kept my eyes on my plate, not feeling the least bit hungry anymore. I couldn’t understand how Katsu could be so kind and caring with me one moment and then abrupt and dismissive the next. It was disconcerting to say the least, but in the end I guessed it shouldn’t have mattered. I had no intention of healing an imaginary veil, and I wasn’t about to marry a man out of duty or honor or even for convenience’s sake.

Akane had given me another avenue of escape, a different path to follow, and I intended to follow it wherever it might take me.

Saigo dropped his eating sticks with a loud clatter. “Well, I must bid you both a happy goodbye. If I arrive late for my studies again, Kenji will no doubt use that ridiculous cane on me.”

I gave my brother a soft smile and watched him as he made his exit. I envied him, really. What I wouldn’t give to make my own exit and choose when it happened.

“Are you not hungry?” Katsu asked.

“I’m afraid the events of last evening have affected my appetite. Perhaps you would excuse me?” I prepared myself to leave, believing he would no doubt be happy dining in solitude, but before I could make my escape, his firm, warm hand gently descended upon mine. I was frustrated that he had stopped me and somewhat elated that he had initiated contact this time. My jarring emotions couldn’t seem to make up their minds.

“I would wish for you to stay. Perhaps we can begin to know one another more thoroughly before our training session this afternoon.”

His voice was commanding, but his eyes were kind. I allowed my body to relax a bit and nodded my assent. Feeling anxious and somewhat rebellious, I determined to ask him something supremely unimportant.

“What might your favorite color be?”

Katsu gave me a strange look. “Green.”

I waited.

He smiled.

I continued to wait.

Finally he laughed and said, “What might your favorite color be?”

“Blue. You see, we’re getting to know each other already.”

Katsu chuckled again, and though I hated to admit it, I enjoyed putting a smile on his face. Anything to wipe away the grief I had sensed just moments earlier.

“If you could have any wish fulfilled, what would it be and why?” he asked.

I felt my small smile slip away. I could never tell him what I truly wished. I could never discuss how desperately I wished to be loved for the right reasons, to have a future guided by my own choices and my own mistakes, to have children of my own instead of becoming a full kami, never able to bear children if I was going to heal the veil. No. I couldn’t tell Katsu any of these things.

And so I lied.

“I wish to serve my people and perform my duties as needed.”

“Agreed. That would be my wish as well. I believe we are getting to know one another fairly well and finding we have so very much in common.”

His hand continued to rest atop mine, and he squeezed it gently.

“Yes,” I said with as much forced cheerfulness as I could muster. “I believe we are.”

 

*  *  *

 

The guards escorting me back to my rooms after breakfast were the same guards that had been at my door the night before. I realized with an excited jolt that I was surrounded by members of the samurai insurgents—a thrilling realization to come to. Just before I opened the door to my rooms I felt a hand slide into mine and then it was gone, leaving a small piece of parchment in its stead. I did my very best to avoid reacting to the quick contact. I closed the door behind me and then jumped for my bed, unfolding the note and reading it as quickly as possible.

 

Meet me just before dusk at the Yanbaru ruins.

Burn this letter immediately.

 

The Yanbaru ruins were in the opposite direction of the village and the small forest separating it from the palace. At one time it had been a place of learning and growth for enlightened humans and kami. It had been destroyed many years ago by the emperor in response to the uprising of the rebels.

The only parts of Yanbaru my father hadn’t destroyed were the holy relics, statues of our First Parents, and a Shinto temple dedicated to the god of love and marriage. The monks that dwelled within had been able to use their own magical powers to protect the temple and shrine. Not even my father dared to destroy another kami’s place of worship. Not unless he wished to declare war against his own kami brothers.

I had not spent much time in that particular area. I wasn’t interested in looking at the destruction my father had wreaked upon a place that had once held so much potential for helping those that dwelled within the Kagami Empire. I tended to avoid the shrine and temple due to the god that it served.

According to history and tradition, Musubi-no-kami was the god who was given dominion over the hearts and unions of the inhabitants of this earth. Humans in this empire could travel to the shrine and find The Holy Cherry Tree, a relic of magical properties used by the god of love and marriage, to bind soul mates together forever. One only needed travel to The Holy Cherry Tree, declare their choice of bride and ask for Musubi’s blessing in the form of a single white cherry blossom. If this particular kami found the match acceptable, the blossom would fall from the branches of the tree and be used in the wedding ceremony, binding the participants to one another for eternity.

One might think it a romantic notion, but I knew better. The brides in question never had a choice, and though it was rumored that there were many occasions where the god denied his blessings upon certain unions, I had a difficult time believing it. Musubi-no-kami may have been a god, but he was also male and probably cared very little for the wants and needs of the women involved. Their fate could be sealed with one single blossom, just as mine could. 

I’d never before met this particular kami, and if I were being honest with myself, I had very little desire to. Part of his duty and honor involved giving my union to Katsu his blessing by performing the marriage ceremony himself. I disliked the idea of yet another kami gaining power over my decisions and forcing me into a marriage I wasn’t ready to accept. As a result, I never ventured toward the ruins, the Shinto temple or The Holy Cherry Tree.

Though I held some reservations about the area in which Akane and I would meet, I felt my whole body tingle in anticipation of tonight’s meeting. It was a step in the right direction. I walked over to my nightstand and opened a drawer decorated in finely carved floral patterns. I pulled out two fire stones and sat the piece of parchment on the stand. After striking the stones together and igniting the small bit of parchment, I watched as the ends blackened and curled in upon themselves, burning away any trace or sign of this new beginning.

I was in control now, and it felt just as liberating as I’d hoped. I needed to get a message to Kenji. My guards were not allowed to let me leave my rooms unless summoned—new security measures due to the attack last night—but I had a feeling these particular guards would allow me to visit my brother’s tutoring session for a word with Kenji.

I opened my door softly.

“If I am to keep my commitments for this evening it will be necessary for me to visit my brother and his tutor first,” I whispered. I hoped my wording was obscure enough to avoid raising any alarms if the area held a spy or two but pointed enough for them to understand my meaning. One guard nodded and pulled the door wide. I stepped forward and began walking meekly down the hall with a guard on either side. I found it wholly ironic that for the first time in my whole life I felt more secure with two rebels surrounding me than I ever did with the palace guards.

After several twists and turns throughout the great expanse of the palace, we soon reached the door to my brother’s quarters, and the guard knocked lightly.

“Her highness wishes to visit her brother,” one of the guards said only loud enough for my brother and Kenji to hear through the door. It opened up quickly, and I stepped in just as fast. I noticed that Kenji stood behind the door with a surprised look on his face. I waited until the door closed behind me, certain we were not being listened to.

“Why on earth are you being accompanied by your guards, Mikomi?”

“Apparently, Katsu insisted my security was lacking, and now I have guards following me everywhere. Fortunately for us they are on our side.”

Saigo clapped happily.

“This is all so exciting. Nothing like a bit of intrigue to liven up any tutoring session—eh, Kenji?”

Kenji sat down at the table with a sigh. “I’ll probably be dead long before you learn anything of real value.”

I might have joined in the banter, but I wasn’t there for my own amusement, and I needed to enlist Kenji’s help before my tutoring session with Katsu.

“Kenji, I have received a message from Akane. She wishes to meet me at the Yanbaru ruins this evening.”

“And so it begins,” Saigo intoned dramatically.

“Can you discuss my need to further study the veil with father as soon as possible?”

“It isn’t much notice, but your father rarely turns down an audience with me. I will send the request immediately, and with any luck he’ll be too distracted to see through this fabrication.”

“Thank you, Kenji.”

Kenji left the room, and I sat down at the table next to Saigo. I placed my shaking hands in my lap and decided to help my brother with his studies.

“You’d better continue your reading. Kenji will come back and be very disappointed if you’ve fallen too far behind.”

“You’re just afraid Kenji will blame you for distracting me.” We both laughed softly, and then our moods grew serious.

“You will be careful out there, won’t you?”

“I will be on high alert, and if anything happens to me I can always heal quickly.”

“I hope that wasn’t you trying to comfort me? Because you’re quite terrible at it.”

I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “I’ll be careful. Now, let’s focus on something else…like this tutoring session.”

I needed to take my mind off my meeting with Akane or I would be driven completely mad with anticipation.

Now, if I could just survive my training session with Katsu.
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I’m not sure why I took such care with the state of my dress and appearance. I was merely going along with this farce until I could break away and become my own person, but keeping up appearances seemed important now more than ever. It had nothing to do with the fact that Katsu was quite a handsome individual…for a kami. I smoothed down my black tresses and ran a hand down the length of my silk green kimono. I may have changed into clothing the color of what Katsu had claimed was his favorite.

I entered the gardens with my guards accompanying me and continued ahead without them as they stood watch over the area. The gardens looked especially beautiful in the sunlight, though the sky looked slightly overcast. It was hard to believe that something as ugly as nekomata had ever placed one foot upon these lovely grounds.

I spotted Katsu sitting on the blinding white bench next to the pond. The moment his eyes met mine they seemed to warm ever so subtly. I almost smiled at the idea that he might have been happy to see me, but then his face changed and there was his stoic mask again.

I wasn’t sure where the Katsu that had come to my rescue the night before had gone. Where was the Katsu who had defended me against my father? The one who had gently wiped the blood from my face and held me close when we were deep in conversation? He had built an impressive wall around his emotions which prevented me from reading him as easily as others. I couldn’t account for his behavior since I couldn’t read the emotions driving him, and so I was determined to school mine.

And now here we were, back in the gardens where he and I had had our first real conversation; also the place where I was almost killed…and the place where he promptly forgot about me once the guards had shown up.

My beautiful gardens were now tainted.

Katsu stood as I approached, and I nearly stopped my laborious tread. I had forgotten how very tall he was, and how broad his shoulders were. He wore a warrior’s vest of brown leather and brown trousers…nothing like the traditional style of clothing that my father wore, complete with kimono, jacket, and split skirt. I guessed as a warrior god you had to wear what gave you more freedom of movement. I tugged on the confining fabric of my kimono and longed to be a man.

“Mikomi,” he said, bowing from the waist.

I bowed and then waited in that same position.

“You may rise, Princess. You needn’t be so formal with me.”

I refrained from voicing my thoughts and merely rose from my bowing position.

“Tell me what you know about the veil,” he commanded.

“Very little, I’m afraid. All I know is what the prophecy has stated.”

Katsu looked at me in surprise.

It irked me that my ignorance had become so painfully obvious or that I might care about his regard for me.

“So little, Mikomi? Were you never allowed to touch the veil when healing someone?”

“I…I…never knew I could. I didn’t think it possible to access the veil when healing someone.”

Katsu took my hand and bid me walk with him on one of the winding paths through the foliage.

“In truth, the veil is all around us because the land of the dead is here, but in a different dimension. You’ll be able to sense it the same way that I can once you have had a feel for it during a healing. You will also be capable of noticing where the veil’s weaknesses lie based on its texture. When weak, the veil bends easily, like glass under extreme temperatures, but when the veil is at its strongest it will feel like an impenetrable wall. It won’t matter if you have to travel halfway around the world to strengthen it…you’ll be able to sense where it needs to be fortified once you connect to it.”

I nodded and pretended confidence where none was felt. I found it difficult, picturing myself sensing anything other than someone’s ki.

“Now, in order to sense the veil you will need someone to practice on.”

I felt anxious all of a sudden. “Surely you don’t mean to injure yourself so that I might heal you?”

Katsu looked confused for a moment, and then his face cleared.

“No, practicing on my person would be wholly useless. There is no veil to sense when healing a kami.”

“I don’t understand.”

“A kami is immortal, and you cannot gain access to the veil with our ki because the veil is for those people who are meant to die.”

I absently plucked an oval-shaped leaf hanging from a tree we were passing and worried it between my hands as I contemplated this new information.

“We will find someone who is mortal for you to practice on.”

I grabbed his arm without thinking. He looked down at my hands and back at me, and I dropped them immediately. I could have sworn he had been about to hold my hand in his, but for whatever reason he stopped himself. I thought I saw some intense emotion flash across his face, but then it was gone. It was frustrating. He was extremely adept at shielding his emotions.

“I…I’m sorry…I just wonder if it is safe. I wouldn’t want to hurt anyone.”

Katsu took another moment to compose himself. Somehow, he had managed to build up a wall that my empathic abilities couldn’t penetrate.

“The man you will be practicing on is already very ill and will soon die. There isn’t anything you could do that would possibly inflict more damage.”

Katsu motioned with a flick of his finger, and two guards materialized out of nowhere, carrying a frail looking man with tattered, soiled clothing. They carefully placed him on the grass before me.

I knelt down by his side and grabbed his hand. He looked at me, but didn’t actually see me. The pupils and irises of his eyes were covered with a thin milky substance. His gnarled, bony hand gripped mine with surprising strength. I sensed his fear as he reached out with his other hand. Did he not understand the reason for which he’d been brought here?

“Where did he come from?” I asked, horrified.

“I believe he was found in the village a few miles north of here.”

“Where is his family? What is his name?” I could hear the slight rise in my voice and felt tension in my body.

“Does it really matter? He is being of service to The Healer and all of mankind.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. This poor man had no doubt been kidnapped and brought here without one word of explanation.

“The Healer.” I heard the old man mumble. “Where is The Healer?”

“I’m here.” I grabbed both his hands in mine and brought them to my face. “I’m right here.”

He used his hands to read the curve of my chin and cheeks, the length of my nose and width of my forehead.

“You can heal me?” he asked once he lowered his hands into mine.

“I can try.”

I placed my hands on either side of his face to connect with his ki. My heart sank when I saw the extent of his illness and felt certain his fate had already been decided. The one downside to my gift, the one thing I never had any control over, was who would live and who would die. Who could be healed and who could not.

This man had probably been promised a cure for his illness, but he was meant to die.

I broke away from him and sat back.

“If you will give me just one moment please,” I said, keeping my rising emotions in check.

I stood up and walked the short distance to Katsu. He raised a questioning eyebrow at me.

“Katsu, please forgive me, but I think there has been some mistake. This man believes I can heal him, but he is meant to die. Was there no one else with minor injuries that I might have healed?”

“I understand your distress, Princess, but I made no mistake. I picked him myself. I too sensed that he was meant to die.”

I stared at him, dumbfounded.

“Yes, but he is under the impression that he will be healed.”

“I may have allowed him to think you would be capable of healing him. He might have put up a fight, otherwise.”

I wasn’t sure how I restrained myself from smashing my fist into Katsu’s head. I supposed a life schooled in the art of repressing my emotions had served me well.

Katsu finally seemed to take note of my distress and placed his hands on my shoulders in a placating gesture.

“Mikomi, the only way you can sense the veil at first is by attempting to heal someone who is meant to die. What you will find when you start the healing process is—”

“A wall,” I mumbled automatically. “A block of some kind.”

I knew it well. It was the thing that taunted me every time I fought to heal someone that deserved to live but died anyway. The obstacle I struggled to overcome any time I tried to do something good and right.

Katsu smiled at me as if I had just earned a nice pat on the head for responding with the correct answer.

“Yes, then you have felt it before. The veil is there, preventing you from healing anyone whose soul is ready to pass over. I want you to try healing this man, and once you sense the veil, take special note of how it feels.”

“Feels?” I struggled to follow his instructions, worrying about the fate of the sickly, old man.

“Mentally. In a way you are touching it with your own mind…your own ki. Become accustomed to the way it feels, and you will be that much closer to sensing the veil. Connect with him again and focus this time.”

I turned around and slowly walked back to my patient. After kneeling down next to him, I gently took his head between my hands, once again connecting to his ki. The pain was awful, worse than it had been the first time. I wasn’t sure if his illness had a specific name, but it resided in the lungs and made it very difficult for him to breathe.

I tried to instruct his ki to minimize the size of a large mass lodged within his lungs, but I received no response. I pushed his ki aside and tried to minimize the mass using my own—something I had tried several times before whenever another person was unresponsive. My instructions and suggestions never reached the tiny intelligences within the lungs. Instead, the wall that I had been dreading rose up before me and blocked me at every turn. I pushed against it. The veil felt like a very thin pane of hardened glass. Unyielding and immovable. I tried feeling my way up, down and to the side, seeking an end to the impenetrable wall.

Nothing but cold, hard glass.

Frustrated, I disconnected from the old man and let go.

“I’m sorry, sir,” I whispered. “I cannot heal you.”

He grabbed my hand and held on tight.

“But you’re The Healer. They promised me you would heal me.”

I glanced to Katsu, who had the decency to look slightly ashamed of himself. He flicked his fingers again and the two guards who had brought the stranger in, reached down to remove him from the gardens.

The man held fast to my arms and began to cry. One of the guards hit him over the head in an attempt to free me from his grasp.

“No, stop,” I commanded, surprising both of Katsu’s guards and myself. In the seventeen years I’d lived here within the palace, never once had I given any kind of command nor raised my voice like a man.

“Mikomi, what are you doing?” Katsu asked.

But I wasn’t listening. I wouldn’t listen to someone who valued life so little and behaved in such an unfeeling manner.

The guards continued to hold the man in their arms while I placed my hands on either side of his head and connected with him. I gave instructions to his ki to heal the damage that time, age, and illness had caused and did my best to take away all of his pain.

When I opened my eyes I was looking into his. They were beautiful and completely healed.

“I cannot give you back your health as you were promised,” I said in a shaky voice. I raised my hand to his face and gently held it there. “But I can give you back your sight.”

The old man stared at me in wonder as tears slid from his newly healed eyes. I looked at the astonished expression on the guards’ faces. “You will return him to his home and make certain he sees his family before he dies.”

“Yes, Princess,” the guard to my right said.

I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I saw a small look of respect on each of their faces before they turned away and left. I stared after them, wishing I could have done more to ease the poor man’s burden. There was much I could accomplish if I didn’t have to heal the veil.

Katsu cleared his throat. “That was very kind of you…what you did for that man. You didn’t have to.”

I turned to face him, but I had cooled my anger and schooled my face. He would never know how sickened I felt at his utter lack of feeling.

“May I speak freely?”

“Of course,” he said in surprise.

“There are many things we are not forced to do, but perhaps we should do them anyway, whether they are considered duty, destiny or simply a matter of choice. If we have a choice to make then we should choose it. If we have a gift for healing, then we should use it. We should lift people’s burdens and make things right.” I stepped closer to him and clasped my hands in front of my heart. “There is too much suffering and too much sadness. Just as I have sensed that there is suffering and sadness within you.”

His eyes widened at my bold statement. I reached my hand out slowly and softly placed it against his heart.

“I can fix it, Katsu. I can make it right.”

He looked at me in wonder and slowly lifted his hand, placing it on top of mine. We stood there like that for a few precious moments—a connection that shattered with the snap of a branch and the approach of more guards. Katsu blinked and stepped back…and the moment was gone.

“Honorable Masaru Katsu, the emperor wishes a word with you.”

I glanced at the soldier speaking and thought he looked familiar. He glanced at me so quickly no one would have noticed, but in that moment I wondered if he was another samurai warrior.

“Of course,” he said, turning to address me. “Princess, we will begin tomorrow at the same time. I will want to discuss what you learned from our training exercise today.”

I barely had time to bow before he was off.

Dismissed again.

I really should have become more accustomed to it by now, but in truth, it hadn’t bothered me as much in the past as it had lately. I watched as he strode confidently back the way we had come and then out of my sight.

“Princess, this message arrived earlier from Master Tutor Kenji,” the guard said. He bowed from the waist and offered the small piece of parchment to me.

“Thank you,” I said, taking it and opening it immediately.

 

Be ready before dusk for our educational outing. Your personal guards will be accompanying us for your protection.

 

I smiled. Kenji had been able to convince Father of the necessity of our outings, and from the looks of it had already found a way for us to be accompanied by our allies. He really was terribly good at all of this intrigue and subterfuge. I wasn’t well practiced in the art of deceit, but for a cause like this I would willingly become an expert.

I folded the note inside a pocket within my kimono and looked at the guards. “I wish to stay for a few moments in the gardens, please.”

The guard who had handed me the note nodded and stepped back. I walked at a normal pace around the winding path and headed straight for a large, copper colored rock that sat next to a wild looking bush with leaves and twigs pointing in every direction. There was another bench, dark green in color, placed next to it. I sat down and then reached forward toward the rock, pretending I had discovered a flower on the ground. I checked the rock for a message from Daiki, but found nothing.

On the one hand I was relieved. No news was good news, but I wished to visit with Hatsumi and check on her baby boy. I would look again for a message from Daiki in seven days. He didn’t always leave them, but I knew it was important that I never miss the first day of the week.

Straightening myself into a standing position, I noticed my maid, Aiko, touring the gardens with an older soldier. My curiosity piqued, I took a few steps forward, thinking I might follow them, but then paused, not wishing to intrude. Aiko never mentioned anything about a possible suitor.

I should have expected her inevitable departure. Now that I was to be married off and carted away within the next six months it only made sense that she would do what she could to secure her future.

I fully intended to tease her about it later when I saw her next. I had a grin on my face as I headed back toward my rebel guards waiting just within the garden gates. My mood lightened at the thought of Aiko finding her own happy ending.

 

*  *  *

 

Once again my guards escorted me to my rooms. I almost lost my footing as I closed the door due to the surprise I felt at the strange specter of my mother sitting primly on my bed.

“Mother?”

She looked at me with barely concealed disdain. It was a look I was unfortunately familiar with. That didn’t mean it hurt any less to endure.

“I’ve heard you started your training today,” was her opening remark.

“Yes, I just finished.”

“I’ve also been informed that you healed a diseased-ridden man’s eyesight, and a peasant at that!”

“That’s true. I was hoping to give him the opportunity to see his family before he passed on.”

My mother studied me for several seconds. It appeared she was unimpressed with what she saw. I knew I would never be as strikingly beautiful as she, but I wasn’t a hopeless case, surely.

“I thought your father and I had impressed upon you the importance of reserving your healing powers. You’ll never be immortal if your powers are wasted on filthy peasants and ailing servants.”

I assumed she was referring to the maid within the palace whom I had helped during childbirth several weeks ago. I should have known that everything would be reported back to her. Her spies were larger in number and far superior to that of my father’s. I would need to be doubly careful now that I had given her reason to be displeased.

“I am sorry for my error. I merely wanted to help them—”

“Don’t talk to me about your noble desires or your foolish wishes.” She now stood and walked over to me, taking my chin roughly in her hand and squeezing hard. I felt her nails digging into my skin and could have sworn she enjoyed the obvious pain it caused me.

My mother had never shown much love for me, but she had never been cruel like this. I hardly understood what was happening.

“I have sacrificed my life and my happiness, agreeing to a loveless marriage with a vindictive fool so The Healer, the child of prophecy could exist and save the world, and you are jeopardizing your destiny by giving in to your weak, nurturing side. I won’t allow it. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, I understand. I…I didn’t know you felt that way about Father,” I managed to say.

She let go of me and stepped back. “Who doesn’t feel that way about your father? This empire has fallen into disarray due to his lust and greed for power. My people suffer at his hand, and he sits high and mighty on his pedestal thinking his good fortune is due entirely to his own prowess. He may be a kami, an entitled deity, but he is emperor because I made it so. I fulfilled my duty and gave birth to The Healer. I married him so you could exist.”

A tiny light went off in my head, and pieces of my life’s puzzle began clicking into place.

“You resent me for this. You hate me for what it cost you.”

I saw tears, real tears, slip down my mother’s face.

“I don’t hate you, Mikomi. I wish I could feel anything other than despair, but I can’t work up enough feeling to like you, let alone love you, and I don’t care if that makes sense to you or not. If I ever catch you healing again, I will punish you far worse than your father ever has.”

She was suddenly racked with a horrible cough. I’d never heard my mother cough like that before. It startled me into action, and without thinking, I moved to her, hoping to connect with her and find the cause of her ailment, but she shrank from me and threw her hand forward. “Don’t you dare attempt to use your powers on me!”

“I’m sorry. I only wished to help.”

“Then do your duty and become The Healer. That is all anyone needs from you.”

My mother wiped the tears from her eyes, straightened her clothing and swiftly walked past me out the door.

There were many things I could handle, and many things that I had handled. My father’s abuse, my suffocating existence, even a betrothal to a man I didn’t love and wasn’t sure I could respect, but with all of these hardships I operated under the delusion that despite my mother’s indifference there had to be a part of her, a small piece of her that loved me. With that hope shattered I felt displaced, untethered to my emotions or my drive for something better than life as I had always known it.

I wasn’t sure how long I stood there with tears streaming down my face before Aiko entered my rooms and laid me upon my bed. I didn’t think I slept, but I wasn’t certain I was conscious either. The light from the outside world diminished slowly, and all of my hopes and dreams descended with it.

I heard a knock at my door and mechanically rose to open it. Kenji stood with a bright smile on his face, chasing all of my dark thoughts away. My mother didn’t love me, but Kenji and my brother did. Maybe I wasn’t so unlovable after all.

He bowed at the waist and rose swiftly. “Princess, our educational outing awaits us.”

I gave him a weak smile, attempting to muster my courage and determination despite my mother’s devastating revelations.

There were people who loved me and a life waiting to be lived; a destiny all my own. It was time to move forward and embrace it.
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The small wrap I held around my shoulders did little to protect me from the growing chill in the air. We waited within the Yanbaru ruins for Akane and her warrior to arrive, but I was beginning to grow impatient.

“Child, if you continue to walk back and forth like that you’ll wear out your shoes, and I’ll be held accountable for it.”

I stopped my frantic pacing and tried holding still.

“It’s no good, Kenji,” I said as I began pacing again. “I’m nervous, cold…and hungry, now that I think on it. Pacing keeps me grounded.”

Kenji said nothing but gave me an amused chuckle. At least one of us was having an enjoyable time.

I couldn’t keep my eyes from straying to the Shinto temple rising up beyond the ruins, lighted by large torches, candles, and paper luminaries. I couldn’t see The Holy Cherry Tree in the distance, but I knew it was there, mocking me and calling to me all at the same time. I felt myself moving forward, with the temple in the distance as my lighted beacon. For reasons I couldn’t quite understand, I felt myself drawn to a place I had avoided all of my life.

“Child, where are you going?”

I heard Kenji and my guards following softly behind me.

It took only a few minutes to clear the ruins and approach The Holy Cherry Tree resting several hundred yards in front of the temple. Though dusk had settled over the earth, the tree let off a golden light all its own. Its bark and limbs were a golden amber hue, sparkling with a light only something as holy and magical as this relic could produce. The white cherry blossoms stood out against the darkened sky, sending off a magnetic aura of promise. The sweet fragrance of the blossoms filled my senses and pulled me forward. The tree was mystical and magnificent, but I knew what it was meant for.

Despite my deep reservations, I allowed myself to be pulled forward, entranced by its beauty and the possibilities it held. I stood only a few feet away from it when I felt a presence standing next to me. I couldn’t take my eyes from the ethereal blossoms, however. I struggled to rip my gaze from the hypnotic scene and acknowledge the person standing next to me but failed miserably. I needn’t have worried since the stranger broke the silence first.

“Are you here to request a blessing from the god of love and marriage? A little late in the evening for that sort of thing, wouldn’t you say?”

I knew that voice. The low timbre of his words effectively broke whatever hold the shrine had over me. I abruptly turned and came face to face with Musubi, the man from Daiki’s tavern. I couldn’t hide my elation as I felt a slow grin capture my lips. The glow from the tree glinted off his blue eyes, and they seemed to twinkle merrily from their dark depths.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I wondered the same thing of you. Is there some injured soul wandering the ruins looking for a pretty woman of medicine to attend his every need?”

I blushed. “Of course, not. I’m merely…passing through.”

He arched a skeptic eyebrow at me. “Passing through? With two warriors and an old man trailing you?” He paused, waiting for me to offer up some explanation, but I remained silent. I couldn’t break my promise to Akane and tell him who I was. He continued in another vein. “You don’t intend to ask the god of love and marriage for a young man of your own, then? I hear the deity is quite generous with his blessings when pretty young maidens are involved.”

“Of course not.” My blush became fiercer. “I’m not in the market for a husband at the moment, and even if I had a young man in mind, I certainly wouldn’t ask a kami for permission."

Musubi studied me, clearly intrigued. “Really? Why ever not?”

Well, now I’d done it. I couldn’t seem to behave properly whenever I found myself in this man’s presence. He looked upon me intently, as if my response might matter more than anything else ever possibly could.

“I’d rather leave my fate in my own hands.” We were facing one another now. A powerful urge to wrap my arms around him and pull him to me assaulted my senses, and I barely controlled the impulse.

Musubi reached for me. He lightly took hold of my hands and pulled them toward himself, studying them for a moment. His lips turned up at the corners and his smile was kind. “They seem like capable hands to me.” He gently rubbed his thumbs within both of my palms.

I couldn’t have uttered a single word.

Musubi had woven me under his hypnotic spell as effectively as had the shrine for the god of love and marriage. He lifted a hand to my face, and I held my breath as he brushed soft fingers against my hair and then brought his hand back with a flourish, revealing a beautiful, snow-white cherry blossom. He wove it through the strands of my hair just above my ear and then stepped back, considering me for a moment or two.

“It’s a pity you’re intent upon choosing for yourself. If circumstances were different, I would kidnap you from this very spot and force you to spend eternity with me.” He raised his eyebrows as if challenging me, and then gave me a mischievous grin.

Heat crept up the back of my neck and blossomed outward. I was grateful for the darkened sky and my olive complexion. He took note of my embarrassment and let out a wicked chuckle. I couldn’t help but feel delighted by his attentions and had to remind myself that he was merely being playful.

“If I have it my way, you’ll be claiming her tonight, and for as long as it takes to win this insufferable war,” a woman’s voice said from behind us.

I turned quickly to see Akane striding forward with a satisfied grin on her face. I felt so happy to see her I could hardly help myself. I rushed forward and wrapped my arms around her, giving her a very informal greeting. She laughed and hugged me back.

“I knew you wouldn’t fail us,” she said.

“Of course not. I said I would be here, and here I am.”

“This is the woman upon whom you’ve placed all your hopes and dreams?” Musubi said.

I turned to see that he no longer appeared as happy as he had been before Akane’s arrival. He leveled me with a serious look. “Perhaps you might be willing to explain to me who you are and why you’re so important to our cause. Akane has been rather tight lipped about it.”

His displeasure and stunned astonishment hit me hard, but he reined in his emotions quickly. I looked to his eyes and noted the way their frosty azure depths brazenly took me in. I couldn’t seem to focus on anything else except their exotic hue, so foreign to me.

I walked forward and without thinking touched his cheek and then softly rested it against the side of his face. His eyes grew large at the unexpected contact. “Your eyes…I’ve never seen eyes this color before. Does it hurt?” I hadn’t realized I’d spoken out loud until I heard both Akane and Kenji laughing behind us. Musubi merely continued his startled assessment of me.

I didn’t feel embarrassed by my strange behavior because standing next to this man and holding his face in my hand felt more right than anything I had ever experienced in my entire life.

He lifted his hand to mine and rested it there.

“And if it did, would you know how to fix it?” he asked.

Everything went very still after that. The warrior and I continued our staring contest until Akane made a loud clearing sound in the back of her throat.

I stepped away quickly, but couldn’t keep my eyes from his face.

He took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Well, that was interesting.” I heard him mumble under his breath.

“Did you say something, Musubi?” Akane asked.

“Yes. Are you planning on telling me what is so important about this…” he pointed to me, “...woman that you have me leaving my post to train her?”

I bristled at his tone but held my mouth in check.

“Mikomi is a very gifted student of medicine, and we need her to help patch up our men.”

Musubi surveyed me again. “Yes, I’m aware of her abilities, having already met her at Daiki’s tavern, and I considered having her help our cause but quickly dismissed the idea. It isn’t safe for her.”

“That’s why you’re going to train her.”

Musubi shook his head. “I don’t like this. It is completely inappropriate for a woman her age to be amongst soldiers, unmarried and unchaperoned.”

“That’s why you will be with her posing as her husband.”

My eyebrows rose at this. I hadn’t expected Akane to produce a real stand-in husband. I thought we would fabricate a story and that would be that.

“Pretend to be married? To a child? That’s absurd!”

I tried not to feel offended by his immediate rejection of the idea.

“It’s the only way to successfully pull this off without anyone questioning the legitimacy of our story. The men respect you. If she is posing as your wife they will leave her alone.”

Musubi shook his head. I could sense his anxiety on my behalf. “No, Akane. I will not allow this tiny female to endanger herself any further than she already has.”

“I’m also a tiny female, and it isn’t your call, Musubi. As far as danger goes, nothing will happen to her provided you train her as well as you trained me.” She pulled out her sword and swung it expertly to the left, right and down. “It is, after all, what we agreed to.”

He gave her a withering look and then landed that look on me. I was grateful for my wrap, considering it was cold enough outside without his glare frosting me completely.

I straightened my spine in an effort to look a little taller. He must have noticed because his amused look made me feel fairly ridiculous.

“She may be small, but I assure you this young lady is quite capable,” Kenji offered on my behalf.

I gave him a grateful smile.

“Fine,” Musubi said. “But for the record, I think this is a terrible idea, and I doubt very highly that this frail little child will be capable of anything like lifting a sword, let alone wielding one.”

“Duly noted,” Akane said dryly. “You have exactly five hours before we must return to camp. Use your time wisely, my friend.” She stood up and started to leave.

“Just where do you think you’re going?” Musubi asked.

“Kenji and I have some educational matters to discuss. We’ll only be a few damaged structures away from you, so if you need us simply shout.”

I watched as Kenji and Akane strolled side by side around a curve and out of sight.

I turned back to Musubi and cleared my throat. “I understand that you think I won’t be able to manage, sir—”

“Musubi.”

“Yes, well, I can assure you that despite my appearance I am strong, and I am a good student, but most importantly I can help your wounded men.”

Musubi rubbed a hand over his beautiful blue eyes and nodded.

“I believe you can help our men, but forgive me if I doubt your physical capabilities. Akane is a small woman, but she has fire. I can tell by the way you stand that you are used to being ordered around. You’re submissive and meek. You’ll never last on a battle field.”

I saw red and knew my anger was about to boil over, but this time I didn’t try to repress it. I didn’t try to squelch it. I simply let the hot anger flow. Squaring my shoulders, I marched right up to my pompous teacher and pointed a finger at his chest.

“I swear, if I have one more man in my life telling me what I can and cannot do, I will steal Kenji’s indestructible cane and beat you with it.”

The slow grin that spread across Musubi’s face might have delighted me if I hadn’t been so angry with him.

“Young lady, I believe I’m willing to work with that.”

 

*  *  *

 

“Before you learn to handle a weapon you must learn how to stand,” Musubi said.

I narrowed my eyes at him.

“I know how to stand. I’m standing right now.”

“I’m not referring to your ability to remain motionless, although you do paint a rather pretty picture in that stunning outfit you’re wearing.”

I felt my face grow warm and looked at my green kimono, smoothing it out self-consciously. I hadn’t even thought about changing into something more suitable, and the high quality of the fabric didn’t help my anonymity. I heard Musubi chuckle as if he enjoyed getting me flustered.

“There are eight quadrants that can be used for fighting and you must learn how to stand within these eight quadrants before you can learn anything else.”

I nodded, but still felt confused.

Using the pointed end of his sword, Musubi drew two straight lines in the dark earth; one intersecting the other in the middle. He pointed at the place where the two lines met.

“You will stand here and face the line that points to the north.”

I did as I was told.

“These lines are like a compass, pointing north, south, east and west. These are your first four quadrants. Your compass is also made up of sub quadrants.”

He drew lines in the middle of each regular quadrant and walked back to face me.

“These are called octants, northwest, northeast, southwest and southeast. If you can consider the space you fight in to be broken up into eight different quadrants you will be able to practice all of your footwork in eight different directions. It is not enough to be able to fight to your north or your south. Nor is it enough to fight on your east side or your west.” He paused and pointed to the compass line in between north and west. “Your enemy will not accommodate you by attacking you where you are at your strongest. He will come at you from whatever angle he finds you are weakest. You must, therefore, learn how to stand and how to advance in any quadrant.”

I drank in the information he imparted like I was a thirsty child in need of refreshment. I could learn this. I wanted so badly to protect myself.

“Stand with your right foot forward and your left foot back, but your feet need to be pointed a little to your left.”

I moved into the position he instructed. He surveyed my stance and nodded.

“Now step forward with your right foot and follow it with your left so you are essentially standing in the same position you were before, you merely advanced forward. This is your north quadrant.”

I followed his instructions and looked up. “This is very simple.”

Musubi smiled like he was waiting to trap an ignorant animal.

“This has put you in a position where you can pivot and use a strong-side turn.”

“A strong-side turn? What does that mean?”

“You pivot and swing your sword to the side that will require the least amount of energy. If your right foot is forward, then you will pivot to your left. Pivoting right with your right foot forward is considered a back-turn or a weak-side turn. You must build strength to lift your sword in that direction, so for now we will have you practice without a sword, pivoting to your strong-side. I want you to use your hands defensively as you would to block an attack. Hold your right arm in front with palm flat, and keep your left arm closer to your chest. As you change directions your arms will change position with you.”

I used my arms to balance and pivoted back to my left. I was now facing south.

“Good. Now step forward with your leading foot, which is now your left, and pivot to your strong-side, to your right. This is called Zango.”

I pivoted left and faced north again.

“This encompasses two directions of movement that you can use when fighting. North and south is one and two. Using your right foot, step to quadrant three which is east, and pivot to your left to quadrant four which is west. Always pivot to your strong-side.”

I moved to the right and pivoted to my left, then stepped forward on my left and pivoted to my right, making sure I went from east to west and back again.

“I want you to do this with all four quadrants. Pivot north, then south and then east and west as you did before with no hesitation.” Once he was satisfied that I had the right footwork, he continued, “Northeast to quadrant five, then southwest to quadrant six. Then finish up with northwest to seven and southeast to quadrant eight.”

It wasn’t that difficult, and I easily slid my feet where they needed to be.

“Now, I want you to start from the beginning and do Hachi Kata, all eight quadrants, one thousand times.”

I dropped my hands and stared at him.

“One thousand times? How will I ever keep track of how many times I’ve managed a full circle? What if I lose my balance?”

Musubi gave me a wicked grin and chuckled softly.

“If you lose your balance, then you start over. If you lose count, then you start over.”

I gave him my best sour face and started at quadrant one. The movement of Hachi Kata was actually quite soothing. I wasn’t moving very fast—my clothing failed to help me on that count—but I was moving correctly. I found my mind clearing and my ki tuning into my body in a way it never had before. I felt peaceful…and happy. I truly felt happy.

Ouch!

I looked down and saw that I’d managed to stub my toe on a root upturned by my footwork.

“Start over,” Musubi said with a pleased smile on his face.

I sighed and began the process all over again, while the handsome warrior sat upon the earth and leaned back against the bark of a tree. Well, he certainly looked comfortable. Removing that satisfied smirk from his face would have been an enjoyable diversion, but I knew he must be testing me. I couldn’t fail no matter how many times I had to pivot and step, pivot and step.

I struggled to stay focused, sensing his beautiful eyes watching my every move. I lost count four times and stumbled twice as much. Every time I made a mistake he would happily call out, “Start over.” I must have completed a full circle more than the required one thousand times, but Musubi was relentless, and I refused to give up until I had managed to complete the circle one thousand times with no mistakes.

“I did it,” I managed to spit out. I folded my arms across my chest and dared him to tell me I hadn’t.

He just sat there with a wicked gleam in his eye. “Now do it backward.”

“What?”

“There will be moments when your attackers will come from behind, and you will have to defend yourself without hesitation. Instead of stepping forward you step back and pivot. Do that with all eight quadrants. You’ll complete the circle one thousand times.”

I couldn’t believe that this was the way he had trained Akane. I felt like he was trying to prove a point or discourage me from continuing on with this crazy plan of mine. He had no idea how determined and motivated I was to leave my former life behind me. I began the circle again, but moved slower going backward than I did going forward. I gritted my teeth and continued on. Fortunately, I only lost count once and only lost my balance twice.

My arms were tired and sore, but I wasn’t about to give up. Finally, I reached my goal, and gave Musubi a challenging look.

His smile only became more pronounced.

“Now combine the two, moving forward and backward, then forward and backward again. One thousand times.”

Furious, I resisted the urge to burn him with a scalding remark and bit my tongue, doing what he asked instead. It was much harder than I thought it would be, and I wanted to rip my kimono off, throw it on the ground and scream in frustration. Surely five hours had already passed. I felt like I had been doing this for an eternity.

I pushed the hair out of my face and shoved back the sleeves on my kimono. Formal princess wear was a ridiculous encumbrance. If I had been given any idea the kind of physical exertion I would be facing tonight, I might have dressed in some of Saigo’s clothing.

“I had hoped you might finish your first training session before next week. Can’t you move any faster?”

“I am having trouble with the movements because my clothing is hindering my footwork.”

Musubi stood up from his comfortable place by the tree, gave me an innocent smile and approached me.

“Allow me to fix that for you.”

Without giving me a moment’s notice or even asking my permission, he quickly ripped my kimono open and unwrapped it from my person, throwing it to the earth. It wasn’t tied with all of the extra accoutrements most formal kimonos had, so the removal of my clothing took less than a few moments. I stood, for all the world to see, in my underclothing! Not that they were terribly revealing. The black, cotton leggings covered me all the way to my ankles, and the top covered me all the way to my wrists, but the material was quite form fitting. There was nowhere for me to hide.

I was so shocked by his brazen behavior that I simply stood there staring down at my silk green kimono in a heap on the grass.

“I rather like you like this.” I looked up to see him eyeing me from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. “Yes, I do believe your underclothing suits you.”

“You are the most despicable…the most…I can’t believe you just ripped my dress off!”

“As your teacher, I am here to help you in any way that I can, and if your clothes are bothering you, it is my duty to strip them from your person.”

I snorted at this.

He raised his hand to his forehead in mock despair. “I’ll admit it is a heavy burden to bear, but for you I bear it willingly, and as your husband it would seem I’m the only man alive allowed to do this anyway.”

I spluttered something unintelligible. I honestly couldn’t form one word, let alone a complete sentence.

“Now that your movements will no longer be so limited, I want you to take it to a higher level and move a bit faster, like this.”

Musubi pushed me away from the center of my compass, placing me at the end of the line pointing north. He then moved back to the center. Advancing quickly, he stepped and pivoted, completing a full circle and ending right in front of me with his face mere inches from mine. I didn’t dare move an inch and felt myself breathing heavily.

“Eventually your movements will become just as fast. Your attackers will not come at you one by one. They will come two at a time, three at a time, in any direction they choose.”

He placed his hands on my waist and pulled me forward.

“Your body must do these movements so often that they become instinctive. You will not have to think,” he guided my waist backward, “you will not have to analyze,” he pivoted my body around, “you will simply know.” He pulled me with my back against his chest, his hands still at my waist.

I had never felt so exposed. The heat from our bodies mingled, and I could have sworn he breathed in the scent of my hair before continuing.

“I want you to add something different to the exercise.”

His breath on the back of my neck was making it hard to focus. He slid his hands up the sides of my body and my arms, raising them above my head, then he fisted my two hands together.

“You will do sword movements in order to prevent injury to your body. Raise your imaginary sword above your head with your arms bowed ever so slightly and then swing your arms forward and down to slice at your opponents and block their attacks.” He stayed tight to my body and pulled my fists forward and down, then brought my arms up again. Placing his hands on my waist he turned me to face him and my arms shakily dropped to my sides. After one intense moment of staring at one another, I rested my hands on his, hoping to remove them from my waist, but I found that I had only enough strength to apply a small amount of pressure. He responded by holding me tighter.

“You will do this movement with the sword every time you step forward, and then you will pivot.”

I nodded automatically. His voice and manner of teaching were hypnotizing my senses and keeping my body on high alert.

“You will complete the circle with the sword movements added…one thousand times.”

I nodded again. I would have agreed to anything just to get a little breathing room, a little space between us before the rapid knocking of my heart against my chest gave my emotions away. I wasn’t the only one affected, it would seem. Musubi’s emotions battled against one another. His anger was a constant, his fear for my well-being was beginning to take precedence, and protectiveness and possessiveness warred with one another for supremacy.

He didn’t like what he was feeling, but he didn’t let go. He just stood there, considering me. I not only felt his emotions, but saw them playing across his face. I felt my body absorbing them—anger, hatred, pain, confusion, anxiety, fear…and hope. Then his face abruptly changed and the door to his emotions slammed shut.

I had to blink my eyes once or twice to clear my own head. When I looked upon Musubi again, he wore another playful grin on his face, and pulled me even closer.

“I do so like you in these undergarments.”

That was enough to snap me out of whatever spell his teaching methods had woven over me. I shoved him away, and he let out a huge laugh. I grumbled and stepped back into the circle, but my chest was still beating hard and my breathing was labored.

He had been right, though I was loath to admit it. I was much faster on my feet without the weight of my kimono, and although it took a while to coordinate the sword movements with my footwork and complete the circle at the same time, my speed gradually began to increase, and I accomplished the task he had set forth.

I looked at him as I finished and thought I saw a small amount of respect light his eyes.

“Now what?” I asked.

“To be perfectly honest with you, I thought you would’ve fallen down on the ground and quit by now. I didn’t think your body would handle all the exertion.”

He said it as a compliment, but I could tell he was troubled. I knew my body healed quickly, and I wondered if a normal individual would have been in worse shape. It was just one more thing that might reveal who I was, but it couldn’t be helped. I had already accomplished everything he’d asked without even considering the wisdom of doing so. Maybe I should have acted weak and frail, but the thought of Musubi getting the best of me made my teeth grind together.

“I never quit,” I responded.

“No, it looks as if you don’t.” He gave me an appreciative nod.

It was at that moment that Akane and Kenji came to retrieve us. Apparently, our torturously long training session had come to an end. I should have felt exhausted after the physical exertion and bombardment of emotions I had experienced, but I felt exhilarated. I felt as if I could continue training all night long.

“How did your first meeting go? I’m assuming you were able to learn at least one technique?” She quirked an eyebrow at me, but her question was more for Musubi’s benefit.

“She is a quick student. I believe we will get on well together,” Musubi said.

I looked at him in surprise. He had spoken pleasantly enough, but the stormy set of his eyes were telling a different story. He wasn’t going to lose face and give up, but then neither was I. I would learn to fight no matter what the difficulty of our trainings or the clash of our personalities presented. Besides, the thought of never seeing him again was an unacceptable alternative. I didn’t wish to contemplate it further.

“I am pleased that this partnership is already a success. Was it necessary to strip her to her underthings, Musubi?”

“A necessary evil, considering the restriction of movement the kimono caused.”

Akane nodded. “I’m sure you gave her fair warning before having her clothing removed?”

Musubi grinned. “Why don’t you ask her yourself?”

Akane gave me a questioning look, but I merely nodded, too tired to tattle on my handsome trainer.

“Mikomi, my men will escort you and Kenji back to your home.”

“Thank you, Akane,” Kenji said. “Your hospitality has been greatly appreciated,”

“I will contact you again when your training requires it or your services are needed,” she said, directing her comments to me.

“She will need to continue her training on a regular basis, Akane. She will have to return again tomorrow evening.” Musubi folded his arms across his chest and gave me a smug smile. I wondered if he thought I would refuse due to my sore muscles or an inability to steal away from my “well-to-do” family.

“That should be fine, so long as Kenji can convince my…parents that another educational excursion is necessary,” I responded quickly.

Musubi didn’t look disappointed, but he didn’t look pleased either.

“I hope you are prepared to work hard again. I don’t plan on being as lenient as I was tonight.”

So now he was going to torture me until I willingly ended my own training. He literally had no idea who he was dealing with.

“I look forward to exceeding your expectations,” I said. I gave him a smile so sweet he couldn’t possibly have failed to notice the insincerity behind it.

“Excellent,” Akane said. “I’m sensing a bit of healthy competition. Whom do you think will win this battle of wills, Kenji?”

“My yen is on Mikomi. Her high tolerance for pain is quite possibly the most disturbing thing I’ve ever witnessed. You don’t stand a chance, young warrior.”

Musubi gave me a fierce look. The smile that crept across his face was akin to that of some monstrous predator. It sent delightful shivers rushing down my spine.

“We shall see, won’t we? Until tomorrow, Mikomi. Unless of course the night’s physical activities have left you too incapacitated to stand for any real length of time.”

I gave him a withering look, but he merely laughed at me.

“Come, Akane. There is still much to be done.”

I watched as Akane waved goodbye and accompanied Musubi across the ruins and out of our sight.

I felt hollow and empty once they were gone. I knew it was ridiculous, but I wasn’t sure I would be able to wait until the next evening to see Musubi. I shook my head in frustration and tried to forget about the way he made me feel. It was a fleeting moment—nothing truly serious, nothing that had any real bearing on my future. I would forget about the warrior until I was forced to train with him, and then I would forget about him again.

Simple. Easy.

Yet somewhere deep within, I knew my heart was in serious trouble.
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The next morning, Katsu summoned me a little earlier for my practice session. When the guards arrived at my door to retrieve me, I came close to telling them I wasn’t interested in learning anything more about the veil and that I refused to meet Katsu anywhere. I was still furious at the callous way he had treated that poor man, and I also wanted to behave a little more like Mikomi, samurai warrior in training, and less like The Healer.

Not to mention the grogginess I felt, having taken another sleeping draught the previous night at the insistence of my maid. Apparently, I had been thrashing about within hours of sleep, and Aiko nearly had to wrestle me to the ground to awaken me. It concerned me that my nightmares were returning, and that I had no recollection of them. The details usually stayed with me.

Once she was able to wake me, I had taken the draught and according to her, slept soundly after that. Afterward, she asked if I could remember any of my nightmares, but I couldn’t tell her anything. I couldn’t remember what they had been about. I’d felt angry and frustrated, wondering if my nightmares had been brought on by the stress of joining the rebels or enduring Katsu’s presence—or both.

To distract myself, I heartily teased Aiko about her new soldier I witnessed her walking with in the gardens. She turned several shades of red and stuttered so badly I had to assure her that I was happy for her and hoped she would continue seeing him. She still seemed a bit flustered by the subject and left the room in a hurry without helping me dress or even do my hair.

I felt exhausted, irritable, and painfully aware of how helpless I was when it came to grooming myself. How could I possibly save the world when I couldn’t figure out how to put on my own kimono?

Needless to say, the last activity I wanted to participate in was another horrifying training with Katsu.

My good sense overcame my frustration, however, and I obediently arrived in the gardens just as Katsu wished. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back and a grim expression on his face.

At first, I feared he knew about my activities from the previous night. But how could he? Unless someone had been following us. I mentally shook myself, knowing I was expecting the worst when I needed to remain as positive as I possibly could. If I behaved nervous or skittish it would make him and anyone else watching me suspicious.

“Katsu,” I said, bowing deeply from my waist.

“You may rise, Mikomi. Please, there really is no need to be so formal with me.”

I gave him a shy smile and received one in return. He really was quite handsome. I knew I might have been happy with him if I desired to accept the future that had already been chosen for me, but I wasn’t my mother, and I couldn’t sacrifice my happiness only to become bitter and angry like she had.

“Walk with me,” he said, offering me his arm. We walked on in silence for a few moments, and then Katsu spoke again. “I must apologize for the way I handled our first session together. It must have seemed very wrong of me to give that man any hope of being healed when there was none.”

It surprised me that he would admit to being wrong. It wasn’t something I was used to.

“It pained me to see his hopes shattered,” I managed to say. All of a sudden I felt like crying. “I understand that you were trying to help me become more familiar with the veil, but there has to be another way.”

Katsu gave me a grim look. “Unfortunately, there isn’t. I promise you, however, I will not give anyone false hope. The woman I’ve brought to the palace this morning understands her illness is incurable but wishes to help you in your training. I personally explained everything in detail to her, and she agrees that nothing is more important than learning how to heal the veil.”

I swallowed any protests I might have made as we walked through the gardens into a large clearing. There, sitting on a small, green cushion sat a young woman. She couldn’t have been any older than myself, but she appeared to be in pain, and her left leg was swollen red and badly deformed, protruding from underneath her floral patterned skirts.

Katsu continued walking forward, but my feet stopped moving, and I pulled on his arm to stop him. I knew I couldn’t heal her, and I was already agonizing over the problem. Didn’t he understand how difficult this was for me? Couldn’t he tell how badly someone else’s suffering affected me? I didn’t want to do this again. The first time had been enough.

“Are you all right, Princess?”

I stared into his questioning face and hoped he could read the pleading in mine. His confusion remained. No understanding light seemed to pierce his oblivious musings. All that mattered to him was my training, and I began to understand that the value he placed on another’s life was far lower than it should have been.

I wanted to bear my heart to him, explain how I felt about my gift, what I expected from myself, how I wanted to help people, but even before I opened my mouth to speak, I knew he wouldn’t agree and would most likely argue. He would say exactly what my mother had said—healing people would prevent me from becoming a full kami. Giving life would eventually take my own.

So I said nothing. I closed my mouth and continued walking forward. I was The Healer, meek, obedient, and submissive.

“Yesterday, when you connected to the old man, were you able to sense the veil?”

“Yes, it felt more substantial this time. Like flat glass or crystal.”

“Very good. That’s exactly right. The more familiar you are with its texture the easier it will be to sense it everywhere you turn.”

We approached the young woman in the chair, and she gave us a sad little smile.

“Hello,” I said to her. “Can you tell me your name?”

“I am called Cho, your highness. Please forgive me. If I could stand and bow, I would.”

I knelt down next to her chair and placed a calming hand on her shoulder.

“There is no need for that, Cho. I can understand the kind of pain you are in.” I could feel it too. The infection in her leg had already spread to her heart. She wouldn’t have long to live. “Tell me how you injured your leg.”

“I cut it on a knife. It was an accident, and I must not have cleaned it properly.”

I sensed she was not telling me the complete truth, but I didn’t want to pry if she wasn’t comfortable answering.

“You understand that I cannot heal you, then—that I am merely practicing?”

A small tear escaped one eye and traveled down her cheek.

“I understand, Princess. But I believe in you and who you are. If I can help The Healer fulfill her destiny, I will perform whatever duty I must.”

I swallowed the lump forming in my throat but found it hard to speak.

“Then let us begin.”

I held her head and connected to her.

Princess, can you hear me?

I tried not to let the shock register on my face. It was the second time in less than three days that someone had communicated with me during a healing.

“Cho?”

“Yes, Princess. Akane wished for me to pass a message along to you.”

I felt confused all over again.

“Cho, how did she know about my training sessions with Katsu? I never told her.”

“You didn’t have to. Her spies are everywhere, and since I was a perfect candidate for your practice sessions, she asked if I would perform this one last duty for her and volunteer myself to pass along a message.”

“You didn’t cut your leg on a knife, did you?”

“It was a sword. I was injured in battle and the infection has become too much for my body to handle, but now that you have joined our side, you will save so many before they end up like me.”

I felt a tear escape and tried to keep my emotions in check.

“I’m so sorry I couldn’t have helped you sooner, Cho.”

“It matters not, Princess. What is important is my message for you. Many of our soldiers were ambushed early this morning at a minor camp stationed far into the Yanbaru forest. Somehow, the emperor discovered its location. Akane needs you to meet her at the ruins again as soon as possible.”

“I can have that arranged, but please tell me what I can do for you. Do you have family that must be notified?”

“I’m an orphan. I don’t belong to anyone, but I am happy to give my life for this cause.”

The pain in her leg was fairly crushing my senses, and it was taking all of the control I possessed to stay connected with her. I began to ease her pain, though she had not asked for it. I couldn’t get rid of the infection. Every time I tried, that ridiculous block would throw me back. The feel of it had become more familiar, but my resentment was growing stronger. I spoke to Cho again.

“Please rest assured that your message has been received and all will be well.”

“Thank you, Princess. I…”

“Cho? Cho?”

Her breathing became more labored, and her heart struggled to pump blood through the valves. I tried instructing her heart to calm its frantic beating. It was overworked and stressed. Everything I attempted continued to be blocked by the veil. The only thing I had been allowed to do was eliminate the pain, but that failed to help her breathe or pump blood through her body. I finally gave up and pulled away from her ki, opening my eyes and wrapping my arms around her.

“Princess,” she breathed out softly.

I looked down into her tired eyes and smiled.

“Mikomi,” I said. “We are friends now, you and I, so you must call me Mikomi.”

She managed a very weak smile, and slowly the breath left her body; her head rested against mine. I pulled her body from her cushion and onto my lap where I could hold her more securely, but she was already gone. She was gone, and I could do nothing to bring her back. I sat there, rocking her in my arms…back and forth…back and forth. I couldn’t seem to let her go, though I hadn’t even known her. There simply wasn’t enough time to know her, and that saddened me more than I could have possibly expressed. Would anyone have been willing to listen either way? Would Katsu?

I didn’t want to think on it anymore, so I emptied my mind and heart of any sad thoughts or devastating emotions and continued to rock Cho back and forth in my arms.

I wasn’t sure how long Katsu attempted to get my attention, but I didn’t register his voice until I felt his hand on my shoulder and Cho’s body slipping from my arms. The guards were carrying her away, and I was powerless to stop them. I continued to sit on the ground, rocking back and forth…back and forth.

“Mikomi, you must snap out of this. You must look at me.”

I finally latched on to what Katsu was saying and noticed he sat next to me.

“I couldn’t save her,” I mumbled.

“Princess, I warned you she was meant to die. You cannot take this so personally. You aren’t meant to heal anyone, you are meant to heal the veil, and she willingly sacrificed her last minutes to help you accomplish that.”

How could he be so heartless? Did he really not feel her pain as I did? Could he not understand that it wasn’t about her death—it was about her life, the life she could have had if I had been there to save it? What was the point of having all this power if, in the end, it helped no one?

“Katsu?” I finally asked.

“Yes?”

“Do you ever wish your life could be different? Do you wish you could go back and make a different decision or chart a different course?”

He took my hand in his and kissed the top of it. I was too emotionally spent to feel surprised by the intimate gesture.

“I wish I could go back, yes. There are several choices I would change, and many loved ones I would treat differently, but as far as my destiny is concerned, that I wouldn’t change. I know my place, and I know who I am.”

Maybe that was part of my problem. I had no idea where my place was and no identity that resonated with me.

I leaned my head against his shoulder, too tired to care if it was inappropriate or not, but he pulled me in close and embraced me.

“I know this is difficult for you, Mikomi. You feel things deeply, and you wish to help everyone. You can’t bear suffering even in its smallest form. Your compassion does you credit and is one of the things I…I appreciate about you.”

I lifted my head to search his face.

“If you know these things, why do you put me in situations that can have no happy ending?”

“I do it to prepare you. I do it because I must, and it breaks my heart to see you struggle, but this is the process we must go through.”

He brushed a strand of hair behind my ear and held my eyes with his.

“Perhaps that is enough training for one day,” he said.

I gave him a grateful smile, and he called the guards over to accompany me back to my rooms.

As far as he knew, this particular practice was over, but my real training with Musubi had barely begun.

 

*  *  *

 

I rushed into the ruins with Kenji a few yards behind. His hip had been bothering him, but he refused to allow me to heal him. He thought I needed to save my strength for whatever Akane might need me to do.

Stubborn man.

I heard a low whistle to my left and turned to see Akane kneeling on the grassy earth surrounded by several soldiers, all with varying injuries. The stench of blood hung thick in the air, and the combined pain of these soldiers overwhelmed my body and chilled my bones. I joined Akane and grasped her hand firmly.

“Which soldier’s wounds are the most critical?” I asked.

She looked haggard but gave me a relieved look. “Start with this one next to me. He was stabbed in the stomach and has lost quite a bit of blood. I’ll have the next one ready for you.”

I knelt down beside the bloodied, unconscious body of a boy not more than sixteen years of age. He reminded me of Saigo, and my chest went tight. I held his head between my hands and connected with him. His stab wound had cracked the sternum and punctured a lung. There was so much tissue damage and blood, I felt certain I would be unable to save him, but I began instructing his ki to knit his sternum together and repair the hole in his lung. Fortunately, the veil wasn’t present with this particular healing. The blood that had pooled within needed to be relocated to his circulatory system. I gave several instructions for tissue repair and then helped his body cope with the blood loss. His ki managed to reuse the blood from the internal bleeding, a process his body never would have accepted on its own.

I pulled away from him and noticed that he was breathing easier now, and his face had relaxed. Taking a deep breath, I readied myself for the next possible situation where the veil might come into play. Then I moved on to the next soldier.

The following hour continued in much the same way. I assessed the severity of a person’s injuries, gave instructions to their ki and waited until I felt the body had accepted the healing taking place. Every single one of them had life threatening injuries, and every single one of them had been unconscious.

“Here is the last soldier,” Akane said. She looked tired and worried, but I hoped my efforts had lightened her load a little.

He was an older man, also unconscious.

“Akane, I can understand why some of these men are not awake. The pain from their wounds was probably too much for some to bear, but not all of them should have fainted from pain or loss of blood.”

Akane looked at me sheepishly. “I gave them all a sleeping draught. We must make certain that no one, other than the guards I assigned to you, have any idea who you are. If these soldiers witness your process for healing, they will begin to wonder about your identity, start asking questions, and eventually your involvement with our group will get back to your father.”

“Perhaps we should let Musubi know who I am. I sense we can trust him.”

Akane looked at the ground and shook her head. “I trust Musubi with my life, and I know that part of his heart is very good.” She looked up at me again. “But Mikomi, part of his heart is bad. There is something in his past that haunts him, and he won’t let it go, nor will he discuss the matter with me. And out of respect for him, I cannot press him further. I think it best, for safety’s sake, that we keep your identity a secret, from him especially.”

What Akane said troubled me. I had also sensed that he held tightly to something dark and dangerous, and I wanted to know everything there was to know about the mysterious Musubi. I wanted him to know everything there was to know about me. It made me feel terribly uncomfortable, to have to lie to him or keep things from him, but I knew Akane understood the situation better than I did. I would respect her wishes and keep my name and title to myself.

“How will you explain these miraculous healings to your soldiers, or to Musubi for that matter? Are there other kami that can do what I can?”

“To some extent there are, and that is exactly the kind of story I will be telling. I have several kami who have joined the cause and are willing to help share a small part of their ki to heal our soldiers.”

“They will believe this story?” I wondered.

“They won’t have any reason not to.”

“I fear that Musubi is not quite so gullible.” I placed a hand on Akane’s shoulder. “How will you keep him in the dark concerning my involvement?”

“I will make sure he sees you treating some of our men with less serious injuries. Is it possible for you to help them heal slowly or does the healing take place immediately?”

My eyes lit up at what she suggested.

“You mean, I might instruct a bone to heal over a quicker period of time, but not all at once? If they don’t heal immediately he won’t become suspicious.”

“Exactly, he’ll simply assume you have some miracle herbs and a healing touch, and the rest of my men will think that as well.”

I pulled my hand back and began some nervous pacing. “That could work. I’ve certainly used this tactic before when healing patients at Daiki’s tavern. Are there men in your camp that need these types of services now?”

“Yes, but it is several miles from here, and you have already been healing for over an hour. You are most likely exhausted, and I don’t want anyone at the palace to question your whereabouts.”

I waved my hand dismissively. “Kenji received permission to tutor me for the rest of the afternoon and evening, and as you are well aware…I have already suffered through my veil training with Katsu.”

A tired sadness passed over her face and her shoulders sagged. “How is Cho?”

“She passed away in my arms, but she felt no pain in the end. I was able to take that from her.” Akane bent her head down and swallowed hard. I could tell that allowing Cho to come to me, knowing in the end that she would die, had not been an easy decision for her to make. I wondered if they had been close. “How did you know I wouldn’t be able to save her? How did you know to send her to me?”

“There are many things I can tell you, Mikomi, but there are many things I cannot.”

I understood her meaning and decided to let it go for now. At the moment, there were more pressing matters to attend to.

“What will we do with all of these men?” I wondered.

“I will stay here with them and feed them the story we just discussed while you travel on with Kenji and your guards to our camp. I can meet you there later.”

I felt uncomfortable leaving Akane there alone with men who wouldn’t be aware enough to help protect her if she were found and attacked by my father’s soldiers, but she refused to leave her men behind, and I could only respect her for such a decision.

Kenji and I traveled on with our faithful guards by our side. It occurred to me I didn’t know their names as our journey progressed and was about to ask them, but we arrived at the camp, and my intentions to get to know them were forgotten when I took in the scene before me.

The camp had been ransacked. Men were running this way and that, gathering up the few supplies that had not been destroyed by my father’s soldiers and saddling them to the horses that stood surprisingly calm and still amidst the chaos. Other men were out attempting to gather the horses that had been lost during the scuffle. The guards led me to a point on the far right side of the camp to a large tent. I kept my eyes lowered as we passed soldier after soldier. I could feel their curious stares and heard them whispering, but nothing more happened, and I hoped to be forgotten as quickly as I passed.

The tent flap opened suddenly and out stepped Musubi, looking worried and anxious. I felt my whole body come alive in his presence and tried to stop the silly grin that threatened to spread across my transparent face. The moment he realized I was there, he appeared relieved and reached his hand out as if to touch me, but then a different emotion crossed his features, one I couldn’t recognize, and he quickly pulled back.

I tried using my empathic abilities to get a read on his emotional state, but found myself to be completely cut off. His emotional wall wouldn’t give way to my determined probing. He and Katsu seemed to be alike in that respect.

“What in the world took you so long to get here? I thought you and Akane might have had some trouble with the emperor’s guards and planned on retrieving you myself.”

My body glowed with happiness at the thought that he felt concern for my safety. I also hadn’t realized he’d been expecting me.

“I am sorry. Some of the soldier’s wounds were more critical than Akane or I had anticipated. I had to be very thorough and careful in their treatment.”

Musubi nodded. “How many will live?”

“All of them, I think.” I hurried on at Musubi’s astonished look. “Akane had enlisted some kami to volunteer a little of their healing abilities to take care of what I couldn’t. They were there to help once I managed to do all that I could.”

Musubi looked troubled. “That does not sound plausible or even possible. A kami, if they revert too much of their healing power to someone other than themselves is in very real danger of losing their immortality. I know of no kami willing to risk this, even if they divert their powers just once or twice.”

“Well, maybe there are kami out there more concerned with others than their own immortality.”

“You don’t understand, Mikomi. It isn’t that kami are unfeeling and don’t want to care for the pains and illnesses of others. It isn’t their calling. They only have enough healing power to keep themselves immortal. Healing a life-threatening injury could hold serious consequences for themselves and their real calling in life. They keep the Universe balanced and risk that balance when they risk themselves.”

I hadn’t known much about the cause for a kami’s immortality, but I found it very interesting that Musubi seemed to be an expert on the subject.

“I don’t understand why Akane failed to inform me about these other kami. She never keeps information from me,” he mused.

I tried not to look or feel guilty, knowing full well Akane and I were both keeping secret a very important bit of information concerning myself and my abilities.

Musubi shook his head. “I suppose I will have to consult with her later. In the meantime, there are soldiers in there who are in need of your medicinal services.” He pointed toward the opening of the tent. “I will come and collect you within an hour for another training session.”

He began to walk away, and without thinking I reached out to grasp his arm. He looked at my hand, and I retrieved it immediately. “Forgive me, I simply wanted to ask…why must we remain here when the emperor’s soldiers have already discovered this camp. Isn’t it important that we evacuate to a new location before he attacks again?”

“We wounded many of his soldiers in the surprise attack. I do not think they had any idea how many forces we had at our disposal since this is one of the smaller camps. His intelligence, though accurate in our position, must have been lacking in detail. It may have been an ambush, but we killed almost every soldier he sent. I do not think he will attempt another attack today.”

I felt saddened at the loss of so many men. Most of my father’s soldiers were most likely good men who had no choice but to fight to keep their families fed. It pained me to think so many of them had died for a cause they didn’t believe in. Musubi took his leave, and I felt colder without him. Squaring my shoulders, I entered the tent and breathed a sigh of relief. There were only a handful of men who needed my attention, and their wounds would not require quite as much energy as the last round of men had.

Before I was able to enter any further I felt a warm hand on my shoulder and turned, coming face to face with Musubi. His full lips were so close to mine. It would have taken a single step on either of our parts to join our lips together. The abruptness of our close proximity must have startled him also. Whatever he had been about to say became lost as his eyes studied my face in open wonder. He looked at my lips and then back at my eyes. I swallowed hard and fought to keep my heavy breathing in check. He reached a hand up and grabbed a strand of hair near my face that had come loose during the journey over here.

“Did you…want something?” I managed to stutter.

He blinked twice and pulled his hand away as if a viper were trying to strike him. His face drew down an impenetrable mask of indifference.

“Yes, I forgot to mention there are herbs and other medicinal supplies in the corner of the tent. You are to use them as you see fit.”

“Yes, thank you.”

He nodded, and then his look turned wicked. It was difficult for me to keep up with his different moods and emotions, especially when most of the time I didn’t have access to them.

“I quite like this new dress of yours.” He drew his mouth closer to my ear, and I took in a sharp breath. “But I still think your undergarments suit you even more.”

I placed my hands on my hips and stamped my foot in frustration.

“You have no manners, Musubi. No sense of propriety.”

Musubi gave a hearty laugh as he walked out the tent opening. I couldn’t help but let out a soft giggle after he vanished.

Though my thoughts remained on Musubi’s peculiar behavior and the way he made me feel whenever he was near, I managed to dress several superficial wounds that needed cleaning, and mended broken bones by instructing some of the men’s ki to have them completely healed by the end of the week instead of immediately. With any luck, they would all assume their injuries had not been as severe as they might have thought, either that or they would think I was the most skilled physician they had ever come in contact with, and in a way, I guess that would have been accurate.

I had to be stealthy in the way I connected to them. Cradling their head in my hands and closing my eyes would have given me away immediately. Instead, I simply touched their arm as I dressed a wound and connected to them in that way. It was a little more difficult to perform a different task while instructing their ki to heal several injured areas at the same time, but I managed it and secretly congratulated myself on my own ingenuity.

I relieved some of their pain, but since I had slowed down the healing process for many of their injuries I left some of it there so they wouldn’t make the mistake of overexerting themselves and possibly causing more damage to their bodies.

The men expressed their gratitude for the service I rendered, meeting my eyes with respect. I supposed if you were fighting alongside women in battle you tended to let go of the ridiculous notion that women weren’t worth anything other than birthing babies and looking pretty on your arm. It was refreshing to receive that kind of respect and deference instead of having them pretend I didn’t exist when standing right in front of them.

And I was happy, happier and more satisfied with my life than I had ever been before. I had saved several lives today, eased their pain and discomfort. These were the activities my gifts should be used for, and what I was meant to do with my life. I was Mikomi, not some useless princess, and I was a healer, not The Healer. For me, that distinction meant everything.

As I finished up with the very last soldier—a young man with a dislocated shoulder and broken wrist—he grabbed my hand with his good one, and held fast to it. I looked him in the eye as an equal, and he gave me a grateful smile.

“Thank you. I’m not sure what you did, but the pain is bearable now.”

“You are welcome. You will be feeling like yourself again in no time, I assure you.”

He smiled and stood, one of the few men capable of getting on his own two feet considering most of the other men had wounds and breaks in their legs. He still held my hand tightly with his own. The small look of gratitude turned to one of interest as he studied me.

“I am surprised that your husband would allow you to travel here, healing soldiers without him present.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to his comment.

“Or perhaps, you haven’t a husband but are in need of a protector?” He gave me a shy smile.

My confusion cleared as I realized the young man was interested in me on a more personal basis, hinting at a possible courtship. I might have told him I was flattered, but before I could utter a single word, I felt strong arms wrap around my waist.

“Our little healer already has a protector at her disposal, soldier,” Musubi said from behind me. He pulled me back against his chest, leaving an unspoken challenge simmering below his words.

The young man looked chagrined. “My apologies, sir. I wasn’t aware that this young lady belonged to you.”

“She does.”

I held my breath at how right those words sounded when spoken from Musubi’s lips. He rested his chin upon the top of my head and tightened his arms around me. I couldn’t help but allow myself to sink into his embrace. “And now that you know who her husband is, I would appreciate it if you would let any other interested parties aware of her marital status.”

The young man nodded. “Of course.” He gave me a smile tainted with a hint of regret. “Thank you again for your help. I am glad to have met you.”

“And I, you.”

He then bowed and quickly made his way out of the tent.

Musubi turned me around to face him the moment the young man had left. His look was stern. “You just had to be beautiful. Heaven forbid Akane find a healer suffering from warts, boils or baldness.”

I raised my eyebrows at that. “You think I’m beautiful?”

Musubi looked as if he’d just been caught doing something naughty. He took a step back and surveyed the room, refusing to make eye contact with me. “You are very good at this. Quite the little healer.” Clearly, he was looking to change the subject as fast as he possibly could. “How did a woman so young become such an expert in the art of medicine, especially one as wealthy and pampered as you?”

I placed my hands on my hips, getting ready to defend myself. He leaned against one of the tent poles with his arms folded across his chest, eyeing me suspiciously.

“Tell me, Musubi, are you capable of giving a compliment without making it sound like an insult?” It amazed me how easily he undermined my usually reserved responses.

He lifted a finger and tapped his chin as if seriously pondering my question.

“No, I can’t say that I am.” The taunting grin on his face was difficult to resist.

I tried resisting it anyway. “You are one to talk, you know. I don’t think you are much older than I am. I’m willing to bet you are no older than three and twenty.”

Musubi threw back his head and let out a mirthful laugh.

“You are not much of a fighter, Mikomi, but you are highly entertaining.” He wiped a fake tear from his eye and made a great show of shaking it off his finger.

No matter what, I couldn’t seem to verbally get the best of him, and for some reason I found that delightful.

“Now that you have finished with your patients, it is time for more training. Are you certain you are not too tired from last evening’s exercises?”

I quickly walked to where he leaned against the tent pole, folding my arms across my chest.

“I am perfectly capable of handling another training session with you. You’re really not the taskmaster you seem to think you are. Are you going easy on me because I’m a woman, or are you simply too tired to make any real effort to teach me?”

I knew perfectly well that I was challenging him and would most likely be in over my head because of it, but there was something about his manner and attitude toward me that made me want to prove to him I was much more than what his preconceived notions had painted me to be. I wanted to exceed his expectations. I wanted to impress him, but I also wanted to please him. It was going to get me into trouble, I was sure of it.

Musubi’s smile grew wide and wicked. “If you feel I am going easy on you, I’d be only too happy to make our time together infinitely more intense.”

“Fine,” I said. I was definitely in trouble.

“Then follow me, little healer.”

From the tone of his voice, I knew I would soon be paying for my little outburst.
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“This time, you are going to learn the proper way to hold a samurai sword,” he said. He walked over and held out a curved, slender, single edged blade made of wood. I sighed when I noted it was merely a practice sword. If Musubi noticed, he didn’t show any sign of it.

We had traveled several hundred yards from the encampment into a clearing of soft grass surrounded by cherry trees. The cool breeze coupled with the fresh fragrance of cherry blossoms spun a magical atmosphere of hope and possibility. I might have considered the location quite romantic if Musubi’s mask of indifference hadn’t resurfaced once again. He was all business now.

“This sword is called a katana. Notice the nakago, or hilt, is long enough for both of your hands to hold it at the same time. Your right hand will be placed above your left just under the tsuba, the hand-guard.”

He demonstrated the proper way to hold it and then handed it to me. I placed my hands in the same position. It made me feel powerful and protected, but wielding a real blade would leave death and destruction in its wake. It was a heavy responsibility to bear.

“Mikomi, if that hilt were someone’s throat, you would have strangled them to death by now. You cannot hold your sword as if you are afraid of it.”

“Sorry.” I loosened my grip and tried relaxing my stiff fingers.

“Better. Now, we must put this around your waist.” He reached into a bag on the ground and produced a belt-like sash. After considering me for a few seconds, he walked over and began undoing my kimono again. I dropped my sword and immediately stepped back, holding out a defensive hand.

“What in the world do you think you’re doing?”

“I cannot for the life of me understand why you don’t come to practice wearing something you can actually move in. The fabric of your sleeves is never ending, and you continually trip all over the folds of your kimono.”

“Akane didn’t give me much notice, and I was not in a position to change into different clothing when I left my place of residence.”

Musubi shook his head. “We will have to rectify that issue for you, but until then,” he closed the distance between us, “you will have to make do without it.” He pulled me to him and quickly removed my clothing, faster than my spluttering protests could form upon my lips.

Once again, my cotton body suit was exposed for all the world to see. He whipped out the sash and brought it behind me, leaning forward and slightly brushing his cheek against mine. I wasn’t sure if he had meant the light contact or not, but my face burned as he abruptly pulled back. He fastened it securely as I struggled to control my body’s response to his close proximity.

“I could have removed the clothing myself, you know.” I felt like I had to say something to fill the awkward silence.

He rested his hands at my waist, giving me another wicked grin.

“But it’s so much more fun when I do it.” He backed away and picked up the sword I had dropped. He was lucky to have moved so fast. I had come very close to giving his face a much deserved smack.

“Now, you store your katana in your obi, with the sharpened face turned up. This will facilitate a quick removal and striking motion simultaneously. It’s a useful tactic when defending yourself.”

The sword hung through the sash on my right side.

“Grasp—do not choke—the hilt with your left hand, then pull it up against your left side and straight out so the end of the sword will hit an opponent in the stomach if they were standing in front of you.”

I followed his instructions, and when he was satisfied with my positioning, he continued.

“Step back on your left as you swing your sword in an arc forward to pull it fully out of its saya, its sheath, until the pointed end comes to rest against my chest. I will stand in front of you so you can practice that motion a few times. Please, try not to kill me.”

“If only,” I muttered.

“What was that?”

I sighed heavily and practiced the movements, pulling the hilt to the left, straight out, sweeping it into a forward arc out of its saya and pointing it at Musubi’s chest. The first time I performed this task, I almost stabbed him in the stomach, to which he chuckled and muttered something about the battlefield being more hazardous to his health with my added presence. I continued to perform the motions until he felt I knew how to hold and unsheathe my katana properly.

“There are several different positions you must learn. You are going to step with your right foot forward and lift your sword backward so that the pointed end is at a forty-five degree angle. This is right foot forward, upper position.”

I lifted the pointed end of my sword straight up into the air.

“No, straight up is ninety degrees, back a little further and you will have it right.”

I adjusted and waited.

“Swing the sword down in front of you at a forty-five degree angle, and you will have right foot lower position. Then step forward with your left in the lead without moving your sword. This is left foot upper.”

Once I got the hang of it—it really wasn’t that hard—he continued speaking.

“Move the sword out to the side of your head, pointed about fifteen degrees off of the ninety, but not too close to your head because eventually you’ll be wearing a helmet of some kind…maybe…although, if I do my job right there will never be a need for you to defend yourself. This is called left foot lead, middle. Then move the handle of the sword to your center, square your shoulders and keep your feet in place. This is left foot forward, lower.”

“Do I really need to know the names of all these positions? If I think about the terminology, I’ll get so confused, I won’t be able to move to them.”

“Giving up already, are we?”

I threw him a frustrated glare which only amused him further.

“It’s not that difficult to remember once you get used to it, and eventually the names won’t matter as the swordplay becomes second nature to you. These different positions are like springboards for your movements. If they are precise, your movements will be also.”

I decided I’d better quit whining. I was the one who wanted to learn this, and I had challenged him not thirty minutes earlier to make the process more difficult.

“Now, start from the beginning and move through the sequence of positions slowly and fluidly. This is not a race, and I am not concerned so much with quantity as I am with quality.”

I nodded and started from the beginning, allowing my movements to flow smoothly as I hit each position and advanced to the next. Once again, I marveled at how the process soothed me. I was aware of every aspect of my body, the weight of my sword, the small breeze playing through the loosened strands of my hair and the way the wooden blade became an extension of myself. I wasn’t sure how long I continued through the positions before my movements became instinctive.

“You seem to have a good handle on this exercise, so let’s try something different. I will call out the positions, and you will move to them. I want swiftness and precision. Left foot forward, lower.”

And so began an interesting dance of commands and responses, where my ability to follow instructions depended on my focus and mental clarity. I was slow and hesitant at first but became more confident as time progressed.

I wasn’t sure at what point Musubi stood before me, calling out positions and mirroring me as I hit them, but I was no longer dancing alone, and the peace I felt as Musubi stood in front of me, maintaining eye contact and performing the same dance I did was something I had never felt before. He called out one last command, and we ended with our blades centered and touching.

We neither moved nor spoke for several seconds, but openly studied one another. I couldn’t help but wonder if I had exceeded his expectations. Perhaps he was proud of me, and maybe, just maybe, he believed in me.

“You have an uncanny ability to pick things up faster than most of the students I have worked with. Your form and technique are perfectly accurate. I’ve never met someone with that kind of mastery over their person.”

I knew he meant it as a compliment, but I could see my abilities troubled him, and I was afraid that I had, once again, accomplished something no true mortal would have been capable of. If I didn’t temper my abilities, I was going to give myself away. I fought to think of some subject that might distract him.

“What made you decide to join forces with the rebels?” I asked.

Musubi stepped forward and sheathed his sword. I did the same and continued to stand facing him.

“I imagine the same reason you did. I wanted to help those who could not help themselves. I’m also susceptible to lost causes.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You think this rebellion is a lost cause?”

Musubi shifted the sword at his hip. “I don’t think it, I know it. These rebels cannot possibly win against a deity. They can kill all of the emperor’s soldiers if they wish, but as long as Fukurokuju remains in power they will never win, and he will remain in power until The Healer takes her rightful place beside the warrior god Katsu.”

He nearly spat Katsu’s name like a curse. I could feel his anger like heat leaping from his body. I wondered what it was about Katsu that caused him such anger.

“Why fight if you feel the cause is a hopeless one?”

“Because I fight with an entirely different goal in mind. There is someone else who will pay for the wrongs committed against these people and for a very important life lost.” Musubi ground his sword into the stone at his feet. “He’ll pay…and eventually, so will she.”

His response left me with more questions than answers, but the hot anger rolling off of him in waves began to make me feel uncomfortable and a little afraid as well. I tried to lighten the mood by diverting the subject to something that would cool his anger.

“How did you come across Akane? She mentioned that you were the one to train her.”

Musubi’s anger evaporated almost immediately, and a small smile lightened his brilliant eyes.

“Akane started life as a starving orphan on the street, which is where I met her several years back. She attempted to steal some food from my bag when she thought I wasn’t looking. I caught her red handed and forced her to follow me back home. There was a good woman in the village where I dwelled at the time. She willingly gave shelter to Akane, and I decided to teach her how to defend herself. It never occurred to me that anything would come from her training, but she is the fiercest general I have ever met. I’m quite frightened of her now.”

I chuckled at his playfulness, but then I began to feel a bit discomfited as another thought hit me.

“Does that mean you two are lovers?”

Musubi’s eyes narrowed. “You know, for a woman you have a strange tendency to ask very personal questions.”

“Oh, forgive me,” I said, feeling my face go warm all over. Maybe it was the uncharacteristic behavior I had displayed over the past few days or the fact that I had left the palace under false pretenses, or maybe the feel of a sword in my hand had liberated me in some way, but I felt as if I could do anything, be anyone, behave any way that I liked. “You don’t have to answer that question.”

“Well, I’m afraid I must. Otherwise, you’ll always be wondering, and that might make things a bit awkward considering Akane is very much like a sister to me.”

I let out the breath I’d been holding. I couldn’t begin to understand why, but his answer had meant everything to me. Then I wondered about other girls and became panicked all over again.

“Well, if Akane isn’t your wife, then who is? Aren’t you afraid to be without her?”

Musubi gave me a look I found difficult to interpret.

“According to Akane, you are my wife.” He chuckled at my sour look, and then his face grew somber. “There was a woman once, but she passed away several years back.”

His anger returned, and the heat from it began to scorch the air with its intensity. I knew only I could feel it, but the emotion seemed to echo throughout the clearing. I wondered how he could survive with such bitterness in his heart.

He didn’t look very old. In fact, he looked only a few years older than myself, but he talked as if his loss had happened centuries ago. That was exactly how old and how deep his pain felt to me. Like it had lasted for centuries.

“I’m sorry for your loss. She must have been a very special individual.”

Musubi studied his sword and fingered the hilt. “She was.”

I felt sad and hopeless. I wasn’t sure if I was absorbing his emotions or experiencing my own, but I wished with all my heart that I could help him hold on to the memory of lost love with a sense of joy instead of bitterness.

“You are a very special individual as well, wouldn’t you agree, Mikomi?”

Musubi studied my face again, and I wondered what he meant. It didn’t sound like a compliment to me. More like an accusation.

“I’m not special. I’m nobody, really.”

He shook his head and closed the distance between us in two easy strides. He lightly took hold of my chin.

“You’re clearly a well-bred woman of consequence, yet you have an amazing amount of knowledge where medicine is concerned, and you take to the fighting arts as if you had been doing it all your life.”

I swallowed hard, but couldn’t break eye contact with him.

“I suspect that you are special in more ways than one could count, Mikomi. There is something you and Akane have not told me, but I will not press either one of you about it just yet.”

“There is nothing to tell. I’m simply a girl who wishes to help your men. That’s all I am.”

Musubi lowered his face closer to mine, and drew a finger down the side of my cheek.

“We shall see,” he whispered.

 

*  *  *

 

“I want to accompany you the next time you have a meeting with Akane,” Saigo said.

“I’m not so sure that’s a good idea, young prince,” Kenji said. “It is nerve-wracking to have your sister out doing the work she is doing, but to have you there as well without being a fully trained samurai yourself leaves you vulnerable and me anxious. Also, I have no idea how I could convince your father that veil history is something you should be studying along with your sister.”

Saigo grunted sourly and folded his arms across his chest. I reached across the table on my left where he sat sulking and gave his hand a sympathetic squeeze.

“Besides, Saigo, I haven’t received a message from Akane for almost four days. Circumstances between Father and the rebels have quieted for now.”

“Yes, but you get to leave the palace and train every day with a samurai warrior. I’m stuck with our boring staff, and I never have the same sword trainer.”

“I cannot believe you would ever find my lessons boring, Saigo,” Kenji said, pretending outrage. “There can be nothing more thrilling than the study of historical politics and their effect upon our future.”

Saigo made a snoring sound and dropped his head on the table, pretending sleep. I giggled, but soon my thoughts returned to my handsome samurai instructor.

A full three weeks had passed since I’d started my samurai training with Musubi and veil training with Katsu. It made me dread the day one minute and then look forward to it the next. I didn’t mind Katsu’s company. He was actually becoming a good friend, despite our many differences and his tendency to overlook and undervalue anyone or anything that didn’t pertain to what he focused on accomplishing.

I was still unable to sense the veil surrounding me, even though he had been very patient with his instructions and my slow progress. We both wanted to avoid having to bring in any more people who were terminally ill, but each time I failed to sense the veil on my own I would be forced to deal with another dying individual during the next practice session.

It was an agonizing process, and made me feel as if a part of me faded away with each life I failed to save. I’d become so emotionally overwrought by it that I had taken to shutting myself within my rooms to write poetry until it was time to train with Musubi. Poetic verse seemed to be my only outlet for the emotional upheaval my trainings with Katsu produced.

The hours I trained with Musubi were quickly becoming some of the most treasured moments of my life. I knew when I held my katana in my hand it was meant to be there. With each new lesson and each new exercise my abilities were growing, and Musubi’s curiosity as to my secret with Akane grew as well. Something else seemed to be growing in strength, though I was sure it blossomed solely on my part. With every new day I spent in Musubi’s company, my affections for him increased.

There were moments when I sensed he might hold some kind of feeling for me also, and other times when I was sure it was only my imagination. He saw me as a student and a peculiar mystery needing to be solved. His interest in me went no further than that of teacher and student. Even though I was aware that my growing feelings were one-sided, I couldn’t put a stop to them, and I couldn’t prevent them from gaining ground and overcoming all of my reasoning and logic.

I knew I had left my heart vulnerable and unprotected where Musubi was concerned, but I couldn’t have fenced in my emotions and shielded my heart even if I had wanted to, and that was exactly my problem. I would have rather experienced this kind of pain than any other kind that had ever been inflicted upon me because that pain brought with it thoughts of Musubi and a chance to be near him.

I was also anxious to learn as much as I could before my eighteenth birthday. With a little over five months left before the marriage ceremony and my ascension as a full kami, I still had no plans for how I would avoid it, only that I needed to become a master in the art of fighting in order to have any hope of survival for Saigo and myself if we had to leave to avoid the marriage and permanently join the rebels.

With any luck, Akane’s plans for taking my father’s throne would happen sooner rather than later. Though the details had not been shared with me, I knew I was an integral part in gathering the information she needed. My father hadn’t summoned me for one of his “meetings” since Katsu arrived, and though grateful for the reprieve, it couldn’t have come at a more inopportune time. Without these meetings, I could be of no benefit to Akane and her goals for usurping my father. I continued to work toward a solution to that problem.

For the last three weeks I had checked for messages from Daiki as well. I didn’t receive word from him for the first two weeks and wondered if something had happened to him. Fortunately, I found a communication from him the previous day as I walked the grounds of the garden. His note was brief but stated there was a newly married girl who had conceived three months ago and was in need of my services. In other words, the young lady in question was most likely malnourished and exhibiting early symptoms of a possible miscarriage.

I had left a note in return, letting Daiki know he should set up a meeting with the young girl for the next day. I felt satisfied, knowing that I would have another opportunity to use my powers for good.

So far, my extra activities with the samurai insurgents had not raised any suspicions from my father. The precautions we were taking enabled me to continue training with Musubi and helping the rebels however I could. The only thing that continued to trouble me was my nightmares. According to Aiko, I screamed and thrashed in my sleep every night now. She had taken to routinely giving me my sleeping draughts, hoping to prevent possible spies or other guards in the area from relating my alarming behavior to my father.

I appreciated her concern. My father had been known to beat me for what he called a mental weakness when it came to my nightmares. Troubled dreams were the direct result of a weakened mind incapable of controlling its own thought processes. I was always punished severely whenever he learned of them. Now that Katsu had arrived, I hoped he wouldn’t allow my father to lay a hand on me, but I didn’t want to discuss my nightmares with my betrothed unless I absolutely had to.

A tap on the door broke me from my quiet musings, and conversation between Saigo and Kenji stopped.

“Enter,” Saigo called out.

One of my guards opened the door.

“Princess, your father has summoned you. He wishes for you to meet him in his receiving room as soon as possible.”

I felt a chill sink deep within my bones. I wanted to run to my rooms and hide away for the remainder of the day, but I knew if my father was interrogating someone for information it might be an opportunity to gain some helpful information for Akane, and it was the first time since Katsu’s arrival that I had been given such an important opportunity.

“Does Katsu know about this meeting between myself and the emperor?”

He had made it very clear to my father that I would no longer participate in any further interrogations.

“No, Princess.”

I nodded. “We need to keep it that way, if you understand my meaning.”

His eyes narrowed, and he nodded his understanding.

“Be safe, and don’t take any unnecessary risks while you’re gathering your information.” Saigo gave my hand a squeeze.

Kenji gave me a supportive smile laced with worry but refrained from saying anything. I had always suspected that he somehow knew the extent of my father’s maltreatment, and if he did, then I was grateful he refrained from discussing it with my brother.

Feeling strengthened by their concern. I rose from my chair, squared my shoulders, and left the room.

I may have been putting on a brave face, but I was very practiced at that. On the inside my stomach clenched in knots while anxiety, and apprehension threatened to snuff out the breath in my lungs. I had a strong desire to run to Musubi and never return to the palace again.

As I walked with my guards, my wish to get to know them better resurfaced.

“Please, what are your names?” I whispered.

The guard who had summoned me missed a step, most likely surprised at my addressing him.

“I am called Yao, Princess. The man on your left is Chan. We are honored to be of service to you.” He kept his voice lowered.

I recognized the danger of conversing with my guards as we traversed the winding hallways through the palace toward my father’s receiving room, but I felt a pressing urgency to know these men who risked so much for the rebel cause.

“Will you be waiting for me when I have finished?”

He looked at me sideways from the corner of his eye and nodded.

We finally arrived at the doors of the receiving room. As they opened, I felt Yao give my hand a quick, encouraging squeeze. It was a bold move to make, considering men were not allowed to touch me. Without looking at him, I smiled a half smile to acknowledge his kindness, and then walked with purpose through the heavy ivory doors.

My father already paced the room. A shroud of anxiety mixed with excitement coiled tightly through his person. Whatever he had summoned me for must have been important for his guard to have dropped. Generally, I never had much success in getting a handle on his emotions. Of course, he usually tended to remain angry and hostile, and I never needed to rely on my empathic abilities to sense when he felt like that.

He stopped his pacing and rushed to me, not even giving me a chance to bow to him as protocol dictated. “It took you long enough to arrive,” he muttered in a harsh voice. Grabbing my arm, he walked to the right of the room and opened up the door to his study, a room he used to entertain dignitaries and his most trusted officers.

The ivory walls of the room were layered with paintings of ancient warrior kami such as Bishamonton and Hachiman. The frames were painted with real gold leaf, and the furnishings within the room matched the opulence of the framed paintings. Golden silk cushions were placed in a circle in the middle of the floor. Underneath the cushions the area was covered in gold matted flooring. White candles with gold floral patterns were held aloft by thin, tall holders and spaced evenly around the room. Incense burners hung from each corner of the room, letting off a sharp scent of wild cherry blossom.

Japanese characters were inscribed in gold across the ceiling as a means of protection against my father’s enemies. I thought it all superstitious nonsense, but if the prophecy was real, and nekomata did in fact exist, then who was I to turn my nose up at the idea of magical properties emanating from Japanese symbols?

Two of my father’s higher ups in his army sat on the floor with various injuries needing attending. I recognized one, General Li, a man just as power hungry and cutthroat as my father. I had healed several of his injuries before and disliked the way he looked at me during the process. He was in his fifties, large and muscular from countless years of service in the battlefield.

The other general was a mystery to me. I had not yet met him and was sure I wouldn’t like him when I did. He looked quite young to have ascended the ranks in my father’s army, and to be the beneficiary of a healing by the emperor’s daughter was a high honor indeed, at least, according to my father. The man looked to be in his early thirties.

Akane hadn’t yet requested my services for gathering intel, but I recognized the opportunity presented to me and decided now was as good a time as any to see if my idea would work. I needed to be extremely careful, however. My father watched me like a hawk during these healings.

“General Li, you have already met my daughter,” my father said. He turned his eyes on the other soldier. “However, you, young Ojin, have not had the opportunity to benefit from The Healer’s ministrations. Let us start with you first since your wound is more serious than Li’s.”

The two men bowed their heads in acknowledgment, and my father released me. I kept my head and eyes lowered as I made my way to the younger man. All the while, I could feel the older general’s eyes staring at me. I knelt on one of the gold floor mats in front of the soldier, and without acknowledging him, placed both hands on either side of his head and closed my eyes.

His injury was painful to be sure, but in no way life threatening. Usually the men my father brought here for me to heal were fatally wounded or their injury prevented them from fighting ever again. I couldn’t understand why I’d been summoned to heal something as minimal as a cracked rib and a dislocated shoulder. It wouldn’t afford me much time to search the man’s memories, but I started the process anyway, transferring memories from a few months back until now, absorbing the information and then returning them quickly as I healed the man’s injuries. I made certain to draw the healing process out for as long as I possibly could without raising any kind of suspicion from my father.

Not only was it strange to be summoned for a healing of this nature, but as I attended to the soldier’s cracked rib, I encountered another curiosity. The man’s blood contained foreign entities attempting to bond with the blood cells. They looked harmless, and upon further examination, appeared to have their own healing properties. The entities lit with the touch of my ki and began bonding to the blood cells, strengthening them in a way my ki failed to recognize. I looked at the rest of the entities that had not yet bonded and searched for more answers.

The tiny lights within them circled around my ki and the intelligences attempted to impart the information I was seeking.

“What is taking so long, Daughter?” my father growled.

I startled, sending a pulse of emotion through the man’s body and with that emotion the rest of the entities and intelligences bonded to the blood cells, pulsating with life and strengthening the organs.

I pulled away from the man. “I…Father, I sensed some abnormalities within his blood stream. It doesn’t appear to be a threat, but I wanted to ascertain what must be done with it.”

“Yes, yes,” my father replied, flicking his hand in the air as if this were old news to him. “We are experimenting with some new herbs, a tonic to fortify the body. That is all.” He paused in his explanation, and I wondered that he had actually condescended to answer my question. Usually he ignored me. “Anything else?” He shifted nervously, allowing his control to come crumbling down around him. His apprehension rushed over me, leaving me to wonder what he was up to. He was obviously lying, but why? I felt wholly confused by this strange turn of events.

“He had a cracked rib and injured shoulder, which I easily dealt with.”

“Very good.” He nodded. “Now to the general.”

Very good? Had he just paid me a compliment? I felt unbalanced by his unusual behavior.

He impatiently nodded and motioned for me to move to my left. I swallowed as my stomach churned. I did not like touching General Li or his ki. Both felt slimy and corrupt. I reluctantly moved toward him and then closed my eyes to avoid becoming trapped within his dirty glance.

Once again the injuries were slight, almost superficial. A fractured left wrist. The general was right handed. He could have easily fought without the use of his left wrist. His injury would not buy me much time. I rushed to absorb the last few months of his memories and managed to do so even faster than I had with the first man.

Just as I prepared to break the connection, I sensed the same types of abnormalities within his blood. I hoped that maybe the intelligences present would be able to impart whatever information their existence represented, but the minute I moved to touch them and explore the situation further, they lit with a blinding light, coursing throughout his entire body, and then immediately bonded to the blood cells. It was as if my ki triggered some kind of chemical reaction.

I felt uneasy at the thought. I released the general and rose from the floor, moving to my father’s side as my mind spun with question after question, not to mention an enormous amount of information. It would take me a moment to form the memories into an appropriate time-line and spot the details, if any, that might be of use to Akane. Fortunately, the amount of memories I absorbed were less than what I was used to. I gave my father a quiet acknowledgment without feeling the usual heaviness of absorbing someone’s entire lifespan.

The matter of the foreign entities within the soldiers’ blood streams was a mystery I would certainly share with Akane. Though the entities were friendly, almost familiar even, I had a terrible feeling they were meant for some darker purpose. I highly doubted my father was concerned with developing tonics to help strengthen his soldiers. He simply wasn’t a thoughtful, caring deity.

No. This was something different.

“That will be all, Daughter. I will escort you out.”

I bowed to the men and exited behind my father. He gave me no explanation, and I asked for none. Asking him questions at this point would only raise his ire and suspicion, and the less curiosity I exhibited the less attention I drew to myself.

Yao and Chan were waiting for me outside the double doors. After my father dismissed me, they took me speedily to my room. I beckoned one guard to enter, while the other stayed outside.

“Yao, I need to meet with Akane as soon as possible. I have much to share with her, and feel it important that she receive this information as quickly as possible. Can you get a message to her and let her know it is vital she meet me at the ruins about thirty minutes before my training with Musubi this afternoon?”

“Absolutely, Princess.”

I nodded and then bowed at the waist in response to his bow. He turned swiftly and left the room. I heard him murmuring something soft to Chan and then said more loudly, “The Princess wishes to eat in her rooms this afternoon. I shall send for her maid immediately.”

I figured that louder part was for the benefit of any spies lurking about, and to explain the guard’s absence.

It was still early morning, and my “educational veil training” wasn’t scheduled until mid-afternoon. I needed to organize my thoughts and sift through the information I had received. I lay down upon my bed, closed my eyes and reviewed the first man’s memories. Most of the information was unimportant, though the maps with markings I viewed might be valuable. I wondered if the markings on the maps indicated where various troops were stationed. If so, I would need to share all of those locations with Akane.

One particular memory held some appeal, however. From the young commander’s point of view, I watched a man with a commanding presence approach him and the group of highly ranked officers. He held a large glass container filled with a dark, red liquid. He looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t quite place him and decided to worry about it later so I could focus on the memories flashing before me. He poured the contents of the container into several cups at the table and handed one to each of the men in the room.

“To your health, gentlemen. Let us hope this concoction works as well as His Imperial Highness claims it will.”

From the commander’s point of view I recognized General Li in the room, and four other men of varying stations, each draining their cups and lowering them to the table.

“When will the bonding take place?” Li asked.

“As soon as the king can send for you, though there will need to be some reason for your audience with The Healer. Who wishes to be summoned first?”

I felt the commander’s hand rise like it was my own. I saw Li volunteering out of the corner of the commander’s eye.

“Excellent,” the strange man said.

He moved quickly, faster than the young man’s eyes could follow. The commander doubled over in pain as his rib was cracked and his shoulder dislocated.

I pushed myself out of the memory, not interested in feeling the commander’s injuries any longer. I knew I would see the same scene played out from the general’s point of view if I decided to skim over his memories. I couldn’t imagine why the men had injured themselves on purpose to force a healing, but it didn’t bode well for the future.

My meeting with Akane couldn’t arrive fast enough.
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A firm knock at the door startled me from my thoughts.

“You may enter,” I distractedly responded. I fully expected one of the guards to peek their head through the door, letting me know my message to Akane had been dispatched. I was a bit startled to see Katsu walk in and shut the door behind him. The silence that followed his entrance felt a trifle awkward. He looked at me as if he wanted something, but his emotions let me know he was uncertain and, more surprisingly, a bit uncomfortable in my presence.

I studied him intently, trying to puzzle through the source of his awkwardness by reading his face, but his handsome features refused to give up their secrets. The firm lines of his jaw and high set of his cheek bones were pleasant to look at. I hadn’t developed strong feelings for Katsu, but even I could appreciate how handsome he looked.

“Was there something you needed?” I finally posed.

My voice effectively ended the strange staring match we were engaged in. Katsu blinked a few times as if to pull himself together, and then he tentatively approached me.

“I recognize it is quite unusual for me to enter your rooms without a chaperon,” he stated.

I quirked an eyebrow, wondering what he would have thought about my unchaperoned trainings with Musubi.

Oh, by the gods, why couldn’t I stop thinking about that man?

“Katsu, I’m certain my virtue is safe in your presence, whether we have a chaperon or not.”

The light smile that raised the corners of his lips was quite breathtaking. It made me wish that I could give this man a chance. Perhaps I could convince him that our union would be best served here, taking care of the empire and traveling when needed. If Katsu understood how badly the empire had been neglected, and the importance of the rebels’ noble cause, he might be persuaded to join us and overthrow my father’s reign.

My thoughts returned to Musubi, and my heart sank. Even if I succeeded in convincing Katsu to join our side and followed through with the union, I would always be miserable, wondering what kind of future I might have shared with Musubi if I hadn’t already been betrothed to someone else.

“You place an unhealthy amount of faith in my willpower. Why, I could close the distance between us,” he took a few steps forward, arriving directly in front of me, “take you in my arms,” he stunned me by reaching forward and lightly wrapping an arm around my waist, “and do exactly what I wanted to do when I saved you in the woods almost a month ago.”

I might have become nervous and pulled myself away, if I hadn’t noticed the mischievous look on his face. I gave him a shy smile as I realized he merely teased. His emotions were completely blocked off, so I only had his countenance to go by.

“You’re just being playful,” I said, though his arm around my waist felt warm and secure.

His small smile slowly left his face as he placed his other arm around me. “Am I?”

I couldn’t tell if he posed the question to me or himself. A sharp sense of longing slipped through the wall he usually held tight. I couldn’t tear my eyes from his as I watched his thoughts play across his face. He seemed to be battling some conflicting emotions that centered solely around me.

I didn’t know for certain how Katsu truly felt about me. I didn’t know if he had resigned himself to his fate and sometimes forced himself to pay more attention to me, as if to give the idea of our union a chance, a strange need to fulfill his duty and play his role to perfection. Or perhaps he actually felt something more than just a sense of duty. Maybe he longed to find a sense of belonging and acceptance much the same way I did despite our union remaining an order and not simply a choice.

He leaned his head forward a little, and I nearly panicked. I had never been kissed before. I had no idea if I wanted to be kissed. My inexperience was something Katsu expected, but I was certain over his lifespan he had been with many women. I couldn’t imagine he would have remained alone, waiting for the moment when we could be together. How could I compare to those other women when I was so terribly naïve?

He rested his forehead against mine, giving me a brief respite as I tried to come to terms with our physical contact, his close proximity, and the way my heart raced even though I didn’t want to feel anything for him.

He breathed in deeply, and then placed a lingering kiss on my cheek. “You’re trembling.” His voice sounded gruff. “Do I frighten you, Mikomi?” He pulled back. His eyebrows furrowed with worry.

I looked at the floor. “No, I’m not frightened. I’m simply not used to…to being touched by a man…I mean, I don’t know how to react…I…” Why couldn’t I form one coherent sentence at the moment? I didn’t love him. I knew I didn’t, but his presence affected me nonetheless.

He lifted a hand and brushed back strands of hair from the side of my face, tucking them behind my ear. I felt a warm tingle at his touch and used all my will power not to shiver in front of him.

“Mikomi, please look at me.”

I did as I was told and raised my eyes to his.

“I know this is all very new to you, but I wonder if you would allow me to—”

There was a knock at the door and the guard said, “Your meal has arrived, Princess.”

Whatever Katsu had been about to ask, and whatever courage he seemed to have gathered was interrupted. He pulled away from me and walked to the door. Opening it, he beckoned the servants to set up the food in the center of the room where a table low to the ground stood surrounded by a few red cushions.

I was relieved that our conversation had been cut short. His intensity had been overwhelming.

“May I eat with you, Princess?” Katsu asked. My stomach tightened further, wondering if I would be able to handle more alone time with him, but I nodded my consent. I knew it really hadn’t been a question anyway. He had come to my quarters for a reason. It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy his company, but I felt hopelessly confused as to how I was supposed to respond to his hot and cold behavior.

I needn’t have worried about the intensely charged atmosphere. Once the meal had been set and Katsu and I began eating, it seemed that whatever question he had wished to ask, and whatever moment we had been about to share, would not be brought up again.

The moment was gone.

“I wondered if we might train a little today before your outing with Kenji,” he said after serving me some roasted fish. “You’ve never actually trained with my sword, and it is going to be important for you to become familiar with its energy and how it relates to your own healing powers.”

I nodded. “Of course, I am certainly happy to learn more.”

“What do you know about the sword thus far?” he asked.

I searched my memory, attempting to dredge up the few lessons Kenji had forced upon me before giving up once he realized that I was steadfastly in denial about my prophesied future.

“The only thing I am positive of is it is used to strengthen weak areas within the veil.”

I could tell Katsu was not happy with my ignorance on the matter. “In order to understand how the sword strengthens the veil, you must learn what its powers are.” He shifted on his cushion. “The sword is directly connected to the health of the veil. Our First Parents knew the veil would eventually weaken against the never ending onslaught of the demon god, requiring a massive amount of energy to sustain the line between the world of those who have passed on and those who are living.”

“How did they find that kind of energy?”

“That question pertains to your healing powers. When you connect to someone’s ki you’re connecting directly to the life force or essence of that individual. What do you sense during these connections?”

I thought about it for a moment and could come up with only one answer.

“Intelligence.”

Katsu smiled and nodded. “Correct. Everything, down to the smallest particles of life have intelligence and can function to create some of the world’s most magnificent creatures with the right amount of guidance. Within these intelligences you have unlimited amounts of power and energy, and a person’s ki is the purest source of energy available. And where does their ki go when an individual passes on?”

My eyes widened as I realized where this conversation was going. “Their spirits move through the veil to the other side. In other words, on the other side of the veil are millions of spirits, life forces that continue to progress and grow with power due to their increase in intelligence.”

Katsu smiled. “Exactly. Their energy is what sustains the strength of the veil, but in order to harness that energy and help pinpoint it to where it is most needed, there has to be a conductor of sorts, something that can penetrate the veil, absorb the energy and channel it into the fabric of the veil, thereby strengthening it.”

“So those we have lost to the other side of this veil, they are literally all around us, just participating in a different way and on a different plane than we are.” I thought about this new information and felt certain I wasn’t going to be happy to receive an answer to the question I posed next. “If this sword is able to channel power to heal the veil, why am I needed?”

“With every new recruit, the demon god receives power from their ki as well, and the balance between a life force that has chosen good over that of one who has chosen evil is quickly tipping. There are no longer merely one or two places that the veil is weakened at any given times. Amatsu plans his attacks all at once in several locations. The sword alerts me to these breaches when it lets off a bright golden glow, and I am led to them through the power of the sword, but I can only fix one weakened area at a time due to the fact that the sword cannot handle more power than it was made to.” He reached a hand across the table and softly touched mine. “Your ability to take a person’s ki and guide them into healing themselves is exactly the kind of procedure you would use with the veil, but you would be doing it on a much grander scale with thousands of individual ki available for you to guide.”

I swallowed hard, unable to imagine having thousands of ki all responding to my every instruction. “How would I accomplish this?”

“First, you must learn to feel the veil around you. Once you are able to do so, you will be able to sense where it is weakening. We hold the sword together, and you use our combined, soul mated ki to channel your power through the sword in order to connect to the spirits on the other side. The sword then becomes an amplifier of your gift, enabling you to communicate and guide thousands of ki, teaching them how to use their energy to repair and strengthen all of the weakened points at the same time instead of having to do so one by one.”

“I didn’t know our ki would be used together.”

Katsu looked down, seemingly uncomfortable. “We haven’t talked much about your ascension. On your eighteenth birthday we do what is called a binding ceremony where our souls are bound together forever. Once that is accomplished, you will be ready for your full ascension as a kami, having a ki as powerful as that of any other immortal being.”

“If my ki already heals my body, why am I still considered half mortal? What is it that you do that brings me to full immortality?”

“Once we are bonded, I use my ki to heal the half of your ki that is mortal. I won’t go into the details of how at the moment since we are still five months from the ceremony, but I can assure you, once you are a full kami you and I will have no problem healing the veil together.”

“Forever.” I hadn’t meant to say it as if it were some kind of prison sentence, but I couldn’t consider it anything else. “And what if I fail, Katsu? What if the prophecy is wrong, and I’m simply not powerful enough to heal the veil with you?”

Katsu brushed my hand with his as if to encourage me. “The prophecy is not wrong, Mikomi. I promise you, you will be ready for this when the time comes.”

“But what if I’m not? What if I can’t?”

“Then the veil will fall, the demon god will win, and this world and all of humanity will be thrown into the hands of a bloodthirsty, power hungry god.”

I felt the full weight of my responsibility nearly crush me where I sat, and suddenly such mundane activities as eating food or conversing with Katsu seemed trivial and out of place considering the severity of the consequences that would follow if I didn’t fulfill my part in the prophecy.

“Mikomi, you must have more faith in yourself. You won’t fail. We won’t fail.”

I looked into Katsu’s eyes, felt the truthfulness of his words behind the emotions seeping through that ever present wall of his. His sincerity, his belief in me was humbling, and I felt certain I would never be the kind of person to deserve it. Not when I desperately desired to run away from my responsibilities and into the arms of a man far different from this warrior god seated before me.

“Would you like to hold the sword? Get a feel for it and its energy?”

I nodded.

Katsu stood up and pulled a long straight sword from his saya. The blade, though made of steel, seemed to glow with a vibrant, gold light. The hilt was silver and simple, without ornate carvings or embellishments. It really was the most unassuming weapon, one I never would have considered sufficient for healing the veil if I didn’t know better.

“Do you also use this sword in battle?”

“I do. It is one of the few weapons that has the power to fight against the forces of the demon god. Nekomata are easily dealt with.”

He motioned for me to stand beside him. I left the table and crossed over to his side.

“Now, take the sword by the hilt, and with the point touching the floor, I want you to close your eyes and connect to it.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Connect to it? But it is metal.”

Katsu smiled knowingly. “Take the hilt and you will see what I mean.”

I did as I was told, bringing the point of the blade to the floor as I marveled at its lightweight feel considering its size. Once I closed my eyes, I attempted to connect with it just as if it were a living, breathing entity.

I felt a slight stirring from the sword and then a strange intelligence brushed my consciousness, latching on to it and allowing me a connection. I might have dropped the blade from the unexpected sensation, but the connection I experienced was overpowering my senses. With it I felt an energy and power buzzing through me. Soon I felt other energies and forces moving toward me at an alarming rate, all hoping to latch on and communicate to me something important, but I couldn’t understand their meaning nor their intent, and I wasn’t used to so many life forces connecting with me all at once.

I quickly broke from them, and, without meaning to, dropped the sword to the floor. I was breathing heavily and looked at Katsu, wondering if I had done something wrong. He simply gave me a smile and bent down to retrieve the sword. Considering its importance, I wondered if I should have been punished for my careless treatment of it.

“There were several energies responding to you, correct?” he asked as he sheathed the sword.

I nodded, still feeling slightly out of sorts. “How will I ever be able to channel so many ki at one time?”

“Because you will have me. As one who is not full kami, the weight of those intelligences would be too much for your mind to handle, but as a kami bonded to my ki, my energy will be at your disposal to help strengthen your abilities. You will find that this will not be so daunting a task.” He gave me a tender, but firm look. “This is why we must practice, Mikomi, and why you must learn to feel the veil around you without the use of the sword, and without assistance of those that are near death themselves.” He took my hand in his and rubbed his thumb across the back of it. “We must develop these skills before your ascension.”

The need to escape the mounting pressure building within my chest was quickly becoming the only thought I could hold on to with any kind of clarity. If I thought the salvation of the world had been too great of a responsibility it was because I had never experienced the kind of responsibility the veil placed upon me. With so many intelligences clamoring for my guidance and direction, I couldn’t begin to understand how I would ever survive the process.

And for eternity?

I’d never considered myself special in any way. My healing power had been a natural extension of me, like an appendage or the permanent color of my eyes. I could use it to help others, and in that I had some measure of control, some source of happiness and fulfillment. I couldn’t begin to imagine how I would ever turn from healing people in need to healing a veil for the rest of my existence. I understood my responsibilities. I knew that everything rested solely upon my person, but did it have to? Would I be trading in one prison sentence for another once I married Katsu and left this empire behind me?

I needed to be noble, self-sacrificing, and duty bound, but I felt too small and insignificant, too overwhelmed as I learned more about my future role as The Healer.

“I think perhaps we have done enough for one day. The power you were exposed to can be draining, even for a kami, and you are still half mortal.” Katsu studied me intently, looking concerned. “Perhaps it was too much, Mikomi.”

I shook my head. “No, it was important for me to know. I needed to know.” It wasn’t the best in the way of reassurance, but it was all I could say without breaking down and begging Katsu to choose someone else. Someone less selfish and cowardly. I closed my mouth tight and endured my panic and anxiety in silence.

Katsu gave me one last searching look and then nodded, clearly satisfied with my response. “I will leave you to rest then. Until tomorrow?”

“Yes. Of course.”

He surprised me by leaning down and placing a gentle kiss upon my forehead, and then he disappeared through the door.

 

*  *  *

 

Akane was waiting for me at the ruins as requested. She sent Yao and Chan to one of the abandoned buildings for light refreshment, and as a way to ensure they didn’t hear anything that would put them at more risk than they already were.

I agreed wholeheartedly, recognizing their lives were in danger should the emperor ever discover where their loyalties lay, and how they aided my involvement with the rebels.

Akane didn’t waste time with pleasantries but delved into the matter at hand.

“Mikomi, I was quite worried about your message. Has your father discovered your involvement with us?” she asked.

“No. Nothing like that. If he had, I most certainly wouldn’t be here. Most likely I’d be in a cell somewhere. Something strange happened today.”

I explained in detail the healing my father had summoned me to perform and the unusual entities in his officers’ different bloodstreams. I also discussed the memories I had absorbed. All the while, dear, supportive Kenji stood by my side, his agitation growing with each word that passed my lips.

Our first order of business was to utilize the map she brought with her so as to notate the areas that had been similarly marked within the soldier’s memories. With that accomplished, we moved on to the more distressing part of their memories and the unorthodox meeting with my father and his men.

“In these memories you absorbed, your father’s officers were injured on purpose in order to receive an audience with you?” she asked.

“Yes, and I can only assume that whatever substance existing within the drink they imbibed has something to do with why.”

“Perhaps it is the drink itself that contained these entities you speak of,” Kenji offered. “Though how they would assimilate themselves within the blood is puzzling and a bit unsettling. It almost sounds similar to a process used by the demon god before he was cast out by our First Parents.”

I quirked a questioning eyebrow a him. “What process, Kenji?”

My tutor shifted his stance and leaned heavily against his cane. Without thinking I touched his arm, connected with his ki and eased the pain in his joints all within a matter of seconds. He gave me a rueful yet grateful look and then moved on to his explanation.

“After the creation of the world, the kami and all other forms of life, there began to be divisions of power amongst the kami—roles assigned by our First Parents to keep the balance of nature and the world in which nature exists.”

I nodded, remembering the lessons he had taught me from a tender, young age.

“At that time, Amatsu-Mikaboshi was one of the noblest of our First Parent’s creations. He felt that his role of welcoming souls into the afterlife was something only a minor kami should be in charge of. He mentioned his grievances with our First Parents, but of course they knew which kami were best suited for which tasks. They created them, after all. Dissatisfied with this, Amatsu began to seek out the powers of creation himself. He wanted to build worlds and have kami of his own to influence and order about.”

I listened intently, realizing that this part was all new to me.

“He lacked the knowledge to create kami the way our First Parents had, and so he began experimenting on humans.”

“Kenji, I’ve never heard this part of our history before.”

“That, my dear, is because it is not common knowledge. It wasn’t anything our First Parents wanted other kami to attempt.”

“Then how did you come across this information?”

“In your father’s library, to be quite honest. There are several tomes there, ancient records of creation and kami history that I’ve never seen anywhere else. I assume they were placed there long ago by the very first emperor of this land and then forgotten over the ages.”

“What were these experiments the demon god performed?” Akane interjected.

“To put it simply, Amatsu wasn’t interested in turning mortals into kami through the use of his own ki. He might have lost his own immortality by slowly healing humans. There was no guarantee that the humans would accept the change, and the process would have taken much too long either way. He decided to find out what would happen if he had them drink his blood.”

“His blood? I don’t understand how that would do anything?”

“Kami blood holds life altering properties. Legends of the fountain of youth can be traced back to the idea that immortality is achieved through a magical elixir gifted from the gods. A kami’s blood contains particles of their ki. Intelligent organisms that are capable of changing the chemical properties of one’s blood. Once imbibed and bonded to a human, their blood is changed from one of mortal to that of an immortal within seconds.”

I began to feel a sinking sensation within my stomach. “What do you mean bonded?”

Kenji rubbed the back of his neck. I sensed he was beginning to link my story and his explanation together and didn’t like where our conclusions were taking us.

“Once a kami’s blood enters a human’s bloodstream it will do very little to benefit the body unless the blood is bonded to the humans’ through another kami’s instruction, but this can only be done by someone capable of connecting to another’s ki and…” Kenji trailed off. The process he explained was disturbingly similar to the healing I had shared. “By the gods, Mikomi, your father is creating his own kami, and using you to bond his blood to theirs.”

“Not just his own kami,” Akane whispered, “his own army of kami. With all of his soldiers benefiting from this elixir we’ll be fighting a full militia of kami by the end of the year, and no weapon on this earth will be capable of killing them.” She looked to me, eyes wide with terror. “If he succeeds, we’ll never accomplish our mission to overthrow the emperor. We’ll never survive this war.”

“It’s far worse than that, I’m afraid.” Kenji worried the knob of his cane with both hands. “This battle between you and the emperor is a minor annoyance compared to the battle he is most likely planning once Mikomi ascends as a full kami and marries Katsu.”

“What are you saying, Kenji?” I asked.

“With you gone, there will be no reason for the rest of the major kami to allow him to rule this empire. He’s going to attempt what Amatsu tried to accomplish in the very beginning.”

“What’s that, exactly?” Akane asked.

But I had a very good idea. I felt sick inside as his words dredged up pictures of bloody battles and the complete destruction of the empire.

Kenji chewed on his lower lip before reluctantly answering.

“World domination.”

There was silence as all three of us tried to digest this new revelation. I sensed hopelessness and fear from Akane, and then a wonderful, resilient sense of determination. Her emotions evolved into that a truly hardened warrior. She stubbornly refused to wallow in her fear for too long. I admired her courage, though I felt it might be wasted on a lost cause.

Kenji’s emotions covered a wide spectrum of worry and fear for Saigo and myself. I wasn’t surprised that his feelings didn’t reek of selfish fear or pity for himself. Kenji was too good to think of himself when those he loved were endangered. The guards hadn’t been privy to the details of our conversation, and I was happy they had been spared the worry. They were good men with enough on their plate.

“What do we do?” I finally asked.

“How many men were in the room drinking this concoction? Do you remember?” he asked.

I shook my head. “There were several other men in the room. I can’t remember the exact number.”

“One thing is certain, child. He will need to call upon your services again in order to bond his blood to these other soldiers. What exactly did you do when the bonding took place?”

I thought back for a moment. “I was trying to understand what exactly the foreign entities were, and when I reached out with my ki to touch them, that’s when they bonded.”

“Will it be possible for you to heal the emperor’s men without having any contact with those foreign elements?” Akane asked.

“I can certainly try. It will be difficult since their blood is saturated with the emperor’s, and any healings that take place may need instructions for intelligences within the bloodstream. If I have to heal severe bleeding or internal bleeding, there may be no way of avoiding them.”

Kenji nodded. “Do the best you can, child. The emperor is going to use your skills as frequently as he can before the day of your ascension. If you can undermine his plans without him being the wiser, we may be able to avert this eventual disaster.”

“This will be a good opportunity to continue searching the minds of his minions. If you find anything of value, please send me a message immediately.” Akane placed a hand on my arm. “Make sure you are careful, though. If your father truly plans to rebel against our First Parents like this, then it is clear he will not hesitate to harm you if you get in his way.”

“He won’t get rid of me. He needs me to heal the veil. If Amatsu is able to free himself and join us in this realm, my father will be facing some rather fierce competition. He needs me alive, and he can’t kill me, anyway. My immortality ensures that he can’t, but you are right in assuming that he will do much worse if he feels I have fought against him.”

“He cannot find out, then.”

“No.” I grabbed her hand in mine. “He cannot.”

We heard a scuffling noise from a building behind us. Akane quickly dropped her hand and pulled her katana from its saya. Musubi appeared from one of the ruins, throwing broken pieces of rock along the ground as he went. He fixed his eyes on Akane’s defensive stance, and a wry smile sprang to his lips.

“Expecting trouble, are we?” he said as he approached our gathering.

“Just being hyper vigilant. Something you taught me years ago.” Akane sheathed her sword and gave him a long-suffering look. “Though I sometimes wonder if a battle with the emperor’s men is preferable to that of dealing with you and your brooding moods.”

Musubi wrapped a playful arm around Akane, leaving me feeling slightly jealous. “I never brood, nor do I have moods. Now, what are you doing here, Akane? Planning to watch our training session? Or are you feeling rusty and in need of some review?”

Akane spun under Musubi’s arm. “I promised myself I would never suffer another one of your torturous training sessions, Musubi, and I meant it. She’s all yours.” Akane nodded toward me and then gave me a wink. She sprinted to her horse, leaping upon it quickly and barreling away as if she were afraid he might force her to stay and participate.

“I’ll be over here, Mikomi, reading my life away.” Kenji patted my arm and turned toward a broken building that looked as if it might offer some considerable shade. He lifted a small satchel from the earth and gingerly moved away.

I had tried to avoid eye contact with Musubi ever since his approach, knowing full well I would become flustered and crippled by my emotional and physical response to him, but it couldn’t be helped as he walked closer and then stood right before me. I met his gaze with trepidation.

He misunderstood the reason for my look when he let out a mischievous chuckle and said, “You are right to fear this session, Mikomi, for I have no intention of going easy on you.” His gaze traveled the length of me, and my body shivered in response. “After all,” he continued, placing a warm hand at my waist, “Akane did say you were all mine.”

Now both of his hands were at my waist, pulling me closer as I fought to contain my response to him. He gave me one last lingering look before a naughty glint pierced his eye. Before I knew what was happening, my kimono had been unwrapped, stripped from my person, and thrown to the floor at my feet. My black body suit hugged my curves. I felt heat creep up my neck and blossom along my face.

He surveyed me with immense satisfaction as I sputtered for some kind of reprimand. His emotions, for once, were void of the anger I was so used to. “I tell you, Mikomi, I could live to see a thousand more moons and never ever tire of ripping your clothes off.” He took in my fierce expression and let out a boisterous laugh.

Little did he know, a part of me would never tire of it either.
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“Today we are going to take a small break from your katana and focus on methods you can use for self-defense if ever you must go hand to hand with your enemy,” Musubi said as we stood facing one another. “I hope there will never be a situation in which I am not there to protect you, but if such occasion should arise, you must be prepared not only to be on the offensive but on the defensive as well.”

He paused for a moment, and I nodded that I understood. He continued, “Mastering fighting techniques can be a long, grueling process because most people are unable to tune in to their own inner energy or ki.”

My ears pricked at this. “What do you mean exactly?”

“Many individuals are unable to recognize that the art of defending oneself is not simply a physical show of prowess, but more importantly a mental one. Your ki, the most powerful part of your true self, rests within your hara or center, and your center,” he said, coming closer and resting his hand against my lower abdomen, “is just two inches below the navel. This is also your center of gravity.”

I swallowed hard as the warmth of his hands seeped through my thin undergarment. He must have felt the heat as well. I felt a sharp emotional shock pulse through him, and then he rapidly pulled his hand away. He seemed to need a moment to recover himself before he could speak, and he avoided making eye contact with me. I was relieved. I was sure if he had wanted to, he would have found my feelings for him written all over my face.

“It is important that we fuse both physical and mental energies together, and bridge that gap between mind and body so that both are working harmoniously with one another. It is a difficult thing for many to do, but it’s necessary if you are to master total control.” He took two steps back and faced me, finally looking at me, his face an indifferent mask. “To develop the mental skills necessary for controlling your body you must work on a process called centralization. You must focus on the subjective at first. Any troubles you are experiencing or worries and problems you have yet to resolve will be looked at dispassionately, almost as if you are viewing them from behind a screen. They are present but separate. I want you to close your eyes, think of one problem you have yet to resolve, and consider it without allowing it to affect your emotions.”

I did as he asked, and the first problem to pop into my mind dealt solely with my father. I wanted his love and acceptance and had never found a way to earn it. The memories brought pain and bitterness to my heart, but I did my best to push those feelings aside and look at my problem subjectively.

From an outsider’s point of view, one would look at the situation and recognize that the emperor had never been interested in being a father but in gaining power. I was a pawn. I had already acknowledged this time and time again, but the fact remained it ate at me and my own feelings of self-worth.

However, to look at it dispassionately, I realized that all of those years I spent seeking approval had been wasted on a man who had never sought for my love and approval in the first place, but who relished in the power and control he had over me and everyone else in his life. It made no sense to feel worthless when my father’s idea of worth was based upon the amount of power he held within his hands.

I had never been strong enough, capable enough or honorable enough in his eyes, but for all the things I valued and the characteristics I treasured, my own beliefs, actions and character, by definition, made me strong enough, capable enough and more than honorable enough to be The Healer.

I am The Healer, and my father is not.

The moment I accepted my own identity and worth I felt a strange clarity click into place. I opened my eyes and looked at Musubi as he studied me with a commanding intensity. I wasn’t sure how he knew that I was ready, but this connection between us might have had something to do with it.

“Very good,” he said. “It usually takes students much longer to accomplish that first step. Now, the next type of centralization is objective. You’ve centered yourself internally, and now you must keep a clear and centered view of what is happening around you. You must be as impartial with circumstances surrounding you as you are with the internal conflict you just dealt with. For example,” he held his arms out presenting himself, “what do you see when you look at me?”

I narrowed my eyes, wondering if this was a trick question. I couldn’t respond the way I wanted to. It wouldn’t have been appropriate to tell Musubi that I saw a handsome warrior, deeply troubled by his past. I couldn’t tell him I saw a man I wished to love and take care of, a man whose future could be bright if he allowed me to heal what, within his past, had been broken.

I self-consciously cleared my throat as I realized I had been staring for far too long without giving a response.

“I see a tall, armed man.”

Musubi pulled his sword from his saya and crouched forward with the sword held above his head. “And if a man such as I were to come at you with a sword, what would you see?”

I swallowed. “I would see a wicked blade, an intimidating aggressor and a skilled warrior I couldn’t possibly overcome.”

Musubi dropped his stance and pointed his sword to the ground. “I am merely an object in motion, Mikomi. No matter my size, strength or intimidating presence, an object in motion can always be effectively neutralized so long as you do not allow what you may perceive as threatening to hypnotize your mind and emotions. Without the power of your mind you cannot efficiently direct the power of your body. Your thoughts and perceptions cannot be affected by how I appear. You remain centralized so when an opponent attacks you, you can maintain impartiality, recognizing that your aggressor is simply an object in motion.”

“Are you telling me you’re not an intimidating figure when brandishing a sword?” I was trying to tease him and lighten the mood. For some reason this session felt more emotionally charged than the others had, though it was less physical in nature. I was uncomfortable with Musubi’s direct look constantly piercing my faked indifference toward him. There was a strange tension building between us, and I wanted to scream as loudly as possible in order to break it.

Musubi’s lips quirked into a smile. “I will always be an intimidating figure, but it is my job to train you to look past all that.”

“And what do you see when you look at me?” I teased again. I bent low into the same position he had and brandished my imaginary sword.

“A beautiful, capable woman.” He said it without a pause, and based on his emotional response to hearing his own words, he wasn’t very happy with himself. Still, he kept his eyes on mine.

I slowly stood. Bringing my arms to my sides, I tried for another joke. “Well, with that glowing recommendation, I certainly won’t be intimidating anyone on the battlefield.”

Musubi dropped his sword and approached me. His frustration with himself and his reaction toward me was palpable at this point. He couldn’t seem to find his own center, and his guard remained lowered, unleashing his intense feelings. It felt as if he closed the distance between us against his will, like some invisible line had connected us both, reeling him forward despite his own internal battle. He placed a hand at my waist, and lifted the other to softly brush a strand of hair from my forehead.

“On the contrary,” he said in a hoarse voice, “there is nothing in this world more intimidating than a beautiful, capable woman.”

My breathing felt slightly labored as the emotions we were both trying to repress began to intensify. My feet stayed firmly glued to the grassy blanket beneath me, but I wanted to turn and run away before this unbearably charged tension between us overcame my good sense, forcing me to lose all inhibitions and throw myself into his arms.

Musubi’s wall had crumbled, and he was like an open book now. He couldn’t have thrown up any walls against my empathic abilities even if he had wanted to, and I was grateful—grateful to know that I wasn’t the only one who felt this pull, this overwhelming connection we shared. Grateful to know I wasn’t the only one affected by our time spent together. It was knowledge I never would have gleaned otherwise, not with Musubi’s ability to become cold and indifferent.

He fought it, though. His desire for me became overshadowed by a dark anger that seemed to penetrate whatever light our connection brought to the surface. I knew the exact moment when that anger snapped our connection in half because Musubi was able to take a step back, and my ki cringed at the backlash our severed connection produced.

It felt as if a great knife had hollowed out my insides as Musubi abruptly turned from me and walked back to his sword. He bent forward, picked it up and then kept his back to me while he sheathed it. He continued facing the other way, and I saw the exaggerated rise and fall of his shoulders as he took several deep breaths. Once he turned around to face me, his wall was up and his mask firmly in place.

I had no idea if I would be able to dislodge it again.

“Once you have found your center, you are ready to focus your own inherent energy or ki. Your inner energy is an extension of your will and ability to neutralize an attack. I wish I could tell you that you won’t have to injure or possibly kill anyone who may attack you. This is war, and the emperor’s men will kill you if given the chance, but it is more important for you to subdue your attacker and evade the ensuing confrontation altogether. The extension of your ki will play a very large part in your ability to do so.”

I did my best to focus on what Musubi was saying, but I was still reeling from everything left unexplored and unsaid between us.

“I want you to stand straight and tall, but relaxed, allowing the weight of your upper body to descend naturally. Focus on that weight being maintained at your core in your lower abdomen, and keep still as you find your center. It matters very little how long it takes for you to achieve this so long as you do.”

“How will I know when I have found this balance within myself?” I asked, feeling confused, overwhelmed, and affected by his presence.

“You’ll know when you no longer feel the need to ask.”

I wasn’t happy with his evasive answer, but I closed my eyes and focused on relaxing my upper body, finding my center and focusing on that one spot within me. I considered Musubi’s speech of impartiality, a dispassionate look at my own life’s crumbling circumstances, and knew at that moment I needed to rein in my emotions where Musubi was concerned or I would never accomplish the task he had just set before me.

I wasn’t sure how long I stood, perfectly still, focused on one point within myself where my own ki’s energy pooled together, but I soon heard Musubi’s voice as if from a great distance giving me more instruction.

“I want you to draw a thin stream of air through your nose, and allow it to fill the whole of you before exhaling out.”

I did as I was told, and for several minutes I felt as if I were in my own world where nothing could penetrate my focus and clarity.

I heard Musubi’s voice, again from a great distance. “Open your eyes, Mikomi, and tell me what you see.”

I opened them slowly and wondered if Musubi had placed a dark cloth over my eyes. It took me a moment to realize the sun had set completely, and we were blanketed in darkness with only the light from the moon giving me any sense of where I stood. I couldn’t believe so much time had passed when it felt as if I had only been meditating for mere minutes.

I scanned the darkness, searching for my teacher, and found him standing next to me.

“How much time has passed?” I asked.

“Four hours, Mikomi.” He sounded angry, but I failed to understand why until he spoke again. “Never, in my entire life have I ever had a student find their center and focus their ki as quickly as you have. Your ability is almost inhuman.”

My thoughts raced for some kind of logical explanation. “I’m a woman of medicine, Musubi. It is important for me to understand the energies surrounding myself and the person with whom I am treating. This is merely a natural extension of what I already do.”

I waited, hoping my explanation might be sufficient. My eyes were nearly blinded as a torch was lit. Musubi stuck it in a hole on one of the broken buildings. He then returned, looking troubled and pensive.

“Are you really going to berate me for exceeding your expectations?” I asked, arching my eyebrow at him.

He looked startled for a moment, and then a slow smile spread across his face. “I suppose I should be used to it by now, little healer.”

I gave him an answering smile in return. “Perhaps you do not give your teaching methods enough credit.”

He took my hand in his and softly rubbed his thumb against the inside of my wrist. I decided right then and there that finding my center was going to be an invaluable technique whenever I found myself in his presence.

“Or perhaps you’re more capable than either of us supposed.” The torchlight glinted against the frosty blue of his eyes.

“And this troubles you, Musubi?”

“More than you could possibly know.” He lifted my wrist to his lips and softly kissed it before releasing me. “We shall continue our training tomorrow. Goodnight, little healer.” He disappeared before I could overcome my shock at the affection he had demonstrated. I stood in the torchlight, unwilling to leave this brave new world I had joined, this part of my life that had become so important to me. I wanted to stay in those ruins with Musubi for the rest of my life, forget about my heavy burdens and responsibilities as the only individual on this earth capable of foiling the plans of a powerful demon god.

I stared at the flickering flames of the torchlight as it created intricate shadows against the stone wall, and my eyes filled with unshed tears. I didn’t allow them to fall, however. Instead, I turned my back on the flames consuming the torch-wood and found Kenji and my guards waiting patiently to accompany me home.
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“Your body cannot create new life if your own life is so sorely depleted,” I said as I examined my new patient in Daiki’s tavern. She was a young girl, fifteen at most, and suffering from what most of my father’s subjects suffered, a severe lack of food. Her body could not produce enough nutrients and hormones to continue with her pregnancy. There were many things I could do with my gift, but I couldn’t create nutrition out of thin air.

I did my best to strengthen the mother’s bodily functions and that of her baby’s and then handed her several coins, instructing her to use them to buy what she would need in order to feed herself and her child.

She gave me a grateful hug and left the tavern through the back door. I stared after her and worried about her future and that of her unborn child.

“You cannot save everyone, Mikomi,” Daiki said as he sat down next to me.

“Daiki, I’m The Healer. Technically, the only thing I’m supposed to do is save everyone.” I rubbed my tired eyes with the back of my hand. I had slept fitfully the night before, even with Aiko’s sleeping draught. Visions of Musubi and Katsu at war with one another stayed with me all throughout the night, and my day had not gone much better.

Katsu’s sword had notified him of a weakening in the veil far away from our location, and he had departed immediately, leaving a brief note explaining his departure. I couldn’t understand why his failure to visit me to bid me farewell should irk me so when I didn’t have feelings for him.

My training with Musubi had consisted of more meditation. I think it was his way of preventing us from having further discussions or maintaining eye contact for any length of time. He was determined to keep me at arm’s length during our entire session. It left me feeling dissatisfied and irritable.

“Were you able to leave the palace easily?” Daiki asked.

“Yes. With Katsu gone and my father visiting dignitaries in a different part of the province, I have no one who might unexpectedly demand my presence.” I turned to study my friend, noting the dark circles under his eyes. “Daiki, you look tired. Is everything well with you and your family?”

“Well enough. I’m merely having trouble sleeping lately. New babies have a sleeping schedule all their own.”

I smiled as understanding hit me. “Yes, I can imagine sleep is now considered a fleeting luxury.”

We both chuckled at this and then sat in companionable silence for a few moments.

It didn’t take too long for my thoughts to travel back to the young lady I had just helped.

“I hope she will be able to continue with her pregnancy. The money I gave her should be sufficient for her needs. I wish I could have done more.”

“Hatsumi and I will look out for her. Her husband is with the rebels right now, but I know he checks in on her every now and then.”

I shook my head. “These people cannot continue like this. How many more will starve to death, and how many more soldiers will be slaughtered due to my father’s tyrannical rule?” I rested my head on the table, feeling dejected. “How do we stop this, Daiki? What is healing the veil going to accomplish if people in my kingdom are dying from things as unnecessary and preventable as starvation?”

Daiki placed a hand on my back and gave it a comforting pat. “You are needed here, Mikomi. I’ve told you as much. You could change all of this for these people, and you have access to the information the rebels need to take down your father. I have faith that between you and the rebels, we’ll see an end to this insufferable situation.”

I nodded but kept my head against the cool wood table. I didn’t want to ponder on all the things Akane and Daiki expected me to accomplish. I just wanted to close my eyes and imagine my life as someone else.

“Is there something else troubling you, Mikomi? You seem fatigued, and your ki doesn’t usually allow you to feel that for long.”

My eyebrows narrowed as I thought about Daiki’s observation. “You’re right. I’m more tired than usual, but I can’t account for it. It feels as if my ki is struggling to replace necessary nutrients within my body, but I’m not certain what I could be lacking. I haven’t changed what I consume.”

“But you have been more physically active than you’re used to. Perhaps you need to replenish your body with a heavier meal.”

“That’s true. I’m sure things will improve if I eat a little more with each meal.”

“You must keep up your strength. Who knows when you’ll need it?”

Daiki’s words felt like a warning, a dire prediction even. An awful sense of foreboding hit me. My father was due to return tomorrow, but Katsu would be gone another week at least. I felt safer with him in the palace, as I knew it would be easier for my father to summon me without worrying about Katsu’s interference. I needed to continue gathering information for the rebels, but I dreaded what I had to go through to get it.

It couldn’t be helped. I had to let go of my fear and trepidation where my father was concerned and focus on how advanced his plans for building a kami army were. If at all possible, I needed to heal his men without bonding his blood to them. I had no idea if it was even possible, but trying would be the only way of finding out.

I wanted to get the whole thing over with as quickly as possible. Little did I know, my father’s summons would come much faster than I expected.

 

*  *  *

 

As I stood within the emperor’s meeting room, I felt a kind of subdued anxiousness begin to build within me. There were three men this time, all of them recognizable from the memories I accessed yesterday. My father hadn’t wasted any time in arranging another meeting. I had no doubts about the source of his men’s injuries. I knew they were purposely inflicted by that man who had brought them my father’s blood. The man’s familiarity nagged at me. I knew it was important to remember, but I simply couldn’t access it due to my unusual feelings of fatigue.

My mental processes had been remarkably slow, though I had changed my diet in the hopes of correcting the problem. Last night, after returning from the village, I ate more than I was used to, and at first it seemed my efforts were working. Then I awakened this morning, feeling slightly off balance again without the energy necessary to correct the problem with my ki.

I tamped down my worry on that subject and turned my attention toward the soldiers and their superficial injuries.

“I need you to heal these men as quick as you can,” my father ordered.

He didn’t bother explaining why such silly injuries needed healing, and I didn’t expect him to. It was understood that any order he gave must be obeyed. I was greatly relieved that Katsu had not yet returned from his travels. Though it sorely tempted me to use him as a shield, I knew the information I gathered for the rebels was monumentally more important than my own fear of my father and his men.

The three soldiers were also commanders of various sections of my father’s militia. All men of higher classes, all from wealthy families. I stepped over to the one nearest me, an older man, perhaps in his late fifties, and reached for his oily head. Connecting with him was unpleasant. His ki was dark and slimy. Mentally, my entire being cringed, but I pushed through my initial reaction and assessed his situation.

Just like before, minor injuries. I also noticed those foreign intelligences within his blood and wondered if I could get around them and still pull off a healing. I tried it with his ribs first, but everywhere my ki focused, the entities would bond to the blood. After healing his rib, his left wrist and a bruise upon his kidney, I had inadvertently managed to bond all of the foreign matter to his blood. It was almost impossible not to.

I felt frustrated but tried not to dwell on my failure, taking the opportunity to scan his memories for something useful. I didn’t find anything within the last several months that might be helpful. I disconnected and approached the next man, just as old and just as oily. His ki wasn’t any better, either.

The same frustrating process ensued with my trying to heal his injuries without bonding his blood to anything foreign and failing miserably. Scanning his memories produced nothing, and I moved on.

This next one was young. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, astonishing to have flown up the ranks in my father’s army at such a young age. He looked upon me with some fascination, and I could read his emotions like an open book. He was clearly excited for this process to take place, and I knew why. Becoming a full kami was nothing to sneeze at. A life of immortality was a gift that few men would be willing to turn down given the opportunity. I worried what these men must have bargained in return.

My father wasn’t one to grant favors, and the honor of becoming a full kami, no matter the method, was something no mortal had ever received. I wondered exactly how much blood and how many bondings would need to take place before their bodies were perfected. Once? Twice? I shuddered to think I would be continually called upon to help build an army of formidable immortals for my father. He alone was formidable enough.

I placed my hands on the young man’s temples and closed my eyes. His ki was young and vibrant, but tainted. He had committed many despicable acts while climbing the ranks of my father’s army. It explained much and fueled my desire to stop these bondings as best I could. Immortality in the hands of these monsters would no doubt lead to an eventual hell on earth that no human would ever wish to suffer through.

His shoulder was badly dislocated, which was easily remedied without my powers. I lifted my hands from his temple briefly and wrenched his shoulder back into place, smiling internally when I heard a loud pop and a stifled groan from my patient.

I would no doubt get an earful from the emperor with that stunt, but it prevented me from having to use my ki and inadvertently bonding the entities within his blood stream. I pondered over what to do about the broken ankle and decided to skip it for a minute and briefly skimmed through his memories, most of which were unpleasant. I hoped to never find myself alone with this young man.

As I reached the end of his memories, I picked up some information that so badly startled me that I nearly broke off my connection and went running out of the room, intent on finding Akane. They had discovered the rebels’ main base of operation within an area of the woods that most never ventured into due to how dangerous the deeper parts of the forest were. Perhaps that was why the rebels chose it in the first place.

My father had finally uncovered the camp he’d been looking for.

I was going to have to warn Akane about this impending invasion of their camp as soon as circumstances allowed. First, I would need to fix this awful man’s ankle without bonding my father’s blood to his. I connected to his ki, deciding that the best way to get around the bonding was to simply break my connection with him the moment I gave his ki instructions.

I would have to be quick about it, but it could work. I inhaled deeply, preparing myself for the possibility of failure and then gave his ki the most basic instructions necessary for sealing the crack in his ankle. I mentally pulled back before his ki could communicate with me as to whether it understood or not.

Keeping my hands on his temples so as not to give anything away to my father, I tentatively reconnected, wanting to catch a quick glimpse of what had occurred, as if I were peeking through a small window into a dwelling that wasn’t my own, hoping to avoid detection. The break had healed immediately, and the foreign entities still floated around aimlessly.

They hadn’t bonded to the young man’s blood cells. I ripped my mind away the minute I knew for certain. My hands lowered to my side, and I kept my focus on the matted floor beneath me, avoiding eye contact with the soldier.

“It is finished?” my father asked. His voice rang out hollow and cold after the dead silence that accompanied my healings.

“Yes.” I waited, knowing I wasn’t allowed to rise until given permission.

“Then leave us.”

I rapidly complied, rising from my knees in one smooth motion, backing toward the door in a low bow and then turning and fairly running through it. I scurried toward my rooms with Yao and Chan shadowing closely behind me. I recognized that running through the halls and corridors of the palace with my guards in tow would look odd to any servants in the vicinity, but my worry overruled my reason.

Akane, Musubi, and all of the rebels were in danger. The attack on their main camp was scheduled for tonight.

 

*  *  *

 

I left my guards with strict instructions to guard my door and let no one in or out for the rest of the day. With my father’s meeting concluded and Katsu not due back for a few more days, I felt there was little chance of anyone summoning me or demanding proof that I was indeed within the confines of my own rooms.

It was a necessary risk at this point. If for some reason I was discovered missing, I would take my punishment upon my return. I couldn’t allow Akane and her men left unaware of the emperor’s discovery.

Lives would be lost if I failed.

I slipped out of my window, grateful for the direction it faced and the lack of soldiers within the area. Sneaking out of the window in broad daylight was in no way ideal, but desperate times called for measures unthinkable, and climbing out of my window at this time of day was most definitely that.

Once I alighted on the grassy ground, I waited for any signs or sounds of patrols around the area, but after a few moments of silence I was able to skirt my way around the back toward the gardens. The opening to the forest and then subsequent road ahead resided toward the back of the garden.

The door was never guarded because no one knew about it except me. It was something I had crafted on my own for a truly grave emergency, and today was the first time I felt that such an emergency warranted its use.

Snaking my way along the hedges was easy enough. Hardly anyone ever entered these gardens unless accompanying me. I dodged behind hanging clusters of cherry blossoms and did my best to keep hidden as I finally weaved my way past the large pond, trees, abundant flowers, and statues. Once I reached the area I was looking for, I took a small pin from hair and pricked my finger, producing a few drops of blood.

I rubbed the blood along the large green leaves that covered the entire back wall. The leaves immediately responded to the energy within my blood by pulling in on themselves and separating from the rest of the wall, creating a small opening that I could squeeze through.

Kami blood was a powerful tool I used in communicating with all forms of intelligent life, including all plant life, and even though I was only half kami, my particular blood was recognized by the vegetation within this garden.

Once I passed through, I waited for the hedges and leaves to knit back together before turning my back on the palace and continuing on down the path toward the ruins. My first hope was that someone, either Akane, Musubi or possibly a member of the rebels, was stationed there—someone I might warn immediately.

It took me fifteen minutes on foot to reach the ruins, though I ran as fast as my legs would permit. Doubled over, I fought to catch my breath, all the while listening for any sound of approach from Akane or Musubi.

I breathed in deeply and searched the area, but knew it was useless. My lessons with Musubi weren’t scheduled for another two hours, and there was no reason to suspect Akane would be here this time. She didn’t always meet me before my lessons.

I stared past the ruins toward the shrine honoring the god of love and marriage, the Shinto temple rising up behind it and the forest eagerly waiting to swallow me within its depths.

There was nothing else to be done. I couldn’t wait for Musubi to join me at the ruins. I was going to have to access those memories I’d stolen and navigate my way through the forest toward the insurgents’ main base of operations.

And I was going to have to do it by myself.
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The forest of Yanbaru had never before bothered me, but this particular forest was different. The forest of Mimasaka was vast in depth and width, by far the largest part of the kingdom of Kagami, and host to several woodland animals both large and small.

There had also been rumors that unnatural, magical creatures existed within these woods, creatures that didn’t take kindly to outside interference or unwanted trespassers.

The rebels had chosen wisely in their desire to remain hidden and undiscovered. Even seasoned soldiers balked at the idea of delving too far past the outer boundaries of the forest.

I didn’t fear the legends and stories, but I did fear the large animals that I knew existed within these woods. It wouldn’t do to be mistaken for unsuspecting prey. That would cut my noble escapade short. Another problem I faced had to do with the distance I needed to travel. There was simply no way of knowing if I would be able to navigate the forest with time to spare. If I had found a way to steal an imperial horse, this would have made my situation much easier, but I was going to have to travel through the forest on foot with no guarantee that the pathway before me would be clear. There was no guarantee I’d even find a path.

Squaring my shoulders, I headed toward the shrine. A flash of memory hit me, and I thought of the white cherry blossom Musubi had given me the first time I came here. Though I had avoided the area most of my life, my first memories of the shrine were some I would always treasure. I quickly made my way past the Holy Cherry Tree, and sprinted toward the temple, drawing my kimono up around my knees to avoid tripping over the hemline. I rounded the front and headed to the right, rushing into the forest before I had a chance to change my mind. The canopy of trees was like a thick blanket covering the sky, shutting out most of the light, and leaving the leafy forest bed shaded and chilled.

I kept running, determined to move as fast as possible, hoping to rely on my body’s ability to heal itself in order to replenish and rejuvenate my cramping muscles as my journey progressed. I continued to use the memories I’d obtained like an internal beacon. Whenever my direction went off the correct path, my mind would send new images to guide me back to where I needed to be.

The terrain was rocky at best and nigh impossible to cover when tree roots and foliage became the only thing covering the forest floor. It was necessary for me to slow my pace and watch my footing to avoid tripping and spraining an ankle. It would have healed to be sure, but every second would make a difference between arriving at the camp in time or arriving amidst a bloody battle. 

After tripping over my own clothing for the millionth time, I finally decided I’d had enough and stopped long enough to struggle out of it, throwing it to the forest floor and hurrying forward, clad in nothing but my black, form-fitting undergarments.

It was amazing the difference that made.

Within an hour of traversing the forest with only the young soldier’s memories for guidance I came upon a wide, thunderous river. I stopped short as I reached the ledge of the embankment and looked down upon the thrashing rapids twenty feet below.

I felt overwhelmed by this new development. I hadn’t realized I would be expected to cross a body of water, but the directions gave every indication that I needed to continue forward rather than skirting around to try and find a narrower place to cross.

I decided to go down river for a few yards first. I had no way of knowing if the waters would grow calmer, but I was hopeful that might be the case. Swimming across the frothy, turbulent current would have been foolish and suicidal, and I had no way of climbing down the embankment unless it eventually leveled out downstream. As I continued along the bank, I spotted what looked to be a rope bridge attached to the round base of a tree on my side of the river, which then crossed over, connecting to another tree on the other side.

Upon closer inspection, I noted the rope itself looked fairly reliable, but the wooden planks weaved into the flooring of the bridge were warped and cracked. If this was a bridge used for traveling, it had certainly seen better days. I hesitated for a moment, fearing the consequences if the wood proved to be as unreliable as it looked, but in the end I knew I had to cross. Lives depended upon my arrival, and I couldn’t remain on this side of the river, trapped by fear and uncertainty.

A decision had to be made.

I firmly grabbed both sides of the rope bridge and tentatively stepped onto the wooden planks. The bridge bobbed and dipped slightly as it compensated for my additional weight, but after a moment it straightened out and held firm with only a slight groan. I let out the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding and slid my right foot forward. After a moment I shifted my weight forward upon it and lifted my left foot in the air, freezing as the bridge slightly swayed. The groaning noise came again, but I had to admit the bridge was quite sturdy despite its shabby appearance.

I began stepping forward with a bit more confidence, gradually increasing my speed with each board that supported my weight. Before long, I had traveled more than halfway across the bridge and felt certain I would reach my destination in time. I’d managed a few more confident steps when I heard a strange snapping sound to my right. I looked to one of the ropes attached to the plank of wood I was standing upon and noticed that several threads appeared to have unraveled.

Before my brain could latch on to the precariousness of my situation, the supporting rope snapped and the plank beneath me gave way. I felt myself abruptly drop through the bridge’s underbelly, and only managed to prevent myself from catapulting into the tumultuous river below by grasping the wooden boards in front of me. With the lower half of my body dangling off the bridge and my arms gripping the small crevices between the planks, I wasn’t sure how I would manage to pull myself up.

I took two deep, steadying breaths and then used what little upper body strength I possessed to pull myself further up and forward, but the minute I strained forward I heard another loud crack and then a snap. I looked to my right and saw that the board I clung to was beginning to fold under my weight. Freezing in place, I waited to see if it would hold and then tried to reach my left arm forward to grab the next plank ahead. The minute I shifted my weight I heard another sickening crack and felt the plank I was clinging to drop an inch or so as the supporting rope snapped almost completely in half.

This could not be happening! How was I to rescue an army full of rebels if I couldn’t even manage to save myself from this rickety bridge?

Amidst the roaring of the water and my own heartbeat pounding within my skull, I thought I heard someone calling my name. I squinted my eyes and looked to my left, across to the other side. There, standing on the riverbank, looking just as handsome and wonderful as ever stood Musubi with an awful, panicked expression on his face.

I didn’t know how he had found me or what had brought him to this particular place, but I wasn’t about to waste time asking. I saw him cup his hands around his mouth and then his strong, comforting voice floated over to me.

“Mikomi, do not attempt to move again. You will only make your situation worse. I will come to you.”

I might have acknowledged his words with a nod of my head, but even that movement could have sent me toppling the rest of the way down. I didn’t fear the river, I was an excellent swimmer, but I did fear drowning. It had happened more than once when I was younger, and though my ki quickly and efficiently expelled any water that my lungs inhaled, the process was painfully frightening. My father had used it against me several times as a child.

I felt the bridge sway a little as Musubi placed his feet on either side of the ropes, avoiding the planks altogether and walking along the cords weaved through the sides. That course of action would have been a wiser method for me to have employed, but how was I to know the boards would be so treacherous? My mission to save an army wasn’t exactly foolproof.

My anxiety and fear lessened as Musubi closed the distance between us. Once he was towering above me, he bent his head forward and reached for me.

“Give me your hand, and I will pull you to safety. Just try not to jerk as you do so.” I slowly raised my hand and felt his warmth surround me as he pulled me up through the broken planks and into his arms.

I wrapped my arms around his neck as he pulled me closer to him. His breath warmed the side of my face as I felt him place a small kiss there. The contact was surprising, but I was too relieved to be in his arms, and more than grateful for the excuse to remain so close to him.

“Thank the gods. I must have aged a thousand years when I spotted you on this damnable contraption. And then to watch you fall before I could get to you and warn you.”

His arms held me tighter as I felt him shudder. I buried my face in his chest, reveling in his closeness. Honestly, I would have fallen through a thousand bridges to procure this kind of response from him.

“Yes, if I had plummeted to my death you would have been made a widower without ever having truly been married.”

Musubi barked a short laugh, one filled with relief. He placed a light kiss on the tip of my nose and then rested his forehead against mine. “I’m just glad I reached you in time. If I hadn’t come when I did…”

He broke off and looked at me as if he’d had some kind of epiphany. The stormy blue of his eyes became filled with such a strong look of yearning, I felt myself leaning forward, completely ensnared by the power of his desire. His heated gaze held mine for what seemed like an eternity, and then a loud snap quickly brought us back to the present.

Musubi blinked twice and then seemed to get his bearings. “I may have rescued you from your fall, but we must still travel across the rest of this bridge. Wrap your legs around my waist, and I will take you back in the direction you came from.”

I nodded and did what I was told. Squeezing my eyes shut, I took comfort in the warmth and strength of his body as he carefully negotiated his way across the other half of the bridge.

“Going for a stroll, were we?”

“Not exactly.” I lowered my feet to the grassy bank, lifted my head, and pulled back a little in order to see his face. His eyes were bright with amusement, and the corners of his mouth turned up, ready to deliver a smile I was sure I would never recover from. “How on earth did you find me?”

“I was on my way to meet you for our training session. Was this some desperate attempt to get out of it?” He gave me a smirk. “Nearly getting yourself killed hardly seems reasonable when all you really had to do was let me know you were ready to quit.”

My eyes narrowed. “Of course I wasn’t going to quit. Stop looking so hopeful.”

He laughed as his smoldering eyes continued their hypnotic hold on me, pulling us closer until I was sure he was finally going to kiss me. I could sense him struggling with his emotions, wanting to hold me, to touch me, but fighting some inner turmoil that had no name, no face, and no way for me to push against it.

His eyes hardened, and his emotions were suddenly blocked from me as he released me, stepping back and crossing his arms over his chest almost as if he were using them as a shield to lock his heart and feelings in place. His face stiffened for a moment, and then he looked angry. I felt wholly confused by the change in him.

“Would you mind telling me why you are out here, traipsing about by yourself in such a dangerous part of the forest?”

“This is the most dangerous part of the forest?”

“If you’re in it, then yes! You can’t possibly think that any part of this forest is safe for a young, unaccompanied woman. Why on earth are you this far in to begin with?”

And just like that my purpose, my entire rescue mission, came crashing down around me. I’d been so caught up with Musubi and the fact that my near death had dislodged that hardened wall about his heart that I had completely forgotten my reason for being out here in the first place.

“I came to warn you and Akane. The emperor knows the location of your main camp. His troops are planning an attack this evening.”

Musubi’s eyes widened, and he shook his head. “Impossible! None of our people would ever share such information. How in the world could the emperor have found out our location, and how would you have gleaned this knowledge?” He eyed me suspiciously.

I realized I hadn’t thought this whole scenario through. It would look terribly suspicious for a woman, even a wealthy one, to know the emperor’s military secrets. I scrambled fast for something plausible to tell him.

“I…I…am sometimes summoned to the palace to treat his servants and wounded soldiers. It is another reason why Akane wished for my help. She was aware that I would have access to this type of information.”

With every word I spoke, Musubi’s face grew darker and his body more rigid. “Unbelievable. I cannot fathom how you or Akane could be so stupid as to put yourself in such a dangerous and precarious situation.”

“I can take care of myself,” I stated stiffly.

“You can barely cross a rope bridge without falling to your death,” he shouted. “How do you expect me to believe that you are capable of retrieving highly classified information from the most powerful kami in this empire without being caught, tortured, and killed?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?” I shouted back. I advanced toward him, refusing to allow him to put more distance between us. “I’m standing right here, with information that will save hundreds if not thousands of men. Do not, for one second, label me as incapable just because I was unaware that a perfectly sound looking bridge had faulty flooring.”

“You are too involved,” he shot back. “It is bad enough that you heal men considered seditious traitors to the empire, but you’re learning to fight as if you think you will ever see battle, and you’re actually spending time with the emperor and his soldiers. You are at the heart of this conflict.” He grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me hard. “Can’t you see there is a chance you won’t survive it?”

The tormented look in his eyes made me feel as if he was already emotionally preparing himself to lose me. Which was ridiculous. He didn’t even consider me his.

Did he?

I raised my hand and let my fingers softly trace the slight curve of his cheekbone. He drew in a sharp breath, but he didn’t pull away, and he didn’t let me go.

“I know this is dangerous,” I said. “I know there is a chance I could be caught, I could be tortured, or I could be killed.” Musubi shook his head at that, readying himself to say something, but I placed a finger to his lips and held it there. “I know a number of things could go wrong, and the outcome could be fatal, but Musubi, a number of things have already gone right, and many people have already been saved.” I could feel my voice rise with the power and intensity of my own words. “The emperor is corrupt, drunk with his own power and greed. He cares nothing for his people, for this empire or even for his own family, and though this may be a losing battle, one that has no hope of ever ending in our favor, it is a battle I am willing to fight. So long as I have two hands for healing, two feet for moving and this heart continually beating, I will not stop fighting until Emperor Fukurokuju is no longer capable of hurting anyone ever again.”

I hadn’t realized my finger was still resting lightly against his lips until I felt them, warm and gentle, as he kissed my finger and then the inside of my wrist. He guided my hand, palm open against his cheek and covered it with his own.

His eyes seemed to devour me with their intensity, and I felt heat suffuse my entire body.

“I can see there’s no talking you out of this, so I will continue to train you, and I will continue to protect you. But I warn you, Mikomi, the minute I become aware that your life may be in danger, I will take you away from here and never allow you to return.”

“Ridiculous! You would have to remain with me always in order to make good on that particular threat.”

His eyes narrowed, but his lips held a hint of a smile. “I can’t think of any better way to pass the time than in your company, Mikomi, especially if it means forever.” He kissed the inside of my wrist again, and then turned around and headed for the bridge.

My heart soared at his words, but I had to remind myself that he was most likely teasing me again.

“Where are you going?”

He turned back. “I’m assuming you would like for me to go warn everyone at the camp before they’re all slaughtered? Otherwise, you’re traveling into the woods and nearly falling through a dilapidated rope bridge to your death will be all for naught, and quite anticlimactic, I might add.”

I placed my hands on my hips and narrowed my eyes at him. “You had better not take all the credit for this rescue, Musubi. When it comes to glory, men can be quite stingy.”

He chuckled softly. “I trust you will make it home without incident?”

“I think I can manage.” By the gods, it wasn’t as if I was completely helpless. I tried to keep the indignation from my voice but knew I had failed when his laughter carried across the distance between us. I couldn’t help but feel fortified by it.

“Then I will see you tomorrow, little healer, and don’t think for one second I’ll be going easy on you. I don’t care how adorable you look with a fake sword in your hand.”

I crossed my arms and glared at him, feigning displeasure, when really his delightful teasing warmed me to my very soul. He laughed one more time, gave me a wink and then nimbly crossed the rope bridge within seconds, disappearing around a bend in the river. I felt cold and empty once he was gone.
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It had only taken a few hours to return to the palace, and by that time night had fallen. Sneaking into my room proved to be a much easier task. I had just climbed through the window when I heard a loud commotion at the door.

“The princess wishes to be left alone for the remainder of the evening,” I heard Yao declare.

“I don’t care what the princess wishes,” Aiko fairly yelled. “You’ll allow me in there this minute before her father comes to summon her himself.”

Oh, no! What could my father want at such a late hour? Shouldn’t he be sitting in his rooms, waiting for word about the attack on the rebels’ camp? I grabbed a thin robe from my closet and wrapped it around my quaking form, and then ran to my door, opening it before Aiko could cause a scene.

The minute I did so, both Yao and Chan gave me glances filled with relief. I nodded to them, hoping my look would convey the success of my mission. I then turned my attention to my maid.

“Aiko, what is going on?”

“Your father’s guards found me on my way to your rooms and informed me that the emperor needs to see you immediately. It seemed serious, and I don’t want you to suffer another…” she broke off, clearing her throat and then glared at Yao and Chan. “I would not wish your father to become displeased with you.”

“All right. Allow me to get dressed, and I will be there as quickly as I can.” I was loath to perform another healing for any of his men, and wasn’t sure I would have enough energy to avoid bonding any more kami blood due to my own physical exhaustion. I didn’t want to consider the possibility that I might be summoned for another interrogation, but with Katsu gone, my father was free to do as he pleased again without any interference.

I only hoped once I arrived at his study, I would be able to do whatever needed doing as quickly as possible.

 

*  *  *

 

I bowed from the waist the moment my father entered the room.

“We’ve no time for that, Daughter. I have an urgent matter that must be attended to immediately.”

My heart sank so low I thought it might never rise again. I followed my father out of the room, but instead of heading to the lower level of the palace where his interrogations usually took place, he led me up to a higher level and, to my surprise, straight to my mother’s quarters. I followed him through her guarded doors and stopped just inside. I had rarely been allowed to visit my mother’s rooms, and I felt extremely uncomfortable. My father walked over to the bed where my mother lay and knelt down next to her.

“I told you this cannot be allowed to happen,” my mother said, speaking to my father. She then began to cough roughly and covered her mouth with a white cloth. Her breathing sounded wet, heavy, and labored. I knew she had been suffering with a cough several weeks ago, but this was much more serious. Her condition had gone unchecked.

My father had never been a very attentive husband, so his concern in this matter was most peculiar.

“And I told you that this empire cannot function without the symbol of an empress here at my side. We are already experiencing too much trouble with the rebels. If anything untoward should happen to you, I will have a full revolution on my hands. You know the people love you and hate me.”

“Who do you think is to blame for that?” my mother hissed and then coughed into her cloth again. When she pulled it back, blood was soaking through the cloth. Now I felt concern.

“You will allow our daughter to heal you. I will broach no argument on the subject.”

“She is not supposed to use her powers to heal anyone but herself. Don’t think I am not aware of your abuse where her gift is concerned. You use her to carry out your dirty work while I have done nothing but sacrifice to make certain she fulfills her destiny. I will not allow her to waste her talent on me, simply because my healing will benefit your position as emperor.”

Her coughing began again and became so severe I was sure her lungs would expire. I wanted to help her. Of course I did, she was my mother, but I had no wish to sit next to her and feel her hateful eyes upon me, knowing that every moment I healed her was a moment she would spend despising me with all her heart.

“You will allow this, Chinatsu. I command it. She is in no danger of losing her ability to fulfill her destiny.”

I remained where I was as I listened to my parents argue back and forth. The only thing interrupting them was my mother’s terrible coughing fits. They were people I had spent my life obeying without question. To have them contradicting one another’s orders left me feeling torn and somewhat indecisive, but in the end I would do exactly as my father requested, for I knew what the consequences would be if I didn’t.

“This is ridiculous. We are wasting time.” My father beckoned me forward. “Mikomi, you will heal your mother, and you will disregard any comments she might make to the contrary,” he bellowed.

My mother glared at him. I had to admire her bravery. I was so frightened of him when his anger reached this level, but she sat there sick and weak, fighting him with what little energy she had left.

“Perhaps once I have healed her, you might consider allowing her ascension to take place in order to avoid any more of these illnesses?” My suggestion was soft and tentative, but one hopeful look from my mother made me realize how long she had been waiting for such an event to take place.

I was suddenly enraged that my father had never made good on his promise. This whole situation never would have occurred in the first place if he had been willing to help her ascend as a full kami immediately after giving birth to me, instead of using that promise as leverage to keep her in line.

“Fine,” he said in a gruff voice.

My eyebrows rose at that, surprised that he wouldn’t even argue the point or berate me for speaking without permission. The severity of my mother’s condition must have escalated to a dangerous level indeed.

“Mother, if you would permit,” I said, tentatively reaching out toward her head. She slapped my hands away.

“Don’t you dare touch me,” she hissed.

“You will allow this, Chinatsu, or so help me I will beat you unconscious with my bare hands,” he threatened.

The anger my mother felt was beginning to overwhelm me. I needed some distance from her to avoid absorbing any more of her emotions, but I didn’t dare move from my spot, knowing full well my father’s anger would be waiting for me.

When she stayed silent, I raised my hands again and placed them on either side of her head. I couldn’t connect to her at first. She desperately fought me, despite my father’s threats—threats I knew he would make good on. I continued to push through whatever block she had placed in front of me, and eventually I connected with her ki, but by the time I did so, I was fairly worn out. I had never endured such a difficult connection with anyone else. Moving aside my mother’s icy will was as insurmountable as moving a boulder with my mind.

There was something about my connection with her that felt wrong. I realized I’d only managed to penetrate part of her ki; her own mind had closed up completely. I let it go for now but knew once I ascertained what was happening within her body, I would need to push through whatever mental walls she had put up against me.

I could feel most of her pain, but her anger was terribly distracting. I knew how little she cared for me, but I didn’t want to feel it, not like this. Not ever. Forcing myself to focus, I searched for the source of her illness. Her lungs were filled with some kind of infection, but I had never healed anyone with an infection like this and couldn’t identify it. All I really knew was the pain I felt in her chest, and her temperature was dangerously high. The infection was the cause and needed to be dealt with, but without full access to her ki, her indomitable spirit wouldn’t allow it.

I suddenly heard a loud hacking sound and realized my mother was having another coughing fit, forcing her to let down her guard. I seized my moment and connected to her fully. I wasn’t prepared for the next wall I encountered once I started giving instructions. My mind beat soundly against a door of impenetrable, cold glass.

The veil! I found myself struggling against the veil. I was so shocked by this that I lost my connection and opened my eyes.

“Well? How soon can we expect a full recovery?” my father asked.

I stared at my mother. Her eyes were shooting daggers at me, and I could only stare. She was going to die. My mother couldn’t recover from this.

“Mikomi, you will answer me or—”

“She won’t recover,” I said softly.

“What was that?”

“I can’t heal her. The veil won’t permit it. She’s meant to die.”

The silence that came after felt heavy, dark, and threatening. I’d never witnessed my mother show any fear, and even now, this news did nothing to change her demeanor or her attitude toward me, but I could sense real fear emanating from my father. Without my mother to keep his subjects at bay, there was nothing to prevent them from joining the rebels.

“I gave you an order, child, and you will obey me.”

“I wish I could, but I can’t. The veil is present when I connect with her ki. She is not meant to survive this disease.”

I felt a kind of numbness engulf me as I said it. I loved my mother, or at least the idea of her. She’d given birth to me, but that was all I could give her credit for. In the end, we were perfect strangers, and I think I hated her for that. I didn’t want her to die, but even if I could have saved her, she would have resented me for it.

My father didn’t hesitate to handle the situation the way he handled everything else. I felt his hand clamp down upon the back of my neck while his fingers dug into my skin. My back and neck stiffened automatically, but I knew better than to try and fight him off.

“The veil is not my problem, it is yours, and if you don’t find a way to get around it, I will have your tutor, Kenji, executed right before your eyes.”

He shoved my head forward and stepped back. My father always followed through with his threats. If I didn’t find a way to save my mother, then Kenji would be dead within minutes.

I quickly grabbed my mother’s head despite her weak protests and forced a connection. My panic must have been all consuming because my mother’s resistance was batted away within seconds. I hit the veil again and mentally searched for a way around it. I could find no weaknesses, no holes or thin spots that might break under the mental tension I threw at it. My efforts became less controlled and more frantic when I thought about what the result would be if I failed.

I shoved my mother’s ki to the foreground and communicated with the veil directly. My father got whatever he wanted through brute force and intimidation. I didn’t like his methods, but I was willing to give anything a try. Instead of finding a way around the veil, I was going to have to push through it. I started by pressing my mind against the glass wall, and then I continued to add more pressure. I wasn’t going to stop pushing or shoving until I broke through, no matter the outcome.

I wasn’t sure how long I was at it before I felt a small give in the glass wall, but I took advantage, even though sweat trickled down my face and my body shook uncontrollably. The wall became more pliable as if it were melting under the force of my determination. I gave one more desperate push and exploded through. I felt my body jolt at the pressure being released, but I didn’t have time to analyze it. Instead, I immediately began instructing the tiny intelligences that made up her lungs to fight the infection and eliminate it completely.

I watched as the infection in her lungs began to die off and disappear, slowly at first and then more rapidly as more of the intelligences within her lungs responded to my instructions. The scarring on her lungs began to heal, and any residual blood was absorbed and restored to its rightful place within the body.

My mother’s body temperature dropped to its normal level, and her chest pain vanished. I wanted to disconnect and pull away from her, but I no longer had control over my own body due to how badly it was shaking.

I thought I heard yelling and a loud scream, but anything happening outside was muffled and too distant for me to follow. Suddenly, my connection with my mother was severed, and someone roughly jerked me backward.

I opened my eyes and saw Katsu’s stormy face staring back at me. I wondered why he had returned when he wasn’t due back for a few more days.

“You cannot stop this, Katsu. I forbid it,” my father yelled.

Katsu stood to his full height, towering over my father in the process.

“You have to be the most ignorant kami our First Parents ever created. Have you learned nothing about the veil and the consequences for breaching it? Do you truly value power over your own daughter’s life? Do you have any idea what you could have done?” Katsu was yelling. I had never before seen him so angry. “You cannot ask this of Mikomi. If someone is meant to die then that is final. Forcing a healing like that is dangerous and could have caused serious damage. Her body was already rejecting the process when I arrived.”

I felt something wet dripping on my hand. I glanced down. Red drops of blood smacked my skin and spread on contact. I lifted a hand to my nose and felt warm liquid dripping down my fingers. Then the warm liquid began to drip from my eyes and my world turned red. I could hardly find my voice to bring it to the attention of those present, but I didn’t feel the need to panic either.

“Katsu,” I whispered, but he didn’t hear me.

“If she had managed to break through the veil, if she had even managed to get close to weakening it, the damage to her brain would have been immeasurable.”

Interesting. Maybe that was why droplets of blood from my nose and eyes had turned into a slow, steady stream.

“Fortunately for all of us, it is virtually impossible to break through the veil.”

I had to laugh at that, although I wasn’t sure why I found it so funny.

“I’m afraid that’s not entirely true,” I stated in a loud voice. “Not only was I able to break through the veil, but mother’s illness has healed completely.”

I heard Katsu gasp and my mother scream.

Chaos ensued, with my father barking orders about finding a physician. I thought that amusing since the only competent physician in the palace was me. My mother’s screams were frantic, begging for my father to heal me, something I found to be equally humorous. I couldn’t think of a being less qualified to mend or heal anyone.

It was impossible to see what was happening due to the blood seeping out of my eyes, but my hearing wasn’t affected at all, which made all of the yelling and screaming amplify the pounding pain within my skull.

I felt feminine arms wrap around me, and my mother whispered something unintelligible as she rocked me in her arms. All this time I wanted her to show me some kind of affection, and it took my imminent death to achieve that kind of milestone.

“Quiet,” Katsu roared.

I felt him place hands on either side of my head and then sensed his presence within my mind, but the pain didn’t allow me to focus for much longer, and a strange, insistent blackness began pulling me away from him.

I fought it at first. The darkness scared me, and I wanted to take advantage of the nurturing contact I was receiving from my mother. I wasn’t able to put up much of a fight, and once the darkness touched me, I felt peaceful and weightless. The pain existed, but felt deadened somehow, and I found myself wanting to accept the darkness.

Eventually, I gave in and let go, sleeping under a curtain of endless night.

 

*  *  *

 

“When will she wake up?” I heard Saigo ask.

“I’m really not sure,” Katsu responded in frustration. “The damage she sustained when she broke through the veil was extensive. I can’t believe she managed to accomplish something so mentally demanding without dying immediately afterward. Even now, I’m not sure that I healed all of the damage her mind sustained.”

If he was trying to comfort my brother, he was making a huge mess of things.

“I tried reasoning with the emperor, Katsu. I even tried to prevent her from connecting with me, but he threatened Kenji’s life, knowing her attachment to him to be a weakness for her. Foolish girl.”

I wanted to return to my own personal oblivion after hearing my mother’s criticism. I’d saved her life, but she didn’t care. I realized nothing I did, short of becoming The Healer, would ever be enough for her.

“It isn’t your fault, Highness. It isn’t Mikomi’s fault, either. She had no idea what the repercussions would be if she actually succeeded. She only knew what they would be if she failed, and as I understand it, Kenji is considered a valued member of the family.”

“That he is,” Saigo said. “If I had been in her position, I would have behaved in the exact same way, foolish or not.”

I knew I could always count on my brother to defend me.

“Where is the emperor now?” my mother asked.

“I believe he is in a meeting with some of his generals. He actually had the nerve to demand that Mikomi be brought to his quarters once she had awakened. If he thinks I’ll allow him near my betrothed again, he’s insane. ”

A soft giggle escaped my mouth as I managed to open my eyes a crack. “Don’t let my father hear you accusing him of insanity. He’ll throw you into the nearest dungeon.” My giggling returned, and I found that I couldn’t stop. It must have been contagious because Saigo joined in and attacked me on the bed where I lay immobile.

“I knew you would be all right, sister. You have too much spunk to let little things like fatal injuries prevent you from bouncing back.” He kissed the top of my forehead, and I smiled. I could only make out his outline. Everything else was a bit fuzzy.

“Thank the gods.” I heard Katsu say under his breath. I heard him slide whatever he was sitting on closer to the side of my bed. He gripped one of my hands in his. “I don’t know what I would have done if the damage to your mind had been irreversible.”

I managed to turn my head in his direction and forced my eyes open a little wider, but everything still remained fuzzy.

“Is my mother well?” I asked.

“Of course I am, you silly girl.” I sensed her approach my bed, but she stopped just before she reached it. I released Katsu’s hand and lifted it toward her. I guessed I was hoping that somehow her feelings toward me had changed. She hesitated for a second, then patted my shoulder stiffly and turned away.

“She’ll make a full recovery, and that’s all that matters,” she flung over her shoulder as she left my room.

Not many things were capable of crushing me so completely, but at that moment, as my mother walked away from me, I felt a piece of my heart shrivel and break.

“Yes, I suppose The Healer is all that matters,” I mumbled.

“Don’t let it hurt you, Mikomi,” Saigo said, attempting to console me. “You know Mother has never been one to show affection.”

I stayed mute, deciding now was neither the time nor the place to share with him our mother’s previous remarks about her feelings toward me. I certainly wasn’t going to discuss it in front of Katsu.

“How do you feel?” the warrior god asked. He reached for the hand my mother had refused and tightly grasped it. I squeezed his hand and felt grateful that he was at least showing some concern, even if it was only meant for The Healer.

“I’m feeling much better, thank you.” I turned my head to try and look at him and managed to pry open my eyes a little more. His face was coming into focus, but the edges were deformed and fuzzy. I heard his sharp intake of breath as he looked at me.

“Mikomi, the whites of your eyes are completely red. Do you feel any pain?” He was trying to remain calm, but I could tell he was worried.

“Her eyes are red?” Saigo turned my face to look at me and grimaced. “Does it hurt?”

“Not really.” I wondered why everything else within me had healed. “I’m having trouble seeing as sharply as I once did, but I’m sure my body will correct itself, now that I am feeling better.”

“Yes, let’s hope that is true.”

“How long have I been unconscious?”

“Three days,” Katsu said.

I went from a prone position to sitting straight up. “Three days? I have never been sick that long. Why would my body have taken so much time to heal?”

Katsu placed his hands on my shoulders and guided me back down. “I am happy to answer your questions, but I want you resting while I do so. You had a very close call, and I’m not entirely certain that you are completely recovered, especially with how your eyes look. There seems to be some residual damage.”

“What happened to me exactly?”

“You injured yourself by attacking the veil. There are laws in death just as there are in life, and when the natural order of the Universe is tampered with, fatal consequences are usually the result. If I hadn’t come when I did…if I hadn’t been able to stop the bleeding within your brain…” Katsu took a deep, calming breath and grasped my hand again, bringing it to his lips and placing a soft kiss there. “I’m just not sure what I would have done.”

I was astounded. I knew it was possible for kami to use a small amount of power to heal someone, but I had never thought that Katsu would do something like that for me.

“You healed me? You sacrificed some of your power for me?”

“Of course I did, Mikomi. You’re The Healer. Did you really think I would just stand back and watch you die?”

At first I had been overwhelmed with emotion to think that Katsu would risk his immortality to heal me. That he might care that much for me, but my heart sank at his explanation. Of course, he would do everything he could to save The Healer. It was his duty and his destiny to share a life with me, whether he wanted to or not, and Katsu, above all else, was a kami sworn to fulfill his destiny. I had to wonder if my title as The Healer made it impossible for anyone to really love me.

I knew my brother loved me and Kenji loved me, but that was familial affection, not the kind of love between couples that, if strong enough, could join them in a way no other love was capable of. Would I ever experience that for myself, or would a union with Katsu always be about duty, honor and fulfilling one’s destiny?

I wanted to cry, but I didn’t want to do it in front of my betrothed. I didn’t want him to think me ungrateful regardless of his motives for saving me.

“Perhaps, I could be left alone to rest. I think if I sleep just a little more, I will recover completely.”

Katsu and Saigo agreed it was a good idea. The warrior god left my room first, giving the back of my hand a light kiss before leaving. He no doubt felt it his duty to show some signs of affection. I didn’t even know how to interpret his behavior toward me. I never had.

Once Katsu left the room, Saigo turned to me.

“I realize that you are tired from your ordeal, but you must be informed. One of the guards had a message for you from Akane, and when he discovered that you were ill, he gave the message to Kenji. I have it here.”

I couldn’t imagine all the things I had missed if I had truly been unconscious for the last three days. That meant I’d missed three trainings with Musubi, three chances to see him and be near him. Now I really wanted to cry.

“I’m surprised Akane has not received any knowledge of my condition. She usually knows the goings on within the palace better than anyone.”

“Your condition has been kept very quiet. Katsu worried that people within the empire would panic if the severity of your injuries were known.”

Yes, Katsu seemed to have a handle on everything, although I couldn’t fault him for his cold, hard logic. “Would you read the message to me, Saigo? My eyes are still having problems focusing.”

He nodded and pulled out a small piece of parchment paper, reading it aloud. “Meeting tomorrow evening. Same place as always. Burn immediately.”

“When was the message delivered?”

“This morning. It will be dusk within the hour.”

“Saigo, I have to find a way to get to that meeting, but I doubt very highly that Kenji will be able to impress upon Katsu the importance of my educational outings considering I almost died.”

“Yes, I doubt Kenji would even consider it himself. He’s been very worried about you.”

My heart warmed at that, but the problem still remained. If Akane needed me, then there was no help for it. I would do all that I could to make it to that meeting. A small grin spread across my face as an idea took root.

“Saigo, how do you feel about pretending to be me tomorrow evening?”

My brother grinned widely.

“I honestly can’t think of anything more exciting than dressing up in one of your kimonos and hair wigs.”

I slapped his arm as he moved into a feminine stance.

“Honestly, you think I’d allow you to actually walk around impersonating me? I’m supposed to be in bed. I want you to be my body. Just lie in this bed with one of my hair wigs covering your head and keep your back turned to the door.”

“Sounds easy enough. What happens if your maid, Aiko, comes in?”

I pondered that for a moment.

“I will instruct the guards to allow no one in my rooms for the rest of the evening.”

“That could work, but it also means you will have to go to your meeting unaccompanied. Are you sure you will manage?”

I nodded. “Granted, I’m no samurai expert, but I’ve learned some very valuable exercises that will help me defend myself. I should be just fine, Saigo.”

He looked worried, but I could tell the idea of helping me sneak out was an exciting one.

“How will you leave the palace?”

“The same way Akane did the first night we met her. Out my window.”

“You’ll be able to descend from the roof without any problems?”

“I’ve managed it before.”

“Just make sure you are back before the following morning, sister. I’m not certain how Katsu will react if he finds you gone and me snoozing in your bed, but I would rather not find out.”

“Agreed. We shall both be careful.” I leaned back against my pillows, feeling exhaustion descend. “I’ve slept for three days straight, and yet I feel as if I could sleep even longer still.”

“Then you most likely should. You may not be used to the same kind of fatigue we mere mortals suffer from, but I have found it is always wise to listen to one’s body.”

I gave Saigo a rueful smile. “You’re only half mortal.”

“And still it does me little good.” He gave me a rueful smile in return. “It is late afternoon and will be dark within a few hours. Get some rest, sweet sister, and we will plot and plan your rendezvous with Akane later.”

I watched as Saigo exited my rooms, and then let out a heavy sigh. I couldn’t afford to allow my breaching of the veil or its awful consequences to affect my health for long. I was still a spy for the rebels, and learning to protect and defend myself was important. I shifted in my bed, and a sharp stabbing pain shot through my arm.

I withdrew it from underneath my silken bed sheet and stared in shock at the small cut within the crook of my arm. It looked as if it had scabbed over at one point, but my movements had ripped the cut open and blood dribbled slowly down my arm.

I couldn’t quite grasp what was happening. Never in my life had I ever had such a minuscule cut remain on my person. Incisions like these healed within seconds, but it was clear my ki had struggled to heal something as simple as this.

More disturbing was wondering how on earth I had received such a cut. Had it occurred when I was delivered to my room? I grabbed a small cloth from my nightstand and placed it within the crook of my arm, staunching the small amount of blood flow and applying pressure. The movements had taken their toll and weakened me, another worrisome development. Since when did simple, everyday movements make me feel as if I’d just sprinted for several miles? I ignored the stinging pain in my arm and closed my eyes, allowing blessed oblivion to claim me for just a little while longer.
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I could feel the sunlight, warm and inviting, seeping through the cracks between the shutters of my window as I slowly began to awaken from a fitful night’s sleep. I didn’t want consciousness to take me, considering the wonderful dream I’d had involving Musubi.

I could have lain in bed with my eyes closed for hours thinking about the way it felt when he touched me. I could have slept and wondered at the sadness he held trapped within his heart, a sadness that needed my help for release, but I soon became aware of another presence in my bedroom.

I opened my eyes and turned my head to the right, surprised to see Katsu sitting on the floor next to my bed, anxiously looking at me.

He reached for my hand when our eyes connected and let out a shaky breath. I sensed his emotional turmoil, but he reined it in quickly before I had time to fully understand the source.

I sat up, fearful that something terrible had happened. “Katsu, what is troubling you? Are you well?”

He pulled my hand to his cheek and placed it there for a moment. “I am well, Princess. I have been worried about you ever since you sustained the injury to your brain. I gave up the fight to sleep and came in here to sit by you and make certain you were well.”

“You’ve been here long then?”

“No, just a few hours. I just...I needed to reassure myself that you were still breathing.”

He let go of my hand, but I kept it against his cheek, running my thumb along his brow and cheekbone, touched that he would have been concerned enough about my well-being to sit beside me and watch over me.

I marveled at this caring compassionate side coming through. He was abrupt and indifferent with me in public, but in private he tended to disarm me with his behavior. He let out a soft gasp as I ran my fingers through his jet-black hair, and I nearly pulled my hand away, wondering if perhaps I had been too forward. His emotions stayed locked away, not allowing me to know exactly what he was feeling.

“As you can see, I am still breathing, and everything about me is functioning properly.” I held my hands out to either side to emphasize my point. Katsu rose to his knees, bringing himself eye level with me.

“Everything is not okay, Mikomi. Your eyes are still red. Your body should have corrected this by now. I am worried that not only was there damage to your mind, but to your ki as well.”

I considered his idea and thought it probable. If my eyes were still suffering from breaching the veil, then there was something very wrong indeed, and there was also that mysterious cut to consider.

“Is there anything that can be done to discover the extent of the damage? Any way to repair it?”

Katsu inched his face closer to mine. “There is, but it will involve crossing certain personal boundaries. It might make you feel…” he searched for the right word, “…uncomfortable. Do you mind if I connect to your ki?”

I couldn’t understand why Katsu would feel this to be a shocking personal boundary to cross. “Katsu, you connected to my ki a few days ago to save my life. Why would this make me feel uncomfortable?”

He lowered his eyes, looking a bit uncomfortable himself. Then he raised them and gave me a look longingly desperate. I thought I saw fear and uncertainty cross his features, but then he grew determined, as if he had just made an important decision. “You might feel uneasy with the way I have to connect with your ki.”

Now I was curious, but I also felt a bit impatient, trying to draw Katsu out and discover his thoughts and feelings depleted what little energy I still possessed.

“You are an honorable kami, and I trust that you will handle my ki with as much care as you took in saving my life. Please do what you think is best and connect with me anyway you must.”

The corner of his mouth turned up into a grateful half smile. “As you wish, Princess.” He placed both his hands on either side of my face, an action I already anticipated. I didn’t anticipate what happened next.

Instead of closing his eyes to concentrate, he leaned forward and tenderly kissed my lips. I didn’t have time to react before I felt his consciousness enter my own, searching for my ki and embracing it with his.

It was different than any connection I had ever made with the people I healed. They were never as aware of their ki as kami were, and no one’s ki had ever reached out to hold mine the way Katsu’s did. Once he found it, I felt him deepen the kiss and by doing so deepen the connection. A slow warmth spread from my spine to the tips of my toes as he continued searching for the damage.

I could tell the moment he found it because his ki spread out and covered the area, completely encompassing it in white, healing light. For some reason I wasn’t responding to Katsu’s instructions and suddenly the bright light seemed to backfire, sending shock waves that blew our ki apart and ripped through our bodies.

My vision blurred as I opened my eyes and found myself displaced from my bed and cradled in Katsu’s arms. He was leaning his forehead against mine, taking in heavy gulps of air.

“I don’t understand this. I can’t understand what happened. I found the damage, and I could have fixed it, but there is a blockage of some kind.”

I reached up and placed a hand on his cheek, attempting to comfort him. “Is it a blockage of the mind? Did I put it there, or did I shut you out unintentionally?”

He shook his head, worry lines creasing his face. “No. This is completely different. It’s as if I have no access to your soul. Damaging someone’s ki is difficult to accomplish. It only happened as a direct consequence of your breaching the veil, but soul mates are able to balance each other’s ki. We have access to one another’s souls and can heal the damage sustained on any level so long as we are connected with one another. Your ki didn’t respond to mine. It was as if your soul didn’t recognize me.”

I stared at him wide-eyed. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know, but we must uncover the cause of this barrier, or you will never be whole again, and without the full strength of your ki, you’ll never become a full kami.” He lifted me effortlessly back on my bed, and it was then that I realized I wore only my undergarments. Katsu didn’t seem to sense my embarrassment. He was too distracted by his failed attempt at healing me.

He stood up and strode toward the door.

“Where are you going?”

He turned to look at me. “I must speak with Kenji and see if there is anything recorded on this matter. We must find out how I can breach this barrier. If you feel up to it, I would like to continue our practice sessions after breakfast.”

Without so much as a farewell, he exited, leaving me to wonder if he had even thought twice about the kiss we had shared or if it had affected him in any way. It saddened me to think that my first kiss had been given for the purpose of healing me instead of loving me.

 

*  *  *

 

I arrived in the gardens with my guards early. If there was a chance Daiki had left a note for me, I needed to be there to retrieve it without Katsu’s watchful eye hovering over me. I didn’t need to worry about what the guards did or didn’t see since they were loyal to Akane.

I walked straight for the fist-sized rock snuggled next to one of the trees. Lifting it up I stuck my finger inside the small compartment chiseled into the center. I smiled when I felt a small piece of parchment tickle the tip of my index finger. I gripped the end of it and slid it out, swiftly stuffing it within a pocket sewn inside my kimono. I then replaced the rock.

Footsteps approached, and I startled to see both Katsu and Kenji directly behind me.

“Kenji, are you here to watch me practice?” I gave him a weary smile he didn’t seem capable of returning. Worry lines creased his forehead.

“Katsu shared with me the extent of damage your ki has sustained and his inability to heal it. I am quite baffled by this, Mikomi, but I am even more concerned with your well-being.”

“I’m sure there has to be an explanation for the blockage Katsu encountered,” I said. I was putting on a brave face, but inwardly I was concerned. If my ki no longer functioned at full power, what kind of consequences would that hold for the future?

I wasn’t concerned about never becoming a full kami. My father may have unintentionally given me an out in all of this. I couldn’t fulfill the prophecy if I didn’t become immortal. On the other hand, I wondered what would happen if I were injured slightly or even seriously. If my ki couldn’t heal the whites of my eyes, what hope did I have that it might heal other injuries of a more serious nature? And what of the rebellion? How would I ever heal Akane’s men?

“Come here, child, and let us experiment for a moment.” Kenji reached his hands out and grabbed both of mine. “My hip is feeling poorly. I think it best if we see what your ki can do with physical pain.”

I looked at Katsu, waiting for permission to proceed and hating myself for doing so. He folded his arms over his chest and nodded, barely making eye contact with me before focusing on Kenji. I didn’t know what to make of his standoffish behavior but thought it best to simply comply with Kenji’s request, rather than analyze Katsu’s ever changing moods.

I let go of Kenji’s hands and placed them on the graying hairline of his temples. Closing my eyes, I connected to him, but the connection felt fuzzy, as if my mental sight had been impaired in some way. I continued forward despite the disheartening handicap and located the inflammation in the joints of Kenji’s hips. I instructed his ki to minimize the inflammation and block the pain and discomfort he felt.

He took several seconds to respond, and when he finally did, the healing progressed at a sluggish rate, as if it were unclear as to the specifics of my instructions. I found that I had to use much more energy to accomplish something as simple as relieving joint pain. By the time Kenji’s ki had completed the task, I could feel droplets of sweat parading down my hairline. I opened my eyes and shakily released my hold on my tutor.

Unfortunately, holding onto him was the only thing that had been keeping me upright. The moment I let go, I felt my legs buckle and would have collapsed backward into the shallow pond if Katsu’s reflexes had not been so quick.

I leaned against him, breathing heavily.

“Why, was that so difficult?”

Kenji studied me for a moment. The tension in his face and body made me nervous. “Katsu, connect to her now and see what happens when your ki touches hers.”

He was already holding me, so turning his head and pressing a gentle kiss to my lips happened before I was ready for the intimate contact. Entering my mind and connecting with my ki occurred within seconds. He moved to a specific point, in a place where my brain had been injured and folded his spirit over mine in an attempt to surround the fractured area. The minute he touched it, my ki writhed in agony and fairly flung his spiritual force to the background, severing the connection immediately. He didn’t even get a chance to produce that warm healing light I had felt before.

When I opened my eyes, I realized we were both sitting on the ground with him cradling me in his arms once again.

“Katsu, what happened?” Kenji asked, kneeling down next to us.

“I couldn’t even make contact with her. The minute my ki touched hers it instantly repelled me. I can heal her physically, but I can’t heal her spirit, and as her soul mate, this is something I should have access to.”

“I think I may have an idea of what is blocking your connection, though I can’t be sure until we give this situation some time, but I think the more she heals the less capable her ki is of receiving light or help. Her energy is used to doing this on its own, but it takes a certain level of energy for spiritual connections between soul mates to take place. The answer, hopefully, is that she must stop healing long enough for her ki to retain the strength necessary to accept you.”

“You think it is as simple as that?” Katsu asked.

“I certainly hope so. Only time will tell at this point, but might I suggest that you suspend her veil training for a week or two? I can continue with her educational outings in the meantime.”

“Yes, Kenji. I think it a very good idea.” Katsu sounded a bit relieved, even felt it. I sensed that before he threw the walls back in front of his emotions. Kenji’s were just as disturbing. He acted as if he had just solved all of our problems, but his emotions bounced from worry to fear to outright panic. I needed to talk with him but didn’t know how to end this session with Katsu. Fortunately, he did it for me.

“I must take care of some business matters with your father, Mikomi.” He easily stood, taking me with him and gently setting me on my feet. “In the meantime, I want you to rest for the next week or so, and we’ll try again.”

I nodded, and hoped for both our sakes that Kenji’s prediction became a reality. Katsu lifted his hand and tenderly brushed his fingers against my cheek. I shivered slightly at the contact and gave him a smile I didn’t feel. Then he dropped his hand to his side and walked swiftly down the path and around the bend.

“We have a serious problem here, Mikomi,” Kenji said the minute Katsu was out of earshot.

“You don’t think I will have recovered enough to accept his healing?”

“Worse. Everything I told him just now was a complete and total lie.”

My mouth flew open in surprise. “What do you mean you lied? Is there no way for Katsu to heal me?”

“Absolutely none, I’m afraid. Your ki is damaged, and you tire more easily. If Katsu had waited to have you practice on me later this evening, you most likely wouldn’t have struggled as much as you did just now, but when he told me what happened when he tried to heal your spirit, I knew I needed to come up with a plausible scenario fast.”

“Kenji, I still don’t understand. Why would you lie to him? What is it you’re not telling me?”

Kenji worried his cane in both hands before answering. “Katsu’s inability to heal you has nothing whatsoever to do with your ki needing rest in order to accept him. Your ki will never be able to accept a healing from his.”

“Why on earth not?”

Kenji swallowed hard. “He isn’t your soul mate. The prophecy is flawed. ”

I stared at him in stunned silence, having no idea how I might respond to such an unbelievable declaration. I might have rejoiced at the thought that I would no longer be forced into a marriage with Katsu if what Kenji said was indeed correct, but the look on my old tutor’s face gave me pause.

“How do you know this?”

“Your ki would never have rejected a healing from your true soul mate. It shunned Katsu because it doesn’t recognize him. Your spirits do not belong to one another, and as a result, he can never hope to heal you.”

“What does that mean for the future, Kenji, for the healing of the veil?”

Kenji shook his head, his eyes wide with worry. “We’ve missed something in the prophecy. If you and the warrior god are not soul mates, then you can never become a full kami. Your soul mate is the only one who can help you complete the full transformation.”

My thoughts swam with questions. “If Katsu is not my match, then who is?”

“A very good question, but there is another I must pose that is far more troubling. How will you and Katsu heal the veil if you can never be united?”
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The heart monitor attached to Hope Fairmont beeped slow and steady. Her breathing remained regular, and her MRI had come back normal. Any impartial onlooker would have assumed she was sleeping, but Tie knew better.

All of the monitoring was unnecessary, yet Tie had agreed with James Fairmont, Hope’s father, that it was better to allow their group to believe her unconscious state was due entirely to breaching the veil, though this was far from the truth.

He leaned forward in his chair and rested his elbows against Hope’s hospital bed. He tenderly took her hand in his own and brought it to his lips. She stirred ever so slightly but showed no other signs of awakening. Soon she would remember everything, and that knowledge filled him with equal parts of excitement and dread.

He had waited a millennium for this!

She would know him as he was a thousand years ago, but would she wish to be near him once she remembered everything that had transpired? He didn’t think so, and that thought, more than anything, terrified him.

He thought of a simpler time, a time when he stood in a clearing surrounded by cherry trees and taught a mysterious, beautiful woman the art of the samurai. He would’ve given anything to have those moments back.

He closed his eyes and let out a tired sigh. “Angie, you should go home and try to get some sleep.”

“Like hell!”

Tie opened his eyes, surprised at the look of indignant outrage on Angie’s face. She sat in the chair opposite him on the other side of Hope’s bed, clinging tightly to her hand.

“Angie—”

“Save it, Cupid.” Angie pointed a finger at him in warning.

Her emerald eyes gleamed a bright green as she glared at him with a ferocious intensity. With her flaming red hair tousled about her head, back-lit by the setting sun coming through the windows, she was an intimidating figure to behold; a beautiful, fiery goddess in her own right.

He tried to keep the corners of his mouth from curling up in amusement and thought it best not to correct the “Cupid” remark she’d just thrown at him.

She poked her finger in his direction again. “If you get to stay, then so do I.”

Tie shook his head. “I’m her soul mate.”

“I’m her best friend.”

“I think soul mates trump best friends.”

“In what realm of ridiculous would that ever be possible?” Her nostrils flared in anger.

Tie wondered if he should continue pushing her buttons. It was better than sitting here, thinking about the unknown future they were headed toward. He decided to try reasoning with her instead.

“I just think it would be best—”

“Stop talking! Unless you can sit here and tell me what it was like all those years after Hope’s mother died. Unless you can talk to me about her hopes and dreams, her favorite color, her favorite movie, whether she likes pepperonis or Canadian bacon on her pizza, every performance she ever gave at Expresso, every tear she ever cried and every horrible outfit she ever had to be talked out of, you do not get to sit there and tell me what you think is best in regards to my best friend.”

Tie studied Angie intently, acquiring a new respect for the girl. She reminded him of a sweet, stubborn, courageous friend he’d once had a very long time ago.

“Fine, but please remember that what you’ve heard discussed between James and myself cannot be shared with Victor or Chinatsu.”

Angie’s shoulders visibly relaxed. “Like I could ever be that stupid.” Her eyes narrowed. “How do you think Victor will take it?”

Tie quirked an eyebrow at her. “Why? You worried about his feelings? Are you starting to like him?”

“Just because I admire the way his rear fits into his blue jeans doesn’t mean I like him personally.”

Tie had to chuckle at that, though he noticed some tension around Angie’s mouth.

“We just have to keep this quiet. I’m fairly certain that Hope and I aren’t legitimate soul mates.”

Angie gave him a shrewd look. “Legitimate? What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

He pulled his hand from Hope’s as he heard the door to her room open, but relaxed a little when he saw James step in.

“Is it your turn to guard her, then?” James asked.

Tie studied Hope’s father, noticing the dark circles under his eyes and the worry lines surrounding his mouth.

“Yeah. This is my shift.” Tie gave Angie a meaningful look, but she leveled him with a challenging glare. “I told Victor I would take over for the rest of the evening since he has more veil strengthening to do somewhere in England. To be honest, I don’t see any nekomata returning for a while now. Not with Victor traveling as often as he can to strengthen the various weaknesses in the veil.”

James nodded but kept his eyes on Hope. “Do you know how much longer this is going to take?”

“I know she has a lot to remember, and she has to do it gradually. The shock of her first life colliding with her present will take some getting used to. I continually check her progress, and her life force always lets me know how her vitals are, far better than the technology you have around here.” Tie nodded to the heart monitor and IVs attached to Hope’s body.

James gave him a rueful smile. “Habit, I suppose. I just want to know she’s okay, and it makes it look as if she’s really in a coma. I’m assuming you still want Chinatsu and Victor to believe that.” He walked around the bed and sat down in a chair next to Angie.

“I do.”

Tie studied him carefully, worried James might fall over from the exhaustion plainly etched upon his features. He knew Hope’s father had slept very little since the latest nekomata attack at the football field.

“Where’s Kirby?” Angie asked.

“He’s staying with Ms. Mori right now, refusing to go back to his own mother, although I’m sure we’ll have a fight on our hands when his mother realizes he no longer has leukemia.”

“That mother of his best not mess with me. I will go postal on her worthless a—”

“Angie, have you had anything to eat yet?” James asked.

Tie stifled a chuckle. Angie, whether at her best or worst, was always entertaining.

She gave him a sour look. “I see both of you are trying to get rid of me.”

James patted her shoulder. “Hope would never forgive me if I allowed you to miss a meal.”

Angie rolled her eyes and stood. “As if the doughnuts in the food dispenser could ever be considered real food. Any takers?”

“I would rather have something from the cafeteria,” Tie said, knowing it would take her much longer to get there. He needed some time alone with James.

“Oh, would you now? Why don’t I just dash down to the local Olive Garden and pick you up some Chicken Fettuccini Alfredo while I’m at it?”

“If you don’t think it would be too much trouble.” Tie gave her an innocent smile.

“Unbelievable,” Angie grumbled. “Who knew kami could be so high maintenance.” She stalked out of the room, leaving James and Tie to their conversation.

“I need you to explain to me again what you did to Hope and how this process works.” James looked at his daughter, and Tie thought he saw a small tick jolt at the base of the man’s jaw. He was not handling this well.

“When Hope healed Kirby, she damaged her brain just as she did the first time she healed him. It’s lucky I got to her first. I was able to heal her easily enough, but she was beginning to slip away mentally. Her life force was trying to travel to the other side of the veil. When my life force connected with hers it created an anchor for her, a trail for her to follow back.”

“Then why hasn’t she done that yet?”

“It’s not that simple, James. You have no idea what Hope is up against once we go back to Kagami. She has to remember her previous life. She has to remember how she felt, what she experienced, the customs, the culture, the people, the…relationships.” Tie swallowed a tight knot forming in his throat. He took a moment to compose himself and continued. “There are many things she will not be able to fight against if she doesn’t have the necessary knowledge backing her choices and decisions. I guided her back from the veil, but I instructed her ki to open that other part of her mind that stores memories, even memories of past lives.”

“Why didn’t you let Victor or Ms. Mori do this once you brought her back? We could have verified that she was fine.”

“She is fine.” Tie insisted. “I promise you, her mind is completely healed, but to answer your questions, I don’t trust Chinatsu. She’s only interested in forcing Hope to heal the veil. Victor…well, let’s just say neither he nor I are anxious for Hope to remember her past or the circumstances surrounding her death. I knew he wouldn’t help her to remember, but I also knew he was incapable of doing so.”

James’ eyes narrowed. “Why? Why can’t he do what you have done? Why can’t he open her mind as you have?”

Tie let out a heavy breath and looked at Hope, the one person in the world who truly loved him, the one person in the world who had managed to save him from his own self-destruction.

He reached for her hand again and held it up, palm and fingers flat against his. A bright, iridescent glow spread out from their contact, and a black cherry blossom slowly sprouted and unfurled from the tips of their fingers. He heard James gasp in surprise, and Tie turned his head to look at him.

“The prophecy has decreed that Victor and Hope must marry, but he can never heal her completely, never hope to help her ascend to a full kami, never join with her to heal the veil and never…” he choked back a tired sob threatening to escape, “…never restore to her the very memories that encompass the beauty, strength, and humility of who Hope truly is.” He watched as the black vine from the cherry blossom circled its way around both their wrists, binding them together as it had over and over every day since she had been admitted to the hospital.

“Why?” James asked, clearly desperate for more answers. “Why has everything changed?”

Tie watched as the black blossom continued to tighten the binding between Hope and himself before answering.

“Because a thousand years ago, I committed the worst kind of betrayal and forced upon Hope something she never would have chosen for herself.” He pulled his hand from the woman he loved and watched as the black blossom disappeared, leaving dark wisps of magic in its wake. “I forced her to sever her tie with Victor and bound her soul to me. She’s mine now, forever, and even if I wanted to, I could never let her go.”

Deep silence permeated the small space between Tie and James, interrupted only by the steady beeping of Hope’s unnecessary heart monitor.
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Edana, 700 A.D.

 

The day Edana died was much like any other, and yet her heart was filled with love, hope and happiness, cherishing the moments spent with an individual who had promised her an eternity of happily ever afters. With Katsu by her side she would never be subjected to death, illness or even injury. His gift of immortality granted her the opportunity to continue what she felt was her divine duty: to warn others of their own unnecessary deaths, receiving visions of how best to help them so that they too might live their own versions of a happily ever after. More importantly, however, she would finally have what she had yearned for most of her life: unconditional love from a man who valued her, not because of her own supernatural gifts, but because she was simply Edana, and he was simply Katsu.

Before sneaking out of her small, thatch-roofed hut to join Katsu forever, she stole a kiss from her sleeping mother. The contact gave her another reassuring vision of how her mother’s life would end; in her sleep ten years from now, her spirit leaving her body as naturally as it had first arrived. There existed no better way to slowly slip through the veil than by natural causes.

Edana felt relieved to never experience the crushing burden of warning her mother of some unfortunate accident or possible harm done to her by another. The best deaths were the ones fated to all of mankind, and she need never interfere with those.

She stole away into the darkness of pre-dawn to meet with Katsu at the appointed place and time; a small bluff overlooking a beautiful chasm of rocky green foliage and a tiny, rippling stream of sparkling azure. She wrapped her woolen shawl closer about her person, though she hardly felt the cold of the morning due to the warmth spreading from the love within her heart.

She was first to arrive at the bluffs and had a moment to breathe in the cool, crisp morning air, pondering on the circumstances that had brought her to this point. Only a few months had passed since she first met a wandering merchant by the name of Musubi, but the months blurred into a cacophony of emotional discoveries and eventually hope. He had wandered into her village with obvious purpose in his air and speech. Though his accent was strange and his appearance even more so, she had felt compelled to help him locate a young woman by the name of Thesbis. He left the nature of his business a secret, but she didn’t worry about his motives for his eyes were kind and his manner sincere.

When she accidentally bumped into him without receiving a vision of his death, she had been overcome with shock and then an unrelenting curiosity. Contact with another human being always resulted in a vision of demise, whether natural, accidental or sinister in nature, but no visions manifested themselves in the presence of this intriguing man.

In the weeks that followed, he sought her out more frequently, and she was only too happy to oblige, enjoying the presence of a man who allowed her to feel normal and accepted for once in her life. Though she exercised caution when initiating contact with him, every time he touched her she was blessedly free of any and all visions dealing with the manner of his death. She soon began to wonder if Death feared taking him.

The day his friend Katsu came for a visit would mark the beginning of the end for her, though she hardly knew it at the time. The announcement that she and Musubi planned to marry was just as much of a surprise to her as it was to Katsu, and an unwelcome one by the look on his face. Though she ruefully realized she had never discouraged Musubi’s interest in her, her heart ached at the idea of marrying a man who had become a dear friend to her and nothing more. To marry him solely because he gave her a blessed reprieve from her visions would only end in her unhappiness and his. It wasn’t enough to build a marriage on, and yet what other options did she have as the village witch and outcast?

Katsu remained in the village while Musubi left to make preparations for their wedding, promising to return within a few weeks to fetch her. During that time it seemed to Edana that Katsu felt it his duty to look after her on behalf of his friend.

At first, he merely observed her as she worked in her garden, offering to lend a helping hand in cultivating the few vegetables she and her mother enjoyed. His regular visits gave them both the opportunity to broach different topics of conversation, some of a more serious nature, while others filled with the most wonderful sense of levity and true fulfillment. Though she had grown to know and care for Musubi, her heart longed for Katsu’s conversations and his opinions on any and every topic available. In short, she simply longed for him.

A day before Musubi’s return, Katsu made his usual visit to her home with some surprising information to share.

Musubi and Katsu were gods, chosen to perform specific tasks in this world, never to have soul mates of their own. He warned her of the endless life Musubi intended to impose upon her, and the possibility that she might not survive her own ascension as a kami. Even now, she remembered their conversation in vivid detail.

“Why are you warning me of Musubi’s deception?” she asked. “He is your friend, is he not? How can you slander his name if you are as close as you say?”

“I merely wish to warn you, Edana. What you will be forced to give up and the risks involved are things that you must be aware of. It is only fair that I impress upon you the gravity of this decision so you may ask yourself if immortality is what you really want.”

He moved closer and took a piece of her red hair in his hand, wrapping it around his finger and then gently giving it a small tug. The gesture brought with it emotions she had never once experienced with Musubi.

“Please do not misunderstand me. Musubi is one of my oldest friends, and I greatly love and respect him, but he has spent all of his existence helping humans find their soul mates, the one person on this Earth who can make them completely whole. He cannot help but long for that himself, and I cannot blame him for taking the one thing he has never been allowed to have.”

“And what one thing is that?”

Katsu’s eyes held Edana’s as he quietly stated, “Love.”

She swallowed hard, feeling a rush of heat spread across her cheeks. She took a step back, waiting for the rapid beating of her heart to subside and then drew in a steadying breath.

“What if I wish to take those risks and give Musubi what he’s always wanted?”

Katsu closed the distance between them again. “If that is your desire, then I will not stand in your way. You needed to be apprised of all of the facts. I couldn’t remain silent, even if Musubi is my best friend. It seems wrong somehow, just as it is wrong to keep hidden my own feelings concerning you.”

Her mouth went dry at what she thought he insinuated. “I don’t understand your meaning.”

He gave her a calculating smile. “If you want to risk your own mortality, shouldn’t you be risking it with the right person?”

“And Musubi isn’t right for me?”

“He is blinded by his feelings for you, but I believe he knows that you two are not meant for one another.”

“Then who am I meant for?”

Katsu looked genuinely puzzled for the first time. “According to Musubi, you are an enigma. He has received no clear reading on you and assumes he can take you for himself. If that is true, however, and the fates have chosen no one for you to love in this life, why not join a kami for all eternity...so long as he is the right kami for you.”

“You believe that kami to be someone other than Musubi?”

He smiled wide and placed his hands at her hips, drawing her closer to his person. “The right kami will ensure your immortality. Aligning yourself with one whom you hold no true love for will end in certain death. I believe the only kami you are meant to love is me. With our union, there will be no risks to your survival.”

Katsu’s words should have alerted her to the truth right then and there, for he had never come right out and divulged the true nature of his feelings. He never once expressed his love for her, but merely hinted at it. Yet she was too carried away in her own feelings for Katsu to consider he might have ulterior motives.

No. He had laid his trap perfectly, and Edana willingly fell into it. For the first time in her life she experienced that wonderful, terrible, earth-shattering level of love that blinds the sight, deafens all reason, and strips the heart bare for all the world to see.

Standing on the bluffs overlooking the wide chasm and trickling stream beneath, Edana still awaited a happily ever after that would never come.

“Edana.” Katsu’s gruff voice took her by surprise, and she turned around with a radiant smile upon her face, one that slowly slipped away once she beheld his furious countenance.

She rushed to him. “What is it? What has happened?”

“You did it, did you not? You informed Musubi that you held no love for him, that you would never marry him.”

She looked at him in confusion. “I wasn’t quite as heartless as that, but yes, I told him exactly what we discussed earlier. While I love him as a dear friend, I must be true to my heart and follow it wherever it may lead, and it leads to you, Katsu.” She placed a gentle, loving hand on his cheek, but he abruptly pulled back, steeling his eyes and glaring at her instead.

The disturbing change in him baffled her beyond anything she could comprehend. Where had the man she cared for disappear to?

He stood before her with an indifferent, almost triumphant expression upon his face. “I knew you never loved him. Just like any woman, you are quick to switch your loyalties to whatever circumstance betters your situation.”

The hurtful accusations speared the very center of her heart and crushed her spirit. “I cared for him,” she cried, “and I will always consider him a dear friend, but I feel nothing more than sisterly affection for him. I didn’t refuse him without good cause.”

“You did exactly what I stated you would do, exactly what I warned him you were capable of. He needed to understand what he risked his immortality for. What kind of friend would I be if I didn’t expose you for the unfaithful, loveless woman that you truly are?”

Edana’s heart broke with each vicious word Katsu uttered. They inflicted the highest amount of pain. He wielded them as a weapon, like tiny shards of glass capable of penetrating her most tender and vulnerable places. She cried heavy tears as she slumped to the earth. “I love you, Katsu. Whether you believe it to be true or not, I love you more than I thought it possible to love anyone or anything.”

“You love what I offered you. You love the thought of achieving an immortal state risk free. You love yourself more than the idea of being true to my friend.” Katsu’s anger on behalf of Musubi blazed across his features. “He shied away from telling you the truth until you had no choice in the matter, but I knew that to be a mistake. Your eye could be turned just as easily as the next woman’s. It is not his destiny to be saddled with such a woman as you. Nor is it mine.”

Edana fell to her knees and lifted her hands in supplication. “Please, Katsu. You know this isn’t true. You know I had no intention of following through with a marriage to Musubi. Even if you hadn’t come along.”

“I know no such thing. All I see is a faithless woman who will never have the chance to hurt my friend again. Goodbye, Edana.”

 

*  *  *

Katsu 700 A.D.

 

An enormous amount of regret engulfed Katsu as he threw such hateful words at Edana and began to walk away. He convinced himself of her guilt. She deserved to be abandoned for so cruelly abusing the affections Musubi offered her. She deserved her own heartbreak for throwing aside Musubi’s love just as easily as she would Katsu’s if a better offer ever came along. He knew how these human women operated, and he had set out to protect his friend no matter the cost or the collateral damage. He was determined to save his friend from the kind of heartbreak he had witnessed a thousand other mortals experience in his expansive lifetime. He would save Musubi from his own fruitless desires, from the possibility of losing his own immortality.

To save his best friend’s life.

And he had!

He damn well had!

Why, then, did a massive hole rip within his chest as he continued to create more distance between Edana and himself?

He pondered the idea of returning to her side, apologizing for the subterfuge, and at the very least helping the young girl to understand why a union between the two of them verged on the other side of impossible.

He steeled his resolve further, recognizing his own weakness where a pretty face was concerned. There were plenty of other women to revel in before the day was through, but Edana he would cast off forever.

In the end, did it matter who he spent his time with? Eventually, he would be saddled with his own fate; tied to The Healer and trapped in an arranged, loveless marriage for the rest of eternity. Why not live life to its fullest now?

A terrified scream knifed through his musings, causing an unfamiliar sense of fear to course through him.

Edana!

He raced back the way he had come, reaching the bluffs with lightning speed, but unable to spot Edana anywhere. Turning in circles and surveying the land spread out before him, he came to an unacceptable conclusion, one which filled him with stone cold dread. He inched himself closer to the cliff’s edge, hoping against hope that his fears might not be realized. At the bottom of the rocky chasm he saw Edana, broken, bleeding, and barely alive.

He dove to her side, hardly paying any attention to how he arrived or the temporary damage his fall inflicted upon his own body. He focused solely on Edana, wishing only to arrive at her side and save her before her heart drummed its last beat.

When he reached her, her eyes took on a glint of recognition for just one precious moment, a moment that filled him with hope, relief and...love! He batted away the emotions, knowing he couldn’t afford to be distracted, and placed his hands on either side of her head. Just as he connected to her sweet spirit, she slipped away from him, away from his touch, away from his desperate grasp, and away from the surprising feelings her absence in his life evoked. Her bright spirit slid from this life to the next, through the veil and on to the other side where he would never be capable of retrieving her.

“Edana,” he cried, shaking her though he knew it was pointless. “Edana...please, I...” Katsu wrapped his arms around her broken body and pulled her to his chest, not even attempting to muffle his sobs. The pain of her loss attacked the entirety of his ki, a terrible ripping sensation that shattered his senses and hollowed him from the inside out.

She killed herself. Threw herself over the cliff’s edge because of him, because of his refusal to love and accept her. He hadn’t truly believed her professions of love, not until that very moment. The realization made him shake harder as he rocked back and forth with her in his arms.

He failed to notice the soft glow of his sword each time it accidentally made contact with Edana’s skin.

Someone shouted from the distance, and then Edana was wrenched from his arms.

“What did you do?” Musubi yelled. He held her close to his chest and placed a hand to her head. Katsu ached for his friend as he watched his eyes roam over Edana’s form, frantically searching for a flicker of life, a spark of light within her.

He knew what Musubi encountered when he attempted to connect to Edana.

Nothing.

Absolutely nothing.

When Musubi opened his eyes, Katsu, the great warrior kami, felt his heart break further. Not only had he lost a woman he hadn’t been aware he loved, but through his misguided desire to save his best friend he had just managed to lose him as well. He hadn’t a clue as to how to make amends for his enormous mistake, and no viable resource for bringing Edana back to life.

Musubi’s voice shook. “Katsu, what did you do?”

He knew he must own up to his part in all of this. He had to admit that Edana’s death was his fault, and he willingly did so, feeling the ache of that one truth.

“I told her I never truly loved her. I was testing her to see if she loved you and intended to remain faithful to you. I...” He took a deep breath as Musubi pulled Edana closer, wiping away the blood from the side of her face as if that might somehow bring her back to them. “I was trying to protect you, Musubi. If you had lost your immortality to a woman as fickle as the ones I’ve encountered I would have lost you forever.”

Musubi’s anger hung heavy between them. “So you concocted this little plan of yours to save me from myself? After all of these years, I finally found someone who wasn’t fated for any other person, someone whose soul belonged to no one else. Untethered.” He whispered that last word to himself. “And I actually cared for her. I…” Musubi’s voice caught on a sob and his shoulders shook.

Katsu swallowed the guilt and grief his actions had caused, attempting to hold back his own devastation at the loss of Edana. This wasn’t about him or the realization of what he’d lost. This was about what Musubi had longed for since the beginning of his creation. A soul mate, someone to love, someone who could love him in return, and his friend now believed that love to be lost forever. It wasn’t something Musubi would soon recover from.

Neither of them would.

“I didn’t know she intended to take her own life when I told her the truth. Musubi, please, I didn’t realize she had actually—”

“What? Fallen in love with you? Why not, when so many have before? When so many other human women have watched you walk away from them with their hearts broken and their own worst fears suddenly realized. To ruin countless women who will never be accepted by another man or even open to accepting one themselves.” Musubi broke a fist through a massive rock beside him, his anger a foreign emotion Katsu had never before witnessed. “What made you think Edana would be any less devastated by your deceit? These women have never been fickle of heart, Katsu. That role has always been played by you.”

Katsu shut his eyes as the truth of Musubi’s words began to sink in and take root within his conscience. He was right, of course. His behavior with human women had been less than stellar, rebelling against the idea of being shackled to The Healer for the rest of his existence. He had taken his love life in his own hands and made of it what he would for as long as the fates might permit.

He had the sure knowledge that for better or worse he would never be alone once he united himself with The Healer. The gift of a soul mate had not been something he fully appreciated until seated there, watching Musubi rock Edana back and forth in his arms, knowing that the god of love and marriage would have given up far more than his own immortality to experience, for even a brief moment, that overwhelming feeling of love.

To love and be loved in return. It was all Musubi had ever wanted.

And Katsu had stolen it from him. At least, he thought he had. But Musubi had never come right out and said that he loved the girl. Not even when Katsu had attempted to dissuade him from his foolhardy plans.

“I didn’t know…I…I simply didn’t believe her when she professed her love for me.”

The words did little to comfort his old friend as he held Edana and glared daggers of hatred at Katsu. He felt a sudden jealousy take hold as he watched the woman he loved being held in the arms of another. He knew it was foolish to react that way, recognizing he was nowhere near worthy to claim her as his own. He still couldn’t fully comprehend the level of attachment he held for a woman who was now dead because of his duplicitous behavior, yet he wanted to prove a point in order to make his original intentions justifiable in some way.

“Did you really love her, Musubi, or was she simply a woman without a soul mate?”

Musubi’s eyes darkened. “How could you possibly suggest such a thing?” he spat out. “I never before dreamed I could care for a person the way I did for Edana. I loved her, Katsu.”

As did I.

The thought surprised Katsu due to its strength and intensity. As he sorrowfully watched his best friend cradle Edana’s limp form, all of his good intentions shriveled and died. Nothing could ever justify his actions, and no amount of excruciating regret would ever bring her back.

 

*  *  *

Amatsu Mikaboshi - The Day of The Healer’s Birth

 

Amatsu paced back and forth amongst his several followers, seeking a way to punish one or possibly all of them for the now obvious mistake he had made three centuries ago. That the fault lay solely in his corner did little to dissuade him from abusing whomever he might choose.

“Tell me again,” he said, his voice deceptively pleasant and calm. “Tell me exactly what transpired the moment The Healer was born.”

Quaking on bended knee, the nekomata kept his head down and gazed upon the blackness of the stone floor.

“The moment Empress Chinatsu delivered The Healer into the world of the living, pressure built within the room housing The Black Blossom. It compressed the air and space within the chamber, and then it exploded outward, shaking the entire room and knocking me to the floor. When I collected myself and checked for damages, I noticed its petals had whitened along the edges.”

“And everything you have done to blacken it has failed?”

The nekomata hesitated before answering. Admitting any type of failure invited repercussions of the worst kind.

“The blossom refuses to welcome the darkness it lost. Even now, the white tips of the petals are gaining ground.” Amatsu stared at the top of his minion’s head, fuming at the only possible conclusion this new development signified.

“The prophecy is flawed.” He let out a rueful chuckle, mentally berating himself for never once considering that the translated prophecy might hold grievous errors, the kind of errors capable of negating thousands of years worth of planning. But shouldn’t he have foreseen such a possibility? Wasn’t it just like his Parents to have allowed the prophecy to be flawed in the first place? What better way to thwart the thwarter than dangle a distraction, a red herring, and watch him hang himself with it?

He didn’t consciously remember taking hold of his minion’s head or realize the pain his hands inflicted until the nekomata’s shrill cries finally penetrated his embittered musings. It hardly encouraged him to let go of the vile creature. It wasn’t as if the nekomata could be killed with his bare hands, but the pain he inflicted certainly allowed him to channel the fury coiled within.

Eventually, he let go, surveying the slumped nekomata in disgust and then promptly forgetting him. The blossom he stored within his keep stood as sentry, a type of barometer attached to Musubi’s heart and ki. Since his ability to keep tabs on the god of love and marriage remained virtually impossible, he had created his own fail-safe to ensure the darkness within Musubi’s heart remained intact. He’d doubted the necessity of it, fully believing that nothing short of Musubi’s soul mate might be capable of saving him once the darkness became firmly rooted within his ki. After all, only one kami in the history of creation had been allotted a soul mate, and anyone who understood the prophecy believed that kami to be Katsu.

As had he.

If the princess happened upon Musubi before her marriage to Katsu, the inevitability of their union was certain. Amatsu had no idea what a union with The Healer and the god of love and marriage might do for the veil, but he determined one thing: the princess and Musubi could never come to know one another.

His anger spiked anew at this disturbing development. He had counted on Musubi’s part in all of this. Severing The Healer from her soul mate had been vital, the only thing capable of making the prophecy null and void. Afterward, the only other weapon he possessed, and a highly effective one at that, was time. Time used to sufficiently erode and weaken the veil’s impermeable wall, and with The Healer his prisoner, and Musubi on the path to becoming a nekomata, he could begin his grand reentry into the world of the living with his arsenal fully loaded.

Only one course of action made sense at this point, now that his meticulous planning had failed. He spoke to all of the nekomata assembled.

“We must capture The Healer before her eighteenth birthday.” Eager eyes followed him as he moved across the floor. “My power to send any of you through the veil is extremely limited, and the longest you may remain in the world of the living in your current form is one year, possibly two, before you must return to the underworld or risk disintegrating within the world of the living. You all understand the risks involved? There is no guarantee I will have the power to bring you back.”

In truth, Amatsu held no concern for their plight and loathed the idea of wasting an ounce of power returning them to the underworld before the laws that governed life and death eventually righted the wrongs of their presence in the land of the living. If they disintegrated within a year or two it mattered very little in the grand scheme of things.

“She must be captured and brought back here where she will never be capable of joining with her true soul mate.”

“Forgive me, sire, but why not kill her when the opportunity presents itself?” The nekomata groveling at his masters feet hunched his shoulders.

Amatsu studied his grotesque follower with disdain. He longed for the moment when he might finally surround himself with beauty instead of death and the constant reminder of his own failures.

“The Healer can be killed with our weapons, it is true, but I have recently made a few startling discoveries concerning the properties held within The Healer’s blood and the role The Grass Cutter Sword plays in all of this. If we kill her, the powers of The Grass Cutter Sword will ensure her eventual return. She will be reborn anywhere at any given time. No, it is better to keep her alive, for we know where she is, but more importantly, we know who she is. At this point she is more useful to me alive. We require an army of kami for the war we plan against Heaven and Earth, but we need a way for all of you to return to the land of the living with your original forms intact.”

Without Musubi’s dark heart and connections, another kami’s participation was necessary to carry out this new twist to his plan. His thoughts immediately turned to that arrogant upstart, Fukurokuju.

The kami had always thirsted for power and position, willingly aiding him in Heaven when war broke out and then changing sides last minute, abandoning Amatsu to this hellish existence. Amatsu intended to make him pay for that stinging betrayal by helping him build up an army. Fukurokuju would realize only too late that the kami army he built belonged to his former ally. Amatsu rubbed his smooth palms together in anticipation of the look on that simpering kami’s face when he finally discovered the deceit. It would take great planning and several nekomata to pull something like this off. The veil’s walls needed to weaken considerably in order for them to get through, but he had plans for that as well.

After all, if The Healer had the power to strengthen the veil, she must also possess the power to weaken it, cripple it even. He could use that to his advantage when the time came.

“What about the dissenters?” the nekomata before him asked. “What if some of them cross over when we do and kill The Healer before we can capture her?”

Amatsu nearly cursed at this, but held his anger in check. Several nekomata wanted The Healer to die as soon as possible. They believed it would somehow end their own miserable existence. A group of misguided zealots hiding within the ranks of his loyal subjects.

“If they are located, kill them immediately. Your survival depends upon The Healer’s blood and her inability to form a union with her soul mate, and if her soul mate truly is Musubi, then we have more than just one kami to deal with.”

He bade them all leave for now. Multiple variables needed to be thought through. Details that couldn’t be left out and possible contingencies to his planning that couldn’t be overlooked were at the forefront of his mind. He had eighteen years to get it right. He felt confident The Healer and a full kami army would be available to him long before the end of those eighteen years arrived. 
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Mikomi: 1000 A.D.

 

“I wish you had not become involved in this mess, Mikomi.” Daiki took a long swig of tea and swallowed. He forcibly set his cup down upon the table. Droplets of herbal tea sprang forth, discoloring the grain of the table’s wood. “I warned you of the dangers involved by forming an alliance with the rebels.”

“If your father discovers the part you play in this it will go badly for you,” Hatsumi said. She cradled her son in her arms, and my heart squeezed in satisfaction. Her maternal instincts played in sharp contrast to those of the woman who gave birth to me nearly eighteen years before.

A little over five months had passed since Akane, the commander for the rebel insurgents, came to my room and requested I aid her and the rebels with my gift for healing. I had been eager to join their cause and give the rebels any leverage I could against my tyrannical father, the emperor of Kagami. My role soon expanded from that of healer to spy as I discovered more information vital to the survival of the rebel army, including the knowledge that my father planned to raise a kami army with his own blood, intending to have dominion over not only the empire of Kagami, but the whole of Japan and eventually the world.

I secretly fought alongside the rebels, hoping to find out anything that might enable us to weaken my father’s forces so we could eventually lure him from the palace and take him into captivity, and I did it without my betrothed’s knowledge.

Masaru Katsu.

Yet another problem requiring a solution. Several months ago my father had forced me to heal my mother, causing irreparably damage to my ki. My worrisome discussion with Kenji in regards to Katsu’s inability to heal my ki had forced both Kenji and myself to scour ancient scrolls in search of some hint as to the identity of my true soul mate and where I might find him. Though this particular mystery was probably the most important item to solve, I balked at the task, falling more in love with an altogether different warrior, a man I simply had no right to be with.

Musubi was my teacher and nothing more, though I desperately wished to change those circumstances. I was betrothed to Katsu through some ghastly prophetic error, had fallen in love with Musubi, a samurai insurgent, and now I faced a choice between pursuing a relationship with him and risking the safety of our world or searching out and joining with my soul mate whoever and wherever he might be.

Discovering who my true soul mate was and overthrowing the emperor before he succeeded in creating his kami army were made even more impossible due to the constant interference of my intended, Katsu.

He had become obsessed with my health and well-being. I was never allowed to exert myself, barely allowed a walk in the gardens, and my father, stymied by my fiancé’s interference at every turn, continued to employ other nefarious avenues to force me into another healing. He secretly desired more bondings of kami blood to take place and remained ignorant of the fact that I had found a way to circumvent the bondings. His moods had grown worse due to the false intelligence he believed he had received in regards to the location of the rebels’ base.

Thank the gods I had succeeded in warning Musubi of the impending ambush the emperor originally planned for their camp.

The only thing Katsu allowed me to do was sit and meditate in an attempt to sense the veil that surrounded me. All I truly sensed was a mounting frustration toward my prison within a prison. If I had felt stifled before, it was nothing compared to the smothering worry I received from the warrior god. Every now and then, when he determined that I had sufficiently rested, he did his best to connect with me and heal my ki, failing miserably, of course, and growing more desperate for answers with each floundering attempt.

It pained me to witness and experience his frustration and worry, and the kisses he employed in order to facilitate a healing merely confused me as to my situation. They were methodical, almost clinical in nature, and I hardly felt cherished or loved when accepting them.

I’m not sure why it bothered me so. I didn’t love him, but I cared for him deeply, and keeping so many secrets from him was liable to backfire, wounding him in the long run. I hated the idea of causing him pain despite the rightness of my decisions. Katsu was undeserving of such treatment.

With how obsessed he had become about my well-being, my educational outings were no longer allowed, forcing me to sneak out at night to train with Musubi. Our training location changed frequently to avoid discovery through routine behavior. We rarely met in the same area more than once, and the ruins of Yanbaru were used purely for emergencies. We hadn’t had any of those yet, thankfully.

I didn’t know how much longer I could withhold the truth of our situation from Katsu. He wasn’t my soul mate, but if I shared with him that shocking truth, where would that leave us? Would he hold any kind of affection for me? Would I be cast aside for someone else? Was that even possible, despite our inability to join together?

I seemed to do nothing these days, save clumsily navigate the murky waters of my life without a way to guide myself or keep myself afloat.

I was never sure when Katsu might pay me a surprise visit. Even now, my very presence at Daiki’s establishment involved a terrible risk, though risks to my safety had never stopped me from visiting the tavern whenever my surrogate father needed me.

And here I sat, with Daiki and Hatsumi, hoping to drown my troubles by thinking of someone else’s needs. A little girl, sick with fever, wasn’t recovering. Though it proved more challenging than usual to sneak away during broad daylight rather than late in the evening, the little girl was not expected to last much longer, and Daiki never asked me to come during the day unless circumstance deemed it necessary.

Once I arrived, Daiki rushed me into the back room and presented me to a little girl no more than three years of age. The sweat lining her brow and the dark circles under her eyes gave me cause to assume the worst. I feared touching her. She appeared so fragile.

I instructed the sobbing mother to leave the room as her open-ended grief gnawed at my concentration and threatened to pull it apart. Considering the state of my own ki, a lack of concentration would render my ministrations virtually useless, and the little girl’s illness held no interest in waiting for me to catch up. After connecting to her, blessed relief caused my tense muscle to slightly relax, assured she was meant to live a long and full life. Her body simply didn’t have what it needed to fight the fever. Her poor constitution was due in large part to the abysmal situation of the villagers and my father’s epic failure to provide for his subjects.

Taking care of the fever should have been easy enough, but I found it just as difficult to help her as I had Kenji. My ability to attend to anyone had become a slow, agonizing process, requiring an extended time of recovery after the fact; an alarming handicap I wasn’t accustomed to.

I also had to repair some damage to her heart and lungs due to the intensity of her illness, and after thirty minutes of diligent focus and strain I nearly collapsed on the floor from exhaustion. I managed to heal her, but I wouldn’t be able to help anyone for at least another twenty-four hours. I was completely spent.

After sending her and the mother away with a few herbs and some relieved and happy tears, I sat with Daiki and Hatsumi, allowing them to fuss over me as they were both aware of my limitations where my gift was concerned.

I didn’t mind being lectured about joining the rebels. Anything to take my mind off of the future planned for me and the large question mark replacing it. I didn’t want to think on the precarious position this revelation of Kenji’s put me in, but my father’s reaction to this news would be anyone’s guess. We wouldn’t be able to hide the problem surrounding my soul mate for much longer. Not with my union to Katsu looming in the not-so-distant future. If he failed to heal my ki by then, he was going to figure out the truth and uncover Kenji’s lie in the process. My tutor had risked his life for my sake. The time for leaving the palace drew closer with every lie we were forced to tell.

Yes, escaping the palace would be the only option for Kenji, Saigo, and myself. I brought my thoughts back to the present, responding to Daiki and Hatsumi’s comments.

“I know you both wish to protect me, but helping the rebels lends me a certain sense of control over my life. It gives me hope that perhaps I can assist with ending all of the suffering and pain my father continues to cause.”

Daiki wore his concern like a mantel over his broad shoulders. Over time that mantel might crush him. “I know you are in good hands with Musubi, and assigning him the role of husband was a smart move on Akane’s part, but the danger to your person is real nonetheless. What happens if Musubi is set upon by more foes than he can handle while you are there healing the warriors? What if a soldier from your father’s army is able to reach you? With your ki as damaged as it is you’ll not recover before death comes to steal you away.””

“That’s why I am learning to fight.”

“Not fast enough,” Hatsumi interjected. “Training to fight like a samurai takes years to master. You may have learned some basics thus far, but you cannot fit into a few lessons what thousands of pupils have learned over the course of a lifetime. You will not last long in a fight to the death, Mikomi.”

Though I didn’t like it, I had to agree with their logic. I took to my lessons like a fish takes to swimming, but I was still hopelessly lacking when it came to defending myself or anyone else for that matter. There had to be a way to learn at a more rapid pace. With the prophecy flawed and my soul mate unaccounted for, a confrontation with my father seemed inevitable. I didn’t want to consider my mother’s reaction to these recent developments.

I startled when the front door burst open. My heart nearly leaped from my chest at the sight of Musubi standing there with a small smirk adorning his tempting lips.

“Come to training early, have we? If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were following me, little healer.” He folded his arms over his chest as Akane walked in behind him.

I stood up from the wooden bench and gave him a challenging smile. “Since when do we train at the tavern? I’m merely here visiting with friends. I believe it is you who is following me.”

His smirk grew more pronounced, as if my response had delighted him in some way. A wave of pleasure coursed through me at the lighthearted way he walked over to the table.

“Akane, Musubi,” Daiki greeted. “What brings you two here? Are you in need of some weapons?”

“No, nothing like that,” Akane said. “We ran into a woman in the woods who claimed her daughter had been miraculously healed by a talented medicine woman at the village tavern. And just how many talented healers in the village do we have the great pleasure of claiming an acquaintance with? I felt this was our best chance to pass along a message.” Akane motioned me to move over and then positioned herself next to me.

“I see.” Daiki gave me a resigned look and stood. “Hatsumi, let’s give them some privacy to talk these things over. No doubt the less we know the better.”

Hatsumi placed a comforting hand on my shoulder as she rose. “Try to get some rest when you can.”

I reached for her hand and squeezed it, then followed them with my eyes as they walked to the back of the tavern and through the door to their living quarters. I turned back to watch Musubi lower himself in Daiki’s place across the table from me. He intently studied me, something I found both disarming and exhilarating.

“Mikomi, what on earth has happened to your eyes? He reached across the table and lifted my chin. “It is painfully clear you’ve suffered some form of injury.”

He looked livid, as if he might kill the persons responsible.

I mentally berated myself for my folly. I’d managed to keep my injuries a secret from him during our trainings together. The layers of darkness during the lukewarm evenings aided my subterfuge, and Musubi’s reticence to make eye contact with me furthered my success. The emotion he exhibited now surprised me after the cold indifference I had endured for the past few months. His fight to maintain some emotional distance from me had barely wavered since my warning of the threat to the rebels’ camp. It was as if our intense moment together had scared him away, encouraging this great distance between us.

Our trainings were challenging and draining, but he did his best to maintain our student-teacher relationship and never allow for anything more. I ached for his teasing smile and sarcastic comments, but he remained distant and inaccessible. It hurt to be so close to him physically and know he was so far beyond my reach.

“I was ill for a few days,” I said, brushing his hand away and leaning back out of his reach. If I wanted to keep my thoughts organized, I couldn’t have him touching me.

“Really?” His skepticism enveloped me. “What happened?”

He didn’t believe me, but I didn’t have the strength nor the desire to go into the details, especially if I wanted to keep my cover intact.

“I think we shouldn’t waste time talking about my health when there is something important you have to say. What’s going on? Is there an injury that requires my attention?” I secretly hoped the answer to be no. I’d never manage it at this point.

Akane gave me a sympathetic smile, aware of the damage my ki had sustained, and no doubt wondering how much energy I had used to heal that small girl. She and I had become quite close over the last few months, sharing memories of our childhood and marveling at the many differences they held.

Though we came from different worlds, our desires, morals, and goals brought us together and bonded us in a familial way. In her I found a friend, a confidant, and a sister. Someone who believed in me, encouraged me, and fully adopted me into this world of intrigue and espionage. She even sparred with me after my instructions with Musubi and taught me a secret code she and Musubi used with the rebels; a mixed series of taps and whistles used within the forest.

I aided the rebels in many successful raids by imparting my news to my guards Yao and Chan with this particular code. By employing a series of soft whistles through the door and taps along the wall I could share my information without ever being caught in conversation, thereby furthering to protect their cover.

“At the moment, no one is on death’s door,” Akane replied. “What Musubi and I need from you is some information.”

Musubi let out a dissatisfied grunt, and she paused long enough to give him a stern look.

“We have it on good authority that the emperor is receiving a shipment of gold coming in from the south sea, but we don’t know the day, approximate time or even the exact location.”

“Akane,” he said in warning, but she gave him another hard glare. This argument with Akane was an old one. Musubi had never come to terms with my role as a spy.

She continued, “The emperor may be a god, but even gods need resources to buy supplies, weapons, and soldiers. If we could acquire that shipment before he does, it would cripple his resources and fuel ours. It might also compel him to venture forth out of the palace in search of more resources.”

My father would have to be desperate indeed to consider that.

“Agreed, what would you have me do?”

“We need you to take advantage of your important position as healer for the imperial palace.”

“I am more than happy to do so, but I am only called upon when someone of high ranking is fatally wounded.”

Akane gave me a triumphant look, and I received the impression that I’d said exactly what she wanted to hear.

“It just so happens that the emperor’s first in command has recently been injured in battle and will most likely need a healer soon. The man is being transported to the palace even as we speak. I believe he should arrive by tomorrow if not sooner.”

“And the emperor will most likely send for me.”

“We’re counting on it.”

Musubi grumbled and pointed a finger at Akane. “She’s counting on it. As I’ve said before, I think this idea is dangerous and foolhardy. Akane, you’re putting her in a very precarious position.”

“She will be taken to the emperor’s quarters and left to her own devices in the healing process, as usual, I am sure. There is no way she will be caught retrieving the information we need.”

I sensed the double meaning in that statement. Akane was aware of my methods and knew it to be impossible for my father to catch me scanning the soldier’s memories.

“I’ll agree to the plan. If the emperor should summon me, I will do what I can to gather the information you need.” I dared a fleeting glance at Musubi. His thunderous expression conveyed his dissatisfaction with my response. I tried to assuage the turmoil bubbling just below the surface. “I will be fine. As Akane said, I am usually left to do what I must.”

“Mikomi, I warned you that this was not a game.” He clenched his hands upon the table. “You’ll be inside the palace within close proximity to the emperor and his guards. One false move and you’re captured.”

“I can handle this,” I insisted. “I have successfully gathered information for the rebels for months now. Why do you continue to take issue with my involvement?”

He shook his head, the steady thrum of his anger beating a cadence I both recognized and despised. “You and Akane know how I feel about this. You were to be our medicine woman. Not a spy and certainly not a soldier. I wish I could be there to help you in case something goes wrong. You are a talented student, but you will never survive against the emperor’s guards should you be discovered.”

“Then I best make certain I am not.”

We stared at one another for a few moments. He didn’t want to let this argument go, and I refused to give up my place in this war. We’d arrived at an uncomfortable stalemate.

“I think this is the best option we have, Musubi, and whether I’m providing medicine or gathering information, I’m contributing to this cause in some way.”

“When do you think the emperor will demand your services?” Akane asked.

I ripped my eyes from Musubi’s stormy face, grateful for the brief reprieve. “If the emperor’s first in command is injured as you say, I am sure I will be summoned within a day or two. He cannot afford to lose such experienced men.”

Akane gave me a worried smile. “Am I asking too much of you?”

“Yes,” Musubi grunted.

I ignored him. “You know this is something I can handle.”

She studied me for several seconds before nodding. “All right then. We’ll wait for you tomorrow night at our current base camp location, though I assume you will meet Musubi tonight for more training.”

I nodded while Musubi continued to glower.

“You must take care,” he said, reaching his hand across the table and wrapping it around mine. “I...we do not wish to lose you, and make no mistake, should you fail to show up for your training tonight, or any other night for that matter, I will assume the worst and storm that infernal palace myself, dragging you out of the dungeons even if I have to slaughter a thousand guards to do it.” He swallowed hard and then abruptly stood up. “I’ll see you back at the camp, Akane.” He disappeared out the door in a hurry.

My hand felt warm and tingly, and in that moment I would have given anything to have sat across the table from him, holding hands and simply enjoying the moment before it slipped away.

Akane cleared her throat, breaking me from my tangled thoughts.

“He is quite taken with you, you know. I’ve never seen him like this with anyone, and believe me, I’ve tried to encourage him to take a wife.”

My eyes went wide at Akane’s openness. “You think he cares for me in some way?”

She let out a soft chuckle. “Musubi is a complex individual with many layers. Just when you think you’ve begun to understand where he is emotionally, you find yourself stonewalled. I may not know many details concerning Musubi’s past, but I can tell you one thing for certain: for as long as I’ve known him he has never looked at another woman the way he looks at you.”

I shook my head, not wanting to get my hopes up. “He is required to pay attention to me because I am his student.”

“Yes, I fully expected an insurmountable argument to deal with when I introduced him to you and told him for all intents and purposes you would play a married couple amongst my soldiers. Yet he hardly fought back. He gave in rather quickly, and Musubi is not one to be easily swayed.” She gave me an appraising look, and a slow smile lit her face. “You care for him as well. I can tell by the rising blush on your cheeks.”

I looked at the ground, embarrassment descending in uncomfortable waves. During all of my many heart-to-hearts with Akane, I had never allowed myself to broach the subject of my personal feelings for Musubi. If I didn’t acknowledge what I felt aloud then perhaps the constant longing and ache for him would fail to be so acute.

“Do you think he has discerned my true affections?”

“Doubtful, he’s too distracted by his own feelings for you and the way he is most likely fighting them to notice that you might reciprocate in any way.”

“Do you think he will continue to fight any feelings he might have for me?”

“Absolutely.”

“Why?”

Akane sighed. “He’s punishing himself for something he has never once been willing to discuss with me. Perhaps you’ll be the one to draw him out where I couldn’t. You’ve healed so many of my men with your power, Mikomi. Would you consider using one specific healing power to fix whatever is broken within Musubi?”

“And what specific healing power might that be?”

Akane smiled. “The healing power of love.”

 

*  *  *

 

I sat at the table long after Akane left, puzzling over our conversation. Though my heart ached to be loved by someone as brave and honorable as Musubi, I had to acknowledge the impossibility of something so wonderful hovering within my reach. My complicated circumstances would be enough to deter anyone from assuming they could change their fate simply by wishing it into being.

But there were other factors weighing in on my life right now. Who was my soul mate, and what would happen when I finally told Katsu the truth? Would he believe and accept the obvious or insist upon our union regardless of the consequences?

There was one thing Kenji mentioned that gave me reason to believe I might find answers to all of these troubling questions.

The prophecy.

If the prophecy was flawed, then I had to get my hands on the original copy. The one written by our First Parents before it was translated into our current form of Japanese.

Which begged the question, how? Would the monks preserving those ancient writings be willing to hand over something as valuable as a prophecy, written in the hand of the gods, to a young woman even if she was The Healer?

I thought not.

Kenji would no doubt have access to it, but even if he copied the entire prophecy in its original dialect, who on earth might be capable of reading it?

I came out of my troubled musings when I realized I had lingered much longer than intended. I needed to hurry back before Katsu noticed my absence. I searched for Daiki and Hatsumi, wishing to bid them farewell, but they were nowhere to be found.

Perhaps they took their son on a leisurely walk.

As I left the tavern and made a right toward the woods, I received the distinct and disturbing impression that someone within the vicinity monitored my movements. I surveyed the sparsely populated roads, taking note of the usual vendors and shop keepers, but they paid me little heed, accustomed to seeing “the village healer” walking from Daiki’s tavern.

I shrugged away the eerie feeling and entered the woods, though I swore the same set of eyes followed me as I continued forward. After a few minutes of crippling anxiety the oppressive presence slipped away, and I was left to wonder if perhaps I had simply imagined the entire incident due to my stressful situation coupled with my damaged ki.

Waves of exhaustion rolled over me. The unusual stillness of the forest preyed upon my frazzled nerves, leading me to wild, paranoid musings, which drained my energy and served absolutely no purpose. I hurried forward and then broke into a run. I didn’t stop running until I arrived at the Ivory Palace.

Just before I broke through the brush, I paused, watching the area for imperial guards who regularly patrolled the palace grounds. I waited for two pairs to pass by and then bolted, knowing I had a ten minute window to sneak back into the gardens and hide myself behind some foliage.

This outing had been too risky. With Katsu’s overbearing smothering and my father’s endless attempts at summoning me, my absence would be that much more apparent.

I prepared myself to slip past the cherry trees and begin an innocent stroll along the path—as if I’d been there all along—when I saw my maid, Aiko, come around a bend in the garden, followed by a man I recognized.

I wished with all my heart I hadn’t!

The last time I’d laid eyes upon the seasoned soldier was through the memories of my father’s generals. This man was responsible for dispersing kami blood amongst the emperor’s highest ranking officials. He, along with my father, experimented with my father’s blood, eager to bond it to their men and create a kami army.

I couldn’t believe my poor Aiko had succumbed to the charms of this horrible individual, but I was definitely going to put a stop to it before he broke her heart any further than the news of his betrayal was certain to. I almost placed myself on the path before them, but was brought up short again when Aiko pulled from within the folds of her kimono a large vial of red liquid and passed it to the soldier.

He discreetly slipped it inside his sleeves, gave her a small bow that she reciprocated, and then they parted ways, never once looking back at one another.

Nothing could have horrified nor devastated me more than to come to the awful conclusion that Aiko, my friend and confidant, had just handed over a vial of what appeared to be kami blood to a man involved with my father.

My stomach churned as pieces of the puzzle clicked together. All of those nightmares she claimed I was having, all of those sleeping draughts to keep me unconscious and unaware, my exhaustion and inability to recover as I was accustomed to, and the small wound on my arm when I awoke from healing my mother were due to Aiko’s duplicitous actions as she slowly bled me. All this time I assumed my father willingly gave his blood to his soldiers. I nearly wept at my own stupidity. As if the emperor might sacrifice his own blood for any venture.

And Aiko?

Did she understand what was being asked of her? Had she been coerced into following along with this plan? That had to be it. I knew Aiko, under normal circumstance, would never deliberately harm me nor help the emperor. She hated him as much as I did. I needed to talk to her, tell her of my discovery and offer her a chance to escape the palace before my father hurt or used her to force my cooperation.

I hurried to my rooms, praying that Aiko’s involvement didn’t extend any further than what I had just been witness to.
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After summoning Aiko, I paced back and forth within my room, anxious to face this confrontation head-on. I was already prepared to forgive Aiko anything so long as she simply told me what my father had done to her and how I might assist her now that I knew.

“Mistress,” she said as she entered the room, “you wished to see me?”

I motioned her forward. “Aiko, please sit down. I must speak with you concerning an extremely disturbing revelation.”

She placed herself at the edge of my bed as I grabbed one of the chairs and brought it within close proximity. I sat so that our knees were almost touching and then placed her hands in mine.

Her expression revealed nothing but a burgeoning curiosity, and I struggled to get a read on her feelings. “Mistress, what has happened that has you behaving in such a disconcerting manner?”

I waited to give a reply, still seeking a connection that didn’t exist. How long had she been blocking me from her emotions? That thought alone gave me cause for worry.

“I saw you in the gardens today, Aiko. I saw you with that soldier, giving him my blood.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Mistress, I don’t know what you’re talking—”

“Aiko, please, spare me the posturing and your useless words of denial. I think you are aware that my father has been attempting to bond my blood to his men under the guise of those ridiculous healing sessions. I’ve already noted the foreign entities in their bloodstreams. I simply had no idea it was my blood they were imbibing until I saw you hand a vial of red liquid to that man in the gardens.”

Aiko’s hands shook visibly in mine. She pulled away, wringing them together and then forcing them to rest on her lap.

“You’ve been bleeding me while I slept, haven’t you, Aiko? That’s why my sleeping draughts have been administered with more frequency. I didn’t really need them after all.”

Tears slipped down her face as she nodded her head.

“What you must think of me,” she whispered.

I grabbed her hands, anxious to reassure her, to give her a reason to trust me like she always had.

“I don’t think you did this because you wanted to. I don’t blame you, dear friend, please believe me.”

Aiko threw her arms around my neck and began heaving tired sobs. I ached for her as I held her and rocked her gently in my arms just as she had for me for the past seventeen years. Her grief appeared raw and real, but I was still troubled by the wall I continually ran into each time I attempted to sense her true emotional state. She had never been so closed off to me.

“The man you saw me with…he…he…approached me several months ago and informed me that the emperor wished to see me.”

“You weren’t summoned by my father’s regular guards?”

She pulled away, leaning back to look at me. “No. It was all very quiet and secretive. I didn’t see a single guard along the way, and there weren’t any in your father’s study. Once I arrived, the emperor informed me of his concern for you and your health. He claimed that his physicians needed samples of your blood for testing purposes to make certain you would be ready for your ascension.”

My eyebrows rose at the audacity of such a bold-faced lie.

“What was your response to that?”

She let out a frustrated grunt. “I told him that you were the very picture of health. You had never been sick a day in all your life. He...had that man hit me a time or two after that.”

I clenched my jaw, outraged on her behalf.

“The emperor informed me that my opinions mattered little. For the good of my mistress and this empire, I was to take samples of your blood every night while you slept and deliver them to the man you saw me with in the garden. He said if I failed to do this or if I told anyone about my specific assignment, his guards would throw me in the dungeons and leave me to starve.”

I groaned at that. “Aiko, why on earth didn’t you immediately come to me? Why didn’t you tell me what my father had planned?”

Rivulets of tears ran sad tracks down both of her cheeks. “I thought there could be no harm in taking a little blood every night, and then he couldn’t hurt me, but most importantly he couldn’t hurt you. I didn’t want him anywhere near you, mistress. The things he has done to you, the nightmares you’ve had to endure. I simply couldn’t bear the thought of it.”

I nodded. It was as I suspected. Aiko, compromised due to her desire to protect me, went along with his nefarious plan, never once understanding the dire consequences of her actions. Placed in an impossible situation, she determined to keep the matter to herself. I had no intention of standing by and allowing this to continue. Aiko would be terrorized no further.

“Aiko, you must pack your things and leave the palace immediately.”

She nearly shot off the bed. “No, mistress,” she sobbed, “please, I know it was wrong, but you must allow me to stay with you. You don’t understand the real danger you’re in.”

“Aiko,” I soothed, placing a hand on her arm, “this is not a punishment. This is an intervention. You are no longer safe here. I won’t allow you to take more blood from me, and once you fail to perform your duties, my father will most likely have you killed...in front of me. It is essential that you escape the palace tonight.”

“But who will watch over you while I am away?”

“Katsu is more than capable of handling my father.” When he was actually present, anyway. Strengthening the veil had become more of a burden for him the last few days.

“Where will I go, and what kind of work could I possibly do?”

An idea began teasing at the corners of my mind. If I took her with me when I went to train with Musubi tonight, I might be able to enlist his help in offering her protection and ushering her out of Kagami. It might work. It was certainly our only option. Remaining in Kagami or anywhere near the palace jeopardized her own welfare. It was my turn to protect my friend.

“Aiko, do you trust me?”

She blinked her eyes to clear away the tears and nodded.

“Then pack your things and be ready to leave the palace with me. We leave tonight.”

My plan involved Akane’s assistance. Yao or Chan would have to send word to her to meet me at the outskirts of her camp before my lesson with Musubi. I only hoped they would reach her in time.

 

*  *  *

 

As I waited for darkness to settle over the land and for Aiko to return from her quarters with her possessions packed, I paced my room—something I was becoming quite proficient at—and considered how increasingly dangerous my father had become. Leaving the palace and permanently joining the rebels seemed more inevitable and necessary as the days wore on. I desperately wanted to leave, but I felt there were too many things left unsettled between me and Katsu. I would also lose access to the emperor and any information I might have gleaned on behalf of the rebels.

I not only wanted to share the news of my involvement with the rebels, but I needed to. As Katsu’s friend, at the very least, I could offer him the truth. I certainly owed him that much consideration and respect.

Yet every time an opportunity presented itself, I hesitated. He hated my father as much as I did, but his unwavering sense of duty bound all of his choices and even his reasoning to achieving the goal of healing the veil by any means necessary. Could he turn from everything he believed to be right and good and adopt a new plan for his future? One that didn’t include our union? Would he come with me and join the rebels?

I shook my head, knowing his overprotective nature abhorred the thought of surrounding me with soldiers ready to do battle at a moment’s notice.

The real dilemma involved timing. Did I tell him we weren’t soul mates before I was prepared to leave with Kenji and Saigo? This particularly difficult conversation had to happen sooner rather than later. When he continually failed to heal me he would come to realize that this obstacle had more to do with our compatibility than my physical and spiritual ability to accept his ki.

As if my thoughts had summoned him to me, I heard a brief knock at my door and then in he came, looking just as magnificent, powerful, and worried as ever.

“Katsu,” I nearly choked. “Are you well? Is there anything I can do for you?”

He studied my eyes for a moment, probably to measure the intensity of their blood red color, hoping for some sign of improvement. When he found none he let out a defeated sigh and rubbed a hand over his tired face.

“How are you, Mikomi?”

“I…I am feeling more myself lately.” My sad attempt at throwing a positive spin on things did little to change the worry and concern that encompassed the whole of Katsu. I took in his exhausted appearance and ached for him. The burdens of the world hung like a dead weight across his sturdy shoulders; shoulders that appeared slanted and hunched over. These burdens were meant to be shared, but I was incapable of carrying my share of the load as I wished.

I needed to tell him the truth. I was desperate to tell him everything. Just as I opened my mouth to unload the entirety of my deception, Katsu spoke, derailing my good intentions.

“I thought that perhaps we might try something a little different this time.”

My eyebrows narrowed at this, and he pulled out his sword in response.

“All of my attempts at healing your ki have failed, and each failure leaves me more disheartened than before, though I am not averse to the method.” He granted me a little smile, and I colored as I thought back on the many times he had administered a kiss to bridge that connection.

“I think it’s hard on both of us, and it certainly doesn’t help your weakened state when our ki reject one another.”

“What else did you have in mind?”

“Do you remember that The Grass Cutter Sword amplifies the power of thousands of spirits’ ki from the other side of the veil?”

I considered where he might be going with this. “Yes, the power the sword is able to channel is incredible, much more than I can handle in the state I am in, especially as a half-mortal.”

“What if we use the power within the sword to bolster the energy in your ki? It may not allow you to accept me just yet, but there is a chance it could be powerful enough to heal what is broken within you.”

I thought it a good idea in regards to helping me heal internally, but I knew it would be useless to hope I might be able to accept Katsu, even with the extra power from the sword. No matter what, my soul would never accept his. Thus returning my thoughts to my earlier intent.

“Katsu—”

“You think it a bad idea?”

I took in his wistful manner and the way the small spark of hope twinkling from his beautiful brown orbs seemed to diminish before me. I couldn’t bear to be the cause of it.

“What would you have me do?”

He gave me a grateful smile and held his hand out. I willingly took it. He turned me so that my back rested against his chest, and then he brought the sword out in front of us.

“Place your hands on the grip of the sword,” he whispered close to my ear.

I tingled at his proximity, but forced my focus on the task he’d given me as I lifted my hands and grabbed the grip, tingling even further when he moved his hands over mine so that we wielded the sword together.

“Now, I want you to close your eyes and focus your energy into the sword. I don’t want you to touch the veil or even connect with it, I simply want you to channel your own ki into the sword and wait for further instructions.”

I nodded, closing my eyes and doing exactly what Katsu asked of me, though I felt hesitant at first. I remembered the enormous, almost debilitating amount of energy I experienced the first time Katsu gave me his sword and encouraged me to use it. Thousands of ki were at my disposal and the weight of so many spirits nearly crushed me.

I made a connection with the sword like I would a living being, which, in a sense, the sword was, and then I allowed its power to wash through me as thousands of spirits recognized my presence and then examined my own spirit in the process.

It was surreal to internalize their emotions. There was concern and anxiety on my behalf. A hint of fear resonated from those who recognized me and what I was meant to accomplish. Those spirits had a right to be distraught over my condition, considering what it might mean for them and for the veil.

Katsu added his own energy to the sword, channeling it through the grip and bringing it to bear against mine as he slowly enfolded my ki in a heated, yet hesitant embrace. There were hundreds of thousands of ki working around us, attempting to bolster the connection pulsing between Katsu and myself, gaining momentum and power until my mind’s eye saw a flash of white and then an explosion of pain seared my senses.

When I opened my eyes, Katsu still stood behind me, breathing heavily. I was surprised to discover that the entire experience had done nothing to me physically other than administer a sharp, burning pain before the connection broke off. I turned and guided him to my bed where I eased him into a sitting position.

“I take it your ki is still damaged?” he asked. He looked as if he was having a difficult time breathing.

“It remains unchanged, Katsu. I am so sorry this failed to work.”

He nodded and then stood to leave, but I intervened, thinking it unwise that he move considering his weakened state.

“Katsu, will you not rest for a little while longer? You have yet to recover your strength.”

He gifted me a rare smile and sat back upon my bed, patting the space next to him.

I looked at him in surprise, but acquiesced to his wishes. I had felt so very distant from him emotionally, though his smothering should have had the opposite effect. It was nice to sit next to him in companionable silence.

I considered how he protected me, took care of me and defended me against my father. I thought about our easy friendship when other, more complicating factors should have prevented us from truly caring for one another.

Despite my abhorrence at being forced into a marriage with anyone, Katsu had become important to me; a most beloved friend. He was good inside and out, and I wished for the millionth time since I’d met him that my heart yearned for his instead of Musubi’s.

It would have made our current predicament easier to negotiate. My own choices might have been filled with less turmoil and more certainty, for hardly a choice need have been made, just an easy acceptance of a life crafted especially for myself and Katsu.

The irony of the entire situation struck me as cruel and unnecessary. Here was a man willing to enter into a relationship with me, one who believed it to be foreordained by our First Parents, but my heart resided elsewhere, and my soul mate remained unidentifiable.

I carefully studied the worry lines around his eyes, alarmed that he might be troubled enough for wrinkles and creases to actually make an appearance on his immortal face. I refused to burden him with the reality of our situation now. I couldn’t be responsible for etching another line into that comely face of his.

I fought for some subject that might distract him.

“Do you remember when you were given The Grass Cutter Sword, Katsu?”

He looked surprised by the question, but then the tired muscles in his jaw relaxed, and he seemed pleased that I might show interest in the subject.

“I do. When our First Parents created us, we were already blessed with the knowledge necessary to understand our purpose in this life and how our specific roles in this universe met harmoniously with all kami everywhere. This life is meant to be a happy one no matter the obstacles or difficulties that face human and kami alike.”

Despair settled in momentarily, leaving me to question what thoughts had just flitted across his mind. He collected himself and continued.

“To answer your question, I remember when our First Parents explained my role and the importance of maintaining the power of the veil. The Grass Cutter Sword was presented to me during a sacred ceremony that only I and our First Parents attended. I didn’t understand the implications at the time, but I believe they already had misgivings about Amatsu and his desire to take more than what had been promised to him.”

“If every kami understood their purpose in life and the path they needed to take in order to make themselves and this universe a more harmonious one, why would Amatsu fight this? Why grasp for more?”

“Just because we came programmed to understand our purpose doesn’t mean our ability to choose was stripped from us. We all had minds of our own and truths that needed to be discovered in our own way. We were given instructions by our First Parents and then left to govern ourselves. Every single kami knew the difference between right and wrong and the consequences of any right or wrong action, but then this life is all about mastering the art of healthy decision making, and even though I’ve lived centuries, I’m sorry to say I have still been known to make poor ones.”

That awful sadness settled in again, and I wanted to address it, but I feared Katsu would close up and remain awkward around me if he understood the level of my empathic abilities.

“What was this ceremony like?”

Katsu smiled and the sadness momentarily left him. “Exhilarating, really. I was given to understand my purpose, my reason for being, and I learned all that there was to learn about The Grass Cutter Sword. Its powers go far beyond that of strengthening the veil. It also holds the power to give second chances to those lives cut short, those spirits who were unable to fulfill their roles in this life.”

I couldn’t hide my delighted surprise at that.

“I didn’t know you also had the power to grant new life.”

Katsu chuckled. “I’m aware of every soul who enters the veil, and if a soul passes through the veil before it has a chance to play the role it was meant to play, then my sword acts as a separator of sorts. That particular spirit will return to a place where souls await their opportunity for either birth or rebirth.”

“So even humans are assigned specific tasks they must perform in this life?”

“Every living thing on this Earth must fulfill the mission it was created for and experience any and every emotion possible. There is not one soul more important than the other, despite what humans have dubbed as social rank and class. The Grass Cutter Sword is able to weed out the souls who must be reborn from the souls who were able to get it right the first time so to speak.”

“Living life right the first time. Sounds like a daunting task to aspire to.”

“And yet, everyone instinctively wishes to aspire to it. Some souls just take a little longer to understand their purpose and potential than others. In the end, though, I can’t help but believe that we will all experience what we were meant to.”

“And you always know when a particular soul is separated for rebirth.”

“In the beginning I did, but I had to learn to compartmentalize that part of my gift. With so many people in this world and thousands dying every day, it would be too much to know when and where a soul is passing through the veil. It nearly drove me mad until I learned to block it from my mind.”

“You’ve been burdened for some time with this responsibility.”

“I won’t have to shoulder it by myself for much longer. Our First Parents gave me you, and I truly believe you are all I need.”

Guilt hammered me with ferocious intensity. How could I tell him that his First Parents gave him nothing at all? It was all a lie. If some special soul was meant for Katsu, it certainly wasn’t me, and I had never heard of any kami, other than Katsu, allowed a companion for all eternity. I couldn’t bear to consider the enormity of his grief when he discovered I wasn’t meant for him after centuries of waiting.

I shifted uncomfortably in the presence of such hope emanating from his being, and I lost the courage to tell him the truth. I recoiled at the idea of being the one responsible for shattering that hope into a million desolate pieces.

Instead, I remained silent and cursed my fearful heart.

 

*  *  *

 

Convincing Aiko to climb out of my window and lower herself to the ground took some doing. It was only after I enlisted the help of my guards—Yao and Chan—that she agreed to follow me. Not only did she voice reluctance at permanently leaving my side, but her whole countenance felt off in a way I failed to grasp. I didn’t understand her distant manner, and try as I might, I couldn’t pinpoint the source of her somewhat changed aura. She appeared cool and calculating one moment and then frightened and resentful the next. Eventually, I determined that the stress of her predicament must have taken a debilitating toll on her emotional constitution now that she had the opportunity for escape and reflection.

Once my guards lowered her pack down to us, we took off at a stealthy pace through the gardens and out the back as I had been doing ever since warning Musubi of my father’s intention to attack the rebels’ base camp.

Upon leaving the gardens and the palace grounds, Aiko felt comfortable enough to speak.

“Mistress, where exactly are we going now?”

“I need you to trust me for just a little while longer. My friends will be able to help you once we explain your situation, but I must warn you, they are unaware of my ties to the palace. They simply believe me to be a medicine woman from Daiki’s tavern. We cannot allow them to know my true identity or our affiliation with the palace. Is that understood, Aiko?”

“I understand. I will do as you say.”

In the growing darkness I couldn’t see the expression on her face, but I finally grasped hold of her emotions. Her sudden absence of fear was puzzling. She had behaved as if she were terrified, but now that we were off the palace grounds, she lent off an aura of watchful calm. An inappropriate response, considering the necessity of her escape.

Perhaps Aiko was much braver than she had ever let on.

It took a great deal of time to make our way through the forest and arrive at the current base camp location. We were forced to travel slightly deeper into the woods than usual, but Akane and Musubi had marked the trees for me with distinctive carvings only I would recognize.

A few yards outside the camp, I let out a sharp whistle to announce our presence. A figure materialized around a broken structure to our left. A torch was lit, and Akane revealed herself. I let out a noisy sigh of relief, grateful she received my message in time.

I rushed over to embrace her and she gave me a fierce hug in return.

“Are you safe?” she asked. “Has something gone wrong?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes.”

“Who is this young lady?”

“This is Aiko, my lady’s maid, and she is in desperate need of our help.” I turned to Akane and whispered, “Do you think you and I could talk privately for a few moments?”

She nodded and walked over to Aiko, giving her an encouraging pat on the arm. I saw her freeze momentarily as she made contact with my maid, but I couldn’t see her expression in the weak torchlight.

“Aiko, I have some supplies in that tented structure just beyond those trees.” She pointed to a large tent nestled between two smaller banyan trees. “Why don’t you gather some food for yourself and wait for us in there?”

She acknowledged Akane’s offer with a smile and then looked at me. “You will be fine in my absence, mistress?”

“Of course, Aiko. Please retrieve some food for yourself. I know you didn’t get a chance to eat before we left.”

She gave me a grateful look and walked toward the tent, disappearing inside.

I began walking with Akane in the other direction and quickly related to her what I had uncovered.

Her surprise was soon overrun by her outrage.

“So he forced Aiko to bleed you? It was your blood the soldiers were drinking?”

I nodded.

Akane’s anger spiked to a level I’d never before sensed in her.

“And how do you know your maid can be trusted?”

“I know how this looks, but she has taken care of me for most of my life, and my father threatened her. You know his character well enough to believe he wouldn’t hesitate to kill Aiko if she so much as looked at him the wrong way.”

Akane shook her head. “That’s what troubles me about this entire situation.”

My eyebrows narrowed. “How so?”

She paused for a moment, having some kind of internal debate over an issue I couldn’t begin to fathom.

“Do you remember Cho?”

“Cho?”

“Yes, that young woman I sent to you several months ago. She had a leg wound that soon became infected. I sent her to you to pass along a message, but also because she was a perfect candidate for what your betrothed, Katsu, had in mind.”

“Yes, I remember. I wondered how you knew she was meant to die.”

She drew in a deep breath. “I failed to answer that question, but I think I must do so now in order for you to believe me when I reveal something to you concerning your maid.” She hesitated for a moment, as if the delay might give her more courage. “I’m gifted with visions, the ability to know when and how a person is going to die. My visions are always accurate unless certain events occur to change them.”

I couldn’t help but feel elated by this information. “Akane, this is incredible. How does it work?”

“All I have to do is touch them and their death is made known to me. Most people die of natural causes, some of starvation and pestilence, but many, such as my soldiers, are killed in battle, unless of course I foresee it and do what I can to prevent it from happening.”

My jaw dropped. “That’s how your forces have always managed to be one step ahead of my father’s.”

Akane gave me a faint smile. “My men know about my gift and allow me to do what I call a routine check before we make a single move. Whether it be raids, battles or simply moving from one base to the next, I am always vigilant. I can predict the future of any decision we make because I can see death before it reaches us. Murder or accidents, those are the only deaths I have any control over, the only outcomes I am allowed to interfere with.”

“Cho’s death was certain. That’s how you knew to send her to me.”

Her shoulders slumped a little at that. “It had to have been one of the hardest moments of my life, sending her away from me, using her death as a means to an end. Cho understood her future and wanted to make her last moments on this Earth count. It ate at me, being helpless to save her. I suspect you’re quite familiar with that particular scenario.”

I nodded, taking in her slight form and fierce, determined stance, gaining new insight and even more respect for a woman I felt honored to call my friend. Though our gifts were not employed in the same way, we both desired the same outcome. We simply wanted to save lives any way we could. I hadn’t thought it possible to love Akane more than I already did, but she was my family, my sister, and I would fight for her safety just as I would fight for Saigo or Kenji...or Musubi.

“What does all of this have to do with Aiko?”

“My gift behaves differently with people who are never meant to die. When I touch you I see nothing but light, like a blank space with nothing set in stone. You will one day become a kami, and kami never die. Now, when I touch your maid, Aiko, I see the same thing, only darker.”

Anxiety slowly curled its way within my gut. “Akane, what exactly are you telling me?”

“Aiko isn’t human, Mikomi, she’s a kami. And as a kami, she had absolutely no reason to go along with the emperor’s despicable plans. He was in no way a threat to her.”

I felt a kind of numbness settle in at this level of betrayal. Betrayal from a woman I had trusted my entire life.

“I can’t believe she would do this to me. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“She is a spy for your father, dear friend. It is as sad and as simple as that.”

I looked at her, feeling lost and bereft inside. “What do we do?”

“I think we should see just exactly what she is up to. I will arrest her, and my men can begin uncovering the details of her involvement with the emperor.”

“That’s too dangerous, Akane. If she is a kami she could kill you all within seconds.”

“Are you forgetting we have some fairly powerful kami fighting on our side? They’re quite adept at torture as well. You needn’t worry about our well-being, dear friend.”

I felt sick inside imagining my maid experiencing any level of torture, but I knew it had to be done. Her treacherous behavior had forced our hand, and there was simply no way I could save her from the consequences of her actions.

“Will you alert Musubi to this now or later?”

“I’m not certain it is wise to discuss this with Musubi. She might reveal your identity, and I would rather only a few specific kami have charge over her. They know who you are either way.”

“Why are you still so insistent upon keeping my identity a secret from Musubi? Surely as your close friend, and someone who practically raised you, you can trust him.”

She shook her head. “There are other factors involved. A history you are unaware of. When there is more time, I will give you a more satisfactory explanation.”

I despised the lies and secrets I had to keep from a man I wished to share a future with, but I trusted her and her judgment. If she held doubts where Musubi was concerned, then I would heed her advice and remain silent on that front. My anxiety for Akane spiked as I considered leaving her with a kami spy.

“It is better this way,” she said, resting a comforting hand on my arm. She called Aiko out from the ramshackle building she was in, and Akane introduced herself as the leader of the rebel army, stating that she hoped Aiko might consider joining with them.

The calculating glint in Aiko’s eyes merely confirmed the truth of Akane’s words. My maid was more than happy to join the rebel forces, creating an opportunity for further infiltration, making her job as a spy that much more effective.

When my maid turned to hug me before they departed it took me everything I had to behave as if all was well. Tears should have been shed for such a final goodbye on behalf of a woman who had loved and cared for me my entire life, but the most I managed was a less than enthusiastic embrace.

As I watched Aiko and Akane depart toward the camp, I tried to bat down all of my worries. Perhaps confronting Aiko now and demanding an explanation was a better alternative. An uneasiness settled over me like a heavy blanket, fairly suffocating me with its weight and oppressive texture. I feared for what tomorrow might bring.
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I was so distraught over Aiko’s betrayal that I didn’t hear anyone’s approach until it was too late. My assailant took full advantage of my distracted state by coming from behind, snaking his arm over my shoulder and covering my mouth with his hand while wrapping his other arm around my waist, lifting me from my feet and dragging me kicking and flailing backward toward a denser area of the forest.

We reached the edge of a grouping of trees, but instead of entering, my captor lowered me to the ground and spun me to face him.

I let out a frightened scream before I recognized Musubi wearing the most infuriating smile on his all too handsome face.

“Why you…you…” My fists flew as I began beating against his chest, punishing him for scaring me near to fainting.

He merely chuckled, as if my fists were about as effective as a small swarm of pesky gnats. He grabbed each of my wrists in his hands.

“Calm down, Mikomi.”

“Calm down? Do you have any idea how badly you frightened me? I thought you were one of the emperor’s guards or a thief…or worse.” He didn’t appear at all contrite, more satisfied than anything else.

“And when you assumed the worst, did you employ any of the basic defensive techniques you learned over the last few weeks?”

I raised my eyebrows at this. Heat infused my cheeks.

“Your mind became blank and you forgot everything. Correct?”

I nodded, cursing myself for my own stupidity.

“If anyone else had attacked, you would already be dead, Mikomi.” He let go of my wrists, fisting his own at his side. “You would be dead. Am I getting through to you yet? Do you understand the gravity of your current predicament, what you have agreed to be a part of?”

I sighed. “We’ve been over this before. I am aware of the danger I face. I know the risks by heart now.”

“And yet you still have no intention of disassociating yourself with the rebels, do you? Even after I’ve demonstrated to you how fast it can happen, how quickly everything can change? Do you understand how easy it is to lose control of a situation, to lose your life in the process?”

“If anything you’ve done a masterful job of showing me my weaknesses. It is obvious I could use more training in this department.”

Musubi rubbed a hand over his tired face in a frustrated attempt to hold back a few expletives that still managed to come through.

“Mikomi, don’t you understand? Soldiers train from the time they are children, and they continue their training long into adulthood. You will never be an accomplished fighter in time for what is coming.”

“I’m learning much faster than most. You yourself said so.”

“By normal standards, yes. You are fine tuning your technique leaps and bounds ahead of most pupils I’ve trained, but for our timeline and our initial purpose it simply isn’t fast enough. You will never be ready to defend yourself against the emperor’s soldiers. Not in time for what we have planned.”

His words echoed that of Daiki’s and Hatsumi’s. It proved more irritating than discouraging. I wasn’t interested in crying defeat.

“You knew this before you started training me. I train and learn as much as possible, but you will be by my side as my main protector. Nothing has changed.”

“Everything has changed,” he stated. He cupped my face in his hands and leaned his head close to me. “Everything. You aren’t simply a woman of medicine any longer, nor are you just a pupil, Mikomi. I…you have become family for Akane and myself, though her faith in you exceeds that which is prudent or even logical. I don’t know why she thinks you are our only chance for success in this endeavor, but I cannot bear the worry I experience between our sessions, waiting to see you again, praying you are still breathing, still speaking...still alive enough respond to all of my teasing with your subtle rebelliousness and spirit.” He rubbed a thumb along my jawline while I did my best to process this unexpectedly emotional outburst. “It is time we put this foolishness behind us. I want you to leave this place, Mikomi. I will take you to a new location, someplace where I know you’ll be safe.”

My hopes plummeted, as if I had been soaring free of any and all restraints only to fall to my death. He didn’t want me here any longer. He believed me too weak to see this through.

I eased away from him, and my heart rebelled at the self-imposed distance. “You wish me to leave?”

“It is the only way to keep you safe.”

“I gather Akane has no knowledge of this.”

“And why should she?” He nearly exploded. He raked his fingers through his light hair and began to pace much the same way I did whenever a problem became too much to simply riddle out in a normal fashion. “She is the one encouraging this, allowing you to put yourself in danger. For what? A location? A shipment of gold? What if you are caught, Mikomi? I will not be there to protect you.”

“I do this for a far greater goal in mind and you know it. The fate of the Kagami empire is hardly a trivial matter.”

“Semantics,” he muttered.

My stiff shoulders relaxed ever so slightly as I now understood the catalyst for Musubi’s uncharacteristic behavior.

After months of his standoffish demeanor and inaccessible emotions, I was grateful that the idea of my impending death managed to spark some life into him and encourage him to behave like a human being instead of a stiff statue. It didn’t say much for his faith in my abilities, but progress is progress.

“And your plan is to simply drop me off at the next widow’s house much the same way you dropped off Akane? You do realize I am not in need of parenting, correct? I’m a grown woman, and I can make these decisions for myself.”

“One cannot help but notice that you are a woman, Mikomi, but for all intents and purposes, you are my woman, and any husband with half a brain would never place his wife in the kind of danger that I have placed you in.”

My confusion reigned supreme at this point. Our marriage was nothing but a farce, and yet he pulled rank on me as if he had a right to.

“I suppose it is lucky for both of us that these burdens a normal husband carries are merely circumstances we play at, and nothing we take too seriously. Am I right, Musubi?”

I leveled a challenging look at him. If he wanted to discuss what rights he had as my fake husband then it was time for him to have an honest conversation with himself for both our sakes.

His mouth quirked into a sardonic half-smile as he weighed his next words. I didn’t give him time to answer.

“Or would you rather that this farcical arrangement of ours be turned into something more permanent and binding?”

The silence lengthened until he cleared his throat and then clenched his jaw, clearly torn between his desire to take care of me and the vengeful anger that tore him away from any and all thoughts of forever.

“We may not be married in a legal sense, but as your teacher and protector I have every right to decide what is best for you.”

“No.”

His eyes widened at that, but I was no longer interested in customs or cultural dictates that governed etiquette and social behavior between a man and a woman, much less a teacher with his student. If I was going to rebel against everything I had ever been taught to follow and adhere to, then I was going to rebel in every aspect of my life with every person who dared to take what little independence I had managed to gain throughout this exhausting and draining ordeal.

“No?”

“Musubi, you seem to be under the impression that as my fake husband you somehow have a stake in my future or control over my actions, and if we were married in a legal sense then I admit I would most likely be forced to acquiesce to your wishes, but I am unfettered by you or any other man dictating my choices much less my life. The only way you’’re going to be able to lay claim to those rights is if you take me right now and legally claim me as your own.”

“And if I did that, you would leave here and never return?”

“I would if it meant you left with me.”

“But—”

“You would marry me and desert me?” I tsked at this, attempting to appeal to his sense of duty. “Doesn’t seem like the honorable thing to do, does it? And who will protect me with you gone fighting a war you have already deemed a lost cause?”

His concern over my well-being and his other inner demons were waging a war so ugly I wasn’t sure I wanted to remain in his presence any longer.

“If you wish to order me about then marry me; otherwise, we’re wasting valuable time.”

The corners of his mouth drew up, a rueful smile giving way to the logic of my little speech.

“It seems to me that any man brave enough to marry you would most likely be the one receiving orders and carrying them out. No doubt the consequences for failure would be brutal.”

“Floggings if I don’t get my way.”

“I suspected as much.”

Now it was my turn to fight off a smile.

“This conversation isn’t over, young lady, but I agree that we need to utilize the rest of our time with more training and less arguing.”

My relief that the discussion was over was overshadowed by his obvious deflection of my brazen proposal. Marriage had been thrown rather indelicately before him, and he hadn’t appeared even remotely interested, not even enough to keep me protected. I wanted independence, and I wanted protection. I wanted Musubi to save me, and I wanted to save myself. Was I strong or weak or simply in love?

All three. It was the only logical conclusion to come to. As if logic and love could ever find a place to harmoniously join together. My focus jumped to Musubi as he began our next session as if nothing of importance had been discussed between us. I truly hated that he was capable of such emotional compartmentalization.

As I followed him to a clear patch of forest where we might train without hindrance, I couldn’t help but take in the fine contours of his face softly illuminated by the moonlight. There was tension in his jaw, a sign of his residual frustration with my behavior, no doubt. He brought us to the middle of the area and turned his body to face me, in full teacher mode now.

“Now, an important aspect of self-defense is controlling your opponent’s attack by leading it.”

I puzzled this out for a moment. “Leading it? As if you were the one orchestrating the movements of the attack?”

Musubi nodded. “When I grabbed you from behind, your initial reaction was to meet my force with force of your own, not to mention the fact that you failed to sense the attack coming in the first place. Something that wouldn’t have happened if you had been centered.”

I rolled my eyes like a petulant child, though I knew he was correct. He had stressed the importance of a constant state of centralization, practicing this technique until it no longer became a conscious decision.

“If I were to push you, your instincts would demand retaliation with an equal if not higher degree of force. The instinctive tendency to act or react to an outside threat is an obstacle of the mind and consequently the body.”

“Then I am not meant to react or defend myself?”

“Not with your own force, no. You must learn to spin if you are pushed and enter if you are pulled. This type of defense is non-resistant and infinitely more controlled.” He positioned himself about a foot away, facing me. “Now, I want you to punch me in the stomach.”

“What?”

“I’m merely trying to demonstrate the principle, Mikomi. I promise, no matter how hard you try, you will be unable to make contact with my rather spectacularly muscled abdomen.”

Arrogant man!

My reluctance at the thought of hurting Musubi turned to that of indignation, and I rapidly shot my right fist out, hoping to get in one, good, solid jab just to prove him wrong.

Musubi stepped toward me at an angle with his right foot, spinning his body in a clockwise motion while using his right hand to lead my arm around, guiding me away from him.

It took me a few seconds to get my bearings and understand how I had missed hitting his abdomen when he had actually moved closer to me instead of further away.

The knowing smile on his face was enough to make me want to learn this principle of defense as fast as humanly—or rather inhumanly—possible.

“Did you make note of how I stepped into you at an angle and then used the force of your momentum to lead you in a circle without any pulling or dragging?”

“Yes.”

“Leading control,” he stated. “Now it is your turn. Imagine that I am one of the emperor’s guards, intent on capturing you. I will grab your right wrist with my right hand.”

He did so, and I concentrated on ignoring the prickles of heat from the direct contact. In a more frightening situation, I felt certain I would not be tempted to kiss my assailant.

“What is your first instinct when someone grips you like this?” he asked.

“Pull away, obviously.”

“And what did I say you must do if you are pulled?”

I thought about his previous instructions.

“Enter.”

“Correct. You will not pull away from me, but remain within my grasp while you move your body to my side and slightly ahead of me in a spinning motion. You will also extend the arm that I have grasped and use your pointed finger to draw a circular pattern in which my momentum will naturally follow according to your guidance. This will lead to imbalance in my own position, causing me to fall.”

We practiced the movements slowly at first so that I could get the footwork and motion down. He stepped back for a beat and nodded his approval. Before I could revel in his non-verbal praise, his hand shot forward, grabbing my wrist. The practiced movements kicked in and I spun, leading his force until the momentum guided him around my person and down to the floor.

It happened in a matter of seconds, but Musubi was on his feet quicker than a lightning strike, throwing a jab at my abdomen. I continued to use the same principles of leading control as he launched one attack after another until we were both breathing heavily and my own weakened ki failed to quicken my reflexes. I mistakenly stepped to the front instead of angularly as he jabbed at my stomach, making contact with a nauseating thud.

The air escaped my lungs, and I fell to the floor, struggling for what seemed like hours to take in the cold night air.

Musubi knelt before me, grabbing either side of my face. He drew a finger from my clavicle, up the front of my neck to my chin, and then drew two lines on either side of my nose. I felt the breath seep into my lungs again.

He pulled me into his arms and held me as I regained control of my breathing.

“What happened? Why couldn’t I breathe?”

“You were doing so well, I failed to moderate the force of my blow to your abdomen. When you didn’t deflect, it made direct contact with your stomach and redistributed your ki, paralyzing your lungs. I merely redistributed your ki so you could breathe again.”

Redistributed my ki? How did he possess the knowledge to accomplish something like that? Most humans were incapable of sensing their own ki let alone another’s.

“Well, that was exciting.” My voice shook as I let out a tired laugh.

Musubi’s hold tightened around me. “I am sorry I hurt you. You learn these techniques so quickly, I sometimes forget that you’re only human, and a woman at that.” He barked out a laugh.

I smiled at the irony of the situation and burrowed my face into his shoulder, reveling in the close contact for however long he would allow it.

“You lost focus on that last one. What happened?”

I hesitated to open up to him and discuss my own personal problems. There was simply no way to burden him with my struggles without simultaneously burdening him with the truth. I decided to settle for a half truth.

“I discovered that a person very dear to me is a spy for the emperor. She…she will no longer be allowed in my household, and I cannot help but wonder if everything she ever said or did held any sincerity. Did she truly love me and wish to take care of me or were her choices calculated to benefit her position as a spy for the emperor?”

He pulled back in alarm. “She didn’t reveal your alliance with the rebels to the emperor, did she?”

“No, I assure you she was discovered in time. Calm yourself, Musubi. I am in no danger of being discovered as a rebel sympathizer.”

His body visibly relaxed, but he remained seated on the stone floor with his arms cradling me.

“A close confidant such as this friend could have easily revealed your secrets to the emperor. I don’t believe I can handle the worry I feel for you on a daily basis. If you refuse to leave Kagami, then I must insist that you leave your home and permanently join us.”

I wholeheartedly agreed, but my unresolved issues with Katsu, the possibility of gleaning further knowledge from the emperor, and my lack of preparation gave me pause.

“The timing is not right, though I understand your worry. There is still the matter of the landing spot for that shipment of gold.”

A low growl worked its way from the back of Musubi’s throat.

“Hang the gold. It isn’t worth your life. Nothing is.” He rested his lips on my forehead and placed a gentle kiss there.

It wasn’t the earth-shattering kiss I’d dreamed of for weeks now, but it was more contact than I had previously been given, and it lent light to the fire of hope that burned brightly within me. Hope that Musubi would cease punishing himself for whatever demons lingered in his past. Hope that he might allow himself to love someone again.

Someone like me.

When he moved back, I felt a sharp wave of concern course through his system. He placed his hands on my shoulders, narrowing his eyebrows, which created worry lines on his forehead.

“Musubi, what is it?”

“It’s your essence. These past few months, you’ve seemed a little off, but now that I am touching you I am beginning to notice a great disturbance within your own ki.” That he was capable of noticing it at all shocked me. Most humans were never quite so aware, but then he’d had years to master the art of centralization.

He placed his left hand at my center and then the other on my upper back after which he took in several deep breaths and closed his eyes.

“I want you to take three deep breaths as I have instructed you to do before.”

I did as he asked, sensing the warmth of his hands seeping through my clothing to the sensitive skin underneath.

He pulled back as if the experience pained him and sucked in a sharp breath.

I turned to him. “What? What happened?”

“Your ki is…off, blocked in some way. Your energy is not being evenly distributed through your body, and it is beginning to cause you some severe internal problems, not to mention affecting your mental clarity.”

“I suppose that makes sense. I haven’t felt like myself as of late.” In truth I was amazed at his insight into the subject, especially for someone trained to maim and kill.

“I shouldn’t wonder. The stress of this situation is more than any young girl should shoulder. We will need to fix this imbalance or you will continue to struggle with the rest of your training.”

He approached me again and resumed his previous position with one hand on my center and the other on my upper back. He remained there with his hands like that for several minutes as we matched our breathing with one another. He then changed positions and faced me, placing his thumb and forefinger at opposite sides a few inches below my clavicle. With his other hand he ran two fingers from the tip of my spinal column to the base of my neck and held his fingers there for a few moments.

The tension easing from my body made me feel as if I’d been a tightly wound reed given permission to relax. A testament to how the events of the last few months had been eating at me. I focused on his touch and enjoyed the close contact for as long as possible. I made eye contact with those frosty circles of blue, trapped in that intense, probing gaze of his. I hadn’t realized how much his indifference and the distance he’d created between us had weighed on me. With his comforting touch and undivided attention, I felt nearly one hundred percent better.

I knew, however, that nothing short of a miracle could fix what was broken within me, but his presence was enough for now.

He moved his hands again and gently drew his index fingers behind my ears, down along the side of my neck and then outward toward my shoulders, resting them there and closing his eyes as we breathed together for a few more minutes. When he opened his eyes to look at me, I saw confusion and sensed severe distress. He swallowed hard and then tightened his hold upon me.

“There is something wrong,” he stated. “I sense that some of the blockage has been removed, but it’s almost as if your ki isn’t blocked…it’s…damaged. I don’t understand how that is even possible, but it must be fixed, Mikomi. Tell me again about the injury that caused the redness of your eyes.”

“How is it that you know so much about the way one’s ki operates? Your knowledge is quite extensive.”

“Mikomi, in order to master the way of the samurai, you must be in tune with every particle of your being whether physical or spiritual. We are not simply learning to fight, though that is part of it, we are learning how to diffuse a situation before it reaches that level of combat that leads to death. In a war like this, I’m afraid death is inevitable, but you must be whole in mind, body, and spirit before you can shield yourself against the most rudimentary of attacks.” He studied my eyes and a muscle ticked at the side of his jaw. “Now, tell me the truth. How were you injured?”

I shook my head and looked at the ground. Lying to him was easier if I didn’t have to look at him. “I already told you I wasn’t injured. I was ill and the force of—”

He reached his hand up and lightly took my chin, directing my eyes to his. “Don’t lie, little healer. Not to me. Never to me. After everything we’ve been through, do you not possess an ounce of trust for me?”

My eyes watered at this stark reminder of all the secrets I kept from him despite the love and trust I held for him. “I would tell you if I could, but I don’t feel I can talk about it at the moment.”

A low, almost feral growl sounded from the back of his throat. He enfolded me in his arms and held me close to him. “I am meant to protect you from any and all threats to your person, Mikomi. How can I do this if you won’t share with me what monsters threaten you?””

“I think there are simply some monsters in this life that I am meant to fight alone.”

“Ah, therein lies the problem, little healer. You seem to think I’ll actually sit back and let you try. Nothing could be further from the truth.” He pulled back slightly and brushed a strand of hair away from my face. “This marriage may be a farce, but my concern for you is real. I’ll behave with you as I would if we were legally married in every way possible, and as your husband I am meant to carry those burdens. I am meant to protect you from anyone or anything that might jeopardize your safety.”

The possibility that he would even want to consider caring for me as a true husband might, spurred me forward, and I brazenly asked, “Then why haven’t you kissed me yet?”

He startled a little at that, unnerved by my question.

“You do intend to play the part as thoroughly as you possibly can, am I correct?”

“Kissing you has nothing to do—”

“Nothing to do with playing the part of a devoted and protective husband? If I do end up in your camp someday, how on earth will we ever convince anyone that we have developed more than a student/teacher relationship if we can’t at least pretend to feel it? All anyone will sense from us is an easy platonic friendship.” My lips curled up at the edges, and Musubi finally smiled.

“You’re teasing me. Poking fun at my desire to play husband to you.”

“You’re the one making claims of husbandly rights. If you want to claim me then you are going to have to do so emotionally or no one is going to believe you.”

“Emotionally,” he grunted. “You do realize that the likelihood of any of our soldiers paying attention to the dynamics of our relationship is slim to none. It isn’t as if anyone will be expecting us to publicly show affection.”

I was aware that public displays of affection between men and women were rare, and most marriages were formed out of a need for survival or political convenience. No one understood this concept better than I did. There was no reason to assume that Musubi’s claim as my husband would be challenged in any way, whether the men believed it or not, but my reasons had nothing to do with convincing the rebels of our love for one another, but of convincing Musubi. If I pushed him to do more than verbally claim me, perhaps behaving as if he had feelings for me would work to heal that which was broken within him.

He had spent a long time shielding his heart and his emotions, holding back his capacity for love due to the death of someone he once cared for. Though he was determined to leave his heart cold and empty, I hoped pushing him toward a demonstration of affection might help him release the anger and darkness he held. He simply needed to exercise that complicated muscle resting dormant in his chest. The heart, if never exercised, would eventually feel absolutely nothing. I couldn’t bear the thought of Musubi failing to feel anything for me simply because he refused to try.

“You can posture and puff out your chest as much as you want if another man attempts an overture, but no one will believe we care for one another on that level if we haven’t formed some sort of connection.”

He considered my words for a moment and then pulled me closer to him and secured my head just under his chin. I relaxed into his embrace, reveling in the moment, fearing that it might slip from me before I had a chance to engrave it upon my memory and burn it within my soul. I reached out my senses and felt wisps of contentment and joy filtering through his nearly impenetrable exterior. The thought that I was the cause of his happiness gave me the courage to tilt my chin up and slowly place a soft kiss upon the corner of his jaw.

I heard his quick intake of breath and felt the flexing of his muscles as his arms crushed me more tightly to his chest. His lips grazed the tip of my ear and then softly landed at my temple where he administered the most tender of kisses before moving to my eyelids and grazing his lips along each one. He continued on to my lips and hovered there for a few moments.

I barely dared breathe for fear I might startle him awake from this hypnotic spell. His top lip found the corner of mine. He didn’t kiss me as I longed for him to. Instead, he used his lips to trace the outline of first my top lip and then the bottom, pausing in the center as my lips parted.

“Mikomi,” he rasped, “I don’t think we should—”

I pressed my lips to his, unwilling to give him a chance to finish that sentence. I’d never managed to get through to him like this before, not when his guard was down and his emotions raw and vulnerable.

His response was immediate, and the happiness radiating from within him wrapped securely around my heart as he deftly took over, offering achingly soft, sweet kisses that left me weak and breathless. He pulled away to look at me, and the hope I saw in his gaze and the absence of anger within his heart gave me reason to think I had made steps toward easing the pain of his past.

He looked visibly shaken by the kisses we shared, as if everything he had previously planned for had been undone with this one momentous act. Clearing his throat, he spoke in hushed tones.

“After that exchange, I can’t imagine anyone assuming there is nothing between us.”

I nodded. “I would imagine any witnesses might come to the natural conclusion that we are in love.”

“In love,” he repeated. A wistful smile graced his lips. Then his countenance fell into sadness. “An emotion which has ruined more people than I will ever be capable of naming.”

His sadness alerted me to the pain he ached to reach for. I tightened my hold on him and forced him to look at me. “It is also an emotion that motivates people to help those who are suffering, share in one another’s burdens and selflessly give all they have just to put a smile on a lover’s face.” I had his full attention now. His hungry gaze desperately took me in, begging me to convince him that falling in love might be worth the risk. “I’ve seen a mother’s love heal the most debilitating of diseases, while a kind word of encouragement from a friend motivated a young man to turn from drinking to care for his little sister. If Daiki and Hatsumi had been unwilling to show love to a lost twelve-year-old version of myself I never would have lived to see my next birthday.” Musubi narrowed his eyebrows at my confession, concern for me coursing through him. “My point is this, no matter the pain that love is tethered to there are equal parts of joy and healing that can only work to motivate all of us to become better people. The right kind of love can soften the hardest of hearts, Musubi. I would hate for you to miss out on such a glorious experience.”

“What if I’m never destined to have such an experience?” The pain gripping him was gaining momentum.

“Everyone is meant to have it,” I said, desperate for him to understand. I thought of Katsu’s claim that each one of us was meant to experience everything.

His look turned bitter and cynical. “Not everyone, Mikomi. Not me.”

“Why would you say that? Why would you ever believe that?”

He rubbed his hands along the length of my shoulders and then set me away from him. “I had my one chance at love long ago, and now she’s gone.”

“You have another opportunity—”

“I don’t want one. There’s too many wrongs that must be made right.”

I swallowed down the hurt I felt, willing my tears to the foreground before I began begging Musubi to simply trust what he felt and give the possibility of us a chance. “If you waste your time righting wrongs of the past you might miss any chance you have to experience love at all.”

He shook his head, anger returning to dominate his thoughts and dictate his behavior. I lost him to that pervasive emotion all too often.

“What is it you want from me, Mikomi?”

“I want you to be honest with yourself and with your feelings. I want you to admit that there is something between us worth pursuing.”

His anger rose, but he worked to control it this time. “There is nothing between us, child. I feel nothing more than the need to protect you just as I desire to protect Akane. I am your teacher and you are my student. That is all.”

I cupped my hand against his cheek. “Why do you lie to yourself about the way you feel? What is it that keeps you from me?”

He jerked back and then ran his hands through his hair, turning his back to me. “I think we should suspend your training for a few days. The stress of the situation has caused us both to behave in ways we normally wouldn’t. I will let Akane know that you are preparing to leave. She will wish to accompany you as far as the ruins.”

“Musubi…”

He hurriedly moved away from me, and I tried to follow, but within a blink of an eye he disappeared, and I was left standing alone with only the faint moonlight for company.

The pain I experienced with his bitter denial of what we felt for one another destroyed me more than any beating my father had ever administered. So maybe this was the side of love that Musubi had been referring to. Strange that I was willing to suffer through such heartache, even if I never succeeded in winning him over.

 

*  *  *

I’d barely crept into my bedroom without anyone the wiser when I heard a knocking at my door. It was well past midnight. I couldn’t fathom what might be so important at this hour.

Yao and Chan were on the other side with grim looks painted across their features.

“Mistress, your father has sent several guards to escort you to his quarters.”

I looked at them in puzzlement. “At this hour? Why send so many when it only ever takes two?”

Yao gave me a meaningful look. “I heard that one of his men of high rank has been seriously injured and is in need of your services.”

I’d suspected my father might summon me soon, I just hadn’t expected it to happen tonight. I hadn’t had enough time to rest from my earlier healing or my emotionally draining interlude with Musubi. I had every intention of fulfilling my mission, but I didn’t know if I possessed the strength necessary at the moment.

Katsu wouldn’t condone such abuse to my power. Knowing the emperor, he must have found a way to work around my betrothed.

I glanced past Yao and Chan. Awaiting just outside the door were a handful of soldiers. I didn’t generally talk to any of them let alone make eye contact, but their numbers alarmed me.

“Surely it is not necessary for so many guards to escort me to my father’s quarters,” I said to the one in front, who looked as if he might be in charge.

His eyes widened momentarily at my breach of etiquette. “You will follow us, Princess.”

I stepped forward and was accosted on either side by a stoic looking guard. I felt Yao and Chan’s worried eyes upon me. None of my father’s men touched me, but I could almost feel their hands pushing me forward as we began the long journey through the different palace halls to my father’’s area of business. Upon entering, the doors were shut closed behind me, and an awful caged feeling threatened my composure.

My father stood next to a long window adorned with gold, silk curtains. The faint moonlight streaming through the window might have made him look angelic if I hadn’t had so many years of experience negating that impression. I waited. Any comments or questions I posed would not be well received.

After a few moments he spoke, continuing to face the open window as he did so. “Being a woman, I doubt you can grasp, nay, appreciate the amount of resources it takes to wage a war against an entire empire that is poised to turn on you in an instant.” He swiveled around to face me, eyes flashing and a ghastly smile adorning his wicked features.

I remained silent. I did nothing to defend myself as a woman, and I chose to ignore the impulse to tell him his subjects wouldn’t be so keen to overthrow the empire if he had had the decency to take care of them in the first place. A mess of his own making, but he would never see it that way.

“Resources,” he continued, “vital to my eventual victory are at this very moment being transported by ship across the sea to a specific location, and only one man in my entire army knows those specifics.” He pointed a finger toward a door on the right side of his study. “My first in command lies dying in that room next to us, and due to his unconscious state, he is unable to share those specifics with his emperor before his death. There is only one person capable of gathering this information, information critical to the survival of my armies and this empire, and yet your betrothed has forbidden the abuse of your powers in this manner.” My father tsked lightly under his breath.

I shifted almost imperceptibly under his watchful glare, not wishing to draw more attention to myself than absolutely necessary. I did not like the evil look he gave me, nor the steely resolve in his eyes.

“Quite the conundrum, I say. The one soldier I am counting on to keep this empire afloat will die and his information along with him if the one person capable of retrieving that information refuses to do so.” He tapped a finger to his chin and took a few steps forward. “Now, I’m fully aware that ordering you to go against the word of your precious future husband puts you in an uncomfortable situation, and any...physical maltreatment to convince you otherwise will earn me a fight I’m simply not ready for, but I think you’ll do exactly as I’ve asked with the right kind of motivation.”

I swallowed hard. “Where is Katsu?”

“Oh, I’m sure he’s arrived by now. He’ll simply have to fight his way through several hundred guards in order to get to you, but by then I’m sure you will have acquiesced to my wishes.”

Katsu, by his very nature, was practically invincible, but I didn’t like the victorious look on my father’s face, as if he’d already won some power struggle I’d yet to uncover. I felt real fear for the warrior god. I had to swiftly diffuse this situation.

“This is all unnecessary. I will gather the intelligence without the need for threats or, as you put it, the right kind of motivation.”

I heard shouting through the doors. The warrior god had discovered my whereabouts. Under other circumstances I might have felt relief, but I had my own reasons for wanting the information the unconscious soldier in the other room had to offer. I couldn’t afford to let Katsu gain entry before I recovered the delivery location for Akane and Musubi. I was also extremely puzzled by my father’’s behavior. Even a few hundred guards wouldn’t keep Katsu occupied for long. It was hardly a smart move to make, nor a certainty that it would buy me the time needed.

I took a step toward the side door, but before I could move any further a tremendous battering noise echoed through the room, and the double doors of my father’s study fairly exploded, revealing Katsu standing between what was left of the shattered doors. He breathed heavily, and there was fire in his eyes, but there didn’t appear to be a scratch on him.

I never should have doubted his safety. A kami such as Katsu wasn’t to be trifled with.

“You have been warned about this, Fukurokuju. Mikomi’s powers are not to be used in such an abominable manner. She is not a spy, nor is she a member of your army.”

My father’s calm exterior never wavered, even in the face of Katsu’s open hostility. “Why, Katsu, I believe it is for The Healer to decide how her powers should and shouldn’t be used.”

Since when?

I raised my eyebrows and then ducked my head before my father noticed.

Katsu held his hand out. “Mikomi, we are leaving, and you are never to return to this area of the palace again.”

I held my position, fearing my father had more up his sleeve. He wasn’t going to allow that information to slip from his grasp so easily.

“Of course, if Mikomi wishes to leave she is more than welcome to.” I turned to look at my father, noting his air of superiority. He clearly thought he had the upper hand in all of this, which meant he most likely did. I waited for the other shoe to drop and when it did I cursed myself for my reckless stupidity. My father pointed to the closed door from where his first in command lay unconscious, fighting for his life. After making a shrill whistling noise the door burst open and a guard pulled a man and woman into the room, forcing them to their knees.

“Hatsumi! Daiki!” I rushed to them, but the guard pulled a knife from his side and held it to Hatsumi’s neck. She screamed in pain as the sharp blade nicked the side of her neck. Daiki struggled to fight, but his hands were tied behind his back and another guard came forward to subdue him.

I was unfamiliar with the kind of rage that leaves an acidic taste in your mouth. I hardly knew how to cope under its influence and glared at my father instead, fighting my suicidal desire to attack him and gouge his eyes out with my own fingernails.

I schooled my expression and leveled my voice. “I told you all of this was unnecessary. I will help you retrieve the information you desire. You don’t need to hurt these people.”

My father’s smile took on a wicked glint. “Isn’t it interesting that she should care about these peasants? Though I think a more relevant question to pose is how she knew the prisoners’ names in the first place. Perhaps you’d like her to explain herself.” My father turned his innocently expectant look upon Katsu.

“Mikomi, what on earth is your father talking about?”

I glanced at Daiki, a sense of helplessness stealing over me. A trickle of blood inched down the side of his temple. He met my eyes and nodded for me to answer, though it looked as if that single movement caused him quite a bit of pain. Their fear coursed through me as if it were my own, but it pertained more to my safety than theirs. I didn’t know where their son was, but didn’t want to mention the boy if Daiki had managed to hide him. No doubt my father would have used their son as extra leverage given the opportunity, but the baby was nowhere to be seen. I felt bile rise up the back of my throat, and my anger burned brighter than ever.

“These people are my friends. I…I visit them at their place of residence.”

“I don’t understand. I thought you weren’t allowed to speak with anyone outside the palace walls, and when has the emperor ever allowed you to visit the village with your guards?”

I inhaled deeply before responding. “I visit them unaccompanied without the emperor’s knowledge or consent.” I raised my eyes to Katsu’s, taking in his bewildered expression. This was the price I paid for being less than honest with him.

“You’ve been visiting these commoners without express permission from your father or myself? For how long?”

I heard my father’s delighted chuckle. “Oh, my daughter has succeeded in keeping her secrets for quite some time. The better question to ask her is this: Just what, exactly, does she do when she visits these people?”

I stared at the floor, feeling Katsu’s eyes boring holes into the top of my skull. My father had discovered everything and there was no point in denying my activities any longer. I made eye contact with Katsu again and nearly flinched at his intensity. I sensed his anger, but wasn’t sure who it was directed at.

“I’m the village healer.” I cleared my throat and tried to speak with more confidence than I possessed. “When there is someone hurt or ill, Daiki sends me word of that person’s infirmities, and I try to help in any way I can.”

“How long?” Katsu repeated.

“Since I was twelve years old.”

My father’s laughter broke the strained silence between Katsu and myself. “All this time I thought my daughter hadn’t any backbone. I’m so pleased by this discovery of your devious nature. I’m almost inclined to forget the whole thing without punishing you the way you so richly deserve.”

“You lay a hand on Mikomi, and you’ll live to regret it,” Katsu warned.

“Katsu, are you not angered by your betrothed’s deception?” My father’s feigned concern on Katsu’s behalf was laughable. “Why, only earlier this evening she was out with these unsavory people doing who knows what.”

Katsu looked at me quickly. “Is this true?”

I nodded. “A little girl needed my help. Her fever would not resolve itself.”

“And you actually succeeded in helping her?”

Again I nodded, feeling guilty and ashamed that I had kept secrets from Katsu when he had never been anything but fair and kind to me.

“How long did it take you to accomplish the healing?”

I looked at the floor. So this was shame. I’d certainly experienced a form of it after every beating from my father, but this was different. By omitting the truth, I cast Katsu out of that circle of trust. My whole body shook from the weight of his disapproval and disappointment. “It took longer than usual. Nearly half an hour.” I kept my eyes glued to the floor and waited for some kind of response from him. When he remained silent I dared a glance upward and wished I hadn’t. He looked truly distraught by my actions. He took this so very personally and he had every right to.

“Katsu, please don’t be angry with me. I didn’t mean to deceive you or keep secrets from you, but the people in this empire do not have the resources necessary to combat the illnesses that run rampant due to their circumstances. I merely wanted to help them. They’re my people and they needed my help.”

His eyes softened as I explained the reasoning behind my actions, but my father couldn’t resist adding his own poisonous opinion.

“She’s compromised her ability to become a full kami. With all of those years of healing others you must be wondering if she’ll have the strength necessary to ascend to her immortal state within the time frame allotted her. She must be punished for such disobedient behavior.”

“The only one who has compromised her ascension is you. Her ki became damaged when you ordered her to heal her mother. She cannot perform even the simplest of healings at the moment let alone become a full kami.” Katsu glared at my father and took a threatening step forward. “She can’t even gather the information you so desperately need from your soldier in that other room. Not that I would allow such a use of her abilities either way.”

The anger, fear, and pain smothered me from the inside out. My own anger wasn’t making it any easier to breathe. My father and Katsu were talking circles around me, dictating what I would and wouldn’t do as if I were no longer standing in the room with them. I was’’t a child, but would never be treated as if I had a mind of my own or a will to choose for myself. The idea that I needed permission to use my powers in any way other than how I saw fit began a slow boiling rage to build deep within me.

I reined in my expression. I’d had years to perfect that blank look on my face.

“If you don’t allow her to transfer my soldier’s memories, then I will kill her two friends as punishment.”

“No,” I shouted. I rushed toward Daiki and Hatsumi, but froze the moment the guard added more pressure to the knife at Hatsumi’s throat. She let out a soft whimper, but held perfectly still. I turned a pleading look at my father. “I told you I will ferret out the information you need. Please let them be.”

Katsu walked over and placed a restraining hand on my shoulder. “I forbid this, Mikomi. You remember what Kenji said. I can’t heal your ki if you don’t have the energy to accept the healing, and you can’t have that if you’re constantly using your power for something other than what it is meant for. I won’t condone this.”

I stared at him open-mouthed. “But these people will die. Please, Katsu, they are my friends.”

“Well, they shouldn’t be,” he fairly yelled. “What were you thinking, traipsing about the woods and village as a medicine woman? Why would you heal peasants and talk with commoners completely unguarded while using your powers in such a reckless manner?” He grabbed both my shoulders, shaking me as if to emphasize the importance of his words. “How could you take no thought for your safety? What if someone had attacked you during your many outings? Your life is not your own, Mikomi. The fate of this world rests in our hands and without you there is no one who can save it.” He breathed deeply and released my shoulders. “The small number of people you help won’t matter in the long run if you are not around to save the whole of mankind. This behavior is selfish, Mikomi. Selfish and immature.”

I raged against his assessment of my future, what he thought I almost failed to accomplish. I could understand his anger, even sympathize on some level, but I didn’t believe I had to shut myself away from the world in order to save it from the evil plans of a demon god. What kind of a savior would I be if I wasn’t here, working alongside the ones I had been born for?

“I apologize for not telling you about the village or the healings I performed for the people there, but you must show mercy on these two kneeling before you. Please, Katsu, let me gather the information my father needs so they may go free.”

“Even if I allowed this, it’s impossible. Your ki is broken, Mikomi. You couldn’t possibly succeed with how damaged you are, and you might hurt yourself even further.”

My father took determined steps toward his prisoners. “You say her ki is too damaged? I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”” He slipped a knife from his belt and thrust it into Daiki’s side.

I heard one, long, terrified scream and realized it originated from my own mouth as I rushed to Daiki before he fell over, catching him and lowering his back to the floor. Katsu shouted something, but I paid him no mind.

“No, no, no.” I grabbed the tavern keeper’s head between my hands, closed my eyes and tried to connect to his ki. I panicked when I felt absolutely nothing. I couldn’t reach out to him. My own ki was unresponsive. I looked at his ashen face as he took in ragged breaths. “I’ll keep trying,” I said in a reassuring voice. “You’ll be fine.”

Hatsumi’s strangled sobs stabbed at my heart. I attempted another connection, but received nothing. I was completely blocked, as helpless as any normal human in a situation such as this. Katsu’s words penetrated my frenzied thoughts as I surveyed the area for some kind of material to bind Daiki’s wound.

“Mikomi, you cannot help this man. I’m sorry, but you’re going to hurt yourself if you try.”

“I don’t understand. This is a fairly easy wound for her to heal. I’ve had her heal worse,” my father said. His tone was conversational, pleasant even, as if he hadn’t just stabbed a man I considered family. Daiki was going to die, and my father behaved as if we were all taking a nice little walk through the gardens, enjoying the scenery and soaking in the warmth of the sun.

“I told you, she damaged herself. She cannot heal due to your selfish abuse of her powers.” Katsu placed a hand on my shoulder. “Come, Mikomi. There is nothing you can do for these people.”

I turned to look at Katsu and wondered at his detachment to the situation. How could he be so heartless?

“I may not be able to heal Daiki, but I know you can. You saved me. I know you can save him.”

Katsu shook his head. “What I did, I did out of necessity. Kami do not use their powers to heal people. It can jeopardize our immortality.”

I moved away from him and placed my hands on Daiki’s head again. Closing my eyes, I tried to sense or feel something, anything, but Katsu grabbed my shoulders and pulled me back. He must have leveled himself to the ground because I found myself with my back pinned against his chest, his arms like a vise holding me still.

“Mikomi, this ends now. I won’t allow you to hurt yourself further.” His tone broached no further argument.

I watched Daiki’s chest rise and fall as he struggled for air, the wound at his side seeping blood all over the floor. I couldn’t hold back the sobs that ripped from my throat as Daiki’s breathing became more labored.

“Please, Katsu, heal him.” I leaned my head back against his chest, not able to struggle against him any longer. “He is my family. Please help him,” I whispered.

Katsu held me still for a few more moments and then gently moved me to the side as he reached forward and placed his hands on Daiki’s head. I held my breath and waited as Katsu focused all of his healing abilities on Daiki’s stab wound. I watched in fascination as the cut in his flesh slowly sealed shut and the bleeding stopped.

I’d never actually witnessed a healing.

Being the watcher instead of the doer was an entirely new experience for me, and at that moment, any doubts I may have had about Katsu and his character were gone. He sacrificed a part of himself to save someone I loved. It was one thing to risk his immortality for my sake, but to save a peasant simply because I asked him to, shed light upon Katsu’s motivations where I was concerned.

Was it possible he truly loved me?

I let out a shuddering sob as Katsu helped Daiki into a sitting position, and then untied the rope binding his hands. He swiftly stood and reached for the knife at Hatsumi’s throat, throwing the guard backward and into the wall. I crawled over to both Daiki and Hatsumi and embraced them, shedding happy tears that my family was safe for now.

I startled at the mocking sound of applause from my father.

“Well, this is entertaining. My daughter is incapable of healing anyone, and her betrothed is incapable of healing his future wife, yet risks his immortality for two insignificant peasants. Interesting turn of events, I must say.”

Katsu managed an angry grunt. I looked at him and noted dark circles forming under his eyes. Healing was my gift, not his. The power he used to save Daiki had weakened him. Guilt at the pain and discomfort this may have caused him warred against my own interests and desires. I couldn’t lose my family, and I had shamelessly put Katsu in this position to save them. He deserved someone far better than me.

I directed my attention back to my father and wondered at the calculating expression he wore.

He should have been furious at my inability to gather the information he needed. After years of dealing with his explosive behavior, this new level of calm disturbed me. Something wasn’t right, but I was too emotionally spent to analyze the problem.

“Though this is all very touching—nauseatingly so—I do hope you’ll excuse me while I take care of some important matters elsewhere.” Just before leaving the room, he turned once again and addressed me. “Don’t think for one second I’ve given up on this venture. Once you’ve had time to rest, I want that information from my soldier.”

“I already told you, I won’t allow that, Fukurokuju!”

My father turned to Katsu. “Then I’ll start killing all of the peasants she’s managed to heal over the last five years, starting with that woman she’s embracing. Based on your reaction to her heartfelt pleading on behalf of her peasant family, I’m inclined to think you’ll allow her participation in this so as not to see her hurt with the loss of those she seems to care for.” My father shook his head, feigning disappointment. “Honestly, Katsu, I thought you knew better than to fall in love, and with your future wife no less. Sloppy, old friend. Very sloppy.”

My father sailed out of the room, knowing full well he held all the cards.

I would worry about the emperor later. My concern resided with my friends’ well-being. I reached for Hatsumi’s hand.

“Where is your son? Please tell me he is safe.”

Her hand shook a little in mine. “We hid him with a visiting neighbor when the emperor’s guards approached the back of the tavern. They’ve never before shown up like that in so many numbers, and we sensed something was amiss.”

“We must get you back to your son.”

“Not yet,” Katsu said. He stood while the rest of us huddled on the floor. “It isn’t like the emperor to concede defeat. He isn’t one to back down. I’m worried he may attempt to hurt your friends again, Mikomi.” He turned to Daiki and helped him to his feet and then assisted Hatsumi. I stood as well, afraid that my family might still be in danger.

“I don’t wish to know the details of your relationship with the princess, though it would seem you have done much to take care of her, and for that I am grateful. Heaven knows she’s received no such treatment here, but this...relationship cannot continue. It is neither safe for your family or for the princess.”

I ached at this pronouncement, but couldn’t fault its accuracy.

Katsu continued, “I will have guards accompany you back to your place of residence to retrieve your son, and then you must leave this empire immediately.”

“Katsu, they will lose everything,” I said in alarm.

“They will lose their lives if they don’t. Your father will exploit your feelings for them however he sees fit. If this happens again, you will not be given enough time to save them.”

I tried to keep the tears at bay, but I had already been crying and the thought of never seeing Hatsumi and Daiki again was almost unbearable.

“Mikomi, the less power the emperor has over you the better. I’ve known him for hundreds of years, and he always leaves casualties in his wake, whether it is necessary or not. I can fight several men at one time, but I cannot protect your friends against your father’s armies. They must leave the village as soon as possible.”

I turned to Daiki. My heart broke at his pained expression. “I am so sorry, Daiki. You will have to start over because of me.”

His smile held sadness, but not defeat. “This is not your fault, and we will prevail, I promise you.”

“You must focus on what is most important here.” Hatsumi reached forward and brushed the hair off of my brow. “You hold the weight of the world on your shoulders, and these next few weeks will be critical for you. It is a terrible burden to bear, but I know you will manage whether we are here with you or not.”

I felt Katsu rest a hand on my shoulder. “I will make sure they leave the village in safety, without your father’s knowledge, but you must say goodbye to them now, Mikomi.”

I nodded and grabbed Daiki’s and Hatsumi’s hands. “For a very long time now I have loved you both as if you were my own parents. Thank you for taking care of me all these years.”

“It was an honor and a privilege, Princess,” Daiki said.

I embraced them one last time and then watched as Katsu led them out of my father’s quarters. They would be safe and I would try to be brave, but at that moment I couldn’t help sinking to the floor, lowering my head in my hands and weeping more than I had ever allowed myself to openly weep in my entire life.
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I’m not certain how long I cried on the floor of my father’s study, but soon my thoughts were interrupted by a strange, slow beating. I lifted my head and focused my puffy eyes in its general direction, but I had a hard time placing it. I finally stood, closed my eyes, and focused more intently on the beating sound that reverberated throughout my body.

My feet were drawn toward my right, and with my eyes closed I allowed them to move of their own volition toward the hollow beating sound. I soon stilled as the beating faded, and then opened my eyes, coming face to face with the door leading into the room where the injured commander lay unconscious. The faint beating of his heart spurred my feet forward.

It wasn’t an uncommon occurrence. I experienced this awareness whenever one’s ki stood on the precipice of death, ready to venture forward toward the next phase of its journey.

Within minutes the commander would pass on, and without the information he alone possessed, the rebels’ hopes of cutting off the emperor’s source of funding would come to naught.

I lifted my hand, turning the handle on the door, and entered the room. It held a single table in the middle where the commander lay with a small cushion propped under his head.

I approached him and assessed his injury with a quick glance. Bright red blood painted a gruesome picture as most of it was dried and cracked cross his chest. His labored, gurgling breaths suggested damaged lungs and severe internal bleeding. Long ago I had hardened myself to the horrendous realities of war, but this man’s situation sent waves of nausea curdling within my stomach. A parade of never-ending violence was finally taking its toll. Pushing these depressing thoughts to the foreground, I placed my hands on either side of his head, closed my eyes, and took in several calming breaths to focus my senses and quiet my frayed and damaged emotions.

I ignored the impulse to connect with him and focused more on myself, reaching for a state of centralization as Musubi had tirelessly instructed me to. My ki struggled against its limitations as if it ran in circles in an attempt to repair its own injuries. Failing to achieve the results it desired, it tried again and again in an exhausting, repetitive cycle. If I subdued my own ki and instructed it to stop repairing what was impossible to repair, the amount of energy wasted would be minimal and might be used as a short burst of power to connect with the commander and gain what I desired.

I communicated with my own ki, giving it permission to quit its natural propensity for self-healing. My spirit became quiet, more restful, my ki recognizing the futility of its situation, and eventually accepting its own failings and weaknesses, a difficult thing for a nearly immortal entity to do. I don’t ever remember a time when my ki had willingly accepted spiritual or physical damage.

Once my energy stilled, I waited. For what, I wasn’t certain, but a small measure of my capacity, no matter how brief, had to return or I would fail. I waited for several minutes before a tiny white light blossomed within my mind’s eye. I mentally reached forward and grasped it, connecting with the commander’s ki, and nearly ripping myself away at the awful pain that swept through my body, not just from his own injuries but from mine as well. My breaths came in short, staccato-like gasps. I leaned against the table for support as I began transferring the man’s memories to my own.

Images of family, simple living, and eventually disturbing scenes of battle whirred within my mind at dizzying speeds, but his recent memories were the most important. Soon I possessed the information I sought and terminated the transfer immediately thereafter. That natural desire to help and heal momentarily overwhelmed me, but with the little strength and power available to me, accomplishing such a feat remained impossible. The veil hovered just beyond my reach, watching and waiting to claim his spirit once it left his mortal frame.

He was marked for death, and the most merciful course of action available meant letting him go. With the last bit of energy my ki possessed, I thrust his life force toward the veil and watched, mesmerized, as the veil’s impenetrable wall opened up and beckoned him forward as if reaching out to gently embrace a beloved friend, a soul ready for the next phase of its journey.

My usual feelings of loathing for this impenetrable barrier and its many successes where I had failed gave way to a bright sensation of love and welcoming from what lay beyond its walls. I couldn’t imagine permanently denying anyone the opportunity to take that next step forward toward a new place where loved ones lost to us most certainly waited to welcome us home.

The moment the veil enveloped his spirit, the connection vanished, and I stood blinking my tired red eyes over the corpse of my father’s first in command. He had been a good man and kind at heart, forced to fight a battle he hadn’t supported, losing his life in the process. It sickened me to think that my own father was responsible for so much death.

What a monumental waste.

“Mikomi, what are you doing?”

I spun around, but had to lean my back against the table as the room spun with me. Katsu rushed over to steady me.

“I needed to get that information for my father, Katsu. He never makes idle threats, and I won’t have the slaughter of an entire village weighing upon my conscience.”

“Mikomi, I know you want to save your friends, but I forbid you to attempt such a dangerous action. If you even try to connect with this man you might lose your abilities completely.”

“But I did connect with him. I have the location of the gold shipment. Everything will be fine now.” I gave Katsu a weak smile, but it melted off my face at his horrified expression. His fear and anxiety on my behalf led me to consider the possible repercussions of my actions.

“What did you do to your ki in order to find the energy necessary to accomplish this?”

I didn’t like the way he looked at me, as if I was dying and might never recover.

“I subdued my ki and prevented it from continually attempting to heal what it couldn’t. It was a waste of energy, energy I was able to divert into retrieving what I needed.”

Katsu’s coloring visibly paled.

“I’m fine.” I placed my hand on his cheek to reassure him.

“Mikomi, close your eyes and reach for your ki.”

My eyes widened in surprise, but I did as I was told. I took deep breaths and waited for my mind to sense my life force and inner energy, but I communicated with nothing but a black void. Clearing my mind, I went through the same process again and received nothing. When I opened my eyes I covered my concern with a brittle smile, but he wasn’t buying it. Katsu’’s face registered panic and despair.

“I can’t feel anything accept a hollow numbness. What has happened?” I asked.

“No, this can’t be happening. I can’t let this happen.”

He raked fingers through his hair, controlling the panic threatening to overtake him and then accepting the situation for what it was. I admired his ability to temper his emotions when most humans allowed theirs to overcome their logic and reason. He wasn’t one to dwell on a problem longer than necessary. His personality dictated a solution to every obstacle he encountered. It made him persistent and tenacious in getting what he wanted. It also made him a formidable opponent. Something I would do well to remember, and yet another reason for disclosing my secrets.

He must have come to some desperate conclusion, for, without warning, he threw his arms around me and crushed my lips to his. It was a hard and desperate collision, attempting to force a connection that didn’t exist. I felt his tears as they mingled with my own and returned his kiss even though I knew what he was attempting would never have its desired effect. His fear and desperation escalated as he tried to connect to a soul that didn’t belong with his.

He finally lessened the intensity between us and slowly pulled back. The sadness in his eyes made me feel as if he had somehow been dealt a death blow and there was no one capable of saving him. I was a monster for putting him through this. I had to alleviate his concerns and ease his mind. He wasn’t a failure. This wasn’t his fault.

“It’s as if you’ve become fully mortal,” he whispered.

This revelation brought me up short.

“I don’t understand,” I rasped out.

“Humans cannot heal themselves due to the parts of their minds they have no access to. If they could harness the mental capacity to sense their own ki they could heal themselves just as naturally as we do. You used what little energy you owned and subdued your ki long enough to transfer the commander’s memories, but in the process you’ve lost access to the parts of your mind that communicate with your ki. You’re not human, but you may as well be.”

I shook my head. “No, that can’t be right. How do we fix it?”

“I don’t know, Mikomi, but I will do everything I can to bring your soul back to mine. I’ll find a way, I promise.” He stepped forward and kissed me again, softly this time before turning around and leaving the room.

I felt my hope stealing away as I watched him leave. Katsu would never be able to save me, and I had no way of saving myself.

 

*  *  *

 

My father entered the room a few minutes after Katsu left. If he noticed my distress he didn’t care, as usual.

“I see you’ve taken my threat seriously and discovered the location for the arrival of the gold shipment.”

He still maintained that eerily calm façade. It set my nerves on edge. I waited for an attack in the dark, sensing the danger without seeing it.

“I have the location, but I must have your word that you will harm no one in the village.” My demands were stated with much more confidence than I held. I had never before bargained with my father or refused to immediately impart information. I saw his nostrils flare ever so slightly. I’d finally hit a nerve.

“I can respect a woman who dares to challenge my authority, especially when it comes from a daughter I previously considered spineless.” He let out a cruel chuckle. “Fine. What are your peasant friends to me?”

“The shipment is landing on the Miyako beach three weeks from now.” My lie came easily. The location was accurate, but I fudged on the arrival date. It would come in two weeks’ time. I wanted to give Akane and her men ample opportunity to encounter the shipment before my father and his soldiers did.

He shot his hand forward and snatched the front of my kimono. “If this is not accurate, I will find out eventually, and you will not enjoy the consequences.”

I forced myself to make eye contact with him as I said, “I’m not lying.” I held still and waited for him as he vacillated between suspicion and acceptance. If he sensed my lie, the beating rendered would be one from which I might never recover, not without the ability to heal.

Satisfied, he nodded once and released me. He patted me on the head, treating me like a pet who had just performed a useful service.

“There is one more thing I wish to discuss with you. It has come to my attention that you have discovered my desire to build a kami army.”

I spoke before thinking. “How did you—”

My father backhanded me, sending me sprawling to the floor. I tasted the coppery tang of blood and swayed unsteadily upon my knees. Once the room steadied and the darkening of my vision cleared, I turned to face him, though I could only manage to do so in a sitting position. He stood over me, no longer concealing his hatred and anger for my insubordinate behavior.

“I haven’t spent thousands of hours plotting and planning, sharing your blood amongst my pathetic soldiers only to have you thwart me with your passive aggressive tactics. If you continue to refuse to bind your blood to those men, I will strike at you in any way I can. No one will be spared. Not Kenji. Not Katsu. Not even your mother.”

“You can’t be serious,” I stated.

My father’s anger spiked, but I had had enough of playing the victim.

“You can’t kill Katsu. He is immortal.”

“You surprise me, Mikomi. After all of the wonderful time we’ve spent together, how could you possibly underestimate me? My threats are never idle. The next time I summon you for a healing, you had best comply with my true wishes.”

“I can’t heal anymore. My ki is no longer under my control.”

“Find a way, Mikomi. You’ve proved yourself rather resourceful as of late. Find a way or your precious Katsu dies.” With that he sailed out of the room, not sparing a single glance for his dead commander on the table.

I knew he had something up his sleeve, but I never dreamed he had found a way to kill a kami. Unless he was simply throwing out empty threats to scare me—and I doubted very much that this was the case—my father possessed a weapon from the underworld and was ready to use it on my betrothed if I didn’t fall in line. How he had managed to come by such a dangerous weapon was beyond me, but I knew it held the key to his recent behavior. He felt invincible, more so than usual. The proverbial trick up his sleeve. I had to discover where that weapon was, and soon, before all of my options were taken from me and all of the people I loved perished in the process.

I stared into the empty space before me, searching for a solution to my many insurmountable problems, stifling silence my only companion.
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I slept like the dead that night, but the slumber did me little good in the face of what Katsu had planned for me. He arrived just after I dressed, asking if he could join me for breakfast.

“Of course, Katsu. I would be delighted. I am happy to see you are not needed elsewhere.”

His lips puckered into an angry scowl. “It would seem that leaving you unattended at any time, whether day or night, isn’t the wisest of decisions. I find that it is necessary to either protect you from your father or protect you from yourself.”

His censure stung, but I could find no fault with it. As my betrothed, it was understood that Katsu was also my master and the man I answered to since my care and protection were his responsibility. The idea of any woman making the kind of decisions I had made without express permission from some male authority was absolutely unheard of, not to mention insulting and disrespectful.

In truth, I felt a little easier with him here even if he had come to chastise me. With my father’s threat at the forefront of my mind, Katsu’s company was more than welcome.

I bent my head low, eyes to the floor, hating to do it, but recognizing I owed this man more than I could ever repay, and the damage I had inflicted upon our relationship was mine to atone for.

“I must apologize for what happened, and for embarrassing you in front of my father.”

“Mikomi, do you really believe that is what I am upset about? Embarrassing me? You were traveling outside the palace walls with no protection, healing peasants at some local tavern. I understand why you hid your activities from your father, but you never should have hidden them from me.”

I chafed at the reprimand even though he was in the right. I should have confided everything. There were still many things I needed to impart with him, but I still possessed the desire to defend my actions.

“The decision I made to help the village as their healer came at a time in my life when I had very little to live for. I couldn’t stand to witness the suffering within my empire without employing my gift. I began my forays from the palace long before you came into the picture. I never meant to deceive you, but my role as the village healer has been a part of my life for five years now, and I didn’t think it wise to tell you.”

His outrage and disappointment were palpable. I revealed to him the truth of how I felt about this and made no apologies for my own behavior. It was not the response he wanted or expected.

“You didn’t think it wise to tell me? You didn’t even ask for my permission to continue this foolishness, Mikomi.”

I lifted my eyes to his. “Would you have allowed it if I had?”

“Of course not,” he thundered. “I understand these tender feelings you hold toward a people who have suffered at the hands of your father, but you are meant for something greater, and at the present you aren’t even capable of healing a small bruise or cut. You have done nothing but endanger your ascension, and by so doing you have endangered all of us.”

His hands were fisted at his sides and he took a deep breath. I watched him warily. I knew he had no intention of ever laying a hand on me, but it was difficult for my mind to convince my body to remain calm when I knew this kind of anger tended to escalate in a manner that generally left me bruised and bleeding.

When his eyes grabbed mine again, I was startled to read sadness and despair there.

I swallowed hard, fighting back the guilt I felt at never having told him the truth while simultaneously trying to convince myself that the lies had been worth it to help all of those people.

“Katsu, I can’t change my actions or my decisions, and I can’t say that if I had the chance to do it all over again I would choose a different path. My nature doesn’t allow for quiet acceptance of another person’s suffering and pain, and my status as The Healer, and a woman no less, leaves me very little room for arguing the point. I do not have equal say in my movements, and the best way around that is to decide these things for myself. I am sorry I hurt you with my deception.”

Katsu let out a frustrated sigh. “You disobeyed because you care so much for others. Even I cannot fault you for that, but I can tell you that it will never happen again. There is too much at stake, Mikomi, and even now I have no idea if there is a way to fix what is broken within you or if we should all submit ourselves to the demon god and be done with it.”

Panic stirred within me. “Katsu, surely you don’t believe that our situation is as helpless as that. I just need time to heal—”

“And you shall have it. This radical behavior from you has forced my hand, and from now on you will remain in this room unless I summon you or Kenji takes you out for your veil training, and as my betrothed you are duty bound to obey me. Do you understand?”

I lowered my eyes to the floor before they could flash the anger I felt at this humiliating change in our relationship. He was drawing a line. No matter how much he cared or protected me from my father, in the end I was his property, and he was firmly setting up those proper boundaries between a man and his wife. It was the type of behavior I dreaded dealing with before Katsu arrived. It was the type of marriage I’d hoped to avoid.

I schooled my voice before I responded. “I understand.”

“I want to make you happy, Mikomi. For the longest time this is all I have wanted, but in the end, I must do what is best for all of mankind.” He hardened his emotions against me before he spoke again. “I must protect The Healer.”

My heart seized at this duty bound statement. A statement acknowledging that any action he took for or against me would always be determined by my status as The Healer and nothing more. There would never be true love or even real affection, just a gnawing reminder of his duty to enter into a marriage for the good of all mankind instead of the desires of his heart.

And why should that pain me so when I loved another? Because in the end, I believed our relationship to mean more than this. I was suddenly extremely grateful I hadn’t shared my other secrets concerning my involvement with the rebels. Forget locking me in my room. If Katsu knew the truth, he might very well force me to leave, not just Kagami, but the whole of Japan.

He strode out of the room angry yet determined, completely ignoring the servants who entered to lay out breakfast for the morning. He had his own agenda to attend to, but I had come too far to accept defeat by shoving aside mine. I still had work to do.

With a sinking heart, I realized I hadn’t had a chance to warn him of my father’s threats to his safety. It was imperative that I inform Katsu of the existence of a weapon from the underworld in my father’s possession. I raced to the door and wrenched it open, fully intending to follow Katsu and warn him of the danger, but Yao placed a hand on my shoulder to stop me.

“Princess, Katsu has ordered that we are not to let you leave your rooms.” He appeared pained at this admission, yet I understood the fine line he and Chan walked. They would help me to make my meetings with Akane and Musubi, but they also had to make it look as if they followed orders from Katsu as well.

I gave Yao a smile to communicate my understanding and took a step back. Lowering my voice, I said, “Katsu is in grave danger. My father has somehow managed to obtain a weapon from the underworld and is threatening to use it against Katsu if I don’t comply with his wishes.”” Yao and Chan widened their eyes at this, the only perceptible reaction to my alarming announcement. “If I am not allowed to leave my rooms to warn him, then I must ask that you send an anonymous message if you can manage it. Something to keep him on his guard and abreast of the danger to his person.”

Yao and Chan placed a fist to their chests and bowed from the waist. “We will take care of it, Princess,” Chan whispered.

I returned the bow and then entered my room, closing the door softly behind me. There was nothing to do now but chafe at my imprisonment until my next meeting with Akane and Musubi.

 

*  *  *

Arriving at my planned meeting the following night proved a more difficult task to accomplish due to my current incarceration. I was forced to sneak out of my window—disguised in some of Saigo’s clothing——much later than planned when extra guards were sent to my door to keep tabs on me, courtesy of Katsu. This was no doubt a reaction to the warning of the danger to his person.

It amused me that a threat to the warrior god’s existence would induce him to bulk up my own protection. Though he remained upset with my actions, his top priority would always be The Healer’s safety. A deep sense of guilt engulfed me as I climbed out my window, considering my continued deceptions and secretive behavior.

I brushed these distracting thoughts aside, reminding myself that my subterfuge was for a good cause. Even now the information I intended to impart with Akane and Musubi concerning the gold shipment would be invaluable in forcing my father’s hand and drawing him out of the palace, making him an easier target for capture and imprisonment.

Upon my arrival at the ruins of Yanbaru, I found Akane pacing back and forth, clearly agitated. I scanned the area for Musubi, but failed to locate him. My heart sank in despair. My brazen advances during our last session together must have put him off. What if he refused to train me after all? I cast the horrifying thought aside, forcing myself to stop jumping to conclusions.

Akane turned at my approach and let out a relieved sigh.

“I thought the very worst when you failed to arrive on time. Dozens of scenarios of what might have prevented you from coming played through my mind over and over again. Considering what happened with Daiki and Hatsumi, I wondered if your father had injured you again.”

I gave her a quizzical look.

“Yao managed to get a message to me yesterday.” She reached over to give me a hug, which I eagerly accepted. “How are they, by the way?”

I explained to her their circumstances and the danger they were now in because of me. “Katsu is going to oversee their flight from Kagami.”

She stewed on that for a moment. “It is interesting that he would risk his immortality for Daiki and his family. Your betrothed must genuinely care for you.”

I gave a half-hearted shrug, reviewing the most recent conversation with Katsu and the way he had pulled rank, so to speak. “I think he holds some regard for me as a human being, but he is strictly devoted to The Healer.”

Akane’s eyes narrowed. “And how do you feel about your betrothed?”

“I know I am not in love with him, but I had thought for some time that we were becoming dear friends. The secrets he has discovered have ruined any trust he may have had in me. I fear I have hurt him and will most likely continue to do so, though I know he doesn’t deserve such treatment.” I spread my arms wide as if to ask, “What other choice do I have?” My hands were tied in so many ways, and the lies continued to pile one on top of the other. “I cannot abandon this path I am on, and the sooner my father is removed from the throne, the sooner the empire of Kagami can begin to heal.”

“I know it is difficult to keep secrets from the people we love and care about. I’m exhausted when I consider the way Musubi will react when he discovers everything we have kept from him, but it is necessary for the time being, Mikomi.” She placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “I promise you when the time is right we will be able to reveal all of these secrets. You won’t have to carry this burden much longer.”

“Do you ever have doubts about the path you have chosen, Akane?”

She took on a reflective expression. “I’m not one to second guess myself. It is blatantly obvious that the emperor is a cancerous presence, poisoning the empire and destroying the citizens within it. I cannot for the life of me understand why our First Parents have not interceded on our behalf. How could this misery and suffering be part of their plan?”

I considered her question and thought back to something Katsu had revealed to me. “I think we are meant to make our own choices in this life, and the consequences must play out their course. I too have often questioned why terrible tragedies happen to the greatest and the most undeserving of us without any interference from gods who claim to have our best interests at heart, but I believe we might resent our First Parents if they took those choices and those consequences away. We are left to govern ourselves, and when tyrannical forces rise against us it is our choice to either cower in defeat or band together and fight.”

“I’ve never been one to back down from a fight.”

“And I’ve never been one to cower in defeat.”

Akane’s grim smile of approval showed me she understood. This fight for a noble cause with an important, life-altering outcome on the line bonded us together more thoroughly than anything ever would. It was the camaraderie of fellow soldiers intent on gaining freedom and justice no matter how unattainable the victory might be.

She put her arm around me. “Tell me, dear friend, what information have you discovered?”

I imparted all that I recently gathered concerning the arrival of the gold shipment, falling into silence afterward as thoughts and plans began forming in that brilliant mind of hers.

“This is perfect, Mikomi. I cannot thank you enough for acquiring this information when your ki has remained in such a weakened state.” She placed her hands on my shoulders. “Was it too much for you to bear? Did you suffer any pain?”

The smile I plastered across my face was bright and reassuring. I didn’t want her to know what I had sacrificed in order to retrieve that information. There was no way to go back and undo the past, but what this meant for the future would determine if Akane still wanted me to fight with her.

Her eyebrows narrowed. The flickering torchlight cast shadows across her worried face.

“Mikomi, what happened? What did you do?”

“I…” I had to swallow hard in order to gain my composure. “The only way to summon enough energy to connect with his ki was to prevent my own ki from trying to heal itself. In the process, I somehow managed to push my ki so far within myself, that I have absolutely no access to it.”

“You sense nothing?”

“Nothing. I don’t know that I can be of any further value to you. I can no longer heal your men, nor can I connect with my father’s soldiers in order to absorb their memories.” The realization that I had become nothing more than a useless girl in a war that required my own personal gifts and expertise in order to ensure victory horrified me.

“Katsu is still unable to heal you himself?” Her concerned expression became more pronounced as I shook my head. I decided to tell her the truth on that front.

“Kenji has told me that Katsu cannot heal me because his spirit doesn’t recognize mine.”

“I don’t understand. How could that possibly—”

“Katsu isn’t my soul mate.”

Akane looked shocked. “The warrior god foretold to join forces with The Healer isn’t, in reality, her soul mate?”

I shook my head.

“Then the prophecy is flawed, and merely proves what I have suspected all along.”

“And what is that?”

She turned her intense look on me and gave me a fierce smile.

“Our fate is in our own hands, there to be molded and shaped according to our own desires, hopes, and dreams. If Katsu is not your fate nor your future, then maybe you should decide what you want most in this life and fight for it.”

“I don’t know what I want—”

“Yes, you do.” She smiled. “You’ve known from the first moment you laid eyes upon Musubi.”

I stared in wonder at her keen insight and powerful words.

“You want to join the rebels, you want a cause worth fighting for, you want to protect your brother and Kenji, you want to save Kagami, but most of all, you want Musubi.”

“To love and be loved,” I whispered.

She nodded. “To love and be loved. Not because of your gifts or titles, but simply because you are Mikomi and he is Musubi.”

I felt tears filling my eyes. One lone tear made its way down the side of my cheek.

“Go home tonight and pack your things. When you are ready to join us, your guards can help you, Saigo, and Kenji escape the palace.”

“Tonight?”

“Are you interested in waiting for another meeting with your father?”

“What about the kami army he is planning on forming?”

“What of it? Without you and your gifts, his plans are simply that and nothing more. Have you not realized by now that you are the one with all of the power, Mikomi? You were never meant to play the pawn when you’ve always been the queen.”

I nodded, excitement swelling within my chest as I allowed the idea to take root and grow. I could do this. My father would have no power to threaten Katsu’s life, if I wasn’t present to hear it. I would leave tonight with the people I loved most, and do my best to actively fight against the emperor.

And I would be with Musubi.

Then my thoughts turned to another issue bent on plaguing my tired mind and spirit. “Akane, have you been able to discover where Aiko’s loyalties lie? Has she explained her reasons for conspiring with my father?”

Akane looked at the rubbled earth, taking an unnatural interest in the debris scattered before her.

“She vehemently denies her willingness to serve the emperor and refuses to expound upon her plea of innocence with anyone but you. I suppose I can understand her wish to plead her case to you, but her silence is more damning than any piece of evidence we might have discovered.”

“Have you...tortured her?”

“No. She isn’t violent, but she is being watched by two kami in a secluded area back at camp. The guards are ensuring that I am the only one she sees.”

I nodded, my heart torn between the love I felt for my dear maid and the likelihood of her betrayal. I’d lived my life willing to find the good in others. I had to believe there was a logical explanation for Aiko’s actions.

“When Saigo and I join you, I will have a long discussion with her, and hopefully we will be able to get to the bottom of this.”

Akane’s pained grimace mirrored her true sorrow at what she considered an eventual loss. Then an altogether different possibility occurred to me.

“Akane, my father recently blackmailed me with a threat against Katsu.”

She appeared sincerely puzzled by this.

“How could he threaten an immortal? He would have to possess…” Her eyes widened and her face paled. “Are you telling me he has in his possession……a weapon from the underworld?”

“He didn’t come outright and state it, but what else can he threaten Katsu’s life with? What if he used this very same threat against Aiko? It would make so much more sense for her to betray me under duress rather than willingly align herself with the emperor.”

“This definitely changes things, but we cannot be certain. I think it’s wise we continue to keep her isolated and watched until you can come discuss this new possibility with her. I wouldn’t recommend doing much talking, however. Give Aiko a chance to explain herself.” Akane rested a hand on my shoulder, a sudden desperation seizing her emotions. “We have to get that weapon away from him. He holds too many cards as it is. If you……Mikomi, do you have any idea where he might keep it hidden?”

“He has rooms I have absolutely no access to. The only place I can search is his study, but I guarantee you the weapon will not be there.”

“If that weapon were to fall into our hands we could end this conflict once and for all. We could kill the emperor.”

I wondered if there was something callous and unforgiving concerning my quick acceptance of the idea of murdering my father. In truth, the lives we saved would far outweigh the death of one destructive kami. I had to acknowledge to myself that if I uncovered the weapon’s location I would move heaven and earth to bring it to Akane.

Before I could delve into the matter further, I heard the thunderous gait of a horse in the distance, but couldn’t make out the rider due to the darkness of the evening.

Akane stood in front of me and drew her sword.

Musubi came into view in the faint torch light and rapidly dismounted. My disgruntled emotions settled upon his arrival, relieved that he was merely late rather than avoiding me. This first meeting might have been a bit stilted considering the way we left things the last time we were together, but with my empathic abilities I sensed severe agitation instead of any lingering awkwardness.

“Akane, we have to leave immediately.”

“What’s happening?” she asked.

“I ran into some trouble with an imperial patrol on my way here. There were more men than I could handle, and the ones I couldn’t dispatch have followed me. They’ll arrive any moment.”

I sucked in a terrified breath. My father’s men couldn’t discover me here. It would ruin all of our plans. No sooner did I finish that thought when the sound of galloping hooves and shouting could be heard in the distance.

Akane grabbed my arm and pulled me over to where Musubi stood. “Get her out of here.”

Without missing a beat he reached down for my arm and easily lifted me, placing me in front of him. I barely had a chance to regain my bearings before we were galloping out of the ruins and past a clearing, making our way into the forest. I heard heavy pounding behind us and feared we hadn’t gained much of a lead on my father’s soldiers.

The moon was just a sliver in the unforgiving darkness of night. Its luminescent glow stubbornly refused to give off more than a hint of light as if it were a spoiled child unwilling to share. I wasn’t sure how Musubi was able to guide his horse through the mottled roots, tree branches, and uneven terrain with so little light to guide him. All I saw were dark, monstrous shapes rising in the distance as spindly branches reached their fingers forward, eagerly pulling at our hair and clothing. A whirring noise whizzed past my ear and something planted itself in a tree ahead with a threatening thunk. Musubi shifted behind me and urged the horse forward.

The pounding behind us drew closer and more arrows teased their way around us, promising to strike and embed their sharpened heads within our flesh at any moment. That promise was soon realized when Musubi cried out in pain and slumped slightly forward, resting his weight atop my back. His hands slackened in front of me, forcing me to grab the reins and continue the horse forward despite my immediate instinct to stop this insane death chase and heal him on the spot.

“Musubi,” I screamed. “How badly are you injured?”

He mumbled a response and leaned a little heavier upon my person, grabbing the reins from my hands and urging the horse to go faster.

“We are going to have to do something different than planned I’m afraid,” he gasped. His agony from the embedded arrow within his flesh caused me to grind my teeth and squeeze my legs against his horse. I’d never once healed Musubi, yet I experienced his physical reaction to his injury. I didn’t understand why this connection had occurred—my ki was completely out of reach—but the harrowing situation we found ourselves in prevented me from analyzing it further.

Before I had a chance to question him, he sank his heels into the side of the horse and urged it forward and to the left. The soldiers seemed to fall back for a moment, but our sudden lead couldn’t last long. Our horse was tiring, and Musubi’s wound drained him of his focus and energy. We traveled at our suicidal pace for several more minutes. I wasn’t sure what his plan entailed, but I hoped he would enact it soon.

A rushing noise gradually grew in volume as we moved forward. It took me a moment to place the familiar sound. The falls lay straight ahead. I recognized the river as the same one I had nearly fallen into several months ago during my desperate attempt to warn the camp about my father’s planned ambush. I hoped Musubi’s plan didn’t involve a late night swim.

We swiftly traveled along the bank of the river, and then we arrived upon a rocky knoll just above the base of an extremely wide waterfall. There was no possible chance we would get across the base without being thrown into the river by the sheer force of the falls. I began to worry about his state of mind. Surely he wouldn’t consider this a viable escape route.

The horse struggled to maintain its balance under our weight, skidding and sliding down the rocky incline. When we reached the base of the waterfall I prepared myself for the worst, especially when he guided the horse directly into the falls. Had his wound caused him some sort of delirium?

“Musubi,” I cried out just as the cascading, icy wetness engulfed us. I fully expected to be swept away to the bottom of the falls and then down the river’s brutal rapids. Instead, the water’s freezing torrent fell behind us, and we rode into the mouth of a darkened cave. My surprise made way to worry and fear. I couldn’t make out the size or length of it after plunging into darkness once the falls’ liquid curtain closed behind us.

Musubi’s grip on my waist loosened as he slid off the horse. He let out a sharp cry of pain when his body made contact with the cave’s floor. I did my best to dismount, but my wet clothing hindered my movements, and I ended up landing about as gracefully as Musubi. I groped my way to him on hands and knees and found his body resting on its side. I moved my hands over his back, a weak substitution for my eyes in the dense darkness. The arrow protruded from the lower right side of his back.

The moment I touched him I felt an electrical current rush to the very center of my being, lighting a spark within me and reviving my ki in the process. I sensed energy and power, and then I was immediately bombarded with warm colors of gold and amber light.

I felt as if his ki had engulfed me in a happy embrace, waiting for me to arrive and return such affection. I couldn’t help but allow these warm, vibrant colors to wash through me.

I didn’t understand how this was possible, but I wasn’t going to wait while Musubi suffered in order to unravel the mystery. Instead, I felt grateful that my ki no longer remained hidden in the background of my subconscious.

It wasn’t at full strength. I could still sense the damaged part of it, but I hoped it might be strong enough to aid Musubi.

I directed my attention to his injuries and found his liver to have been punctured. His blood loss alarmed me, and there was an odd bit of darkness surrounding his heart. It was old and aching, just like the pain and anger of his emotions. The darkness surrounding his heart fairly pulsed with bitter resentment.

I moved my hand next to the arrow, preparing to give his ki instructions on removing it when the arrow began shifting without my guidance. His body began to expel the arrow from the liver, muscle, and tissue. My experience with arrow wounds was extensive, and not one single patient had ever been capable of removing the arrow with their own ki. I waited as the intelligences within the tissue and muscle slowly dislodged the foreign object. I prepared myself to give Musubi’s ki its healing instructions, but there seemed to be no need. The intelligences went about their business, mending tissue and muscle fibers, healing the liver, and replacing the blood loss.

Musubi was healing himself!

I’d never before met a human capable of anything like this. I suspected it was possible for a human to understand their ki and learn the process, but most didn’t possess such a heightened awareness of their mind, spirit, and body. It made me realize how very little I knew about this warrior. There wasn’t enough information at my disposal to allow me to connect the dots.

His body finished repairing itself, and I disconnected, feeling an awful sense of loss when that spark of energy and his welcoming ki were suddenly snuffed from my mind and body.

“Musubi,” I whispered, carefully shaking his shoulder.

He groaned slightly but didn’t regain consciousness. I decided it best to let him sleep. A healing was nothing to sniff at. I was accustomed to the kind of toll it took on my body, but I was only half mortal. For a human to accomplish what Musubi had would be far more debilitating. I suspected he would sleep through the rest of the night and most of the next day.

Truth be told, I was more than a little tired myself. I curled up in a ball next to Musubi and reveled in the warmth of his comforting presence.

 

*  *  *

I opened my eyelids slowly, allowing the filtered light sifting through the falling water to penetrate my aching eyelids. The cave was cool, but I felt warm and couldn’t account for the source of that warmth until I tried and failed to move my body. It was pinned down by a heavy arm, capturing me in a warm embrace. I moved my head to the right and bumped it against Musubi’s massive chest.

“Must you disturb my sleep?” he asked, tucking my head under his chin and snuggling me closer to his body.

Sleep? He couldn’t be serious. How on earth could he sleep with our bodies pressed against one another in such a familiar manner? Being held within his arms ensured that I would never feel the need to sleep again.

“Musubi,” I said. With a sharp tug I freed my left hand and placed it gently on his cheek as I let my thumb trace the outline of his high cheek bone.

His reaction to the contact took me completely by surprise. He swiftly grasped my chin and caught my lower lip with his mouth, teasing and tasting before kissing me fully on the lips. Our connection was instant and overwhelming. The warm colors bathed me in their light. I could hardly breathe for fear of losing this link to him. I happily returned his soft kisses with tender kisses of my own. He pulled away briefly, just long enough to say something...whisper something...that made my heart stutter, stop and then nearly break in two.

“Edana, please come back to me.”

My surprise was so complete that the link severed and I jolted back from the force of it. I quickly slid from Musubi’s arms, desperate to make sense of his cruel behavior. He reached out blindly, and for the first time I realized that his eyes were closed. He had been sleeping...dreaming...of someone other than myself. A woman named Edana.

Despite the pain I felt at being mistaken for a different woman, I knelt forward and grasped his outstretched hand. His frantic searching stopped and he relaxed again.

“Please, don’t leave me again, Edana. Never again.”

I felt a large tear run down my face and choked back a sob, forcing myself to say exactly what he needed to hear.

“Never again,” I whispered. “Never again.” And I meant it. I actually meant it. I wanted to ease his mind and lessen his pain, but in that moment I realized I had no desire to ever leave him again. I loved him terribly, and I would stand by him in any capacity he saw fit…friend, sister, student…it mattered very little at this point so long as I never left his side.

Musubi let out a contented sigh while I continued holding his hand, wanting to give him the emotional security he needed, but feeling hollow and empty inside. Edana must have been the woman he lost so long ago, and he was still holding onto the pain of it. It made me wonder if he would ever be willing to let that pain go and eventually love someone again.

Then a new thought set in: my duties and responsibilities as The Healer.

Denial had been my friend for quite some time, a tool I used to help me cope, as if I might have some kind of control over my future and the choices that loomed ahead. I’d wanted to bury my head in the sand and pretend I could choose to be happy…that I could choose love.

Millions of people were depending on me to serve my purpose and protect this world we lived in. I had an obligation to find my true soul mate and fulfill the prophecy. Could I turn my back on millions of lives just to be close to a man who was in love with someone else? It was selfish, reckless, and unthinkable.

Why was I actually considering it?

It was no use. This idea of turning my back on my responsibilities. I couldn’t consider it any longer. I would join the rebels and defeat my father and his army, and then I would begin searching for my soul mate. I wearily positioned myself next to the man I loved, if only to remain close to him during the little time we had left.
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When I awoke some time later, Musubi was no longer next to me. I panicked, thinking something awful might have happened to him, and quickly stood, nearly running into the horse standing still and silent next to me. I patted his neck more to calm my nerves than his and tried to see through the gloom of the empty cave. The only source of light came from the rays of the sun glistening off the cascading water from the falls. It was a mystical kind of liquid barrier between this tiny safe haven and the world beyond.

I walked forward and let my hand gently graze the cool water, then I cupped it with both hands and washed my face and neck. There was a small space between the cave and the falling water to the right, so I followed that space, walking out of the cave, past the liquid shield and down a grassy winding path. I ventured forth into a small clearing and found Musubi sitting in the middle, shirtless, with his back to me. I immediately searched for the arrow wound from last night, but his skin looked smooth and unblemished. There wasn’t even the puckering of a fresh scar.

“Your wound has healed completely. How is that possible?” I asked. My voice carried softly across the meadow.

Musubi stood and turned, giving me a view of his nicely muscled chest. I suddenly wished I hadn’t asked him anything. This was the first time we’d had a moment alone after he denied having ever harbored any affection for me. I felt uncertain as to where we would go from here.

He looked as if he was about to say something, but then his eyes widened and fear flashed across his face. He hurriedly marched over to me and lifted my chin.

“Mikomi, the whites of your eyes remain blood red. Why is this injury still affecting you?” He began examining my head, softly running his fingers across the top of my scalp and gliding them down to the base of my neck. The sensations his fingers evoked prevented me from responding to his question. I finally stepped out of his reach and held my hands up.

“My body will make it right eventually, I’m sure.”

This information didn’t seem to ease his worry. He approached me again and lifted my chin.

“You will explain the circumstances surrounding your injury this time, and don’t you dare tell me you were ill. For the whites of your eyes to turn red like this a serious injury must have occurred first.”

“I believe the last time we spoke, I was very clear that I didn’t wish to discuss it.” I pulled away from his touch again. His close contact unnerved me. Unfortunately, my voice shook, and I was unable to maintain eye contact. It was difficult to keep things from a man whose carefully measured look caused my soul to feel naked and vulnerable.

I studied the ground, hoping he would drop the matter. He stepped toward me again and soon his bare feet came into view. I wondered where his shoes were and almost laughed at the ridiculously errant thought.

“Mikomi,” he said, lifting my chin again. I was surprised at the stormy look in his eyes. “Who did this to you?”

“No...no one.”

“You’re a terrible liar. I want to know who did this to you and how.”

“My father did this to me, but I can’t tell you how.”

He looked even more angered at my response.

“You can, and you will.”

“No, I will not. It doesn’t have anything to do with you.”

“But it has everything to do with your safety, and your safety falls under my jurisdiction. Do you really think I’m going to train you to fight and defend yourself against the emperor’s men only turn a blind eye to your father’s abuse?”

His hands came to rest on my shoulders. I kept my eyes firmly glued to the grass between us.

“How many times has he hurt you?”

“I really think we should change the subject—”

“How many times, Mikomi? You’ll either tell me now or…” he wrapped his arms around me and drew me against his chest,”…we remain like this for as long as it takes for you to trust me with your fear and your pain. I cannot teach you if you are not honest with me.”

I swallowed hard. It was such a struggle to steady my breathing with his arms around me.

“It’s happened all my life; too many times to give you an exact number, but I deal with it as best as I can and that’s all.”

“I won’t allow you to return to your home. From now on you will stay with the rebels.”

The words were sweet music to my ears, and only the night before I had vowed to never leave him again, but other factors weighed in, becoming clearer in the brightness of the noon day. Collecting Saigo and Kenji and joining the rebels would be nearly impossible once I returned home. By now, my absence had undoubtedly been noticed by Katsu, and once I returned there was no guarantee he would let me out of his sight again.

“Impossible. I have a brother at home that I am responsible for. He needs me, and I cannot leave until he is ready to go with me.”

“Then we will collect him together.”

“We can’t. It’s…I cannot explain to you the reasons, just know that it is safer for me to return home and leave with him when things have quieted down.”

Musubi’s anger blossomed; an emotion that always thrummed within him, but this time the thrumming grew into a snarling growl. It choked off all other feelings. He needed a distraction. A change of topic was certainly in order.

“Enough about my current situation, I must know how your wound healed so quickly. I know you were hit with an arrow.”

He released me and moved away, leaving me cold without his arms to warm me.

“I have always been quick to heal. I assure you it is nothing out of the ordinary amongst my family and friends.”

He had no desire to talk about the subject, and I decided to let it drop for now.

I couldn’t help but worry about Yao and Chan and how they were covering for my inexplicable absence. I needed to return to the palace as quickly as possible or a search party would be sent for me. Katsu was going to have a thousand questions.

“I really feel we should be getting back.”

“Not anxious to spend another glorious night with me, little healer?” He turned back to look at me.

A slow blush blossom across my face. My discomfort was obvious considering the satisfied smirk he gave me. It was cruel, really. I had already played my hand and allowed him access to my heart. Any flirting or teasing from him now would only serve to hurt and confuse me.

“I have obligations and family waiting for me. I’m sure they’re all very worried, and no doubt searching for me.” Katsu would be combing every nook and cranny of the empire in an attempt to find me.

“Yes, about that…just which family of the higher classes do you belong to, and how have you managed to keep your involvement with us rebels a secret for the last few months? In other words, who is your father and when can I kill him for all of the beatings you’ve suffered under his hand?”

His tone was conversational, but I knew it masked the tight anger coiled just beneath the surface. I wondered what it might take for that anger to uncoil and strike.

“You’ll understand then why I refuse to give up that information.”

“I see. Well, I’m afraid they must know something is terribly wrong by now, and as much as I would love to return you to your loving father, leaving this area would be unwise.”

“What do you mean?”

“Mikomi, the emperor’s soldiers are no doubt combing the forest looking for us. Me, more specifically.”

“What makes you think the soldiers won’t find us here? Besides the cave behind the waterfall, this place isn’t exactly well hidden.”

“I have a...special talent for hiding myself and those I’m protecting.”

I puzzled at that. I was certain, even he couldn’t backtrack the way we had come to cover up his horse’s hoof prints.

“We remain here until I feel it is safe to contact Akane and retrieve your brother from your dwelling. I won’t let you go back to your home to suffer another beating, Mikomi.”

I hoped Akane had a plan for that. The last thing I wanted was for Musubi to deliver me to the gates of the palace. Cover destroyed, not to mention his neck on the chopping block.

“I do want to leave, but a few things must fall into place beforehand. I’m sorry, but I must go back.”

Musubi grunted, looking as if he might press the matter further.

“You don’t even know if Akane has been captured,” I argued. “She may not have escaped before the guards arrived. We must depart now and discover what has happened to her.” The thought of my dear friend wounded and helpless was not something I wanted to contemplate.

“Akane is much more resilient than you could possibly imagine. In situations such as these, we know to meet up at a specific rendezvous point within two days. She’ll be awaiting our arrival. She will be fine,” he insisted as I opened my mouth to form another argument. “I am responsible for you, and I will not take you out of this area until I know it is safe to leave. Until then, I believe it would be a good idea for us to continue your training. Perhaps you will consider using what you have learned against your father in order to prevent his further injuring you.”

Trainings. Always the perfect distraction from whatever differences or heavy emotions existed between us.

I wanted to be honest with Musubi. I knew I could trust him with my secret, but it was an amazing thing to have someone know me as simply Mikomi and not The Healer. Would he treat me differently if he knew who I really was? Would he even be willing to continue on as my mentor? I couldn’t risk my training or the opportunity to be with Musubi. I just needed to spend a little more time as Mikomi.

“I want to cover a technique vital to your training,” he continued when I refused to respond to his comment.

“What technique is that?”

“Sight.” He stared at me, but said nothing after that. I thought he might give further instructions on his one-word answer, but he continued to stand there watching...waiting. I couldn’t seem to look away. Anytime I allowed myself the luxury of staring into those startling azure eyes of his, I usually found myself lost, submerged within their watery blue depths and reemerging with time lost. I came back to myself as my feet slipped out from underneath me, and I landed lightly on my back.

“Oof,” I grunted. I sat up and glared at Musubi’s happy little smile.

“How…why…?”

“How did I manage to swipe your legs out from under you? Sight. The way you watch an opponent will be crucial to the success of your attacks and your ability to defend yourself. If I stare at your legs, the area in which I intend to strike, you might anticipate my move and prevent it. Though your legs are quite lovely to look upon,” he gave me a wicked smile, “staring at them will forewarn you of my intentions.” He reached for my hand and helped me to stand. “I see that you are wearing more appropriate attire this time. It’s a shame, really. I didn’t mind relieving you of your kimono.”

Studying myself, I realized I was still wearing my brother’s clothing. I folded my arms across my chest, feeling flustered and frustrated at Musubi’s teasing manner. Having him treat me with cold indifference was almost preferable to his sultry smiles and heady flirtations since he was so determined to never follow through with any of it. I nearly stomped my foot in annoyance, but remembered my upbringing and refrained from exhibiting such rude behavior. A silly thing to adhere to.

“Your mistake was looking solely at my face—”

“Your eyes,” I corrected absently.

“What was that?”

“I was looking into your eyes.” Just as I was at that very moment. I couldn’t help it. They were frosty pools of liquid blue and completely captivated me. Musubi’’s face went from that of teacher to something else entirely. It was a heated look of warning and possibly desire. “I mean...it’s just very hard to look away from them...your eye color is not common around here.””

“So you enjoy staring into my eyes due to their unique coloring?” He was teasing me. Again. I couldn’t hold onto my composure. His presence alone made my emotions unravel.

“I didn’t say I enjoyed it. I merely corrected you on your assumption that I was staring at your face. It’s perfectly normal for me to be curious about your origins. You don’t look like you were born here.”

“Of course,” he said, approaching me like a panther might approach something he means to pounce on and devour. “It’s perfectly normal for you to stare lovingly into my eyes simply because they’re blue.”

“I wasn’t staring lovingly—oof.”

My legs went out from under me again, and he let out a low chuckle.

“You tend to lose focus when you’re flustered. It’s quite adorable, but it could get you killed.” He offered his hand, but I batted it away and stood up on my own.

“I highly doubt my enemy is going to attempt to flirt with me before he runs me through with his blade.”

“Is that what you think I’m doing? Flirting?”

“Well, you don’t seem to have any concept of personal boundaries, you are constantly ripping off my kimonos left and right.” He let out a laugh, but I ignored him and continued while wiping the grass from my trousers. “And you kissed me in the cave back there when you were sleeping.”

His laughter broke off abruptly.

“What did you say?”

I looked up and noticed an immediate change in his stance. His body was rigid, his jaw clenched tight, with arms straight and fists folded in at his side. The thrumming anger returned like a loud buzzing within my head, but this time his anger was directed at me.

“Mikomi,” he ground out. “I have already made myself perfectly clear as to how the dynamics of our relationship will play out. I am your teacher, and you are my student. I would never confuse that by kissing you in a dark cave in the middle of the night.”

No, but your eyes and emotional responses to me tell a different story.

His immediate rejection to my claim hurt me in a crushing kind of way. The ache in my heart was not the kind of pain my ki specialized in healing. I think what disturbed me more was his immediate need to wrap himself in a cocoon of negative emotion in response to any suggestions of physical intimacy between us. He looked like a tightly pressurized bottle of rage ready to explode. I’d witnessed and felt that same kind of anger around my father, and although I knew Musubi wished to protect me, I couldn’t help feeling fear in the presence of this cancerous rage coursing through him. It was so strong I began to feel nauseated.

“You must be right. I’m sure I was just terrified from last night’s events and as a result experienced some vivid dreams. It was just a dream.”

His shoulders lowered slightly as the heat from his rage slowly cooled.

“I’m sorry, Mikomi. I should not have reacted that way. You have no need to fear me. I promise.”

I let out a shaky breath and nodded.

“There…was this woman—”

“Please, stop.” I didn’t want to hear about Edana. The kiss from last night and the pain his utterance of Edana’s name had given me remained raw and fresh. More than anything, I wanted him to trust in me and share those burdens he carried, but my fragile emotions couldn’t handle discussing the woman he had loved and lost. Not at that particular moment. “You don’t owe me an explanation. You don’t owe me anything at all. You’re my teacher, and I am your student. Correct?”

Musubi silently scrutinized me. I wondered for a moment if he might tell me I was wrong. That being a simple student wasn’t the role he wished me to play. That he felt more for me than what an instructor might feel for his pupil. After a few moments, though, he simply nodded and returned to his previous instruction.

I inhaled deeply and did my best to breathe out the turmoil within me.

“As I was saying, it is important to see your opponent as you would a mountain.”

“A mountain?”

“Yes, you take in the whole of your opponent all at once as you would a distant mountain. If you look solely at my eyes for a hint as to my next move you may be missing some signal I give when I start to move my hands or feet. If your attention is diverted to my limbs, I can trick you with a movement designed to distract you. Soon you are focusing on something else when I strike. If you look only at the point of a sword you will also be fooled by a feint.”

“So, I look at the whole of the picture.”

“Correct. Now I want you to study the whole of me. Try deflecting my advances by blocking my attack with your palm extended forward.”

“Yes. I can—oof.”

I looked up at Musubi from my place on the soft grass. His wicked smile had returned. I was relieved to see him back to his mischievous self; happy to have my legs kicked out from underneath me over and over again if it resulted in a smile like that for the rest of the day.

“We’re just beginning, and once again you’re already flat on your back. Sloppy, young lady. Very sloppy. Again!”

I rose from the ground and squared off with him. What followed was one failed block after another. Though I focused my sight on the whole of Musubi—I could have easily excelled in this particular exercise—it seemed a more prudent idea to downplay my abilities, especially since his wicked smirk continued to grow with each failed attempt. After about an hour of this with no progress in sight, he took on a calculated look, preparing some new idea with which to torture me.

“I think perhaps we should up the stakes just a little.”

“Why would we want to do that?” I lifted myself off the ground again, but didn’t bother wiping the grass and dirt off my back. It would only return after my next failed block.

“If the stakes are higher your reflexes will be sharper…hopefully, and I think we’ve already established the fact that your everyday clothing, whether women’s or men’s, is a health hazard during training.”

It took a second for me to realize what he was getting at.

“Oh, no. There is nothing wrong with my attire this time around. I get to keep my clothes on,” I said emphatically.

“Only if you can block my attempts at taking them off.”

I faced him with barely suppressed energy. My senses were on high alert now. I wanted my clothes to remain intact. I watched Musubi as a whole and tried not to let the blue of his eyes get the best of me. His right hand flickered for a second, distracting me from his left hand, which shot forward and ripped the sash from my waist, releasing the wrap of my shirt and exposing the undergarments on my chest and torso.

I tried not to let it rattle me and focused harder on my attractive tormentor. He feinted left, but I saw him shift his weight to the right. I immediately held out my hand, palm flat to block his advance. My flat hand hit his chest, preventing him from moving any further. His hands stayed raised at his sides as if he had been getting ready to grab my shoulders.

The intensity with which his eyes had fastened on mine and the mere centimeters between us made the warmth in my heart spread throughout my chest, filling my body from the top of my head to the very tips of my fingers and toes.

The energy between us was charged with so much possibility. He must have sensed the way it built, encircling our bodies and begging us to explore it further. I slackened the stiffness in my arm and eased forward ever so slightly. I didn’t know what else to do after that. The different futures that lay before us could only be determined by a single choice. I knew where my choice would lead and what kind of life I wanted to look forward to despite my determination to accept my responsibilities, but his choice remained uncertain and might lead us somewhere completely different.

His turmoil and indecision caused him to hesitate, and then that thrumming anger returned with a vengeance fueled by bitterness, hatred, and despair. He held to something dark and poisonous. He covered himself with it like one might cover themselves with a shield. The warmth in my heart turned frozen and shattered. Events from his past continually denied us the opportunity to pursue a joint future. I was powerless against this insubstantial enemy.

Musubi pulled back abruptly and picked up my sash, handing it to me as if nothing had happened. Pretending this connection we made and the moment we shared was nothing but a dream...much like the way he had kissed me.

Twice.

“I think it wise to cook our dinner now while it’s still light. The glow from a campfire at night will give away our location.”

He walked past me, but I reached out and gently took hold of his hand.

“You called me Edana last night when you were sleeping.”

In all honesty I didn’t want to hear his response. I don’t know why I felt so compelled to delve into a subject I had recently attempted to avoid, but a part of me almost wished he might turn to me and acknowledge that he had intended to kiss me, not some insubstantial vision of Edana.

I expected him to go rigid and rip his hand from mine, but he did nothing. He didn’t even move. After a moment of silence he rubbed his thumb gently across the back of my hand.

“It wasn’t your dream then, was it? When I kissed you the dream was mine.”

He gave my hand a soft squeeze and let it go, taking my whole heart and soul with him.

 

*  *  *

Dinner was a silent affair. Musubi pulled out some berries, nuts, and dried strips of meat, something I had never before encountered, but thoroughly enjoyed, though I think the company had something to do with it, even if said company remained silent and sullen. By the time the sun sank low to the ground we had eaten our fill and extinguished our small fire. He didn’t say one word to me as he went about his preparations, but I always knew exactly how he felt. His anger smoldered just beneath the surface, causing me to wonder how he could operate under such stifling negativity.

At first the silence was like a peaceful balm to my injured feelings and frazzled emotions, but the steady thrum of his anger eventually offset the silence in an uncomfortable way.

Faint hints of darkness descended over the forest, bringing a slight chill to the end of our meal. It reflected the sorry state of our current relationship. What happened to our easy camaraderie? Why did he so doggedly refuse to discuss the darkness of his past? By the time we retired to the cave, the silence had grown unbearable, and I blurted out a question that had troubled me for some time.

“Why does your anger never subside?”

“What?”

He turned from feeding his horse and fixed me with a puzzled look.

“Your anger, it’s…persistent. Disturbingly so. Emotions are in a constant state of change. They rise and fall in intensity just as waves rise and fall in the wake of a forceful storm, but in the end, the waves die down and become part of the sea once again. Yours never seem to find any peace.”

“How do you know this?”

“I can feel it. Do you not remember the first time we met? The pain I experienced as Hatsumi labored to bring her child into this world?” His look lightened for a moment, signifying his memory of our first moments together. “Part of being a medicine woman is understanding and absorbing others’ emotions. I feel everything you feel whenever you let your guard down, and your anger is always present. There are moments when it is worse than others, but it never goes away. Not completely.”

This information was not well received. I imagined that for someone as closed off and secretive as Musubi, this revelation was considered a violation of his privacy. He stuttered for something appropriate to say.

“You must be mistaken, child—”

“I am not. You already know about my empathic abilities.” I wanted to tell him I wasn’t a child either, but with the line drawn, and my relationship to him being relegated to that of student, I honestly didn’t have the desire to endure the sting of that reminder yet again.

His anger spiked to a new level of outrage. It didn’t frighten me as it had before, but I decided to exercise patience and not press him any further. I sensed his battle to keep his anger tightly reined in. After a few moments the wave of anger subsided into a calm strumming sound held in check with an enormous amount of effort.

“That must have been hard for you. You don’t usually calm yourself so quickly.” I thought I’d said it under my breath, but his surprise led me to believe he had excellent hearing.

His look held a thousand questions, but I intended to do the asking for the duration of the evening. I didn’t want to meet his questions with more lies. My poor heart could take no more of it.

“What is it that you’re holding onto?” I pressed.

It took several moments for Musubi to answer. His anger and indecision turned into apathy as if keeping his secrets to himself no longer mattered.

“I lost someone close to me. I believe I mentioned that several months back.”

I nodded, but said nothing. I feared that saying anything might stop him from sharing what he so desperately needed to share, and I also feared upon opening my mouth I might beg him to never give utterance to the name he called me last night.

“Her name was Edana, and she was my life.” He paused as pain, raw and aching reared its ugly head, preventing him from speaking further.

It was difficult to hear those words fall from his lips. I’d experienced jealousy through other people’s emotions, but I’d never had cause for it myself, never felt it penetrate my heart as if it were cutting away pieces of my will and reason. I pushed through the uncomfortable sensations and forced myself to ask another question.

“Did you grow up together?”

He gave me a sad look. “No. I was visiting the area she resided in for business related purposes, but when I met her I decided to stay.”

I sensed there was so much he wasn’t telling me. “What was she like?”

Musubi looked at the stony floor. My questions caused him to reflect on moments he wanted to forget. Memories he had worked hard to forget.

“She was vibrant and strong; a bright flame against a dark loneliness I’d felt for quite some time.”

“Why were you so lonely?”

“There isn’t much that I can tell you about my profession, other than that I am a warrior and as such I am not afforded the same opportunities to find love in this life. From the moment of my creation, my parents led me to believe that love would never be part of my future.”

I felt outraged that any parent would be so heartless as to teach a young boy that loneliness was the only path available. What a horribly bleak outlook.

“I don’t understand why the option would have been denied you.”

“There are many things about myself and my history that I cannot share with you at the moment, Mikomi. All I can say is that I was not allowed to form attachments, and leave it at that.”

“But you formed one with Edana?”

Musubi’s expression turned pensive. “Yes. She was one of the few women I’d met during my travels who was...unattached to any other male.”

I puzzled over this.

“What happened to her?”

The soft lines around Musubi’s mouth hardened. His anger returned, slamming into me.

“She met someone else, someone who revealed to her things about my life I hadn’t yet felt courageous enough to speak of. It turned her against me and into the arms of another man.”

I swallowed hard. “I’m so very sorry.”

“I wasted several years of my life agonizing over the way things ended between us. If she had really loved me, she would have let me explain myself. I hadn’t meant to keep certain things about my life or my identity a secret, but I had to be very careful before sharing those things with another, for her sake and for mine. If she had let me explain why I’d remained silent, if she had trusted that I had my reasons, the outcome might have been different.”

The details surrounding Musubi’s profession must have been serious indeed to have caused him to be less than forthright with someone he cared about. I understood the position it put him in.

“In the end, the man she chose over me spurned her to prove a point.”

His anger began to boil anew.

“Why would he do that? Had he no intention of loving her?”

Musubi swallowed hard. “No. He used her just as he used every other human…woman with whom he entered into a relationship.”

I noted him stutter on the word human. It was an odd thing to say. He continued on before I could come to any conclusions.

“He wanted to prove to me she was no different than any other woman of his acquaintance. He didn’t realize that Edana would be so heartbroken by his betrayal that she would take her own life.”

I gasped outright, clamping a hand over my mouth to try and mask the horror I felt at such a travesty. To take one’s life was one of the worst things a human could do to themselves. Not just in a physical sense, but the way it destroyed their ki was immeasurable. It would take time for their ki to recover in the afterlife, and the afterlife is better served for intellectual and spiritual progression. That kind of progression can’t be accomplished with a ki in need of serious reparations.

“Musubi, I understand the anger and pain this experience caused you, but you must know that holding onto those emotions—those feelings of bitterness and betrayal—can only hurt your spirit and poison your soul. You’ll make unthinkable decisions, ones you never would have considered before, choices that may have terrible consequences, leading to your own destruction, your own type of suicide. Surely, you recognize the danger these emotions hold for you.”

Musubi’s anger intensified and his eyes blazed like blue fire. “You think it wrong that I mourn the death of the woman I loved and seek vengeance on her behalf?”

“I think it’s noble to right the wrongs of those that would hurt, steal from, and murder their fellow man. I think it right to be a part of the samurai insurgents to overthrow the empire. Their goal is worthy and will save so many lives.” Musubi’s eyes continued to glint flinty shards of hatred in my direction, but I had to remind myself that his anger wasn’t meant for me. “I know you won’t wish to hear this, but Edana wasn’t murdered. The person responsible for her death is Edana herself.”

Musubi jumped to his feet. “How dare you blame her for any of this?”

I stood with less alacrity, feeling a tired ache settle over my chest. I had taken steps in claiming my own kind of control and independence, and I wasn’t going to let him tower over me simply because the things I said were difficult for him to accept.

“I only blame her for the part she played in her own death. Even you said she took her own life. This man you hold so much hatred for is most certainly culpable for treating her as if she didn’t matter, as if she were nothing but a pawn or a tool in his hands, but something I am fast learning is our destiny is in our own hands.” I felt on the very cusp of my own personal enlightenment. Maybe this discussion was as much for my benefit as it was for Musubi’s. “Our path is as clear as we make it. No one told her she had to die; no one forced her to end her existence. In a moment of pain and heartbreak she made a terrible error, but it was her error, Musubi.”

He was before me in an instant, grabbing me by my shoulders. “Don’t.” He shook his head as if to cast away the ringing truthfulness of my words. “Don’t ever speak of Edana like that again.”

His black anger pulsed between us, threatening to wrap itself around me and consume me. I should have been frightened by this explosive situation, but I knew in my heart he was a good man. He would never hurt me. He had lost his way and needed someone to guide him back.

“I only speak the words you need to hear. You are not this man, Musubi. You are not a vengeful, hateful human being. I sense there is so much more you must accomplish in this life, in this world, but you cannot fulfill your true purpose if you are distracted by revenge. You must let this go.”

Musubi’s grip on my shoulders tightened for an instant and the stormy set to his features promised another tirade of pain and anger, but as we stared into each other’s eyes his features slowly began to soften. The flinty glare was replaced by an awful sadness, the tightness in his body deflated as if he could feel nothing more than indifference for all he had suffered.

He lifted his hand and cupped my cheek, rubbing his thumb softly against my cheekbone. I wanted to sigh in relief, but he appeared so defeated.

“You might have been my salvation at one time, little healer. I wish I had found you much sooner than this.” He rested his forehead softly against mine and breathed me in. His body relaxed even further, but his emotions were all wrong. Resignation—perhaps a sense of determination for some purpose or goal—carried him far beyond my reach. “I made a deal long ago that will keep me bound and chained forever.” He lifted his head and looked at me with such longing and regret I felt the effects of it right through my center.

I shook my head and grabbed hold of his hands, frightened that I was losing him. “No deal or bargain is more powerful than your own will and reason to live the life you wish. The choice still belongs to you.”

He took a step back. “I can’t choose anything.”

“You can choose me.”

Before I had time to reconsider, I boldly closed the distance between us and lightly placed my hands on either side of his face. I touched my lips to his as delicately as I could, not because I was afraid or hesitant, but because I wanted to give him the opportunity to make his own choice, to stand his ground and change his path. I wanted to afford him a chance at happiness, but not force that decision upon him as so many decisions had been forced upon me. So I took that first step and kissed him as softly as a sunrise kisses a darkened sky, hoping to receive warmth and acceptance despite the certainty of an endless night.

Musubi startled, but he didn’t push me away or pull back. He brushed his lips against mine, hovering between his desire for love and absolution, and his pressing need for revenge. Then he wrapped his arms around me and crushed his mouth to mine. His kiss was filled with passion and pain submerged in an endless sea of torment. His lips drank from mine as if he had been thirsting for most of his life and intended in that moment to take what he could in order to survive as long as possible.

There was a frantic urgency in the way his arms pressed me to him. Our ki touched and then embraced, merging with one another. I welcomed him in, allowing him to repair the parts of me that were broken—the years of damage and abuse slipped away in an instant—but it was almost as if he denied himself the same opportunity for healing. My ki could do nothing for him with this black barrier looming between us. Our powerful connection continued building. Hues of gold, streaks of glowing yellow and the stunning brilliance of the purest white suffused my mind. I readied myself to finally reach out and bridge that gap separating us and obliterate everything damaged and broken in between.

I never had the opportunity to cleanse Musubi’s heart before he ended our connection.

He didn’t bridge that gap. He didn’t kiss me in return in order to build upon the pain of his past and move forward toward the light of a more promising future. His affections remained absent of hope. Absent of the sure knowledge that our lives together might be the most perfect kind of destiny ever discovered by god or man. He kissed me, hoping to have one small moment of happiness to hold onto as he pursued his quest for vengeance.

He kissed me to say goodbye.

He kissed me and let me go.

The interruption of this near perfect joining left me feeling bereft and emotionally destitute.

Musubi stepped back and schooled his features though it fractured his ki to make the decision to turn from me and pursue his original goal.

“I think it would be best if I slept outside tonight. We’ll make our way back to our meeting point with Akane in the morning.”

I turned from him, already feeling the tears descending upon my cheeks. He cared for me, I was sure of it, but he would never act upon those feelings again, and perhaps, in the end, that was the most prudent path before us.
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The next morning I awakened only to be startled by Musubi’s proximity as he thoughtfully studied me. I abruptly came to a sitting position, knowing full well I looked a mess, but having no brush to put my hair to rights. A frivolous thought in the midst of our more pressing issues.

“What’s wrong? Have the soldiers discovered us?”

He shook his head. “No, but I realized as I awoke this morning that I never once thought to ask if you had succeeded in retrieving the information about the gold shipment.”

My heart sank as Musubi went back to business as usual, pretending nothing had happened between us the previous night. He was focused on his agenda and whatever vengeful plan he had concocted, and he would not be dissuaded from it, not even by me.

“Yes, I was able to collect our information.” I delivered in detail the exact information I had shared with Akane.

“You came by this two days ago, so we have twelve days to meet the shipment before the emperor arrives.”

“I informed the emperor that the shipment would arrive a week later than is accurate.”

Musubi’s eyes rose in disbelief, and he swore under his breath.

“Do you have any idea how much danger you have placed yourself in?” He nearly exploded to a standing position, the anxious energy within him propelling his movements.

“What do you mean?”

He paused, his anger filling him and radiating outward. “Mikomi, the moment the emperor realizes you have fed him faulty intelligence he will find you and kill you. Your family’s wealth and position will not succeed in protecting you against an emperor who believes you have committed treason. This is why I protested such a dangerous mission. You weren’t prepared for it.”

I failed to mention to Musubi that even if I had decided to shy away from the assignment, I would have been forced to do it anyway. My father’s capture of Hatsumi and Daiki cemented that fact. The emperor knew my weaknesses and used them to his advantage. My father would no doubt be angry when he discovered my lie, but I hoped to be with the rebels by then. Killing me would never be an option, not even for my father. My role in the prophecy was too important.

Since Musubi knew none of this it remained imperative that I behave as if my imminent demise posed a real issue.

“I suppose I will have to up my time frame when it comes to leaving. I should probably make ready my departure before the emperor discovers my subterfuge.”

The idea of finally escaping my palace prison was intoxicating. In the back of my mind I wondered how far I might run before Katsu found me. After all, he was nothing but driven to fulfill his duty. He wouldn’t let me alone so easily. Still, however impossible the idea, I longed for the day when I would be able to leave the palace and live my life as I saw fit.

I stood up and approached Musubi, placing a hand over his shoulder to stop his worried pacing. “I am learning to fight more rapidly than most people. I can take care of myself and my brother should anything happen before we move to join you.”

Musubi grabbed my arms and pulled me close. “You are nowhere near ready to face a trained soldier. I don’t want to consider the consequences if you had to.” His hands slid down the length of my arms and then came to rest at my waist. As if finally becoming aware of his actions, he pulled his hands back and stepped away from me. “We need to move,” he said in a gruff tone. “I’m sure Akane is already waiting for us at the rendezvous point.”

I nodded and followed him outside. Musubi reached for my hand, preparing to help me mount. I gave him one more searching look, but he avoided my gaze. His steely resolve replaced any second thoughts concerning the status of our relationship.

He swung up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist, leaning my back firmly against his chest.

“Why do you not have me ride behind you?” I wondered.

“If we need to run away from anymore soldiers, my back will be the only target they can shoot at. I don’t want any arrows hitting that beautiful backside of yours.”

I made a disgruntled noise at his teasing, but smiled despite myself.

“It looks as if you have completely healed from whatever your father did to you.”

I quirked a questioning eyebrow, but realized he couldn’t see it. “What do you mean?”

His hand reached around me to gently grasp my chin. He guided my head to look at him as he leaned around my shoulder. His eyes were stormy flecks of smoldering blue, and the desire held within their depths was something he was incapable of squelching no matter how hard he tried.

“The whites of your eyes are no longer red,” he said. “They’ve healed completely.”

His revelation forced me to focus on his words rather than my physical reaction to his addicting presence. “That’s…that’s impossible!”

His eye narrowed at my declaration. “I’ll admit it took an exceptionally long time for you to heal from that particular injury, but surely you didn’t believe your body would fail to recover completely.” He leaned back and placed his hands on my shoulders. “Take deep breaths, Mikomi, and form a connection with your center. Can you access your ki?”

I pressed my eyelids shut, desperate to discover if what Musubi claimed held any merit. I felt my mind open fully and found the familiar extension of energy and awareness present as if it had never been absent at all. I was both relieved and perplexed by this sudden change.

“I have access, yes.” My mouth felt dry at the implications of this miraculous recovery. The only male I had made contact with, the only person I had kissed within a twenty-four hour period had been Musubi, and according to Katsu, reparations to my damaged ki only occurred through a more personal connection of spirits such as the kisses Katsu had administered in the hopes that he might be the means of my recovery. How was it possible that Musubi had accomplished what Katsu had not?

The answer was glaringly simple, yet I doubted its veracity. I feared to hope that what I wanted was actually part of our First Parents’ plan. To claim Musubi as my soul mate demanded he be tied to the prophecy and immortal no less. He fell under neither of these stipulations, and even if he did, his stance on our future together had been spelled out in no uncertain terms.

It couldn’t be him, no matter how much I longed for the simplest of answers. There had to be another explanation. Maybe Katsu’s attempts at healing me had a delayed reaction. Either way, the damage was gone, and I felt better than I had in months.

“I suspect a night away from your father’s abusive presence must have done you some good. I think the arrangement should be made permanent.”

I remained silent as Musubi expertly guided his horse through the forest. I sat in the middle of a large puzzle with only a few pieces clicking into place. The rest remained a mystery, with scattered pieces blocking my way forward, preventing me from answering the most pressing question of all.

Who was my soul mate? Musubi? Some unknown kami who would suddenly appear and tear me from what I wanted most?

I supposed only time would tell.

 

*  *  *

After about thirty minutes of travel, we came to a small clearing where Akane frantically paced as she pulled at her fiery hair. The minute she saw us, her impatient movements morphed into a determined stride.

“Where the hell have you two been? We were supposed to meet here yesterday! I feared that you were captured!” She broke off when her gaze rested upon mine. “Mikomi, your eyes are no longer red. How—”

I shook my head ever so slightly, hoping she would drop the subject, as I wasn’t certain myself exactly how it had happened.

She took the hint and used a different approach. “Must be wonderful to have all of that medical knowledge at your disposal. I am happy to see you are feeling better.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Musubi jumped from the horse and then helped me to dismount. The warmth of his hand lingered long after he released me.

“We found it necessary to lay low for a day. It wasn’t safe to travel until now.” An incomprehensible look passed between them. “It isn’t safe for Mikomi to return home for long. The emperor will no doubt discover her deception when he goes to retrieve a shipment of gold that isn’t there. We need to offer her and her brother protection.”

“Yes, Mikomi and I discussed this just before we were separated. It is simply a matter of time before the emperor discovers the truth.” Akane looked at me. “Can you meet us at the Holy Cherry Tree two days from now?”

I considered this. My departure would be difficult now that I had been missing from the palace for longer than a day. As if reading my thoughts, Akane spoke.

“I sent a message to Kenji, informing him of what happened. He has told your father…and er…any other parties involved that you remained at the Shinto temple overnight studying with the monks. Kenji is planning to fetch you within a few hours from now.” She let out a shaky breath. “Thank the gods you showed up when you did, otherwise your lingering absence would have been much more difficult for your tutor to explain away.”

The understatement of the century. My betrothed’s response to my continued absence promised to be volatile at the very least. Katsu’s inability to heal me had provided his otherwise absent insecurities an endless supply of fuel. Regardless of the excuses Kenji made on my behalf, I fully expected Katsu’s reaction to be nothing short of smothering when I returned to the palace. He would no doubt have me under lock and key.

With Yao and Chan’s assistance, I thought it might be possible to make an escape within two days. Katsu would no doubt tear the kingdom apart looking for me. I felt a stab of guilt at the thought of leaving him after all of the time we had shared together. I hated to withhold so much from him and leave without an explanation, but our last conversation had made it painfully clear that no matter the civility and consideration we showed one another, his duty was to The Healer and nothing more.

Katsu in no way favored my father as emperor, but he would be angered that I had placed myself in what he would consider a dangerous position by siding with the rebels without his knowledge or express permission—permission he would never give for obvious reasons. With those factors driving all of his actions, emotions and choices, there was no telling what Katsu might do if the rebel army stood in between him and his betrothed.

“We can make it, but you must be aware, there are certain people, very powerful people who will be looking for me.”

“More dangerous and powerful than the emperor?” Musubi asked.

“This particular…man…will most certainly be motivated to retrieve me.”

Musubi grabbed my arm and spun me to face him.

“Man? What man?”

I swallowed hard.

“My parents promised me to K—”

Akane cleared her throat. “Her parents promised her hand in marriage to a wealthy land owner from the other side of the province.”

I understood her worry about revealing my identity, but I was tired of withholding information from Musubi and confused as to why she felt we couldn’t trust him with my identity.

Musubi’s grip on my arms tightened. “You’re betrothed?”

I could feel anger, hurt, and betrayal coursing through his frame.

“I had very little choice in the matter, Musubi. You know as well as I that women of noble birth are used as pawns to gain power, wealth, lands, and titles. My particular marriage contract is no different, but certainly something I wish to avoid. I have many reasons for leaving.”

Through the corner of my eye I sneaked a peak at Akane, whose shoulders relaxed after my response.

“You’ll be escaping a betrothal while jumping into a full-fledged marriage. Have you forgotten that you and I are supposed to be playing the role of husband and wife? The moment you join us, that ruse will be in full force. Will you be up to the challenge?”

My face flushed hot at the idea. “Will you?”

The corners of his mouth twitched in amusement, and I heard Akane chuckle under her breath.

He inched himself closer.

“I suppose we’ll find out, little healer.” He stepped back, picked me up in his arms and then threw me on top of his horse. “I’ll see that Mikomi arrives home safely.”

I looked at Akane in alarm.

“I need you back at camp with the soldiers to help them prepare for our journey. I’ll make certain Mikomi returns to her dwelling in one piece.” Musubi glanced up at me, and I thought I noticed a hint of longing and regret creeping through his anger. “I have a few things I must discuss with her in private,” Akane added.

He grudgingly acquiesced.

“Use my horse. You can bring my mount back once she has been delivered home.” He avoided making eye contact with me, and instead turned and ran swiftly in the direction we had come. I watched his strong figure disappear into the forest.

I’m not sure how long I sat there staring after him like a lovesick fool, but I wrenched my eyes from the dark shadows of the forest when I heard Akane clear her throat.

She gave me a sly look. “Just what, exactly, happened between you two while you spent all of that lovely alone time together?”

I could feel a faint blush warm my cheeks once again. “What do you mean?”

She let out a soft chuckle. “You must think me blind, Princess. There was something in the way he looked at you, his body language. If I didn’t know any better, I would think you’ve managed to crack that unyielding exterior of his even further than I first supposed. I’m quite thrilled by it.”

I shook my head in frustration. “I feel as if a strange pull brings us together, but he fights it. He can’t seem to allow himself to heal from the loss of a woman he once loved. Edana.”

Akane’s eyes rounded in surprise. “He spoke to you about it? You convinced him to give you the woman’s name?” She openly marveled. “I’ve known Musubi for many years, and never once have I ever been privy to the details of his vendetta.”

“Yes, he is still determined to punish the man he deems responsible for Edana’s death.”

“Incredible. You must have strong powers of persuasion at your disposal. I don’t believe he has ever shared so much information on the subject.” She looked at the ground and contemplated my words. “He can’t let it go. He’s been working toward this moment for years. There are several reasons that we are here, taking on the emperor’s army, but one of the main reasons is this notion of vengeance. He’s waiting for that one perfect moment when he can exact his revenge.”

“Has he given you details on when that is going to happen?”

“No, but it is an all-consuming obsession, and one I had hoped you might distract him from.”

We rode in silence for a moment before I asked, “What other reasons do you and Musubi have for going up against the emperor?”

Akane showed hesitance, unsure that she should elaborate. Her insecurities marred that otherwise tranquil core of hers.

“Musubi became aware of a serious disturbance in this empire. Some of his closest friends went missing. He believes them to be held prisoner within the palace’s dungeons.”

I raised my eyebrows at this. “Can you tell me the names of his friends?”

She shook her head. “I’m afraid I can’t divulge that information.”

“So the rebels are just a front for a different purpose altogether?”

“Yes, at least that’s how it began. We’re a decoy, a distraction, something to keep the emperor and his men looking one way while Musubi stealthily attacks. Over the course of this long campaign, I’ve begun to care about the suffering in the villages. After all, I used to be a starving orphan myself. I wanted to help people, to take the emperor’s dominion down and eliminate him as a ruler. If we captured him, we not only liberate Musubi’s friends, but the whole of Kagami.” She worried her hands for a moment, choosing her words carefully. “I had hoped over time Musubi could be reasoned with. That he could let his plans fall to the side to be replaced by something nobler, more worthwhile. I still wish to help him recover his friends, but this can be done through capturing the emperor himself, instead of using his plan for vengeance to be the catalyst for their escape. When I saw his reaction to you, I wondered if you might be the key in all of this. The one person capable of reaching him when no one else can.”

“I just don’t understand. How does distracting my father and his armies help him in his quest for vengeance?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, but the one thing I do know, the reason I’ve never wanted your identity revealed, is his vendetta involves a kami who is close to your father in some way. I didn’t want him using you as a pawn to further his scheme. It would distract him from what I sensed developing between you two right from the beginning. He can’t know who you really are until he finally succumbs to the pull he feels toward you. He would already lay his life down for you, I am sure of that, but I don’t know if he is ready to hear the truth yet.”

“And what truth is that?”

“That he has finally moved on from Edana and fallen in love with you.”

My heart leapt at those words, but I couldn’t help to downplay the situation.

“I think you give this attraction between us more credit than it deserves. He kissed me, but it wasn’t to acknowledge anything. It was simply to end what might have been, and move on.”

“He…kissed you?” Akane’s astonished question and shocked look made me feel as if Musubi’s kiss may have held more significance than I thought. “I underestimated nothing then. Musubi’s control and composure has never wavered. Many women have tried to pull him under their spell, and he has never offered them a single glance, yet after all of these years of denying himself any kind of affection or companionship he kisses you.”

“Yes, but it felt all wrong. It felt as if he made himself a promise that he would never do it again.”

“We’ve talked about this before, Mikomi, but I want to hear you say it again. What do you want from your future?”

Her abrupt change in subject left me unsure as to how to respond.

“Do you want to marry your warrior god Katsu and go off to live with him, stuck in a loveless marriage and incapable of healing the veil or do you want to stay here, take control of the throne and help the people in this empire with Musubi by your side?”

“Honestly, all I’ve ever wanted is my freedom. The right to live how I wish, be whom I wish, and love whom I wish.”

Akane nodded with a smile. “Then don’t lock your heart away from Musubi’s simply because he has retreated. You’re an imperial princess, Mikomi. Stand your ground and fight for what you want most. You’ll wear him down eventually, and all thoughts of revenge will fade away once he realizes he truly has someone to live for and fight for again.”

“But I’m The Healer,” I said, my heart sinking. Despite my intention to leave the palace and join the rebels, I felt with sinking certainty that once the dust settled and the emperor had been overthrown, I would still be required to heal the veil. “Is it right for me to turn away from my responsibilities and allow the veil to continue to weaken?”

“I don’t for one second believe that the future of our world depends on forcing a young woman to unite with a man she doesn’t love, especially a man who isn’t her soul mate. True love is the most powerful force on Earth, surely powerful enough to heal a weakening veil.”

I stared at Akane, wondering at her profound and insightful take on life. Perhaps she was right. Perhaps my future could include one with the man I loved.

“You’re a good friend to Musubi. He is very lucky to have someone like you looking out for him.”

Akane smiled. “I owe him my life, and I will do everything I can to protect him even if I must protect him from himself. Will you help me?”

I nodded. If she thought I had the power to dissuade Musubi from furthering his plans for revenge, then I wouldn’t give up, and I wouldn’t allow him a moment of peace in my presence.

“Good,” she said, smiling. “Now how on earth did you manage to heal your ki? I thought only your soul mate was capable of that.”

“Perhaps Katsu really is my soul mate and his many healings finally took.”

Her look was skeptical. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

“No. I fear the answer is more complicated than that. I have a theory, but I don’t wish to speak the words aloud just yet. Not until I have a way of verifying my suspicions.”

It frightened me to voice my hopes where Musubi was concerned. Better to have no aspirations in that department for if I was wrong, bitter disappointment was sure to follow.

“I won’t press you then.” She gave me an understanding smile. “Now let’s get you back to the ruins. From there I will let you make your way home without me. However, I agree with Musubi. You must collect your brother and Kenji and leave the palace within the next few days. Meet us sooner if you can be ready. I fear that your window for doing so is beginning to dwindle.”

A sudden urgency gripped me. Katsu anxiously awaited my return.

Akane dropped me off at the edge of the forest, just before the ruins so as not to expose herself in the open during the day.

“I will see you soon, Mikomi.”

She smiled again and then made her way back to the safety and cover of the forest.
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I ran to the open clearing and then weaved my way through the broken stone buildings. I’d just managed to hide myself within the darkened entrance of the Shinto temple when I heard a shout from up ahead and then saw Katsu furiously riding an imperial horse upon the dirt path with several guards following close behind.

At first I feared that perhaps Katsu had not believed Kenji’s story and worried that even now my tutor might be in the dungeons as punishment for his lies. My concern over his welfare abated when Kenji came into view, following the intimidating party at a leisurely pace. I nearly laughed out loud as he made eye contact with me and lifted an eyebrow as if to say, “Quite the to do about nothing, wouldn’t you say?”

The thunderous sound of hooves meeting the bits of undamaged stone along their path drew closer, echoing eerily against the ruined structures surrounding their party. Katsu’s eyes alighted upon mine and his horse’s speed increased. I readied myself for any possible story I might need to tell in order to confirm Kenji’s claims, but then a terrible realization pierced my thoughts. My eyes were no longer red, and I had no way of explaining the circumstances of my miraculous recovery. I stared at the grassy foliage at my feet as I contemplated how on earth I was going to keep this from my betrothed, but Katsu came at me faster than I expected and took me by surprise when he enveloped me in his arms and crushed me to his chest in a fervent embrace as if he had supposed he might never see me again. He pulled back just enough to kiss me full on the mouth before I could say or do anything. All of this in front of the guards.

This kiss was so different from his previous attentions. His intent had been different, solely focused on healing me. Any affection normally existing between two souls fated for marriage never entered into the equation, motivated by duty alone. This kiss, however, held different emotions—fear, anxiety, relief, and even love. A kind of passionate exchange that I couldn’t help but reciprocate due to its unexpected occurrence.

He refused to loosen his hold upon me as he continued to explore my mouth with his own, behaving as if he would never get the chance to do so again. His ki reached out and took hold of mine, simple and intimate as if caressing the hand of a lover.

This dramatic change in his affections added to the shroud of guilt hanging over my head.

It was simply too late for us.

Yet I couldn’t help but crave the affection he freely gave.

My heart began a dull ache spreading from the center of my soul and out my body. My own ki cried out in pain at the thought of Musubi’s brooding face and the last kiss we shared. He intended to keep himself from me, but Katsu willingly offered his whole heart and soul. I felt tears leak from my eyes, but couldn’t call them back or rein them in. It wasn’t right to surrender myself to Katsu due to my aching desire to be loved and cherished. Any duty, sense of loyalty, or even friendship we shared would never be enough to build the foundation of an eternal union. Not a joyous one. In the end it would make me miserable and would be monumentally unfair to him.

I lessened the intensity of our exchange. Katsu pulled back, reluctantly it seemed, as my hand applied slight pressure to his chest. He looked at me with a question in his eye, and then his whole demeanor changed, an enormous smile interrupting the usual seriousness that clung to his every expression.

“It worked. Mikomi, it finally worked.”

“What worked?”

“Your ki has accepted mine. Your eyes have healed.” He leaned forward and kissed my forehead while I considered how fortunate his uncharacteristic behavior and consequent affections were at this particular moment.

I dared a glance at Kenji, who appeared truly puzzled with Katsu’s discovery. I gave him a barely discernible shake of the head, and hoped he would wait to question me about the circumstances of my miraculous recovery. He nodded in understanding and relaxed atop his mount.

Katsu continued his frantic narrative. “I couldn’t find your ki with my own when you disappeared. All I have to do is think of the person I want to find and their ki is made known to me based on where in the world they are touching the veil, but I couldn’t find you no matter how long I sat meditating.”

“I was under the impression that Kenji had relayed my whereabouts to you. When we last spoke you were quite adamant about curtailing my previous endeavors, but I assumed veil training was an acceptable activity. I’ve been within these walls, studying this entire time.” I inwardly cringed at the lie.

“I know…I…at first I wondered if you had left due to our last conversation.” He hung his head, failing to meet my gaze. True remorse enveloped his countenance. “I spoke to you in anger, and I should have never treated you in such a manner. I wanted to come to you and repair the damage I caused, but when I searched for your ki within the temple I found nothing. Kenji assured me it was part of the protection the temple afforded, but I was crazed with worry. I should have responded with more faith in his words but the absence of your ki led me to only one conclusion.” He swallowed hard before continuing, as if putting his thoughts into words was unthinkable. “I thought you were dead.”

My eyes went wide at this.

“Katsu, for Heaven’s sake. I’m surprised you didn’t attack the temple earlier if you were that worked up.”

Katsu shook his head. “No one is allowed entrance within the sanctuary of the temple if they are armed.” He cast his eyes to the ground, shame threatening to suffocate the both of us. “Forgive me, Mikomi, but I cannot part with The Grass Cutter Sword or leave it in the care of another. It would be dangerous for the weapon to fall into the wrong hands. Instead, I waited outside this very entrance yesterday and into the night. I vacillated between the fear of you never venturing out to forgive me, and the awful certainty that you were, in fact, dead due to some nefarious conspiracy having to do with Kenji.”

I looked at Kenji, who gave a patient shrug of the shoulders.

“Am I to understand that you had my tutor imprisoned and questioned?”

Katsu looked a bit sheepish, but Kenji’s eyes sparkled.

“I had no idea just how exciting interrogation and imprisonment coupled with the threat of certain death might be. I fear I may never return to my duties as your brother’s tutor with much enthusiasm after this. A rather boring life I lead, I must say.”

I threw a stern look at my tutor. “Kenji, were you tortured?”

“No, much to my dismay.”

Katsu’s mouth turned up into a reluctant half smile. “It is difficult to be angry with a suspect when he is the perfect picture of affable civility.”

I marveled at the lengths Kenji selflessly took in order to cover for me and my activities.

“Katsu, please do not think on our last conversation. Your anger and worry were understandable. I know your only concern is for The Healer’s welfare, and as my betrothed you had every right to be angry. I should have told you I was the village healer.” Though I meant every word I said, there was nothing on this Earth that would move me to share my involvement with the rebels no matter how much he desired to make things right between us.

His palpable relief tugged at my guilty conscience. No matter his recent behavior, Katsu was a good and faithful companion. I shoved my guilt aside before it tempted me to reconsider my decision.

His previous words began to sink in, and I felt anxious once again.

“I had no idea kami could find a person with their ki,” I stated.

“Every living thing is connected to the veil in some way. The veil is all around us, brushing against our spirits. We don’t sense its presence unless we learn to focus on it as I’ve been trying to teach you. I failed to encounter yours. I’ve never experienced that kind of fear.”

I remembered Akane’s cryptic remarks about Musubi’s ability to hide people. Did she refer to hiding someone’s ki?

“Not only was I safe within the wards of the temple, but my ki remained damaged. Might that also have contributed to your failed search?”

Katsu gave me a brief nod as if my explanation made perfect sense, but his emotions conveyed his unease on the matter. My explanation was weak, and I knew it. As a living entity, my presence should have registered no matter how damaged my ki remained.

“Let’s return you to the palace. I don’t like how exposed we are to possible rebels.” He gave me a once-over as if he couldn’t quite come to terms with the idea that I was truly alive and well. He stopped short once he took in my apparel. “Mikomi, do you always study at the temple dressed in men’s attire?”

I gazed upon my clothing in chagrin, searching my mind for a viable explanation when Kenji spoke up.

“Have you ever worn a kimono, Katsu? They’re terribly uncomfortable.”

Katsu’s eyes narrowed at this. “Have you ever worn a kimono?”

I bit the inside of my cheeks to prevent a chuckle from escaping.

“How did you know to come back for me when you did?” I interceded before Kenji was able to form some inane response.

“I’ve been scanning for your ki ever since you went missing in the middle of the night. One moment I could sense you and the next moment you were gone. About thirty minutes ago I was able to sense your ki again. It led me here.”

About the time Musubi took his leave from Akane and myself. That had to be the answer.

“Thus supporting my story,” Kenji stated airily. “This is the price we pay for extensive veil study and internal reflection, Mikomi. No good deed goes unpunished.” I might have felt guilty for the part I played in his arrest, but he looked so delighted by the entire ordeal, I wondered if I should feel guiltier for the endless monotony he suffered as a tutor day in and day out. Then again, it couldn’t have been too tedious. He did instruct Saigo, after all.

I was not happy with this newly discovered ability Katsu claimed to possess. So long as I lived and breathed, he would be capable of tracking me anywhere in the world. I wondered if it might be more prudent to tell him the truth now rather than later.

I opened my mouth, ready to confess, unburden myself and try to piece together the jumbled bits of this puzzle, when an arrow sailed through the air and hit Katsu’s mount within the fleshy part of its neck. The horse thrashed violently before tripping over the stony path and falling to the earth. Soldiers shouted a warning as they attempted to control their skittish horses. Another arrow sailed through the air, landing in the chest of one soldier and knocking him off his steed.

Force of habit prevented me from considering the possible danger I placed myself in as I lunged forward to aid the fallen soldier. Unfortunately, Katsu must have read the intent upon my face, interpreting my next course of action. He scooped me up in his arms and took off at a rapid pace, running faster than any living thing upon this Earth.

Kami were capable of much more physical exertion than humans, but I had no idea they could attain such outrageous speeds. Within moments we entered the palace gates; a journey of several miles traveled within seconds. I clung to him and breathed deeply before I could lift my head without fearing it might fall off. He gently set me on my feet and held me steady until he was certain I wouldn’t fall over. Once my surprise abated my concern turned to the wounded men we left behind.

“Katsu, I needed to help that soldier!” I yanked away and surprised myself by stamping my foot in outrage.

He shook his head in disbelief. A shadow of a smile lit his expression. “You are exasperating, Mikomi. You simply cannot help yourself, can you? Do you really think I’ll ever allow you to heal another person again? Your ki has finally regained full power, and I won’’t risk your ascension, especially for some nameless soldier who died an honorable death.”

Allow me?

So we were back to that again. Katsu baffled me with the extremes of his personality. Heartless one moment, then kind and caring the next. I could have screamed at him for his interference, but another more horrifying thought distracted me.

“And what of Kenji and the others? We’re just going to abandon them as well?”

“That tutor of yours is more resourceful than I think you or I have ever given him credit for, and my duty is to you. Always to you.”

I absently ran a hand through my disheveled hair. “I don’t understand what just happened. Who would be shooting arrows at us?”

“Your ignorance of your own peril, while quite endearing, is also utterly frustrating. Do you not understand that the rebels would love nothing more than to get their hands on you and use you against the emperor?”

Though his reasoning made perfect sense, I could hardly point out my involvement with the rebels in order to clear the group’s name. Who else might possess a motive for attacking us? Maybe a few disgruntled peasants or some of my father’s soldiers who had deserted his armies? How would they have known where to find me? A disquieting uneasiness settled over me. I did my best to shake off the sensation.

I glanced at Katsu. “Why on earth would you ever have use for a horse when you’re capable of running faster on your own?”

He let out a soft chuckle. “The situation necessitated that I bring guards with me in case we ran into any trouble, which we did, and running at those speeds takes up a large amount of energy. Most kami avoid this type of travel unless absolutely necessary.”

“Mikomi,” Saigo shouted. I turned around to see my brother running toward me from the direction of the kitchens.

“I see you were attending to your stomach while I toiled away the hours with tedious study and reflection,” I teased in an attempt to lighten my frustrated mood.

“It’s truly amazing how Kenji’s lessons can increase one’s appetite,” he replied as he reached me and held me in a tight embrace. “Glad to have you back in one piece, big sister.”

I stepped back and gave him a conspiratorial wink while Katsu was distracted with guards reporting their findings to him.

“Honorable Katsu, we recovered the arrow meant for the princess,” one of the guards said. He lifted it in his hand as if he were loath to touch it, presenting it to Katsu while quaking with fear.

I puzzled at the black coloring of the arrow and its familiarity, plucking at a distant memory.

Katsu grabbed it, his eyes wide. “This is impossible. I didn’t sense another breach against the veil from the demon god.”

“What?” I looked from Katsu to the arrow, and then realization came crashing down. The arrow hadn’t been shot from some disgruntled soldier’s bow. It came from the bow of a nekomata.

“We need to secure the princess within the palace where we can better protect her. We’re too exposed here in the courtyard.”

The moment Katsu finished his sentence, sounds of battle carried from without the gates. Katsu and Saigo grabbed hold of me on either side to pull me further into the palace, but a strange hissing noise zipped through the air. I was thrown to the floor as something smolderingly hot whizzed just above my head. The sound of an object hitting the palace walls and exploding reverberated throughout the courtyard. I lifted my head to glance back and saw the wall had been scorched black by a fireball, smoldering a few inches from our position.

My eyes widened in disbelief as the flames and blackened marks against the wall disappeared moments later.

“We’ve got to get the princess inside, Saigo.” Katsu grabbed my arm and roughly pulled me to my feet. A violent commotion of screams and battle cries carried from the gates’’ entrance where more soldiers had gathered. Without warning I was knocked to the floor again as something large and black threw itself at Katsu.

I rolled away from him as he struggled with the nekomata. My training kicked in, and I moved forward, ready to launch an attack to distract the monster and give Katsu the upper hand.

“Go,” he shouted as he struggled with his assailant. “Saigo, get your sister out of here! Go!” Saigo shoved me forward while I voiced my protests.

“I cannot leave him behind.”

“You will only be a distraction, Mikomi.” Saigo shook my shoulders. “Do you desire to be the cause of his death?”

The truthfulness of his words pierced my harried thoughts.

“Run, Saigo.”

We dashed through the chaos into a side door and down a hall that would lead to my father’s private study. My goal was to open that damnable door that led to my father’s private torture chambers below the palace and hide there until Katsu came to retrieve us. With his ability to sense my ki, I knew he wouldn’t have any problems locating us once he had dispatched the demon god’s assassin. I only prayed there weren’t any more of them. I didn’’t know if Katsu had the power to take on several at one time.

After tedious minutes of negotiating the discombobulating maze of hallways and corridors within the palace, we reached my father’s study and rushed through. I stopped short as I saw a gigantic nekomata lounging on the desk at the end of the room, holding a black blade to my father’s throat. To his credit, my father looked entirely unruffled by this horrific turn of events. Almost as if he didn’t care.

He most definitely should have cared.

The threat of a weapon from the underworld was nothing to sniff at.

I wasn’t sure how the nekomata had known to come to that particular spot, but there wasn’t time to ponder on the unexplainable.

“The Healer,” it said in a guttural, unnatural voice. “I wondered when you might be stopping by.”

“What is it that you want?” I said flatly.

I had positioned myself in front of Saigo upon seeing the ugly beast, but Saigo had drawn his sword and maneuvered himself next to me, unwilling to stand down. I was fiercely proud of his bravery, but knew he was no match for this creature. I alternated between fear for my brother and a frustrated anger toward my father. Why wasn’t he putting up more of a fight? He was one of the most powerful kami in creation. Why wouldn’t he make a move?

“You, of course.”

“I’m here, am I not? Just kill me now and leave my family alone. I won’t put up a fight.”

The nekomata bared his teeth and let out a strange chuckling noise, almost a growl and a purr. For a moment his form shimmered and then dissipated, reappearing in the form of a familiar looking soldier, one who had given my blood to several of my father’s generals. The same man whom I’d caught in the gardens with Aiko. My father was working with nekomata? With the demon god? I shot him a look filled with pure hatred, but confusion set in as I sensed his terror and mortification. Had he not understood who he was working with?

“Brave words, young healer. There are many of us who would have you killed immediately. Those that do not wish to be imprisoned any longer in the world of the dead, but the rest of us follow the demon god and he has instructed that certain steps must be taken before you can be put down.”

My mind whirled with this information. “Certain steps? I don’t understand. Are you saying that not all of you follow the demon god?”

“Like any kingdom there are bound to be factions sprouting here and there when individuals become dissatisfied with the way things are run.”

“So those nekomata that tried to kill me previously, they weren’t sent by your god?”

The nekomata’s eyes darkened. “No, but they have paid the price for their disobedience through their own demise. Katsu is a formidable opponent, not easily destroyed. To kill four deserters of the underworld is no easy feat.”

“How did so many get through? I was under the impression that nekomata couldn’t leave the underworld without the powers of their demon god.”

“I believe we have you to thank for that. Penetrating the veil and taking the powers of life or death within your own hands.” His unnaturally slitted eyes glittered as he tsked in mock disapproval. “There are bound to be consequences, child. One cannot expect the powers that govern this world to be abused without severe repercussions.” He slid his inky black gaze to my father, and his mug turned up in a disturbing smile full of sharp teeth and jagged fangs. “Convincing your father to abuse your powers over the years was more than easy to accomplish.”

Was that why my father had me torture so many of his soldiers for over a decade? He had unknowingly been influenced by a nekomata?

“You will not get away with this,” my father hissed in outrage. “Do you have any idea who you are dealing with?”

The nekomata’s grip upon my father tightened. The dagger inched closer to the vulnerable flesh under his chin.

“Of course I know who I’m dealing with. As does my master Amatsu. Your greedy desires for power and dominion played right into my master’s plans. Did you really believe this kami army we built was for you and you alone? Did you honestly think that all of the blood we’ve taken from your daughter over the years went to your soldiers?”

Over the years? I sickened as I considered the implications of Aiko’s involvement in this.

“I find it hard to believe that you had no idea who this...thing was aligned with. At this very moment you have a weapon of the underworld in your possession. You threatened Katsu’s safety,” I growled. I wanted to believe that there was at least a smidgen of good within him or at least an ounce of common sense. How could he align himself with Amatsu?

My father choked back a cough as the nekomata’s dagger hovered precariously close.

“I am not in league with Amatsu. The weapons I obtained were collected from the nekomata who Katsu dispensed with in the garden,” he whispered in a hoarse voice. “I have no interest in destroying the veil, or allowing that demon spawn to take over what is rightfully mine. I had no idea that the demon god had planted his minions within my walls. It shouldn’t be possible. They do not possess kami blood.”

“No, but your daughter’s blood holds interesting properties that have managed to sustain us for quite some time.”

“How long have you had access to my blood?” I asked in horror. I knew about the few generals my blood had been given to, but how long had this practice been going on?

“Your blood, young healer, has the power to overcome death, just as your ki has the power to overcome illness and injury. As dwellers of the world of the dead, we nekomata are not able to stay in the world of the living on a permanent basis, but your blood within our system over a period of time is able to reverse the effects of our fall, restoring us to our original glory. While we’ve given plenty of blood to your father’s soldiers, we have managed to revert several nekomata back to kami throughout the years. And your father, intent upon building a kami army for himself in order to maintain his position as emperor, aided us in this endeavor.”

“You devil spawn. This plan will never succeed. With the few nekomata you’ve succeeded in restoring, your numbers are pitifully low.”

I shook my head at my father’s goading words. He had a dagger from the underworld held to his throat, yet he still assumed he held the upper hand in this situation.

“Why have you waited so long to attack? Why take me now when, according to you, you have had access to me all this time?”

“It has taken many years to cross over a sufficient number of nekomata in order to stand against Katsu, or any other kami intent upon protecting you. We needed time, but we also had a deadline in place. Your ascension and subsequent joining with your soul mate can never be. It is time to return you to my master and end your part in the prophecy for good.”

“You’re taking me to Amatsu this very moment?”

His beady eyes gleamed. “He is quite anxious to meet you.”

The nekomata’s words raised more questions than answers, and all the while my father stood motionless without lifting a single finger to help me. I glared at him in anger.

“Fine. Wherever you need to take me, just do it now.”

“Your cooperation is greatly appreciated,” it sneered.

“You’ll take her over my dead body,” my brother warned, stepping in front of me and brandishing his sword. I had nearly forgotten he stood at my side due to the startling revelations this particular nekomata had shared.

“As you wish,” the frightening creature hissed.

The nekomata came sprinting toward him faster than I could follow. Saigo’s movements were quick and certain as he raised his sword and brought it to bear against the black dagger of the nekomata, smashing it from its clawed grip. Unfortunately, the assassin was much more skilled, kicking Saigo’s feet out from under him and wrenching my brother’s sword from his hand. He took the butt of the sword and smashed it against Saigo’s face, rendering him unconscious as blood spurted from his nose.

I picked up the blackened dagger from the floor and stepped in front of Saigo, trying to remember everything Musubi had taught me and knowing it wouldn’t be enough. The nekomata grinned wickedly and thrust my brother’s sword forward, slicing the fabric on my shoulder and leaving a superficial cut there. I gasped as the stinging spread, angered at the nekomata’s laughter. He was toying with me. He’d already stated he wouldn’t kill me. That didn’’t mean he wouldn’t hurt me. Still, I held my ground in front of my brother and easily moved into the different fighting stances that Musubi had taught me, jabbing and thrusting with the nekomata’s dagger, but my movements were slow and inaccurate, the nekomata easily deflected everything I attempted.

He let out a dark huff of a laugh when I threw the dagger at his face. He easily batted it away and shoved me to the floor. Then he raised his sword high above my brother, his wicked intent clear. He was going to kill Saigo despite the fact that my brother remained unconscious, no longer a threat to him if he had ever been one at all. Before he could proceed, however, I heard a shout from behind him. The nekomata tensed and cried out in pain, falling to the floor in a heap. My father stood behind him with the nekomata’s blood dripping from the discarded dagger.

“You never should have touched my son,” he said in an eerily calm voice.

I continued to stare at the ground where the nekomata breathed its last breath while my father dropped to his hands and knees and pulled Saigo into his lap. I stared in amazement as he tenderly caressed Saigo’s face, wondering at the fatherly expression of love he held. I’d never seen my father behave like this, behave as if he cared about anyone or anything. He preferred Saigo over myself, but I didn’t think he was capable of loving him.

My father turned steely eyes on me. “You should have done more to protect him,” he shouted.

I felt stunned by his censure and my own guilt clamoring through me. What did he think I could have accomplished when I had never been allowed to train with Saigo or learn to fight and defend myself? What little I had managed to do was better than what my father had done while Saigo and I were attacked. He had stood there, silent during the entire exchange and only came to help when Saigo was injured. Would he have done anything at all if Saigo had not been present?

“Father, give him to me, and I will heal his injury,” I said. I raised my chin and defiantly met his eyes. I wouldn’t try to defend myself against a fool like my father. Not when my attention needed to be focused on my brother.

“I’ll hold him,” he said in a gruff voice. “You heal him.”

“Absolutely not,” Katsu’s enraged voice came as he barreled through the door. He took in the dead nekomata on the floor and the bloody dagger at my father’s feet. “What has happened here, Fukurokuju?”

My father rushed to explain. “A demon from the underworld held me at knife point, but Saigo distracted him long enough to allow me to slay the beast. His actions were brave and selfless.”

I glared at my father. He wanted to hide his involvement with the nekomata and the army he had begun to build. His previous ignorance concerning the true identity of his associates mattered very little. His behavior was treasonous and needed to be brought to Katsu’s attention.

“Is that what happened, Mikomi?”

I opened my mouth to report on the real events taking place, but I felt my father place a hand upon my knee and give it a painful squeeze.

“We have more pressing matters to attend to,” he said in a measured tone. “Your brother’s suffering cannot be ignored, and you can be sure others in the kingdom will suffer if he is not made whole within the hour.”

My father’s threats were clear. If I imparted any of this information to Katsu, the people in the empire would suffer the consequences. I had no way to prove that my father had been building a kami army or that he had been a witless pawn in the demon god’s scheming. The word of Saigo and myself would be given little weight, though I knew Katsu would believe us. We needed several kami on our side to overthrow my father.

I needed Akane and Musubi, and I didn’t have much time to make my escape with Saigo and Kenji. I had no way of knowing how many restored nekomata were still planted within the palace, but once they discovered their leader had failed to return me to their master, they would set out to finish the job he had started. If my blood had restored them to their true forms, they would appear like any other kami. I would be fighting blind, unable to recognize my enemies before it was too late. My father would no doubt seek them out and destroy as many as he could, but not before one of them managed to get to me.

I had to leave with my brother and Kenji tonight.

“Mikomi,” Katsu said in warning, bringing me back to the present.

I looked at Saigo’s unconscious form and my concern grew. “My ki can handle this. Healing a broken nose will take barely any effort at all.”

“If it isn’t life threatening then he can heal on his own. I know this sounds harsh, but after everything your body has suffered, I cannot risk your ki being unprepared for the ceremony taking place seven days from now.”

At this point my ascension was the last thing on my mind, though it seemed the best way to thwart the demon god. I had every intention of ascending and playing my part in this war, but I had to find the kami my soul was destined for.

“As the emperor, I command her to perform this healing.”

“And where were you when your son was injured? Cowering behind your table?” Katsu asked.

I thought it was a good question and waited for an answer.

“I already explained this. The nekomata held a blade to my throat, a black blade from the underworld. I couldn’t risk even being nicked by it. You’re aware of the repercussions.”

Katsu grunted, “Yes, a slow and painful death. It’s a shame you favor your own life above that of your children. Saigo might have been spared his injury if you cared less about yourself.”

I felt a light suddenly illuminate the darkness of my father’s impenetrable invincibility. Akane had mentioned there was a way to kill my father. I glanced to the right of him where the nekomata had disintegrated and spotted the dagger on the floor. The black blade glinted enticingly where it had fallen. I had to get that blade to Akane, but how to retrieve it without my father or Katsu noticing? I had an idea and hoped it would work.

“Katsu, may I at least check Saigo to be certain that the damage to his nose is minimal? He is still unconscious and this worries me.”

I flicked my eyes at Saigo resting in my father’s lap, his head leaning on his shoulder with blood dripping from his nose.

“Fine,” he reluctantly agreed.

I scooted closer to Saigo and positioned myself next to the dagger, quickly throwing the ends of my shirt over the top of it. I placed my hands on Saigo’s head, anxious to assess the extent of his injuries. According to his ki, there was a minor break on the bridge of his nose, and he had suffered a small concussion from the impact of the nekomata’s blow, but he would recover with no lasting side effects. I demonstrated some impressive restraint by refraining from accomplishing what was only natural for me. Instead of healing Saigo, I focused on shifting enough so that I was practically sitting upon the weapon from the underworld.

“He will be fine,” I said to my father, who eyed me angrily. His anger toward me was unjustified, but so many things my father felt for me or did to me fell within that category. I dismissed the guilt I felt at not healing my brother with the idea that I could easily sneak into Saigo’s rooms tonight and rectify that situation without Katsu being the wiser.

My father’s angry glare slid to Katsu. “You will pay for your interference in this instance. You have far more to lose than you realize, Katsu.”

Katsu’s eyes flashed as he grabbed my father by the throat. “I tire of your threats, Fukurokuju. You don’t seem to realize that the days of your power as emperor are fast coming to an end. Our First Parents will not allow the abuse of your position and power to continue much longer.”

My body stilled at the threat of violence hanging in the air. It was disconcerting to realize that Katsu had known my father for much longer than I had, and their shared history together conveyed the strength of their sincere hatred for one another.

“Fortunately for me,” my father wheezed, “not every kami in creation is concerned with what our First Parents will and will not allow. They are not quite as invincible as you think, warrior god.”

Once again my father had more tricks up his sleeve, some mysterious leverage he could use at a time when it suited him most. Ever the strategist, it seemed as if it would never be possible to get the best of him. Unless he supposed I hadn’t any tricks up my own sleeve. I took advantage of their distracted state and swiftly slid the dagger in my boot, grateful that the stockings I had borrowed from Saigo were so thick.

Katsu released the emperor with a growl and turned to me, pulling me to my feet.

“I must insist that we place you in your rooms and double the guards at the door until I make certain that there are no other threats to your safety,” Katsu said rather formally.

He reached his hand out to me, and I took it, feeling a sudden apprehension overwhelm me in regards to Saigo’s condition. It was difficult to walk away from him in his injured state.

As Katsu led me back to my rooms the guilt set in. I had used the opportunity to check on Saigo for a chance to grab the dagger. Instead of healing him and defying Katsu, I opted to grab the weapon. I had failed to protect my brother and then failed to heal his injuries. I was the worst sister in the world, but more terrible still came the knowledge that even with the training I had received I was still hopelessly short of the skill set necessary to fight like Akane and Musubi.

I was incapable of protecting the people I loved and swiftly running out of time to become a skilled fighter.

I had to learn how to effectively defend myself against the nekomata, and I had to do it now. As I pondered upon the hopelessness of my situation, an idea began forming. I needed to speak with Akane as soon as possible.

“I think it would be best if I take you away from here until it is time for your ascension,” Katsu said as we reached my quarters.

“What?”

I couldn’t possibly have heard him correctly.

“I am not only attempting to protect you from this war with the rebels, but I am now faced with a debilitating number of the demon god’s assassins and your own father willing to risk your health and quite possibly your life in order to accomplish his own selfish desires.” He pulled me in and held me, resting his chin on the top of my head. “I can’t leave you alone to strengthen the veil when I know that you are not safe here.”

“Then arrest him, place him in the dungeons. Surely he has endangered my life enough that you can do so without anyone challenging your authority.”

“That’s just it, Mikomi. No one can prove that your father forced you to break through the veil, and no one can prove the abuse you have suffered at his hand due to the fact that there are no witnesses and your body instantly heals, obscuring all of the evidence. He would have to do something absolutely despicable, and in front of more than one individual, for those charges to be levied against him. Even then, I’m uncertain as to how long I would be able to justify imprisoning the emperor when his own generals would most likely break him out within a day or two, and then we’re right back to where we started.”

“What about the next kami in line to take power once I ascend? Surely Hachiman will understand the situation and relieve my father of his duties.”

Katsu sighed and then pulled away. “He was the first kami I sought out when I discovered the abuse you had suffered, but I haven’t been able to locate him.”

“Can’t you use your connection to the veil to track him?”

Katsu shook his head in frustration. “That’s what makes this situation so frustrating. If a kami doesn’t want to be found they can mask their own ki or their ki can be masked through another kami’s power. The monks at the shrine told me he went on a pilgrimage several years ago and hadn’t planned on returning until your ascension.”

I felt panic overtake me. I couldn’t leave with Katsu. If that happened I would never be able to take Saigo and Kenji and escape with the rebels. I had to do something to ensure that I would have enough time to enact our escape, and I had to warn Katsu of the danger those restored kami presented to all of us.

“What if I had proof of a far more serious crime than abuse to my person?”

Katsu peered at me with apprehension and opened my door, pushing me through and closing it behind us.

“Mikomi, what are you talking about?”

“I believe my father is planning on declaring war on our First Parents. He has created a kami army under the guidance of Amatsu’s assassins.”

As I went into full detail about the blood Aiko stole from me and the bondings my father had subjected me to, Katsu’s pallor grew sickly, and he immediately sat down upon the nearest chair.

“Why didn’t you tell me this the moment you suspected what he was doing? Why wouldn’t you come to me for help?”

“My father threatened to kill you. His threats led me to believe that he possessed a weapon from the underworld and held no reservations in using it against you if I attempted to thwart his plans. And now there are reformed nekomata within the palace walls who follow Amatsu. There is no way to know who is an enemy or an ally. This nekomata attack was carefully planned and executed. Amatsu must believe that he has a strong enough foothold in this realm to come after me now.”

“Your blood is capable of restoring nekomata to their former glory and turning humans into kami.” His bewildered visage gave me pause. This news had shaken him to his very center. The magnitude of my father’s rebellious actions against the gods was overwhelming to be sure.

“Then it is enough for you to arrest him?”

Katsu remained silent for a moment, no doubt considering our options at this point. “If we had proof, then yes, but I will need more than the word of a young woman to present to the gods of fortune, many of whom seem to have disappeared, which is also troubling, and considering what you’ve just revealed to me, more than a little disturbing.”

My eyebrows drew together. “Do you think my father has something to do with Hachiman’s disappearance?”

“If not your father, then most likely the nekomata he unknowingly aligned himself with. Consider what your father wants more than anything in this world.”

“Power,” I immediately replied. “He wants to continue to remain in power.”

“And who could possibly stand in his way?”

“Hachiman and any other kami in line to rule Kagami.”

Katsu stood with a grim glint in his eye. “If he has sunk so low as to use his own daughter’s blood to create a kami army and incarcerate any god of fortune that threatens his position as emperor, then there is absolutely no way I am allowing you to stay here a moment longer. I must journey to visit the gods of fortune, however many may remain, and inform them of Fukurokuju’s actions. He has declared war against the gods and most of them are completely unaware of the threat he poses.” He took me by the shoulders, his eyes begging me for understanding and acceptance. “I know you do not wish to be separated from your brother, but come tomorrow morning, you and I must leave Kagami.”

No! This was not the outcome I had in mind when presenting Katsu with all of the facts.

“Surely all the information I have imparted is enough grounds for an arrest.”

“By whom, Mikomi? Despite my own elevated standing amongst the gods, I have no power in this kingdom and no allies who will help incarcerate Fukurokuju long enough for a divine tribunal to be established amongst the gods of fortune. We need more than a few sympathetic guards willing to throw the emperor in prison, especially with reformed nekomata roaming the palace grounds. We’’re fighting against two separate enemies at the moment, and we literally have no idea whom to trust and who might wish us harm. Do you really think I’ll leave you alone to deal with these invisible threats to your safety while I head off to plead my case to a higher authority? You’re coming with me. End of discussion.”

“No! That is not the end of this discussion. I am not leaving my brother or Kenji behind.”

Katsu peered at me in astonishment, but I no longer cared what he thought of my outrageous behavior. “If we are leaving, then they are coming with me.”

“There is no reason to believe that they will be in any danger—”

“Yet danger exists within the palace walls, and I won’t risk their lives simply because you deem it unnecessary to bring them with us. I won’t leave this palace without them.”

Katsu inched forward, trying to intimidate me with his foreboding expression.

“I can understand that the stress of our current predicament might cause you to behave in ways you normally wouldn’t consider. I can forgive you this outburst, but I will not be moved from my current position. We must travel as quickly as we can to reach the gods of fortune, and I can only travel at inhuman speeds with one person at my side, not two, and certainly not three. I’ll agree to take Kenji and your brother as far as the gates of the temple, but that will be the extent of their journey with us. They will be on their own from there.”

“Not good enough,” I hissed.

Katsu glowered at me in outrage and shook me roughly by the shoulders. “You seem to be forgetting that the only individual who truly matters in all of this is The Healer. Amatsu’s minions won’t look twice at your brother or Kenji, but everyone desires to have you in their possession.”

Is that what I was to everyone involved? A possession or perhaps a pawn in this power struggle between him and every other kami in existence? I understood the responsibilities tied to my identity yet I was constantly being reminded of it. I wanted to rail against these stipulations he handed down, but I knew a more submissive approach was the answer. I chafed at the restrictions after experiencing so much freedom, but I was merely a woman with very little power, standing before a kami who had everything to lose if I didn’t smile and nod like an obedient wife. I couldn’t alienate him, and I didn’t want to, but I also couldn’’t behave like Mikomi in his presence. Only The Healer would do. Always The Healer.

I meekly bowed my head. “Forgive me, Katsu. I simply cannot bear the thought of leaving behind the only people in this palace who so unconditionally loved me. I will worry for their safety. I don’t know that I can endure their loss. Please, Katsu. Please allow them both to come. Please.” I peered up at him, praying for a softening in his demeanor.

A haunted look crossed his features, his fixed expression slowly moving out of focus like he remembered some event of significance from long ago. The agonizing pain that seared through his being once he focused on a specific thought or memory nearly dropped me. My legs shook with its intensity. After a moment he schooled his features and solidified the structures surrounding his emotions. I was now looking at the blank mask of an unrecognizable Katsu. His clipped tones once he spoke next came out forced and rigid.

“Your duty is to the world. This idea that your loved ones can take precedence over humanity as a whole is going to get you killed.”

With that, the warrior god turned on his heels and sped out of my room. I relaxed my stiff stance and found that my whole body shook in the aftermath of our confrontation. I collapsed into a sitting position upon my bed and alternated between fear and anger. I calmed a bit after a few minutes and took stalk of the situation.

My plan had backfired. Instead of handing over the evidence needed to imprison my father, I had simply made my situation appear more desperate to Katsu. How would I ever join the rebels now?

I hurried to change out of Saigo’s clothing, carefully withdrawing the dagger from my boot and wrapping it in a linen cloth, stowing it within the large pockets on the inside of my kimono, which I dressed myself in as quickly as possible. That dagger would not leave my person until I could deliver it to Akane.

That’s when my pacing began. Back and forth, back and forth. I couldn’t stop my worried thoughts from wandering to this new predicament, and how on earth I was going to get myself out of it.

A knock at my door interrupted my thoughts, and I rushed to answer. When I flung it open, Yao and Chan stood before me, barely capable of making eye contact. Their concern for me let me know with certainty that something was seriously amiss.

“It’s Saigo,” Yao said. “There is something wrong with him. Kenji thinks it wise that you come back and assess his condition.”
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I think most of us balk at the idea that we have limitations whether they are physical in nature or simply an emotional crutch that our own insecurities prevent us from overcoming. In the end, all we want is a choice, an opportunity to mend those things that are broken, change those circumstances that have gone terribly awry, and gain some control over the most basic and fundamental aspects of our lives.

My own weaknesses too often became a huge hindrance, especially when it came to my ability to heal. The laws of nature allowed me only so much control, and I’d never chafed at that particular limitation more so than now. Now that Saigo’s situation had gone from stable to critical, and the laws of nature had decided that this particular circumstance was no longer within my power to manipulate.

My guards informed me of the change in Saigo, allowing me to visit him, though Katsu had expressly forbidden this. I was grateful for their loyalty and friendship. They were bound to be in a great deal of trouble for taking me to see my brother. Upon entering his quarters, I spotted Kenji in one corner of the room—no surprise there—and my father sitting next to Saigo, holding him close to his chest.

He didn’t note my arrival, and for one brief moment I saw the visage of a man who was wholly foreign to me. He gazed upon my brother with tears in his eyes and grief etched upon his features. The idea that he could care, even a little, changed the way I had always felt about my father. On some level he possessed human tendencies—though his humanity had never manifested itself before today—and as much as I had always hated him, in that moment, I loved him because he loved Saigo.

I stepped forward, and my father’s anguished look hardened as he acknowledged my presence.

“What are you doing here? Hasn’t your betrothed forbidden you from entering?”

I brushed away the anger and resentment he felt for me, choosing to focus on the grief that consumed him. I could better handle his angry words when they came from a place of sorrow and despair rather than hatred for me.

“Katsu is not aware that I am here, but I am sure he will find out soon enough. I came because my guards informed me that Saigo has taken a turn for the worse. I came to heal him.”

My father glared at me for a moment, but nodded his head in agreement and released his son into my care, removing himself a few steps away.

“It’s about time you came to your senses, Mikomi.”

I glanced at Kenji, who had taken a few steps forward. He studied my eyes, no doubt noticing their change in color and confirming what Katsu had already discovered at the temple. I knew I had quite a bit of explaining to do, but now was not the time.

I sat upon my brother’s bed, scooted forward, and placed both of my hands on either side of his face. His ki was in a state of turmoil. He was half mortal just as I was, but Saigo’s ki did not operate as mine did simply because he was not blessed with the added gift for healing. Though one day he would be able to ascend as a full kami if he wished to, until then, he was essentially as mortal as the next human when it came to life threatening injuries.

The force of the blow to Saigo’s nose had pushed the cartilage back, and a small sliver of cartilage had inched its way into his frontal lobe. It hadn’t been there when I had checked him last. I wondered if transferring him to his rooms had somehow exacerbated his condition. A sinking feeling pooled in the pit of my stomach as I realized that his brain had been damaged. I wasn’t sure if his ki would be able to relay my instructions to his brain.

I sent mental images, instructing his ki to reconstruct the break in his nose and remove the piece of cartilage from his brain, but his ki was unresponsive. I ignored my panic and once again demonstrated how the front part of his brain must be repaired.

I waited, feeling nauseated that his ki continued to remain unresponsive. Then I decided to try one more thing, hoping I was wrong, but dreading that my assumptions were correct. I pushed Saigo’s ki to the foreground, subdued his will and took control of the healing process myself. I gathered the intelligences in Saigo’s body and instructed them to carefully remove the cartilage from the frontal lobe of his brain. My mind hit the veil with such force I felt it reverberate throughout my entire body.

Letting go of Saigo with a start, I sat back, clutching my shaking hands to my chest. I shook my head, unwilling to accept this outcome.

“Why isn’t he awake? Didn’t you fix him?” my father barked.

I raised my eyes and stared at him. “Saigo’s brain has been damaged, and the veil won’t allow me to heal him. He’ll be dead within twenty-four hours.” I felt hollow and broken as I said it.

My father reached forward and roughly grabbed my arm, yanking me forward and forcing my hand on Saigo’s head.

“If you could breach the veil for your mother then you can breach it for Saigo. Do it now, Mikomi. Now!”

I was about to tell my father that I had every intention of saving my brother, whether the veil was present or not, but before I could utter a single word, Katsu came charging into the room, captured my father by the throat and threw him against the wall. I stared in shock at the violence he dared to inflict upon the emperor with so many palace guards within summoning distance.

“Do you care so little for your daughter that you would repeatedly endanger her life and the entire fate of this world by forcing her to breach the veil once again?”

“You can easily repair the damage she sustains. You have done so before,” the emperor shot back.

“You stupid kami. You never once understood the gravity of what you took on, the assignment you were given. How do you think you or Saigo will survive with Mikomi dead and the world exposed to the demon god? How will any of us survive if she isn’t alive to save us?”

I ignored them both and connected to Saigo again, but Katsu pulled me back.

“Mikomi, you cannot endanger yourself any further.”

I turned to Katsu and gave him a pleading look. “He is my brother. You can’t possibly expect me to sit here and do nothing when I know how to breach the veil.”

His expression was thunderous. “You aren’t meant to breach the veil, Mikomi! Don’t you understand? You have a responsibility to protect it with your very life. You are the key, the source of healing for all mankind. You are the only one who can save this world from certain destruction at the hands of Amatsu, but it will all be for naught if you take on the role of the fates and decide who does and does not die. As a kami, that is not your role nor is it your gift. You cannot risk damaging your ki again. You cannot risk your ascension as a full kami. I will not allow this.”

“You will allow this. I am the emperor,” my father shouted. “And you will not prevent this healing from taking place. Guards!”

“Stop it, both of you,” I shouted. I looked at Katsu and my father as shock spread across their faces. I wasn’t about to take a back seat to this discussion and allow anyone to decide whether or not my brother lived or died. Katsu would never allow me to breach the veil again, and my father would most likely find a way to strike out at me by killing those I loved, starting with Kenji. It was an impossible situation to be forced into, and I chafed at such stifling limitations being placed upon me by anyone.

It was imperative that I be left alone with my brother without any interruptions, but distracting my father and Katsu would not be easy.

I stood and allowed that blank mask I had held so effortlessly over the years to melt away, revealing my anger, outrage, and frustration for a man who should have loved me more than life itself.

“You no longer have the right to dictate my actions nor force my hand through threats or beatings.” I took two steps forward and planted myself in front of my father. “Katsu is my betrothed, and the man I am now beholden to. If he forbids me to heal Saigo then I will obey him, and there is nothing you can do to change that.”

I waited as the full force of his rage took hold of him and spread throughout every cell of his body. I had baited the beast, and now it was simply a matter of pushing him over the edge. I thought hard about what exactly my father desired most, and then verbally raged against it.

“You do not have the authority to order me about and use my gift as you please. With Katsu as my betrothed, you no longer hold a position of authority. You’re just a powerless kami with an empty title.”

His rage snapped and then centered, focusing on me, and I waited, fully expecting what was to come. With unparalleled force, my father broke from Katsu’s grasp, pulled out a lethal looking dagger at his side, and threw himself upon me, stabbing me in the chest, barely missing my heart in the process.

I didn’t pay much attention to the commotion surrounding me. I simply stayed on the floor as everything proceeded in sweet slow motion. I locked eyes with my father. He blinked once then twice, as if trying to pull himself out of the rage induced stupor he had allowed himself to succumb to. He let go of the dagger embedded in my chest and stared at the blood in surprise.

He shook his head in disbelief. “I just wanted you to save Saigo…I…” He looked at me again, and I could have sworn the emperor of Kagami felt a hint of regret and possibly a smidgen of guilt as he prepared himself to say something more.

Katsu was upon my father, pulling him off and shouting for my guards who were already by my side attempting to help me. Kenji rushed to me, grabbing my face to make sure I was still conscious and then attempting to stop the blood from pouring out of my chest. His horrified expression hinted at the extent of the damage my father had managed to inflict.

My father’s eyes never left mine. I let a slow victorious smirk spread across my lips and then cried out, “Katsu, the emperor is a nekomata.” I had the satisfaction of seeing a glimmer of understanding darken my father’s face just before Katsu knocked him unconscious.

Several other guards rushed in, taking in the situation and following Katsu’s orders of imprisoning the emperor. I thought I heard Katsu tell them that the emperor was, in fact, a nekomata in disguise, and that under no circumstances was he allowed to be disposed of until the nekomata had revealed the emperor’s whereabouts.

I thought it a brilliant ploy, effectively preventing anyone from suspecting that the real emperor had been imprisoned, and I was grateful Katsu had taken my lead and furthered the deception. Maybe now he would change his mind about our hasty departure and allow us to stay.

I finally began to notice the pain from the dagger as Yao and Chan gently laid my body all the way back while Kenji applied pressure just underneath the wound. The skin, tendons, and muscles kept attempting to repair the damage to my body, but the dagger’s presence made that virtually impossible. My punctured lung began filling with blood. The dagger needed to be removed before I suffocated.

Katsu was before me in the next instant, gripping the hilt of the dagger with one hand, and lacing his fingers through mine with the other.

“Are you ready?” he asked. He felt true anguish at the pain he was about to inflict.

I put on a brave face and prepared myself for how excruciating these next moments would be.

I coughed up a little bit of blood, and Katsu took that as his cue. He expertly pulled the dagger from my chest, and I bit back on the cries of pain begging for release. I leaned forward and vomited after nausea took over, but my body immediately began repairing the damage.

I took in the bloodied floor and my stained kimono, and for some morbid reason felt incredibly proud of myself.

Katsu lifted me to a sitting position and pulled open my kimono, checking the skin underneath.

“Are you healed? Do you feel any more pain?” His soft touch turned to a light caress as he searched my face in concern.

Yao and Chan still flanked me on the floor, and Kenji had only moved back far enough to allow room for Katsu to move in. Though they weren’t touching me, I still felt their emotions of concern for me and anger at the emperor’s actions.

“Well, that worked out beautifully. Wouldn’t you say?” I took hold of Katsu’s hand and squeezed it. “If everyone assumes the emperor is a nekomata, I doubt he’ll be released anytime soon.”

Katsu’s jaw dropped. “You baited him.”

I nodded.

Kenji’s strangled chuckle carried across the room. Peering up at him, I offered a wide smile.

“You planned the whole thing, sacrificing yourself in order to imprison the emperor.”

I nodded again.

Katsu just sat there in stunned silence for a few moments. “Mikomi, you seem to be absent of that innate inclination to preserve one’s life.”

“Thank you.”

He vacillated between fear at my own reckless behavior and pride at what I’d managed to accomplish. Considering our most recent conversation, it surprised me that he felt anything other than anger toward me.

“Child, I quite understand your motives, but I hope to never be on the receiving end of that quick witted mind of yours,” Kenji said. An air of approval laced his words.

Katsu chuckled at that, and then pulled me into his embrace.

“I’ve bought us some time. There’s no reason for us to leave until Saigo recovers.”

At that, he pulled back.

“Mikomi, we are still leaving within the next hour and your brother is not coming with us.”

“How can you say that when my brother is lying here dying? I cannot leave him to his fate.”

He swallowed hard, looking at my brother as guilt, sadness, and sympathy coursed through him before he managed to tamp down on all three and make a decision he felt duty bound to see through.

“I have no idea how long this ruse will work. At some point his generals will want proof that he is a nekomata, and then what? Not to mention the number of unknown kami who are sympathizers to the demon god.”

“What are you talking about?” Kenji asked.

I was about to protest, but Katsu held up his hand. “I won’t change my mind, Mikomi. Your brother sacrificed his life for you. He did his duty to you and all of us. You won’t throw his offering away by choosing to remain here and endanger yourself any further. We are leaving him to his fate and that is that. I can offer you one simple mercy and give you time to usher his soul toward the veil so he no longer suffers.”

“What are you saying?”

“His death is a foregone conclusion. There is nothing you can or should do to change that, but you can curtail his suffering by helping his ki travel through the veil. Are you amenable to that?”

If Katsu thought I might ever be amenable to that scenario then he didn’t know me at all and hadn’t paid attention to a single word uttered in my room not thirty minutes earlier. Still, I had to convince him, didn’t I? The time for saving Saigo was quickly slipping away.

“I…” I rounded my shoulders and nearly caved in on myself in defeat. I summoned a few tears, digging deep for that bit of acting since I was unaccustomed to crying in front of anyone let alone so many men. “If you will allow me that one kindness, then yes, I will cooperate on that front, but Kenji is still accompanying us.”

I felt my tutor’s questioning gaze fall heavy upon me.

I peered up at Katsu and held my breath as he weighed my words and my countenance. He must have felt satisfied that I had been thoroughly cowed because he nodded and moved to stand.

“I must finish our preparations for our departure and when I return I will help you send Saigo’s spirit through the veil.”

“You will help me?” I asked.

He gave me a sad smile. “Of course, Mikomi. I would never leave you to face the loss of your brother on your own. I will be there to support you when the time comes.” He looked at Yao and Chan. “You will watch over her until I return.”

My guards fisted a hand to their chests and bowed from the waist. I took Katsu’s orders to mean that they were not to allow me to attempt a healing on Saigo in his absence. I despised being manipulated and backed into a corner like this.

Kenji also gave Katsu a formal bow, one which Katsu reciprocated, and then my betrothed exited the room.

“Kenji—”

“I know. Tell me what you want to do, my child, and we will do it.”

I thought for a moment, not because I was hesitant to do everything I could to save my brother, but because—despite everything—I cared deeply for Katsu. My disappearance would absolutely break his heart. He cared for me on some level. My identity played a huge part in this, but he cared as much as he could considering who he was and what he expected from himself. Despite our angry words and his high handed ultimatums, he didn’t deserve this. After everything he had done for me, and all he had been willing to sacrifice to save people I loved, not because I was The Healer, in fact, but because he truly cared, I was still bound and determined to take fate into my own hands, save my brother, and seek out my own happiness.

I readily acknowledged the error of this, but I wasn’t willing to change my decision. My brother’s life meant everything to me, and being with Musubi, whether he loved me or not, was all I truly cared about.

I had never deluded myself into thinking I was a perfect individual. I simply wanted to be happy.

I want to be happy.

“We leave now, Kenji, but I’m going to have to heal Saigo before we do. If he is moved he’ll never make it to the ruins.”

I turned to Yao.

“Can you get a message to Akane and Musubi and have them meet us at The Holy Cherry Tree?”

Yao nodded. “I will inform my contact immediately and return as quickly as I can.”

“Thank you, and Yao, be careful. There are traitors, sympathizers to the demon god who will stop you if they learn of this.”

Yao nodded and left the room in a hurry.

“I expect a full summary of exactly what has been going on over the last forty-eight hours, Mikomi. But first things first,” Kenji said as he turned to Chan, “Can you get us the horses necessary for travel?”

Chan didn’t have to say anything. He simply left the room as swiftly as Yao did.

“Who is going to heal you and repair the damage to your ki once you’ve broken through the veil? Speaking of which, how is it that your ki has been restored to full power? Was I mistaken in my assumptions that Katsu is not your soul mate?”

“Katsu isn’t the one who restored my ki. I think, though I’m not positive, that Musubi is responsible for this.”

Kenji tried to mask the shock he felt at this revelation, but he failed miserably.

“Musubi, your trainer? The man teaching you the art of the sword?”

I nodded.

“How is this possible?’

“I don’t know. All I do know is that he kissed me and the next day my eyes returned to normal. He’s also capable of healing himself the way I do. That’s why he needs to be at the ruins with Akane. If my theory is correct, he is the only one who will be able to heal me once I’ve saved my brother.”

“And if your theory is wrong?” he pressed.

“Then Saigo lives, and I die.”

He let my words sink in and had to swallow a few times due to the ball of emotion lodged in his throat.

“I won’t disrespect you by arguing the point or telling you what to do. I think you’ve more than proved yourself when it comes to deciding your own fate. What’s more, I believe in you, child. If you would give up your life for Saigo, I won’t stand in your way, and I promise to take care of him should it come to that.”

I let a few tears escape before wiping them away. “Thank you, Kenji. Saigo could not find himself in better hands.”

Yao and Chan returned within minutes of one another, and I explained the plan to them. “Once I heal Saigo, he will be able to make his way without assistance, but Chan, you are going to need to carry me to my horse and ride with me the entire way to the ruins. If any kami soldiers should follow us, the priority is Saigo. Kenji and Yao will separate from us and go directly to the ruins while Chan takes me to a different location.”

“What makes you so certain they won’t follow after Prince Saigo?” Kenji asked.

I gave him a wan smile. “I’m The Healer, Kenji. They won’t follow Saigo, but you must instruct Musubi to shield me from my betrothed. Let him know I will definitely be followed. Make haste to the ruins, and if we are separated you must send Musubi to the clearing we trained in the night he taught me how to correctly wield my sword. You tell him exactly that, and he will remember the place.”

Kenji nodded and grabbed my hand. “We are ready when you are, Princess.”

 

*  *  *

I didn’t bother with any preliminaries once I connected to Saigo. There was simply no time to attempt to negotiate with his ki when I knew it was incapable of responding to any of my commands or pathetic pleas.

I connected with Saigo, threw his ki into the foreground, and immediately began slamming myself against the veil with no thought for how much pain it caused me.

The tearing sound reverberated through my cranium as I ripped my way past the veil and took control of his body. My window for healing was limited before the consequences of my actions began to manifest themselves in my own brain.

Quick instructions on how to remove the small piece of cartilage were given and repairs were made. I stayed with him just long enough to ascertain the rest of the damage would be fixed with no problems. Once the last bit of damage to the brain and nose began to heal, I allowed the veil to close behind me and opened my eyes. The only thing I felt so far was an excruciating headache, but I didn’t fool myself into thinking that was the extent of the consequences.

Chan wasted no time in lifting me from the bed while Yao grabbed an unconscious Saigo, and Kenji brought up the rear. Instead of heading for the door, Chan made his way over to the window where a small balcony with a staircase led down into the gardens. It had been designed specifically for Saigo so he could train as he pleased. A bit of freedom—I was ashamed to admit——I had been extremely jealous of. Fortunately for us, it was now available for an even greater purpose.

Our escape.
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My nose gushed a torrent of blood by the time we reached the gardens, and with my head exploding in pain, I was having a difficult time keeping track of our whereabouts. I held enough of my wits about me to focus some energy on blocking out the pain, but the nausea and periodic moments of blackness made it impossible to impede the progress of my deterioration.

I feared the ruins would never be reached in time.

Some shouts ahead of our party caused pain to ricochet from one side of my skull to the other.

I was transferred from Chan’s arms to the ground, and then another set of arms encircled me.

A strange numbness settled in, and a desire to die and never be bothered again convinced me to give up the fight. From a great distance I heard panicked voices discussing my situation.

“What the hell happened to her? Was it her father again?” Musubi sounded furious.

“We can discuss the cause of this later. Right now we need you to shield her from her betrothed and save her if you think you can,” Kenji said.

Musubi moved a cool hand to my forehead and pressed me against his chest. Then he reached for me, not in a physical sense, but in the way that I was accustomed to reaching for others when connecting with their ki. He found mine and held it within his, wrapping his essence about me and instructing the damage in my brain to begin its repairs. It was incredible to actually be conscious enough to witness the process, and observe my entire being come alive in his presence. Every cell and molecule, all of the intelligences that were a part of me, were infused with a blindingly brilliant light, radiating an intensity I’d never before felt. My ki recognized Musubi’s spirit and accepted it wholeheartedly.

He hadn’t administered a kiss like Katsu had. I didn’t know if the damage hadn’t been as extensive as when I healed my mother or if he was simply more powerful, but it didn’t matter.

In that moment I knew I had found my other half, and I waited for his ki to recognize it as well, but that awful darkness surrounding his heart blocked his ability to witness the truth of our connection, and my ki merely succeeded in chipping away at the darkness for a few, brief moments.

I opened my eyes and beheld Musubi staring at me with an anxious expression on his face.

“Did it work? Are you all right?”

He wiped the blood from my face and pulled me closer. Could he not sense my ki? Couldn’t he feel that I was completely whole? Was that awful darkness blocking him from me?

“I’m fine, I think. How on earth did you manage to do that?”

He expelled a sigh of relief and rested his head against my chest as if assuring himself that I still lived and breathed by listening to the steady beating of my heart.

“You’re a kami, aren’t you?” Kenji asked.

His question surprised me while simultaneously making me feel like the biggest fool who had ever walked the face of this Earth. Of course he was a kami. Only kami could heal themselves completely, and only kami could heal others if they so desired. I had spent so much time considering Musubi to be human, I had been unable to see the truth as it stood plain as day in front of me. I had failed to use my “sight” to see the entire picture.

Musubi was a kami.

Musubi was also my soul mate.

I felt slightly dazed by the revelations. Did he know what we were? Did he understand the significance of our connection? Would he accept it if he did?

Musubi lifted me in his arms as he stood and walked me over to his horse, gently placing me up front and climbing up behind me.

“I think it is time to tell them the truth, Musubi,” Akane said. She walked up to his horse and placed a hand on its neck to steady it. “It can only help them to know who you really are.”

I felt Musubi shift behind me.

“You are correct in your assumption, Kenji. I am a kami.”

It looked as if Akane was waiting for him to reveal more, but after an intense staring match she gave up and shrugged her shoulders. Obviously there was more to his story, but he wasn’t interested in revealing it at the moment.

I looked at Kenji, wondering what he thought of this latest development. His face was illuminated by the trickle of moonlight sifting through the silvery clouds. His eyes filled with concern as we stared at one another. He walked over to where I sat with Musubi and reached up, placing a hand under my chin and guiding it toward him.

“What is it, Kenji?” Musubi asked.

“I’m merely checking to see if her eyes sustained any damage like they did before.”

“And?”

Kenji took a moment to search for any lingering damage, though I knew he would find nothing.

“They are perfectly fine.”

He released me and stepped back, but I knew exactly what he was thinking.

Katsu wasn’t my soul mate. This was something Kenji and I had already discovered, but what were the odds that Musubi was the kami who I was destined for? The prophecy held more errors than either one of us could have possibly imagined.

 

*  *  *

 

I paid little attention to where we were going after that. Exhaustion had taken over, and I was content to rest myself against Musubi, who likewise seemed content to let me. I must have dozed off shortly thereafter because the next thing I knew, sunlight streamed through a tented partition, awakening me from slumber. Tendrils of sleepiness beckoned me to continue my reposed and peaceful position, but a sudden movement to my left alerted me to the fact that I was not slumbering alone. I felt a strong arm encircle me as light breathing graced the back of my neck. I rolled over and came face to face with Musubi’s mischievous smile.

“Finally awake, are we, wife? You sleep like the dead, except for when you snore.”

I sat up quickly and gave him an outraged shove. “I do not snore.”

“Oh yes, you do. Like an old man with a respiratory condition.”

“What are you doing in my…” I looked around, trying desperately to place my whereabouts. “...my tent?”

Musubi’s smile widened.

“Your tent, my lady? I’m afraid you’re quite mistaken.” He reached for my arms and pulled me down, snuggling my body closer to his. He softly kissed me on the forehead, and then pulled back to stare at me. “This is our tent, dear wife. Are you ready to play the part you agreed to? We can’t have anyone besmirching your virtue.”

I stuck my tongue out at him. “Except for you, I would imagine.”

“Is that a proposition? Is my wife offering to sleep with me?”

His playful banter made my heart feel lighter than it had been in weeks. I didn’t know why he was in such a wonderful mood, a rarity to be sure, but I was content to bask in it for as long as possible.

“You saved my life, you know, and from what you’ve told me, kami do not usually risk their immortality to heal mere mortals.”

Musubi’s small smile slipped away and was replaced with a pensive expression.

“I did say that, and in most situations that is correct. A kami will not risk a healing for a mortal.”

I held his gaze as I formulated my next question. “Then why did you risk it for me?”

I hoped to hear him say what I was sure he had been feeling for the past few weeks now, but if I had been expecting a declaration of love I was soon to find myself disappointed. The anger that had been absent during our talk, slowly began to take root, almost as if he had called it forth on purpose in order to strengthen his resolve. I felt him bury the most important parts of himself, the most basic and sustaining emotional needs, as his rage took over and he pulled away from me.

“I’ve already told you that as your teacher, your safety is my number one concern, and now you seem a bit indispensable as our healer and…friend.”

I noticed it was hard for him to admit the friendship part. I considered sharing with him what I knew about our souls, the way we belonged to one another. He didn’t have to continue fighting what he felt for me when we were meant to be together, but I stopped short as I considered the possible ramifications.

Informing him that he had a soul mate, and that his soul mate was me, would be like the emperor telling me I had no choice but to marry Katsu. In the end, I wanted Musubi to choose me, not because he felt he had little say in the matter, but because he recognized his love for me without the idea that we were fated for one another.

In truth, I was almost certain that plenty of couples in this world were happy together, whether they were fated for one another or not, simply because they had made the choice to love one another and committed themselves to that union. Even Musubi, at one point in his life, had loved Edana, so much so that he still mourned her. Soul mate or no soul mate, the decision had to be Musubi’s, and he had to make it without the added pressure placed upon him by some soul mate ultimatum. Forcing him to choose me and give up his original plans for vengeance would lay the ground work for future resentment and bitterness.

Even a kami like Musubi had the right to choose whom to love, and he had the right to decide if that love was worth more than the pain he had carried for so long.

I afforded him that opportunity to choose by remaining silent.

“I had better confer with Akane and find out what is on the agenda for today.”

“Please, tell me how Saigo is doing?”

Musubi smiled. “That troublemaker you call a brother has already succeeded in finding our food supplies and helping himself to all of our rations.”

I had to chuckle at that.

“I imagine we’ll be eating bark within a week’s time, long before that bottomless pit is ever satisfied.”

“Before you start rounding up bark for breakfast, would you ask Akane to come see me at her earliest convenience?”

“Of course,” he responded, barely making eye contact. “We have training within the hour. Don’t think I’ll go easy on you just because you almost died last night.” He flew through the tent door without a backward glance.

I smiled at his attempts to be gruff and indifferent with me. Though he continued to waver between his desire for me and his own personal vendetta, I thought I was beginning to see cracks in his well laid plans. More time spent together might very well break those cracks wide open.

When Akane arrived at my tent a few minutes later she rushed over to me and embraced me. “You nearly died last night,” she whispered.

I squeezed her small frame. “I know, but I suspected Musubi might be able to save me.”

She pulled back. “You weren’t certain, though, were you? You had no idea he was a kami.”

“No. I didn’t leap to that obvious conclusion, but I should have. He was the one who healed my eyes the first time, when we were chased by my father’s guards and had to hide ourselves within the forest. I also saw how his body was capable of healing itself the way mine does. I didn’t know he was a kami, but he was more in tune with his ki than anyone I had ever before encountered.”

“Musubi performed a healing on you for something as small as that?”

“He didn’t know he was doing it. The healing took place when he kissed me. He was the one who was able to heal my ki, at least I suspected that he was. I didn’t know for certain until last night when he did it again.”

Akane’s broad smile could not be contained. “He is your soul mate.”

I gave her a shaky smile. “Yes.”

“We have to tell him.”

“No!”

Akane let out an exasperated grunt. “Why not? We are dealing with far too many secrets as it is. Let’s cut through all of this confusion and help him make a decision already.”

“He has to choose me on his own, Akane. He can’t know that we are soul mates. It will simply cloud the issue.”

“Why do I get the awful feeling that this plan of yours will go terribly awry?”

“It has to be this way, my friend. Please don’t say anything to Musubi.”

She gave me a reluctant nod. “I suppose we may as well add one more lie to the list we’ve already told since last night.”

“What are you talking about?”

“No one has shared with Musubi the real cause of your injuries. He is under the impression that your father beat you again. I took Kenji aside, and he disclosed everything that happened after I left you at the ruins.” She looked at me guiltily as she began to pace beside the mat on the floor. “Another nekomata attack, Saigo’s fatal injuries, your own father stabbing you in the chest.” She stopped before me, looking angry and feeling responsible. “I should have pulled you and your brother from the palace much sooner. If I hadn’t been so desperate for the location of the arrival of that damn gold shipment none of this would have happened.”

“Akane, I agreed to join this cause. I agreed to help in whatever capacity I was able, and I do not regret my decisions. They were mine to make, regardless of what you requested. In the end, I think you’ll find that those events have brought about a small miracle of sorts.””

I reached within the inner pocket of my kimono and withdrew the small bundle, unwrapping the white linen and revealing a pitch black dagger. The curved edge glistened wickedly in the early morning light.

She stared at it in utter disbelief.

“Is that—”

“Yes. A weapon from the underworld.”

She took it from me almost reverently. I was happy to see it go. It felt wrong to keep it in my possession, as if it had a life of its own and an evil mind controlling it. Akane stayed silent for several moments, examining the weapon.

“Do you realize you just gave the rebels the key to defeating your father? One tiny scratch is all it would take. With your father dead the rebellion would be over, and you would be free to rule in his stead until Saigo is of age to take over the empire. You just gave me the only weapon capable of killing your father.”

I nodded solemnly.

“The question is, how to draw him out from the palace, considering he never leaves the damn place. We’re still faced with the same problem.”

“If it had been within my power to use that weapon and stab him myself I would have done so, but he is never alone. His guards are always flanking him. However, I think once you hear what else I have to share with you, you will find that it makes much more sense to infiltrate the palace rather than draw him out.”

“What have you discovered?”

I related in great detail what I had learned from the nekomata in my father’s study. Akane’s pallor only grew worse with each new detail.

“Musubi’s suspicions were correct,” she mumbled. “The emperor has Hachiman, and who knows how many other kami held within his dungeons. What’s worse is the castle is most likely being ruled by the recently restored kami from the underworld. Do you have any idea how many nekomata have partaken of your blood?”

“I’m assuming the number is exceptionally high. My father has been stealing my blood for much longer than we originally thought,” I stated. “I also have no idea if they will leave my father alive or continue to use him for their own purposes. I think it’s safe to say the rebels have a new enemy to concern themselves with. We have to rescue those kami being held prisoners in the dungeons and rid the palace of Amatsu’s followers before we can consider what to do about my father.”

“I agree with your assessment. We must discuss this news with Musubi and decide where we go from here. He’s going to have a million questions as to how you retrieved this information.”

“I will have a story ready for him. I promise you.”

Akane gave me an encouraging smile and slid the dagger from the underworld into her saya.

“There was another matter I wished to discuss with you, Akane.”

“I don’t know a thing about romance, so I hope this has nothing to do with how you plan on wooing Musubi.”

I let out a soft laugh.

“It’s nothing like that, though I’m not gaining much ground in that department, either. Any suggestions from you could only help at this point.”

She smiled. “If I were you, I would mount a surprise attack full of unrelenting kisses whenever the opportunity presents itself.”

I laughed out loud at that. “I appreciate the combative tone of your advice. In this case, catching him by surprise might be the only way to push through his emotional barriers. I have something completely different to discuss with you, however.”

“I am at your disposal, Princess.”

“You and I know that I am a quick learner when it comes to fighting, but I will never harness the skills of the samurai in time to truly defend myself against a nekomata, though I might be able to take on a few soldiers.”

She raised an eyebrow at that.

“Fat soldiers,” I amended.

A faint smile lifted the corners of her mouth.

“I know you are aware of the method I use to gain intelligence from my father’s enemies.”

“Yes, you transfer their memories and absorb them. They become a part of you.”

“What if I could do that with your memories? What if I absorb every single lesson you received from Musubi and all of the combat experience you have had within my own mind in order to become a skilled fighter now? Tonight.”

Akane looked troubled. “I thought this killed the person from whom you transferred these memories.”

“That is merely because my father wouldn’t allow me to give those memories back, and also because he had me transfer every memory within their subconscious. He wanted them to die, but all I have to do is absorb your fighting knowledge and then give it back to you. My mind and spirit will remember the information, and your memories will be returned to you. I don’t know if that means my body will automatically know what my mind knows. I won’t have the same muscular build that you have due to all of your training and combat experience, but the knowledge will be there. What do you think?”

Akane blew out a steadying breath. Nervous tension ran through her body followed by excited anticipation.

“I think I trust you, and that this is most definitely worth attempting if it means you’ll be able to defend yourself at an experienced samurai level.”

“I only wish I’d thought of this sooner.”

“Yes, but then you never would have shared all of that time training with Musubi. Need I remind you that my purpose for having him train you is two-fold?” She gave me a saucy grin.

I shook my head and motioned for her to sit on the cot. “Let’s get started then.” She obediently sat down on the edge, and I stood in front of her, placing my hands on her temples and closing my eyes. I connected to her ki and took a moment to simply stare at it. Her ki was beautiful, far different from any I had ever encountered. It seemed to shine more brightly than most. “What I am going to do right now is sift through your memories to find your first lessons with Musubi, and then I will go from there and transfer those memories to my ki.””

“Will it be painful?”

“No, although you might feel as if you are reliving a few memories as I pull them from your subconscious.”

“I think I can handle that,” she said.

I focused intently on the memories flashing in front of me until I came upon the first memory Akane had of Musubi. I tried to transfer only the memories of her lessons with him, but all of the interactions involving Musubi became another way for me to know him. During their training sessions he was patient, but firm, and a bit of a father figure to her when he visited her at the home he placed her in. I was able to see the simple things he did to lift others’’ spirits by giving food to the woman Akane lived with or playing in the dirty roads with local children from the village. Musubi was larger than life in her eyes and the only family she had, though the woman she lived with was kind and attentive.

I transferred every single memory that held a trace of Musubi, fighting alongside him, their conversations, his instructions, everything. I absorbed how it felt to fight with the same kind of level and ease that Akane expertly fought with now, and my ki committed everything to memory within my mind. Once I gleaned all that I could, I gently returned those memories to her with great care, making certain that no damage occurred to her brain in the process.

I still felt curious about Akane’s origins and couldn’t help but go back further to the earliest memories she had as a baby. Scrolling through a person’s memories is like flipping through pages of a book. There is always a beginning with the end not fully written until the life of that person fades from this side of the veil. When I reached Akane’s earliest memories as an infant, I was surprised to discover that there were thousands of memories that predated her birth in this life. Simply put, her birth in this life was not the beginning of her book of memories.

I flipped through the memories that predated her birth and nearly screamed in horror as I experienced her life ending through her eyes as she fell from a great distance to sharp, jagged rocks below. I stopped and scrolled back even further to try and understand what was happening. I needed to live through the entire incident from her perspective.

Nothing could have prepared me for what I saw next.

Katsu stood in front of her with an indifferent, almost triumphant, expression on his face. “I knew you never loved him. Just like any human you are quick to switch your loyalties to whatever circumstance betters your situation.”

“I cared for him,” she cried, though it felt as if I was the one speaking, “and I will always consider him a dear friend, but I feel nothing more than sisterly affection for him. I didn’t refuse him without good cause.”

I could feel Akane’s heart breaking as if it were my own. Shattered in pieces by Katsu’s rejection of her.

“You did exactly what I stated you would do, exactly what I warned him you were capable of. He needed to see what he risked his immortality for. What kind of friend would I be if I didn’t expose you for the unfaithful, loveless woman that you truly are?”

Akane cried uncontrollably, and I with her. I wanted to smack Katsu across the face for his stabbing words and unfeeling heart. She was baring her soul to him and he was ripping it in two.

I skimmed faster through the argument, not wanting to hear any more of Katsu’s insensitive words. He eventually turned away and left her. She stood up on shaking legs and moved to chase after him, but was intercepted by a nekomata of all things. My heart stuttered and nearly stopped. What in the world was happening here?

Akane screamed and stepped back, running in the opposite direction. Reaching the edge of a steep cliff, she stopped and flailed her arms out to prevent herself from falling. She regained her footing and turned around just as the nekomata crashed into her, sending her flying over the cliff’s edge.

I immediately severed my connection to her, not wanting to experience her terror or feel her pain with the impact of her body at the bottom of the ravine. I opened my eyes and stared at Akane. I didn’t realize there were tears cascading down my cheeks until she reached to brush them away.

“Mikomi.” She stood, her alarm evident on her face. “Did you damage yourself? Was this too much for you?”

It took me a moment to respond. Sweat poured from the sides of my temples, as tears continued to seep from my eyes.

Though the entire affair hadn’t happened to me, it didn’t prevent me from personally experiencing it. Akane’s heartbreak at the hands of Katsu and her painful death was not something one could easily recover from.

“Akane, have you ever had any dealings with Katsu? Have you met him?”

“No, I can’t say that I have. Mikomi, you’re scaring me. What on earth is wrong?”

“Tell me of your earliest memories. Do you remember your mother or father?”

Akane glanced at me, clearly troubled. “I remember nothing of my parents. My earliest memories are of foraging in the streets for food and looking for shelter. Mikomi, you must tell me what’s wrong. Were you not able to transfer the memories you needed?”

I took deep, calming breaths and tried to settle my emotions. I could still feel Akane’s terror and heartbreak and wanted to do nothing but sit down and cry. This discovery held significance, but I didn’t understand what exactly I had uncovered. Her ties to Katsu were troubling. Perhaps her fall from the cliff’s edge had damaged her ability to remember her past. But then why did these memories pre-date her birth in this life? Unless, she had lived more than once, which, according to Katsu, was a possibility.

When a soul dies before it accomplishes its purpose in this life it is given a new life to try again. But how was she involved with Katsu in her previous life and why? I held no answers, but felt it unwise to avail her of this information when she would have no memory of it unless I unlocked the memories for her. I didn’t think it right to do so considering how her previous life ended. Why cause her to relive such pain?

I had to puzzle it out on my own.

“No, I was able to access everything applicable to our circumstances. I think I’m simply overcome with all of the violence you’ve had to endure.”

Akane scrutinized me, unconvinced by my explanation. She held my arms for a few more seconds and then released me.

“Let’s test your memories and find out how much you’ve absorbed.” She pulled out her sword and handed it to me, then she grabbed a long, narrow blade from her back and balanced it back and forth between her hands. “We’ll start with basic defensive moves and see how you perform.”

I barely had time to register her quick frontal attack due to my swirling emotions and questions concerning Akane’s connection to Katsu. Fortunately, the memories I absorbed activated my body’s defensive instincts. I brought my sword up and deflected her blow, but allowed her momentum to carry her forward as I stepped at an angle and spun my body to the right, forcing us to switch our original positions. I stood ready as she pivoted her footing and brought her sword backward, swinging low toward my ankles, creating a sweeping slash that I vaulted over while rolling to the right side in opposition of her swing.

I jumped to my feet, ready for her next move.

Akane took a moment to study my form and then smiled in awe. “This is incredible. It’s like you’ve been fighting for years.”

Breathless, I let out a short laugh and toppled to the ground. “Just give my muscles a second to heal before you pummel me with more advanced fighting moves, otherwise I’ll never be quick enough to fight you off.”

“Yes, the knowledge is there, but your body must build stamina. I’m happy to inform you your trainings with Musubi are still a necessity. Though I have no idea how we’re going to account for your sudden growth in skill.”

“You leave that to me.” I stood shakily and returned her sword. “I can show improvement gradually enough. Even if it is at a more accelerated pace than most people. If I have to defend myself against a nekomata again, Musubi will most likely not be present either way.”

“True, though that thought is disturbing, but at least I won’t worry as much as I did before. Now, there is something else I would like to experiment with if you are up for it.”

“That is?”

“I know that your powers give you the ability to heal. Can you explain that process for me?”

“My ki connects with another’s and then I give their ki instructions on how to rebuild and repair the damage. It is a step-by-step process.”

“So when you connect with someone’s ki, you essentially have full control over the functions of their body.”

“I guess I do, though I’ve never actually looked at it that way before.”

“Would it be possible, for example, for you to instruct someone’s ki to inflict pain?”

I raised my eyebrows in surprise. “Inflict pain? I suppose it is possible, but I’ve only ever taken pain away. I don’t know if I—no, wait.” I thought back to my second encounter with a nekomata during my engagement ceremony to Katsu. When reaching for the nekomata, I had prevented his advancement by visualizing pain to slow his movements. “I think I might be able to do something like that, but I would hate to employ it. Causing pain to others isn’t a skill I wish to master.”

“Not even if it means defending yourself and the people you love?”

I let her words sink in as the possibilities of what she said whirled before me. All this time I’d had the power to defend myself against my father, against the nekomata and anyone else who wanted to do me harm. I felt like a simpleton for not having thought of it myself. I’d been missing the obvious with frequency as of late. I looked up at Akane. She seemed satisfied as she realized I understood her intent.

“Your second line of defense,” she said. “If you encounter an opponent you cannot best with the sword, your next move is to blind them with pain. Practice on me.” She stepped forward and offered me her hand.

“Absolutely not. I could never hurt you, Akane.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re only hurting me for a few moments so you can learn how to do it. We must experiment with this new idea, and I am here, a willing test subject.”

I shook my head. “I don’t like this. I am not comfortable hurting someone with my gift even if they deserve it.”

“That kind of emotion is sure to get you killed. An enemy is an enemy whether you feel they deserve to be defeated or not. You will have to suspend your compassion and mercy for those moments when you are healing. Defending your life and that of your loved ones is the only thought that should drive you if you are engaged in combat.”

I bit my lower lip, uncertain if I could compartmentalize my own moral ideals in order to purposely cause harm with my gift. Akane placed both hands on my shoulders, forcing me to make eye contact.

“Mikomi, the end result will be no different than delivering pain with a tangible weapon such as your sword. No matter the methods you employ, you have to be prepared to defend yourself. You must practice this.”

She released me and then held her hand out toward me again. I attempted to shake myself free of my own perceptions concerning my gift, acknowledging it as a potential weapon for the first time in my life. Reaching for her hand, I connected to her, but still I hesitated to give any command other than one of healing. I knew Akane wouldn’t relent until I had done exactly what she suggested.

I spoke to her ki, instructing it to send signals from the brain to the nerves to simulate a burning sensation. The moment I did so, I heard Akane’s intake of breath and then felt her entire body erupt in burning pain. I let this go for five seconds and instructed her ki to stop. I released her and shook my hands, trying to forget the agony of burning flesh.

Then I dared a look at my friend. Her face was red and sweat dripped down her temples. She took several large gulps of air.

“That was…extremely effective.” To my amazement she sounded delighted with my success. “Can you do that again without thought?”

“What do you mean?”

“If you are in a position where you’ve lost your sword and must engage in hand-to-hand combat, can you remember to connect with your opponent and simulate a burning sensation without losing your focus?”

“Yes, I know I can.”

Akane rubbed her arms as if she were still trying to shake the pain away. “Good, now what else can you think of that might stop an opponent from killing you?”

“This wasn’t enough?”

“It took me a moment to recover, and a moment may be all that you need, Mikomi, but what if it isn’t? What if you need to do more than inflict pain upon your enemy? What else can you do to permanently stop them?”

“I honestly don’t know.”

“Do you have any kind of control over a person’s heart?”

My eyes went wide. “You want me to stop their heart?”

“Mikomi,” she said, reaching for both my hands. “I am not encouraging you to become a murderer. I simply want you to be able to defend yourself, and in a fight with a nekomata it will have to be to the death. Do you understand me? It is either you or that monstrosity, and it cannot be you. Whether by your sword or with your mind you will have to end your opponent. Better to have a full arsenal of weapons at your disposal now instead of fighting blindly, unsure of what works and what doesn’t.”

“Okay, but how do I know if stopping a heart is something I can even accomplish?”

Akane squared her shoulders, but didn’t let go of my hands. “Just do it long enough to see if it’s possible, and then bring me back.”

“Akane—”

“I trust you, Mikomi.” She locked eyes with me and held firm. “As much as I trust Musubi.”

I reluctantly closed my eyes and connected to her ki again. I marveled at the brightness of her spirit and the familiarity I felt, then I focused in on the rhythm of her heart, breathing in as she did and exhaling out as I instructed her ki to slow her heartbeats. Her ki responded hesitantly, confused by the initial instructions. Her ki instinctively understood the need to preserve her life.

Her heartbeats gradually slowed, but her body began to convulse as it did so. It was possible to stop her heart completely, but I wasn’t certain I could bring her back if I did. I decided the knowledge I had was enough for now, and I couldn’t damage her body any further. I gave her ki more instructions, elevating her heartbeats to a normal rhythm and making sure her blood flow hadn’t been impaired during our experiment.

I pulled away and opened my eyes. Other than looking a bit pale, she was none the worse for wear.

“I knew you could do it. If you can slow my heart rate down you can stop it, can’t you?”

I nodded, but I didn’t feel quite so enthusiastic. It wasn’t in my nature to do harm, and using my gift like that made me feel dirty, almost corrupt inside, but Akane had proven a valid point. Whether with a sword or my gift, I would defend myself and those I loved to the death.

My gloomy mood would find no relief, considering my next course of action.

“How is Aiko?”

Akane’s eyebrows rose at this further depressing change in topic.

“Silent as the grave. It’s amazing how determined she is to keep her mouth shut. When I informed her of your arrival last night, I saw a small spark alight her eyes, but nothing else. She is expecting you whenever you are ready to face this inquisition.”

No point in postponing the inevitable. “Let’s do this now. I need to know the true intent of her heart.”

“I know you care for her, but if she willingly joined with the emperor, we will need to end her life immediately, and we now have the weapon with which to do so. Can’t you just extract her memories to see if she is telling the truth?”

“Kami are not like humans. They have full power over their ki and cannot be coerced into giving up their own memories.”

“Pity. That ability of yours would come in handy at the moment.”

“Yes. I suppose I will simply have to read her emotions and go from there.”

Akane nodded. “Are you ready then?”

I gave her a resigned grimace. “Let’s just get this over with.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image:  ]

 

The area in which Aiko remained incarcerated was a fair pace from the main camp; about half a mile into the forest. A tent had been erected for her, with one guard stationed without and one within. As we approached, the guard without stood at attention, bowed at the waist and then moved aside to allow us passage. Upon entering the tent the second guard stood at attention and bowed as well.

“Leave us,” Akane commanded.

The guard bowed again and left the tent. The exchange gave me time to assess Aiko’s accommodations, which consisted of a small cot on the floor and little else. She sat upon her cot with a serene expression on her face. It surprised me, considering her current predicament. The Aiko I knew would have fretted and fussed over the entire ordeal.

There were obviously many things I didn’t know about my oldest friend.

When she saw me her eyes took on a happy shine as she attempted to rise, but in the blink of an eye the point of Akane’s sword lay directly against the base of my maid’s neck.

“You will remain seated, Aiko. I may not be a kami, but you will find me a formidable opponent should you attempt anything reckless or harmful in regards to your mistress.”

Aiko eased back upon her cot. “I understand. I have no intention of hurting the princess.” Her words and feelings were sincere enough, but I held back my own happiness at seeing my oldest friend.

“Then why were you working for my father, Aiko? The truth this time. You had absolutely nothing to fear if you failed to meet his demands. You have no family he can threaten, and you are immortal. I cannot for the life of me understand what could have motivated you to steal my blood and help my father build a kami army.”

Aiko looked at the ground. “Are you aware that your father has two nekomata in his employ?”

Only two? There had to be more than that, but I thought it better to play dumb and see what other information she might consider sharing.

“You’re lying. The emperor would never align himself with one of the demon god’s minions. He is attempting to do what Amatsu has coveted for thousands of years. He is the demon god’s competition, not his ally.”

“He isn’t aware that they are nekomata. You forget these creatures can take on the form of any human they desire. Even those of the highest ranking soldier in the general’s armies. I kept my eyes and ears open, mistress. I had to if I wanted to protect you. Fukurokuju has no idea what he’s allowed himself to become a part of.”

“What else have you discovered?” Akane said, lowering her sword to the ground.

“There are factions in the underworld. Some of Amatsu’s minions wish to take power into their own hands by killing you as swiftly as possible. Others have been sent here by Amatsu to infiltrate the emperor’s ranks in order to have access to your blood.”

“What exactly does my blood do for these nekomata?” I asked.

“It restores them to their original forms. Nekomata cannot remain in the land of the living for too long without eventually perishing. The laws of nature refuse to sustain the evil they have become. Your blood changes that. It reverses their darkness. They no longer wish to be nekomata. They no longer wish to be damned.”

“A little late for that,” Akane said.

“How is this even possible?” I asked.

“You are The Healer, Mikomi. Are you aware of how powerful your ki is? Your healing power centers on what is damaged within a person, be it body, mind or spirit. Your blood has the power to not only create kami, but to purify nekomata and fix within them what is broken.”

“Their ki,” Akane muttered. “They will go from their descended state and become whole.” I appreciated that she behaved as if this was all news to her. Aiko’s explanation of the nekomata’s restorative process was helpful.

“A different variation of ascending.” My mind whirled at the possibilities of restored nekomata from the underworld and my father’s despicable generals gaining ground and ruling all of Kagami. My father had been a pawn in the demon god’s scheme for years now, unwittingly preparing the world for the day Amatsu broke from his prison. “While this information is helpful, it still doesn’t explain why you were so willing to fall in line with my father’s plans.”

“I despise your father, and I never wanted to go along with his morbid plans, but when I refused to help him, he had one of his generals take me into the dungeons and torture me. At first, I merely laughed at his attempts. What did I have to fear as an immortal? But then he took on his true form, a nekomata, and unsheathed a weapon that had the power to end my life. I had no wish to die at the hands of a nekomata. I also knew I was your best defense against your father and any nekomata intent on hurting you. Who do you think summoned those guards to help you when those three nekomata attacked you the night of your betrothal ceremony?”

I thought back to that night and remembered the guards mentioning a maid shouting out a warning.

“I may have unwillingly aided them in stealing your blood, but it was better to play along and remain cooperative in order to protect you if and when the time came. The information I’ve gathered over the years will also help us to thwart the demon god’s plans, including his desire to eventually kidnap you when the time is right.”

“That attempt happened recently.”

“What?” Aiko stood suddenly, rushing to my side before Akane could let out a protest. Her hands ran along my arms and sides, searching for some sign of damage. Her worry rose up to choke me with its intensity.

“Aiko, they failed in their attempts, though I’d rather not go into the details.”

“I never should have left you. I knew the threat remained, but I was under the impression they would not plan an attack until your eighteenth birthday, and I thought you would join the rebels permanently before then. They must have discovered your association with Musubi, though I tried to conceal your involvement with them as best as I could.”

“Excuse me?”

“Musubi, your soul mate. The demon god wanted to keep you in the mortal realm until the very last moment in order to continue building his army, but he didn’t want you to run into your true soul mate either. If you join with Musubi, his plans will never come to fruition. Now that that plan has failed who knows what he’ll try next. You being here with Musubi so close to your ascension, well, he can’t discover your whereabouts. I sincerely hope Musubi will have sufficient strength to conceal you two. Nekomata use scent and energy signatures to track their prey.”

My mind stuttered and stopped with all of this new information. I could hardly form a coherent thought let alone contribute to the conversation.

“You knew all of this and never said anything?”

Aiko laughed. She actually laughed. “Mikomi, I have known you your entire life. I am meant to protect you. What kind of bodyguard would I be if I didn’t know all of your activities as well?”

“Why did you never mention any of this? Why didn’t you at least tell me you were a kami?”

“If I had, the demon god’s spies would have discovered my betrayal, and I would have been taken from you and possibly killed. For most of your life, Mikomi, you’ve literally been surrounded by your enemies. How would you have reacted to that knowledge if I had leveled with you?”

She made a valid point. My initial reaction would have been to run away with Saigo, with no chance of escape.

“We could have left together once you discovered the demon god’s plans,” I suggested.

“I’m a talented bodyguard, Mikomi, but even I can’t hide us from the forces of several nekomata. We needed to wait for Musubi to return to Kagami, and since you were so proactive in getting to know him, I didn’t have to break my cover right away.”

As mind boggling as Aiko’s confession had been, I went back to what I felt was the crux of the matter. “So that fake general threatened to end your life, utilizing weapons from the underworld, and the emperor assumed you just complied because you were tortured?”

Aiko let out a tired sigh. “He threatened mortals I had become close to. I think you’re familiar with how very thorough your father’s blackmail can be.”

I wanted to believe her. I wanted to know how she felt, but her emotions had returned to a black void of nothing. Her ability to block her emotions from me had increased over the last few months, but I hadn’t noticed it until recently. I was determined to find out if she truly felt ashamed or had happily gone along with my father’s plan. There were kami willing to follow my father, desiring power just as he did.

Did Aiko fall under that category?

All I had to make an informed judgment with was the history we shared. I thought back on the many nights she had stayed by my side as nightmare after debilitating nightmare wreaked havoc with my sleep and my mental health.

“What do you think?” Akane asked.

I thought back on all of the moments Aiko and I had confided in one another, sharing our hopes and dreams, planning our futures though mine seemed impossible and hers just out of reach. I couldn’t imagine that the kind of bond we had forged could be broken and recognized that Aiko had made decisions under duress.

My father excelled in gaining the advantage over whomever he wished to coerce into doing his bidding. I couldn’t fault her for wishing to protect her life. I had to believe in what I knew about her; her kindness and strength, her resolve to protect me whenever she could. I had removed her from the palace to protect her from my father, and now she was being interrogated for sedition against myself and the rebels. No matter her mistakes, I owed Aiko much more than this.

“I believe she is telling the truth.” I turned to Aiko. “I’m sorry to have put you in this position, dear friend, but we cannot be too careful when it comes to my father and the spies he employs.”

“I understand,” Aiko stated. “Considering the activities I was involved in, I think you’re being quite merciful.”

“As do I.” Akane’s expression revealed little, but her distrust of Aiko was palpable. I wondered at it, but didn’t say anything. She had made it her life’s work to be suspicious of others considering the war she fought and the man she fought against. Better to be distrustful than too trusting, I supposed.

“How are all of these nekomata escaping from the underworld?” Akane asked.

“There have been several breaches as of late, and Mikomi’s various healings on others over the years has also slowly weakened the veil. I tell you this not to censure you, child. I know you only meant well, but the damage to the veil is extensive.”

I considered this as a huge swell of guilt rose to the surface. Katsu had warned me not to breach the veil, not to take on the role of a god in deciding who lived and who died. The consequences hadn’t been laid bare like this, but I had to accept my part in creating several gateways for the demon god’s minions to escape through. I alone was responsible for their presence in the world of the living. I felt guiltier when I realized that my choices would have remained the same if I had the opportunity to go back with the knowledge I had now. I risked much more than my own life every time I forced death to the background and saved someone who was not meant to live. I gave the demon god another foothold into my world.

My selfish wish to keep those I loved close to me hadn’t seemed so selfish at the time, but when held up against the world as a whole and all of the inhabitants in it, I realized that though I had the power over life and death, I had not used it with the wisdom and responsibility my position demanded. The truth of Katsu’s admonishments pointed the finger at all of my failings, and still I didn’t believe I could have let Saigo die, or watch my mother waste away.

I didn’t know how to fulfill my duty to the world and my duty to my heart without betraying one or the other.

If I was again forced to choose between the two, I feared I couldn’t trust myself to make the right decision.

 

*  *  *

 

Based on this new information we decided to release Aiko and allow her to stay with us as extra protection for myself. Despite Akane’s suspicions, I felt relieved that Aiko’s intentions had been pure. Once she was released, she enveloped me in a warm embrace filled with the same motherly affection I was accustomed to, and then she accompanied us back to the main camp where we went in search of food and familiar faces.

We found my brother and Kenji sitting around a campfire with Yao and Chan. They all stood at our approach, but I motioned them to sit and continue their meal. I no longer lived in a palace, and I didn’t consider myself much of a princess. These formalities needed to be put to a stop.

We explained Aiko’s presence and her eagerness to aid us in our ventures. After they greeted Aiko with warmth and acceptance, I sat down next to Saigo on a sturdy log and received an enthusiastic side hug he bestowed upon me.

“I thought you might sleep the day away, Mikomi. I was about to come wake you and insist that you explore this massive campsite with me.”

“Saigo, I think it a bad idea to be wandering off. These woods are not exactly what I would term harmless,” Kenji said.

“I thought all of those tales of dangerous creatures and enchanted forests were simply myths to scare us away from wandering around the forest.”

“They are, mostly, but we’re at war with the emperor,” I said. “We have no way of knowing if exploring the surrounding area could bring attention our way.”

“Not to mention the actual ferocity of any normal, hungry beast you might come across,” Yao stated with a happy grin upon his face.

I looked at him in surprise. It was pleasant to witness a personality peeking out beneath his normally stoic exterior. He gave me a tentative grin as if he were not certain that it would be acceptable to relax in front of me. My returning smile found a way to relieve him of the nervous tension he felt in my presence. I hoped that he and Chan were beginning to realize that treating me like a princess here was unwelcome, not to mention a sure-fire way to reveal my identity.

“What is on the agenda for today?” Saigo queried.

“I believe we are in need of supplies, and Akane and Musubi are forming several small parties that will be sent to nearby villages to gather those supplies,” Chan replied.

“Where is our group headed to?”

Both Yao and Chan lowered their eyes at this. The awkward uncertainty they felt alerted me to the fact that a decision had been made without me.

I addressed my remarks to Kenji in order to avoid making my guards feel as if they had to answer a question that perhaps they had been ordered not to. They would have felt torn between their duty as a rebel soldier and their loyalty to me. I didn’t wish to put them in that position.

“Am I to assume that our group will be leaving without me, Kenji?”

My tutor didn’t hesitate to answer the question. “That is correct, my dear. Musubi feels it best that you stay put under the watchful eye of Yao and Chan.” His lips quirked at my raised eyebrow, though he did his best to tamp down on the amusement he felt. “I believe he thought it best that you stay out of harm’s way.”

“Harm’s way? This is hardly a dangerous errand.” I couldn’t account for the anger I felt. Heaven knew we had more pressing matters to occupy our attention than foraging for provisions at the moment. We needed to be planning our attack on the palace as soon as possible, but I didn’t relish the thought of being left behind at the camp as if I required babysitting. I didn’t want to be parted from Musubi.

“Akane will be going as well?” My voice sounded thin and high.

Kenji shrugged. “Naturally.”

I let out a slow stream of air and jumped to my feet.

“We’ll just see about that.”

Kenji let out a delighted chuckle. “Yes, I thought we might.”

Finding Musubi proved to be more arduous than I thought. I was constantly bombarded by soldiers asking if they might help me with this or that, only too accommodating for the wife of Akane’s first in command. I found it terribly annoying, but did my best to cool my temper, though giving it free rein for the first time in an extremely long time was a tantalizing idea. I finally encountered a soldier who proved to be a help rather than an encumbrance when he directed me to a large tent toward the end of the camp.

I entered the tent with no thought as to what conversation I interrupted at that moment. I found Akane and Musubi leaning over a table with maps of varying sizes spread out for their perusal. They heatedly debated the best possible routes to take in order to avoid detection.

“If we stay within the border of the forest we will be covered by the dense foliage, giving us a perfect venue for noticing any approaching soldiers from the emperor’s armies,” Musubi said.

“I agree that this is a wiser course of action, but traveling along the forest line will take a significant amount of time. We have few precious hours at night to gather our supplies and return to camp,” Akane parried.

“And have every sentry upon the road engaging us in combat? Have you lost all sense, Akane? I have taught you better than this.”

Akane’s lips pinched in annoyance.

“We don’t have time to argue over something as simple as routes for foraging when there are other pressing matters that must be discussed with you,” she said.

“If you’re referring to that damnable gold shipment, I assure you we will get to that at a later date.”

“On the contrary, the gold shipment is the least of our worries.”

“You haven’t told him what we discussed then?” I interrupted as I approached the table. They both turned to me in surprise. Musubi’s happiness upon seeing me surged to the forefront. I held back a smug smile as I experienced the internal battle he fought to push such happiness aside. His emotions were so much more accessible now, and I hoped it would continue.

“Not yet, though I’m glad you’re here to clue him in to the severity of our situation.”

Musubi looked from Akane to myself and then let out an exasperated sigh. “Out with it then. What news of doom and gloom do you have to impart?”

“The emperor unknowingly aligned himself with the demon god’s assassins.”

“What?” Musubi’s shock nearly exploded from his aura.

Akane and I took turns relaying the information I had discovered.

Musubi directed his next question to me. “You say you overheard this entire conversation between the nekomata and The Healer while you were in the other room attending to one of the emperor’s soldiers? Did they all simply forget that there was a woman of medicine within hearing distance?”

I knew my story was weak and flimsy, but it was the best I could do at the moment. I couldn’t very well explain that I had come by all of this information because I was the emperor’s daughter.

“The nekomata held a knife to the emperor’s neck intent upon kidnapping The Healer and taking her back to the underworld with him. Believe me, no one was thinking about a lowly woman of medicine eavesdropping in the other room.”

“This doesn’t make any sense,” Musubi said, his voice laced with panic. “It’s contrary to all of the demon god’s planning. By the gods, I’ve been such a fool!”

“What do you mean his planning? What on earth are you talking about?” Akane asked.

Musubi looked at her blankly for a moment, allowing unease to settle across his features. “Nothing. I’m simply confused as to why he would have attempted to kidnap The Healer now when…when he could have taken her at any time it would seem.”

I studied his features, certain that wasn’t at all what he had meant, but unable to imagine any other explanation for his strange outburst. I let it go for now.

“Apparently he needed to have access to The Healer’s blood for as long as possible and build his army here in the world of the living.”

Musubi was very disturbed by everything we had shared with him. His concern for The Healer’s situation surprised me. It almost seemed as if he had some personal connection to her...to me, but what?

“Do you see now why our time would be better spent planning a rescue rather than drawing the emperor out?” Akane asked. “You have suspected for several years that many of your friends and associates have been imprisoned by the emperor. The gods of fortune haven’t made an appearance in a very long time. Here is your proof. If we have any hope of taking back the empire and defeating the demon god’s minions, we are going to need those kami rescued and on our side.”

Musubi raged a war within himself as if he wished to take one path, but reluctantly saw the need for another. He finally pushed down his anger and resigned himself to his fate, whatever that fate might be. I was wholly confused by his emotional upheaval.

“Agreed,” Musubi said with reluctance. “We’ve been spending all of this time trying to find ways to draw the emperor out while The Healer’s blood has been used to create a kami army meant to eradicate us. I’ve been such a fool. I should have seen this coming. It’s so like Amatsu to stealthily build a foothold in the world of the living.”

I raised questioning eyes at Akane, wondering if she understood why Musubi had dubbed himself responsible for missing something that no one could have seen coming.

She studied Musubi, exhibiting deep concern and confusion. She was just as clueless as I was, apparently.

“Once we breach the walls and enter the palace the first person we must secure is The Healer. If the demon god gets his hands on her he could feed her blood to every single kami that has ever been turned to the dark side. His armies would be unstoppable. We must ensure he never reaches her, and we haven’t much time to ensure her safety if his minions are already within the palace walls. We must release any of the gods of fortune he has imprisoned so they can help usurp the throne from Fukurokuju.” He rubbed his face in exhaustion. “There’s no telling what Katsu is facing in there, and he most likely has no idea of it himself. He and The Healer are sitting ducks awaiting the next attack.”

His bitterness at the mention of Katsu was not quite as venomous as it had been the last time. His worry on behalf of the warrior god left me more curious than ever. There was a story there, but it would have to be told at a later date.

“How much time do you think we have?” I asked.

“We need to be ready to move upon the palace within the next two days. Even then, I hope we won’t be too late,” he said.

“I can direct you to the dungeons. Believe it or not, I know the palace better than anyone here in camp.”

Musubi looked at me in surprise. “What on earth makes you think you’ll be allowed to infiltrate the palace and assist in this rescue?”

“You’re not seriously considering leaving me behind. I won’t stand for it.” This wasn’t good. The minute Musubi left me behind, Katsu would become aware of my location. I needed Musubi’s cloaking abilities to continue. “My betrothed is probably searching for me. I need you to continue to cloak me.”

I thought I heard Akane snicker, and Musubi gave her a withering look. He didn’t appear at all pleased at the mention of my betrothed.

She looked nonplussed. “I told you Mikomi would resent being coddled. Your wife is a tenacious individual. Reminds me of me, really.”

“Mikomi, I don’t need to be near you in order to cloak your ki,” he reasoned.

I placed my hands upon my hips, ready to do battle if necessary, and waited for Musubi’s arguments, which were most likely plentiful.

“It is too dangerous,” he began.

“And you assume I will be safer here without you? Is there a kami on this Earth better equipped to protect me than you?”

Akane laughed outright at that. “Oh, she cut to the heart of the matter, didn’t she? By the gods, Mikomi, life will be so much more entertaining with you present.”

Musubi threw another glare her way and then redirected it toward me. “I am the best kami for that particular assignment, I agree, but that does little to change the logistics of the situation. We will be surrounded by soldiers and kami from the underworld with only a few kami on our side. If we are outnumbered, what then? Here in camp there are a number of soldiers who can and will defend you.”

“I can fight and defend myself if it comes to that.”

“We’ve already discussed your level of skill in that department. You are nowhere near ready.”

“I have improved greatly since last we trained.”

Musubi let out a disgruntled snort. “You’ve managed to become a battle ready Samurai within a day, have you?”

“Actually, I believe you will find her prepared to take on a soldier or two if she must. I have also been sparring with her during our brief moments together,” Akane improvised.

Musubi quirked an imperious brow. “You’ll forgive me if that bit of information fails to infuse me with confidence.”

“You said it was best for me to be with you in case one of the soldiers in the camp wished to pay court to me.”

“This is a ridiculous point to make, Mikomi. Every single warrior present is aware of the fact that you are mine. Not one of them would dare touch a hair on your head.”

The emphatic tone he used upon that one possessive word brought a smile to my lips.

“What if one of you becomes ill or injured and my services are needed. What then?”

“That’s absurd. No one is going to become ill.”

“But injuries are certain, are they not?”

“According to my score keeping, your wife is pleading a convincing case.” There was a satisfied glint in Akane’s eye.

“My point is this,” I continued, feeling bolstered by her approval, “I refuse to be left behind. This is my fight just as much as anyone’s, unless there is some other reason you might have for wishing I remain behind?”

He looked perplexed. “What other reason besides your safety are you alluding to?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps you do not wish to spend more time with me than is absolutely necessary for fear of growing too attached to your fake wife.”

Akane choked back a chuckle that might have escalated to full blown hilarity if she’d allowed it. Musubi’s face turned a few different shades of red as he spluttered for some rejoinder. I found myself utterly transfixed by his speechless discomfort. After a failed attempt at regaining his composure, he moved in front of me and lifted my chin so his eyes bored directly into mine.

“The thought of your life in peril during this attack is insufferable. I cannot risk your safety. It will be too distracting.”

“Can you be certain that once you have left me behind I will be any safer? Not knowing might also be a distraction.”

He let out an exasperated sigh. “You’re more than a distraction, Mikomi. You’ll be my complete undoing.”

In a swift movement born of sweet possessive power, he encircled me within his arms and forcefully brought his lips to mine. I didn’t care that he kissed me out of anger, fear or desperation, because I was aware of the tempting desire he held in check just below the surface, an emotion he refused to acknowledge.

I was determined to change those circumstances.

His kisses softened, a sweet caress against my lips. He pulled away just enough to look me in the eye, and though confusion reigned supreme, I thought I caught a softening in his look and a wish to simply let go and claim what was his.

“Does this mean you’ll take me with you?” I said in hushed tones.

He rested his forehead against mine, and I felt his stubborn will surrendering to me. “I will tell Akane to include you in our planning.”

“No need for that, considering I’m still here,” Akane happily sang out.

Musubi startled and then rubbed a hand over his face in embarrassment.

Akane took on a ponderous look as she tapped a finger to her chin. “I think it’s an even better idea to capture a Shinto priest while we’re at it.”

“For what?” he asked.

Akane gave him a wide-eyed look. “Your nuptials, of course. After that charmingly heated display, I’m assuming you’ll want to make things official.”

Musubi shook his head as he stormed out of the tent saying, “Give a woman a sword and soon nothing is beyond the bounds of propriety. The gods save me from the machinations of free thinking women.”

Akane’s smile spread across her entire face as she turned to me. “Well, that was deliciously promising, I must say.” Then she lazily sauntered after Musubi as if she didn’t have a coup to plan and an empire to overthrow.
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“When are the supplies going to arrive? I’m aching for this new adventure to begin,” Saigo said.

Saigo and I had spent the last hour sparring with fake swords while Kenji sat under a large banyan tree reading from a tome he had stolen from my father’s library. I thought it a terribly resourceful thing for him to have considered.

I dropped my sword in exasperation. “Saigo, your attention span is woefully lacking. Do you realize you’ve done more talking than practicing?”

“What’s the point? You’ve far surpassed me with that disturbing memory transfer you used on Akane. I’m not exactly the right person to be sparring with.”

“Be that as it may, I still need to commit the knowledge I have here,” I pointed to my temple, “to my physical form. None of this is going to help me if I tire out too easily or haven’t the strength to perform the various techniques. I must gain more muscle memory, and all you can think about is a coup you most definitely will not be joining.”

“Nothing shall tear me from your side, dear sister.” Saigo moved a hand to his heart in a melodramatic gesture. “I’ll not sit upon my comfy cot, shackled within the most luxurious of tents while you journey into unknown danger with only a blanket to your name.”

“Young Saigo is suffering from the pains of sheer boredom. I did offer to read to him, Mikomi, but he would have none of it,” Kenji said.

Saigo snorted and turned to me. “My tutor has made the horrifying suggestion that I continue my studies so as not to fall behind.” He shook his head. “Behind what, I ask you? We shall be knee deep in battle, and Kenji will still find a way to pull me aside and offer a few tips on how I might have been more diplomatic with the last few soldiers I encountered instead of running them through with my sword.”

“A kind word holds more weight than an angry gesture,” Kenji chided.

Saigo pulled me to his side and whispered, “Do you see what I’m getting at here?”

I allowed myself a soft chuckle and decided to give up on my attempts at muscle training. In all honesty, I was just as anxious for the foragers to arrive as Saigo. After winning my argument concerning my involvement with the coup on the palace, I thought it wise to avoid a confrontation involving joining the foraging parties. I decided to stay in the camp with Kenji and Saigo instead.

Aiko had willingly volunteered to lead a group out since our kami numbers were scarce and she was undoubtedly a better fighter than most, an idea that succeeded in unsettling me. Her role as my maid and surrogate mother was hard for me to relinquish when faced with the idea that Aiko was just as experienced in battle as Musubi. I simply couldn’t picture her wielding a sword when she’d been such a nurturing presence throughout my life.

The foraging parties had been gone all night and into the early morning. All but one group had returned, and Akane feared the worst.

“Mikomi, might I have a word with you?”

I turned in surprise upon hearing Akane’s voice. Her ability to sneak up on one was a skill I planned on learning within the very near future. Worry lines creased the corners of her mouth, which turned down in an unconscious grimace. Her emotions teetered between fear and near panic.

“Tell me what has happened. Is Musubi hurt?” I knew it was a rather stupid question to ask considering his invincibility as a kami, but my concern for him was primal, instinctive, and completely devoid of logic and reason.

Her faint smile lifted my worry, but it never reached her eyes.

“I’m afraid a different kind of calamity has befallen us. Our last group of warriors has finally returned, but their unusual delay is due to an illness they acquired along the way. Aiko just arrived with most of them, supporting two of our women soldiers on either of her arms. The other soldiers much more affected by the illness fell behind, and Aiko went back with Musubi to fetch them.”

I heaved a sigh of relief at Aiko’s return. “Thank heavens she was there to help them.”

“Indeed. I need you to come with me.”

I nodded and fell in step with Akane. Her dual personalities, that of commander and also my friend were separate and distinctive. At the moment she carried the weight of the rebellion on her shoulders and looked every inch the rebel commander with her fiery hair plaited in a tight braid at her back. Her sword sheathed at her side and her tight fitting breeches and loose shirt gave her more mobility of movement than a kimono would. I admired her tremendously and desired nothing more than to lighten a few of her ever multiplying burdens.

“Tell me what the problem is.” I nodded toward the company of warriors as we approached them near the end of the compound.

“They’ve all come down with the same kind of symptoms—nausea, vomiting, and fever—but no other soldiers are ill. This group, and this group alone, are the sole contractors of this illness. The source of their symptoms could not have started here.”

“How long?”

“Twelve hours. I thought it was a simple disruption of the bowels, but they don’t seem to be recovering. I am afraid it might be something much more serious in nature.”

“I will check them, but I don’t have any herbs with me to mask the healings I perform.”

“I have brought a few supplies to help you with that. No need to worry, Mikomi.”

I took the small satchel she handed me and then walked over to the group of soldiers who were sitting down and leaning their backs against the bark of various trees.

I knelt down next to the first soldier and realized it was a woman. She gave me a brave smile, but in the growing dusk her skin took on a sickly pale hue. I was grateful the sun had almost set. I hoped the descending darkness might cover my methods to any questioning or curious glances.

“May I touch your head to check your temperature?”

She nodded in agreement. I placed one hand on her forehead and did my best to connect with her while keeping my eyes open and focused on the tree bark behind her.

Images came to my mind and the nausea I felt was acute. If all of them were as sick as this woman I was surprised that they were able to make it back to camp.

That wasn’t the alarming part, however. Her kidneys were failing and her liver appeared damaged, almost as if her organs were beginning to disintegrate. The cells within her heart were undergoing the same kind of damage. The source of this malady was a toxin I was familiar with. I instructed her body to reverse the process, expel the toxins and heal the damage to her heart, liver, and kidneys, all the while continuing to keep contact with her by touching her forehead and hands. Her body would recover within a day and hopefully she would assume her illness had not been so serious.

Once I broke my connection with her I withdrew and found Akane by my side.

“Well?” she breathed.

“Come with me,” I said, pulling her away from the soldiers.

“Akane, what have your soldiers consumed within the last few days? They know better than to eat those white mushrooms that grow within the forest, am I correct?”

Akane’s face grew serious.

“Everyone knows better than to eat those mushrooms. The death cap is poisonous.”

“Well, I’m afraid that’s exactly what must have happened, whether they ingested it or the spores made contact with their skin in some way. If your soldiers know better than to willingly ingest it, then someone either put it in their food or exposed them to it in another way.”

“Which means someone in our camp had to have introduced the poison to their systems.”

“Are all of the soldiers you sent accounted for? Did all of them get sick?”

“All but one. Aiko and several of the soldiers mentioned that this particular individual who hadn’t yet contracted the illness went missing last night.”

“He probably left fearing discovery. It would have looked suspicious for him to be the only one unaffected,” I reasoned.

Akane let out a frustrated growl. “We cannot stage an attack against the emperor if we have dissenters amongst us.”

“I am glad you called me when you did. The poison has not damaged their organs to the point that I cannot fix it, but by the next day I am not so certain there would have been any hope for them.”

“Thank you, Mikomi. You will never know how your efforts have helped.”

I nodded. “I had better finish helping the rest of your warriors. I hope Aiko and Musubi quickly return with the more serious cases. The sooner they arrive, the better.”

I went back to work and healed several more soldiers. They would all recover within the next day. I was relieved no one had been too far gone, and that I hadn’t run into the veil. I wouldn’t have been able to breach it again even if I had wanted to. I finished my ministrations just as I heard the loud thunder of galloping hooves draw near.

Musubi and Aiko rapidly approached, fairly leaping off their horses before the winded animals came to a stop. My whole body warmed at the sight of my soul mate, but the urgency with which Aiko and Musubi moved left me feeling uneasy.

“What is it?” Akane asked.

“Nekomata.” Musubi’s voice dripped with fury and disgust.

I panicked at the revelation. “We need to evacuate immediately.”

He held his hands up to quell my panic.

“We were able to dispatch with all five of them by disarming them and using their weapons to finish the deed.”

“That easy, was it?” Akane asked dryly. “How did they know where to find us?”

“I’m assuming that soldier who disappeared into the night led them to our latest location which was five miles from here. When we returned for the rest of the soldiers we were ambushed,” Aiko reported. She kept her eyes lowered, a strong sense of guilt settling in.

“And the rest of the soldiers?” Akane pressed.

When Aiko raised her eyes I was shocked to discover a lone tear slide down her face.

Musubi cleared his throat and shook his head. “They had already been slaughtered by the time we arrived.”

“How many?”

“Seven.”

Akane let out a few heated expletives, which I thought was wholly warranted.

Those poor soldiers.

“You slew the demon god’s monsters then?”

“Every last one of them,” Aiko said in a shaky voice.

“Aiko was quite an asset. I couldn’t have taken five on at one time.” Musubi gave her an encouraging look, but my maid didn’t seem to notice. Her guilt at the loss of seven soldiers had her completely preoccupied. I understood that horrible sense of failure when holding yourself to such a high standard. When you believe yourself to be invincible enough to thwart death no matter the cost. It seemed that time had simply not been on their side.

“This is not your fault, Aiko,” I began.

“They were my responsibility. I…if you’ll excuse me. I think I need a moment to compose myself.”

“Of course,” Akane said.

As we watched Aiko walk deeper into camp, Musubi said, “She’s taking it hard. Didn’t hardly know any of them, and yet she behaves as if she’s lost family. I’m glad she will be added to your protection detail, Mikomi. She’s definitely someone you want on your side.”

I couldn’t have agreed more, but I feared Aiko’s compassionate nature was going to cause her continual emotional pain, especially if she bonded more with our warriors.

“How are these soldiers faring?” Musubi asked.

“Just something they ate that must have been contaminated. I suspect their illness will resolve itself within a twenty-four hour period once my ministrations take effect.”

Musubi’s eyebrows narrowed. “I find it hard to believe that a simple case of food poisoning was able to wreak so much havoc on our soldiers’ bodies for so long. When I encountered them they could barely struggle forward. I thought for sure I would return to find that half of them died before ever having reached the camp. You’re sure it wasn’t something more serious?”

Akane cleared her throat and gave me a worried look.

“See for yourself.” I pointed toward the last soldier I helped. “Their fevers are already abating and their breathing is less labored. They will be fine within a day.”

Musubi strode over to the soldiers and inspected them one by one, nodding his head in approval as he reached the last of them. “Impressive,” he stated, but he didn’t look impressed. His emotions didn’t align with his words.

He was disturbed on some level, but I couldn’t get a good read on his emotions before it changed into something completely different. A mischievous smile broke out across his face, and I was sure I wouldn’t like whatever it was he had planned.

“You must be exhausted after treating so many of our warriors.”

“Not at all,” I defended immediately.

He smiled. “In that case, I think there is time for an hour or so of training, unless of course the role of medicine woman has taken its toll upon you?”

“We have planning to do. The emperor must have an idea of our location. We need to leave as soon as possible.”

“He won’t send out what he believes to be another round of regular kami for a while. He’ll be waiting for some report from kami he thinks are invincible. There is time yet before it becomes necessary for us to leave. You’re going to need as much training as you can get before we attempt this suicidal endeavor. We shall practice until sunset and possibly longer unless you are afraid to practice during the night surrounded by nothing but forest.” His eyes glinted a challenge.

“I am not afraid of anything.” A bold lie. I was afraid of plenty of things, but fortunately for me the darkness of the forest was not one of them.

He stepped closer and offered me his hand. “Well then, off to train we go, little healer.”

Akane chuckled softly beside me. “I know that tone and look, Mikomi. Your trainer intends to work you hard. It’s a good thing you’re so fearless.”

I looked to her and smiled, then I quickly let go of Musubi’s hand and stripped off my kimono, revealing my black, skin-tight undergarments. “Shall we get started then?”

He let out a low chuckle. “I believe we already have.”

 

*  *  *

 

Musubi decided that this training’s torture method would involve simple sword drills. I quickly pulled my feet into the position he had been pushing me in for over an hour, chafing at the bit because I now had more knowledge at my disposal, but circumstances forced me to gradually employ it. Frustrated, I lost my focus and thrust forward, aiming my sword at him and nearly tripping in the process.

He laughed and easily danced beyond my reach. “When in the throes of battle, keeping one’s balance is a rather imperative must.”

I gave him a caustic smile. “I think I finally performed the exercise correctly. Now what?”

“Now you practice it until you get it right.”

“But I did get it right.”

“Did you manage to impale me with your sword?”

“Well, no, but—”

“Then clearly we have more work to do.”

I glared at him, but continued the exercise despite my sore feet and aching arms. I’m not sure how much longer I worked, practicing the simplest of sword moves, but eventually Musubi felt he had punished me enough.

“That should be sufficient practice for one night.”

“Oh, thank the gods,” I said, collapsing to the ground. “I can barely feel my arms.”

“Yes, I’m sure your muscles will be spent for quite some time. I doubt you’ll be able to return to your training for at least a week or two. A shame, really, and you held such promise.”

He sat down next to me on the ground and let out a wicked chuckle.

“Are you always this sarcastic?” I asked.

“Always.”

I tried to give him a fierce look of reproach, but couldn’t hold it together when he began laughing at me again.

“Is that you attempting to be intimidating or have you ingested something sour?” he asked.

I smacked him playfully on the arm even though it hurt to raise my own arm to do it. I wasn’t too worried about my aching muscles. I would probably be all healed up within a few minutes. I couldn’t wait for him to be disheartened by my quick recovery.

“Sometimes I feel you work me so hard to discourage me. Do you truly feel I am not up to the task of fighting?” His answer was important to me. I needed him to believe in my abilities.

His tumultuous emotions answered that question. “I believe I made my position on the matter perfectly clear some time ago. You’re a healer, Mikomi, a woman of medicine, not someone interested in taking lives.”

“I may not be disposed to the idea of violence, but I want to be able to defend myself and those I love. You dislike taking lives as well, but you do so in order to defend what you believe is right. Don’t you feel a weight lifted from you, knowing you are capable of defending the people you love?”

Musubi’s mood shifted toward a dark and brooding abyss.

“I love no one, Mikomi.”

My heart ached at this response, feeling as if we had somehow backtracked from our earlier affections within Akane’s tent.

“You love Akane. You would not have helped her or followed her into this rebellion if you didn’t care deeply for her welfare.”

Musubi nodded. “Yes, I suppose she is a familial tether to this world. Though that might have been different many years ago. Unfortunately, I can’t change the past. I can’t change anything.” A deep sadness took root within him. I recognized the melancholy that edged to the surface with thoughts of Edana. The woman he might have had a family with.

I reached over and touched his shoulder, sending thoughts of healing as I did so. I didn’t necessarily try to connect with his ki. Sometimes just a simple touch laced with positive energy was enough to sooth a person’s tangled emotions.

“I wish you didn’t continue to feel her loss so deeply. I wish your pain wasn’t so profound.”

“You can’t possibly understand the depths of my pain, child,” Musubi choked out.

I raised my eyebrows at this, recognizing that calling me a child was his way of distancing himself from me. “You continually forget my empathic abilities. When you hurt, I hurt for you. I feel it just as if the emotions were mine.”

“I won’t relinquish the past before I’ve accomplished my goals, though my goals have altered slightly since yesterday.”

I puzzled over this, but continued on, “Please see reason, Musubi. What can I say to discourage you from your current path? This quest for revenge will be your undoing. You must leave the past where it belongs, else you’ll never attain that which you most desire.”

Musubi let out a taunting laugh. “What I most desire is to avenge the death of Edana, and once I’ve meted out punishment where punishment is due, I will be at peace.”

“Will you? Will this man’s death truly be enough for you?”

“What makes you think I want him dead? There are other ways to inflict punishment.”

He glared at me, attempting to dissuade me from continuing along this vein of conversation, but I wasn’t about to yield.

“It seems to me that your anger has poisoned you to the real issues you grapple with.”

“I suppose you believe you know my heart better than I do?”

“I understand what betrayal and the resultant anger from that betrayal can do to a person. It warps their sense of justice, lodges bitterness and fear within the soul, and turns a pure heart into a blackened weight within their chest. The key to any and all of these dangerous emotions is to meet them with forgiveness, tolerance, acceptance, and love.”

He grunted at that. “Love. As if that will ever be an emotion I’ll have the pleasure of experiencing again.”

“You can experience anything in this life so long as your own emotions are tethered to things that heal rather than things that hurt. You need to let go of Edana. Forgive her for what she did, and forgive the man who caused her death. Forgiveness is an amazing remedy for many of our own inner maladies.”

Musubi swallowed hard before responding. “I don’t know if I can, and I wouldn’t know how to begin.”

My heart lifted at this. Could it be he was ready to at least try?

“Then you must let me show you how. You simply cannot function under such crippling pain.”

A wall snapped down upon his emotions, and his face took on a stormy look.

“There’s nothing you can do to ease my pain, Mikomi. We won’t discuss it further.”

I grappled with my own panic as he distanced himself from me yet again. I was losing him, though I had felt certain for one moment that I had made progress. I needed to do something more, help him along if possible, but it was risky to further reveal this ability of mine. He could easily connect it to my identity as The Healer, and who knew how he would react to that information.

I chose to ignore his protests and placed both of my hands on his chest. I closed my eyes and instead of connecting with his ki, I merely touched it and began drawing out some of the pain, anger, bitterness and even hatred he was feeling, absorbing it throughout my body. In my mind’s eye the blackness around his heart seemed to shrink ever so slightly, weakening a little more since last I chipped away at it. Its circumference gave way to a small measure of light. My actions wouldn’t hurt me immediately, but the aftermath would manifest itself within a few minutes.

When I opened my eyes, I noticed that Musubi’s hands were covering my own. I looked up at him questioningly and almost winced at the glaring look he gave me.

“What did you do?”

“I tried to lessen your pain. I told you I’m an empath. I absorbed a little of your emotions so they don’t weigh upon you so heavily.”

Musubi stood up so abruptly I almost fell over.

“You had no right. You had no business attempting to take away what drives me, what motivates me, what gives me purpose and a reason to live.”

I felt my jaw drop in surprise and was on my feet as well.

“Musubi, forgive me, but I think if these feelings are the only obstacles standing between you and a death wish then you should have dispensed with all of it long ago. As I’ve stated before, you’ll never be able to move on if there is that much anger, pain, and hatred lodged in your heart.”

“Who said I wanted to move on? I have much to accomplish, little healer, and you will not interfere with my plans.”

I would have argued the point, but the feelings I absorbed chose to attack me at that moment. I doubled over in pain and dropped to my knees. I let out a soft cry, but I really wanted to scream as loud as my vocal chords would allow.

“Mikomi, what is wrong? What is happening?”

His arms wrapped around my body, but the pain I felt continued to stab at me like sharp needles all over my entire frame. I was no stranger to this process, but no one’s pain had ever brought me to my knees the way this kami’s pain did. My body shook uncontrollably while large droplets of moisture seeped down the length of my temple. Musubi continued to hold me close to his chest, but it did little to ease the agony. After a few minutes more of my tortured state my shaking stopped and the pain subsided. I limply relaxed into his arms while Musubi rocked me back and forth.

I brought my hand to my face and tried to wipe away the tears.

“Mikomi, please tell me what just happened.” He lifted my chin to meet his eyes. Pools of deep blue, full of concern for me wove a hypnotic spell over my mind. At that moment my defenses were down, he was the most beautiful man I had ever seen, and I probably would have told him anything just to bring a smile to his serious face.

“I absorbed some of your bitterness, hatred, and pain. I wanted to take all of it away, but my body can only handle so much at one time. Still, I shouldn’t have had such a strong reaction. It’s just so deeply rooted within you.”

“You absorbed my emotions even though you were aware that it would hurt you?” He seemed astonished at the very idea.

“Of course. I’m an empath, and a woman of medicine. It’s my job to make things better, whether you wish me to or not.” He still cradled me in his arms, and I couldn’t help but feel all was right with the world at that very moment.

“You should have never sacrificed yourself like that for me. You’re never to do it again, do you understand?”

“You’re not my commander nor my master, so I will do as I please.”

I couldn’t believe how outspoken I had become. It was so unlike the princess of old. But then I guess I wasn’t a princess at the moment. I was Mikomi, and I loved it.

Musubi pulled me closer so that our faces were mere inches apart.

“You will never endanger yourself for my sake ever again.”

I stared at the perfect set of his nose and the outline of his full lips.

“You think your negative emotions are your strength, but nothing could be further from the truth. Anything noteworthy you achieve in this life will not be the result of the anger and hatred you so fiercely cling to.” Musubi said nothing, but merely stared at me in silent scrutiny. “You ache for the love you lost, but has it never occurred to you that by letting these feelings go you might find a new love? One that could heal what’s broken within you?”

“I don’t wish to find new love,” he said hoarsely.

His confession hurt my heart, but I couldn’t let him see it. “Then you won’t. You’ll stay lonely, angry, and unloved forever. I hope whatever vendetta you are holding onto is worth losing any future chance of happiness.”

Musubi slowly brought us both to our feet but kept his arms around my waist to hold me upright.

“I think this has been a mistake. I do not believe it is wise for us to continue this farce, behaving as if we are a happily married couple. We are too familiar with one another now.”

“That’s not true. You’re afraid there might be some merit to the things I’ve just told you, and you’re uncomfortable with that. You’re uncomfortable with me.”

Musubi pulled me in even closer. “I don’t want to find a new love. I don’t need to find a new love.”

“I believe you do,” I whispered.

The pace of my heart quickened the longer Musubi held me in his arms. He looked determined to let me go and walk away, but he also looked desperate to hold on to something or someone that might calm the raging storm within him. I wasn’t sure which decision he would make, but I already knew what mine was. I never wanted him to let me go.

Nothing in my life had ever been simple or uncomplicated, but what I knew and felt while being held in Musubi’s arms gave me more clarity than I had ever received in my entire life. I wanted him, and no one else. I needed him, and no one else.

Our moment together was interrupted by the loud scuffing of boots upon the forest floor.

Musubi released me like I had just burned him and retreated a healthy distance from me. Though it was dark, and the light from the torches flickered in the wind, I could still see the angry lines and baffled look etched across his features. He wasn’t quite sure what to think of our heated exchange.

“Dinner is ready,” Saigo yelled as he scuffled over a few banyan roots that littered the terrain. “Akane sent me to fetch you and told me to tell you to prepare yourselves for the roles you must play. There are several new forces who have joined us this evening, and they have yet to be informed that you two are wed. I believe she is concerned that a few of them might make a pass at my dear sister.” He gave me a look of mock horror. “If they had any idea how loudly you snore at night, I’m sure the matter would already be settled.”

I quirked an amused glance his way, but immediately brought my eyes back to Musubi’s. It was his move to make, now. Would we continue to play out this farce or not? He seemed to collect himself quickly and that impenetrable mask of his clamped down around him, effectively shutting off my access to his emotions in the process. I wasn’t sure how he managed it, but I couldn’t sense anything from him.

“Are you ready?”

He took a moment to answer. I wondered if I had pushed him too far too fast.

“Yes.”

I let out a small sigh of relief.

Musubi snaked an arm around my waist and a wolfish grin replaced his stoic demeanor. “Come, dear wife. We have a performance to give.”

I plastered a brave smile on my face and promised myself that one day it would be more than just a performance on Musubi’s part. One day, he would look at me with no anger, reservations, or fear.

One day he would look at me with love.
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We left early for the palace the following morning. With such a large force at our disposal the plan was to keep to the forest for as long as possible and circle around the palace until we reached the south side of the grounds. It would take two days and nights for our entire army to assemble themselves in their strategic locations. Our party would enter through the back via the gardens while several other parties would create decoy attacks within the perimeter of the palace grounds. The goal was to draw the kami out of the palace and engage them in battle while Akane, Musubi, Yao, Chan, and myself made our way to the dungeons. Saigo and Kenji insisted on coming. My tutor knew more about the terrain and the settlers in Kagami than anyone else in the camp, and Saigo threatened to follow us if we left him behind, something I wasn’t too keen on doing anyway.

A few mutterings from Musubi about my brother’s inhuman appetite was the only opposition in the matter, and Akane heartily welcomed any advantage Kenji’s knowledge might bring to our travels.

The first day of traveling proved draining. Akane was a tireless, determined force of energy, encouraging us all to push a little harder and walk a little farther. Her intent was to arrive halfway through the forest on our first day of circumventing the main roads and villages frequented by imperial guards. Since the forest was quite vast, I wondered if it would be possible to accomplish such a feat.

Horses carried supplies and provisions, and a few men rode upon horseback in order to conserve their energy. Musubi frequently doubled back from the front of the long line to walk beside me. He claimed to worry about my ability to withstand our arduous pace for such a prolonged period of time, but my cheerful smiles and quick reassurances dispelled much of his worry on that front, though it brought up other worries revolving around my unnatural stamina and ability.

I ignored his tumultuous feelings on that score and continued forward, walking just as the others did. I didn’t feel comfortable on horseback while everyone around me suffered on foot.

Once the sun began to set, Akane instructed soldiers to set up camp, and soon the bustling sounds of their progress created a soothing balm to my somewhat frayed nerves. The thought of Katsu searching for me at this very moment weighed heavily upon my thoughts. The guilt I felt at my abandoning him refused to afford me any peace. I fought for a way to end my people’s suffering, but I feared many others such as Katsu would suffer in the process.

After grabbing a bowl of rice and roasted fish, I made my way to one of the many small campfires set up throughout the area and spotted my brother, Aiko, and Kenji seated upon an overturned log. Akane had engrossed them in an animated discussion from the looks of her excited face and quick arm movements. She was fairly flinging rice in her eagerness to impart her news. Kenji and Aiko let out soft chuckles, and Saigo’s eyes danced with merriment. I feared my little brother had developed a slight infatuation for the rebels’ commander.

“And just what is it that is so amusing?” I asked once I seated myself upon a log next to them. I carefully set my food down and brought my hands up to catch the heat of the crackling flames.

“This morning we devised a wager to see how many times during the day Musubi would ‘check the ranks of the men’ while simultaneously inquiring after your welfare.” Saigo wiggled his eyebrows at me and let out a hearty laugh.

“I can’t believe this is what you did to occupy your thoughts during the day.”

“It was enormously entertaining,” Yao stated as he seated himself across from us.

My eyes widened at the hint of mirth on his lips, and then Chan sat beside him with an equally hilarious expression.

“You two were in on this wager as well?”

Yao and Chan let out gruff noises that I took for laughter.

“What was your count then, Yao?” Akane inquired. She used her fingers to grab the delicate grains of rice within her makeshift bowl.

“I believe Musubi checked on his wife no less than twenty-five times during the course of our journey today.”

“Are you quite certain? According to my count, I believe he inquired about her health and the state of her shoes at least thirty times,” Aiko corrected. My maid gave me a teasing smile. It was good to see her so happy and relaxed after everything she had suffered at the hands of my father.

“Well, if we’re going to get into the details, I believe he reached for her hand at least thirty-five times and then mooned over her with his eyes no less than five hundred and thirty-seven times,” Saigo exaggerated.

I failed to contain my laughter at this point.

“Not a single one of you counted correctly. There is simply no basis of truth in your claim of twenty-five or thirty-five visits.” I said it as if the entire concept was ridiculous to begin with. “It was thirty-seven visits to be precise, just in case any of you are interested in accuracy.”

Saigo, Yao, Aiko, and Chan doubled over with laughter, while Kenji handed over some coin to Akane and asked, “How on earth did you know she would be keeping track herself?”

I heard some rustling behind me and then Musubi’s comforting form was seated by my side.

“What in the world are all of you going on about?”

There was a moment of silence as everyone took in Musubi’s arrival, and then Saigo said, “We were merely discussing the mating practices of certain mammals within the forests of Kagami.”

At this, everyone exploded into fits of laughter, and I had to suppress a few giggles myself as heat infused my cheeks and then rushed to warm the rest of my body.

“Strange topic of discussion,” Musubi muttered.

I let out a rather indelicate snort and another round of laughter erupted from the other members seated around the camp fire. Musubi gave us all a puzzled glare, shrugged his shoulders, and dived into his rice and fish as if he hadn’t fed in a few centuries.

The slight breeze within the forest lifted my tresses and cooled the blush from my cheeks. I heard Musubi catch his breath and turned to see what had arrested his attention. The intensity of his gaze washed over me. For a moment he remained immobile and then he reached forward to cup my chin with his hand as if he couldn’t help himself, as if our latest conversation had never transpired.

In moments like these I burned with confusion over his hot and cold behavior. I wanted consistency one way or the other, but to ride this turbulent wave of emotion left me as vulnerable and unsteady as flittering leaves upon a thin branch.

A throat cleared within the circle and Musubi blinked once, twice and then came to himself. He slightly shifted his body away from mine and searched for his anger, grabbing hold of it and using it to replace the earlier tenderness.

An unhappy sigh escaped my lips as I let the moment pass. I couldn’t call him out on it with an audience surrounding us. It was simply better to let him be.

“Kenji, I do wish you would tell us some of your ancient stories about the gods,” Saigo said in a wistful tone. “The one about Umisachihiko and his marriage to the sea god’s daughter is my favorite.”

“Truly, Saigo? I would have thought you’d prefer stories of battle and conquest,” I said.

“The daughter turns into a shark dragon. Infinitely more entertaining.”

Kenji gazed into the fire, contemplating Saigo’s request.

“While I would love to pontificate upon the various stories—some accurate, others mostly false—of our ancient deities and their numerous atrocities, there is one story that I believe bears discussion, considering the battle we are walking into.”

The air grew a bit heavy as serious looks replaced the earlier lighthearted atmosphere.

“During my intensive studies throughout the years, I came across an ancient scroll discussing life, death, and how all living beings are foreordained to follow specific paths.”

My attention piqued at this interesting topic of discussion. I think I was waiting for Kenji to claim that foreordained events were never quite as immovable as our culture dictated. Wishful thinking on my part.

“You see, due to our own choices and decisions, there are certain souls in this life who are never given the opportunity to fulfill the measure of their creation. Their purpose is not yet realized at the time of their death, but specific events must occur in order to maintain a certain type of balance.”

“How is this circumstance rectified?” Akane asked.

“The solution to this problem can be found in the form of The Grass Cutter Sword.”

Musubi shifted at the mention of Katsu’s sword. His hatred manifested itself within his eyes and drew darkness to his form. I surreptitiously placed a hand on his knee to bring him from his dark thoughts. He looked at me in surprise and managed a small nod, but nothing more. Puzzled, I gazed upon him a moment longer, hoping for some reason behind his venomous reaction, but received no other impressions after that. I turned my attention back to Kenji and the information he wished to share.

“Our First Parents came to the conclusion that a soul with unfinished business must be reborn into the world in order to accomplish its mission and restore balance. The Grass Cutter Sword is known mainly for its ability to focus the energy of millions of ki in order to keep the veil healthy and impenetrable, but what many are unaware of is the sword’s ability to recognize a soul passing through the veil with unfinished business.”

Kenji launched into great detail about the sifting of souls and the moment when those souls might be reborn. Though I had learned it all before, I still paid close attention to the story, especially as I considered the previous life I had stumbled across when exploring Akane’s memories. I wondered if she had been one of those souls with her purpose not yet fulfilled, and how that purpose might tie in with Katsu. I also wondered if telling her might somehow destroy the pattern of events that necessitated such an achievement. My thoughts focused sharply as Kenji outlined other elements Katsu had never shared with me.

“There are certain souls so monumentally essential to the balance and order of the universe that when they die without fulfilling their mission upon this Earth, their souls must be bound and held in reserve in an entirely different manner.”

“I’m not sure I understand, Kenji,” I said. “Are these particular souls not reserved in the same area as the others?”

He shook his head. “The order in which a soul is reborn depends upon the timing of their death. The Grass Cutter Sword has no control over when those souls will be reborn, it merely recognizes that that particular soul falls under that category and sifts it into a special location where rebirth is dictated according to the order of your death. Those souls who passed away centuries before will be reborn before souls who have just recently passed through the veil. It’s Heaven’s version of waiting your turn, and first-come-first-serve. But the few souls who have the capacity to change the entire fate of the world must be reborn at a specific time and place, and under certain circumstances. There are even some souls who are not released without the use of a blood sacrifice.”

I cringed at this. “The gods require the death of someone in order for these souls to be reborn?”

“Not something as final as death in most instances, but blood is part of the ritual.”

“Now it’s a ritual?” Saigo squeaked.

“Do not worry, young Saigo. Every soul such as these will have their own procedure prescribed by The Grass Cutter Sword. This ensures that these particular souls are not born too early, to the wrong families, or born too late with no hope of making things right.”

Make it right.

That statement seemed to reverberate through my being. More than one person had said this, including myself. But why? What was I supposed to make right?

“And what of those immortal souls who are never quite satisfied with their lot in life—who give up on fulfilling the measure of their creation?” Musubi asked.

“I assume you’re referring to Amatsu,” Kenji said.

I didn’t believe for one second that Musubi’s reference involved the demon god. His own actions seemed to suggest that he had abandoned his purpose long ago and replaced it with a vengeful one.

“Amatsu can never have the opportunity to make things right, for he is now a part of a greater balance. The balance between good and evil. Though many fall victim to his enticements, there are other souls who rise above such challenges and grow stronger as a result. I’m not advocating evil behavior, but in a way, Amatsu is serving a purpose by sifting the bad at heart from the good. No one on this Earth is born evil, cruel or mean-spirited. Our circumstances and choices mold the character within our hearts.”

“And what if a kami’s heart is filled with evil?” Musubi challenged.

Kenji studied him intently for a moment. “Then I sincerely hope that kami discovers the key to melting away the darkness. A darkened heart is a weighty burden to bear.”

The silence remained for a few moments longer and then Akane suggested we retire to our tents for the night. We had a long march ahead of us the following morning.

Musubi took my hand and brought me to my feet. We said our good nights, and I tried to ignore the suggestive looks from Saigo and Akane as I followed Musubi to our tent. The previous night we had slept with our backs to each other while Musubi did his best to block me out of his heart and his head. It had been a cold, sleepless night for myself, but I hadn’t dared speak with him again after pushing him away with our previous conversation. I feared tonight would be no different.

As I took my side of the cot and brought the blanket to rest just under my chin, I thought back to the questions he posed to Kenji and couldn’t help but pose questions of my own.

“Do you fear your heart is too blackened to be of any use? Do you no longer serve your purpose as a kami?” I turned over on my side to face him as he took his boots off and eased onto the cot. I continued after he remained silent, “You’ve never once informed me what exactly you are a god of.”

He grimaced and pulled the rough blanket over himself, turning his back on me and settling in for the night. Now I was receiving the silent treatment. His behavior was so childish. I ripped the blanket off and used my hands as leverage to lean my frame over his body.

“You are not allowed to ignore my questions or my attempts at conversation simply because you tend to be rather unsocial and taciturn. You either answer me or you will be spending the rest of the evening fending off my unwelcome kisses.”

His eyes widened, and amusement lifted his lips.

“Is that supposed to scare me, little healer?”

“Based on your previous reactions to any physical intimacy between us, I should think it a valid threat.”

He quickly rolled over and pushed my back against the cot, holding my arms above my head while he pinned me under the weight of his body.

“Funny. I’m not exactly feeling threatened.”

I gritted my teeth, but maintained eye contact. “Are you going to answer my questions or not?”

For a moment his playfulness dimmed, and I almost wished I hadn’t insisted on an answer.

“My purpose in this life is to bring souls together. To tie and bind hearts to one another as securely as the stars are bound to the heavens.”

I nearly choked at this revelation, and immediately felt foolish for not coming to the conclusion on my own. “You are the god of love and marriage?”

“Indeed.”

I considered how ironic it was to be in love with the kami meant to perform my union with Katsu. The god of love and marriage was my soul mate. How awful it might have been to actually go through with the union only to discover Musubi’s identity in the process and experience the pain of losing him as he gave me to another. The thought became so horrific that my chest seized and I nearly lost control of my breathing.

“Mikomi, am I hurting you?” He made to move from me, but I vehemently shook my head.

“No. You’re not hurting me. I was merely surprised by this. You spend so much time with the rebels, I assume you gave up your purpose long ago?”

His guilt gnawed at him.

“I didn’t give it up. I just find little joy in the same monotonous task. I see very little point in joining others together when humans are more than capable of accomplishing that themselves. They’re even more adept at destroying love altogether. I tired of it long ago.”

“Because of Edana?”

He pushed away from me and straightened himself to a sitting position. “Because I no longer saw a point to it.”

“Yet you still fulfill your purpose?”

“When time permits, yes.”

I waited, hoping he might share more of himself with me, but the silence stretched on, and I became discouraged. Perhaps he needed a little more encouragement.

“I suppose it would be difficult to witness so many happy unions, but never experience that for yourself.”

His sharp eyes snapped to mine. “Are you attempting to analyze my emotions and draw me out with your probing questions?”

I sat up and leaned in closer so my lips were mere inches from his.

“I’m trying to understand my fake husband.”

“There’s nothing to understand.”

“Your life sounds lonely.”

“It has been.”

“Until you met your one true love, Edana.”

“Yes. My loneliness was briefly alleviated.”

“And then she died.”

Musubi gritted his teeth. “Why are you asking about Edana again?”

I shrugged, feeling anxious and hopeful while fearing rejection at any moment. “I’m trying to see things in the order they happened. Edana is gone, you’re still here, and you’re still unwed. Don’t you yearn for someone to share your life with?”

Musubi warred within himself for the correct response and then turned his back to me, letting out a frustrated grunt as he did so.

“Even if I wanted to find someone to share my life with, it would take years of searching to find an individual who met the right criteria.”

“Criteria? So now you have a check list,” I teased.

He shook his head, letting out a rueful laugh.

“There is only one kami who has been given the promise of love with a woman he can have by his side forever. Masaru Katsu,” he nearly ground out the name, “will never know what it is like to endure the endless monotony of immortality with nothing but duty as his eternal companion.”

“Why won’t you give us a chance? Why won’t you at least try?”

He turned to me and brushed a strand of hair behind my ear. “I’ll never again allow myself to fall for someone I can’t have. The consequences are too painful to consider, and there are still those who must pay for previous wrongs committed.” He swallowed hard and hardened himself to the feelings my questions evoked.

“It’s a bit warm in here, Mikomi. I think I’ll go sleep outside under the stars tonight.”

I stared at the empty space on the cot after his departure. The material was still warm from his body heat, but I felt chilled to the bone by his persistent resistance to what was so obviously right between us. I wondered if his fear and his thirst for what he perceived as justice would forever blind him to what was right in front of him. If he was the god of love and marriage, why couldn’t he see that we were meant for one another?

 

*  *  *

Day two of our journey was about as long and arduous as the first day had been, but it was less enjoyable due to Musubi’s conspicuous absence. He never once came to check on me throughout the day. I mentally berated myself for my bold behavior. I had certainly pushed him too far the previous night.

After we made camp about two miles from the edge of the forest, I headed toward the smell of cooked fish.

A warm hand lightly grasped my shoulder. I recognized the tingling sensation I felt whenever Musubi was near.

“Mikomi, Akane feels that I have been remiss in my duties as your teacher and wishes me to work with you on your technique before dinner.”

My stomach grumbled an angry protest, but I ignored it, unwilling to turn down an opportunity to spend time with my husband.

Fake husband.

No doubt, Akane had noticed Musubi distancing himself from me and sought to rectify the situation. Clever move on her part.

“Of course. I’ll retrieve my practice sword and—”

“No need. I have everything we need over in that small clearing.” He pointed to an area several yards behind the camp and moved toward it without checking to see if I followed. His feigned indifference annoyed me.

My patience with him was wearing thin.

 

*  *  *

 

 “Again,” Musubi shouted.

This session had been a delicate balancing act between increasing my abilities without revealing too much of what I was already capable of. He had started with basic sword thrusts and parries, but had advanced far beyond that as I showed quick ability to remember the varying hand positions upon my sword and the footwork with every maneuver. Though I felt I had done my best to unearth my skill at a slower pace, Musubi looked to be increasingly frustrated with each new piece of technique I mastered.

“Gyaku-dou,” he barked out.

Recognizing the specific sword attack, I stepped back on my left foot as I brought my sword forward and moved my left hand higher upon the hilt. I then brought it closer toward my abdomen, striking Musubi’s sword as he blocked my attack and called out an attack of his own, which I quickly moved to meet.

His shouted attacks and defenses came closer together, and I forgot to contain myself as I fell into the rhythm of our natural sparring.

After several minutes of this Musubi suddenly threw his sword down and batted my own to the side as he reached my shoulders and shook me none too gently.

“What the hell is going on, Mikomi? You did not have such skill during our last training session.”

I stared at him open-mouthed for a moment, sucking in some much needed air. “Is it so difficult to admit that I am an exceptional student and you are an exceptional teacher?”

“I would be more than happy to accept such praises and accolades if it were true, but I cannot take credit for skills I have never taught you.”

My heart leapt to my throat. “Wh-what?”

He leveled me with a searing gaze while drawing me closer to his chest. “You were able to meet me step for step, defense, attack, back and forth as if you didn’t need to think about the orders I gave or the directives I shouted. I decided to see what would happen if I called out some techniques I never before taught you, and you performed them immediately and with flawless precision. What is going on, Mikomi? The truth this time.”

Well, I had certainly spoiled everything. I let out a heavy sigh, nearly feeling giddy with relief that I might unburden myself of at least a few secrets. I couldn’t reveal my identity, not after the promise I had made to Akane, but if I omitted a few truths then I believed I might, in good conscious, answer Musubi’s questions without going against Akane’s wishes.

“As an...empath I have many special talents and abilities. I cannot only read one’s mood but also one’s mind.”

He looked absolutely horrified with my revelation.

“You know exactly what I am thinking?”

I nearly allowed myself an inappropriate chuckle at his obvious panic. No doubt he wondered if thoughts concerning his true feelings for me had been easy to discern.

“No, nothing like that. I am capable of extracting one’s memories. This can be very…er…helpful in ascertaining how certain illnesses are contracted in order to diagnose and cure.” I thought my lie left my lips a little too effortlessly. “Akane and I agreed that it might be better if I learned the art of the sword at a more rapid pace, and she allowed me to share her memories of her trainings with you. I have all of the information now stored within my own memories as if I had been there and trained with you myself. I simply need to practice this newfound knowledge in order to commit it to my own muscle memory. Either way, it appears that our experiment worked, and I am not nearly as helpless as I was before.”

Musubi blinked after I ended my long narrative, but remained silent.

The longer he refused to comment, the more my nervousness grew. “Musubi, tell me what you are thinking, please.”

“I am thinking that it is impossible for a human to be blessed with such rare abilities. Are you quite certain of your parentage? You were in no way adopted or...you didn’t simply arrive at your parents’ doorstep one day?”

I wondered if he thought I might have kami blood in me. An idea that hit far too close to home, but it was better for him to question my parentage than my identity, so I sought to encourage this misconception.

“My mother died long ago, but perhaps her side of the family might have a few interesting secrets never before revealed. As to my father’s status, I couldn’t say.”

More lies. I was becoming a veteran in the art of deception. A sick feeling gnawed its way through my stomach.

“I have suspected for some time that there was something extraordinary concerning your heritage. No human could have the kind of power you hold unless a part of you, or all of you, isn’t human.”

“Well, I suppose I could be some sort of mystical creature, inhabiting a human form,” I teased.

My lighthearted comment seemed to hold no sway over his pensive musings.

“I think it’s very likely that you are part kami, Mikomi, and I would like to put this theory to the test.” He seemed almost excited with the prospect.

A surge of panic overwhelmed my senses. Perhaps encouraging this line of thinking had been a mistake. I had no idea if there was a way he could test that particular theory, but felt that any testing he designed might very well lay bare every secret Akane and I harbored.

“That can’t be possible. I thought kami were not able to reproduce.”

“Male kami are perfectly capable of reproducing with humans. It is the female kami who refuse to do so in order to avoid losing their immortality. If your father is a kami, he might have married a human and kept you after she passed. Though it seems improbable considering a kami’s duty is to his role in the universe and not the children he has sired.”

“Or perhaps, I am simply a gifted human, and you are reading far too much into this.”

He gave me a determined look and then wrapped his arms around me. “I am going to do something I have never had the desire…nay…the courage to do with you.”

“What is that?”

“As a kami I have special abilities just as other kami have. I do not wish to tell you what they are at the moment because I have no idea if my suspicions will be confirmed or denied at this point, but I would ask that you allow me to hold you for a moment while I use my ki to communicate with yours.”

My eye widened, but I couldn’t very well argue the point lest he become suspicious. “All right.” My voice sounded shaky even to my own ears.

I immediately felt a strange warmth begin from the tips of my toes and travel the full length of me, centering upon my heart and holding there for several moments. It felt like a strange type of scan upon my person, nothing that I had ever before encountered with anyone. It was different than the way our ki had connected when he had kissed me. That connection had promised a joining of two souls, a healing and rebirth of something foreordained by the gods, but this was more like a quick and impartial look at my own ki, as if examining its substance and chemistry.

He finally pulled away from me, his expression completely indiscernible, but his emotions of elation, suppressed hope, and righteous anger made it completely impossible for me to understand what in the world had just happened. What exactly did Musubi discover?

“Are you going to explain to me what that was about?” I asked.

“You and Akane have kept your secrets, dear Mikomi, but it looks as if I have discovered something that our leader most likely already knew.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me forward. “Come. There is much to discuss with that closed-mouthed street rat.”

My hand warmed within his, and I allowed him to pull me along despite my anxiety in regards to his epiphany.

“You don’t plan on calling Akane a street rat to her face, do you?”

“Why? Are you frightened of her reaction?”

“Of course,” I immediately responded. “I’m no fool. Besides, I’m terribly fond of you, and have no wish to see you die.”

Musubi’s rueful look took on new meaning in light of what he had most likely discovered. “You may not be a fool, my dear, but it would appear that I am. Akane has much to answer for.”

I swallowed hard, knowing in that moment that all of my secrets were about to be laid bare. We entered Akane’s makeshift tent without so much as a by-your-leave, and Musubi didn’t hesitate to upend the cot that Akane was currently sleeping upon.

She moaned as she hit the ground with a soft thud, and then sprang to life in a crouched position with a dagger already unsheathed and ready to wield. When she realized it was simply us, her annoyance combined with her relief was almost comical.

“How many times have I warned you about awakening me like some drunken loon recently returning from a tavern fight?” She sheathed her dagger and stood, rubbing a hand over her sleepy eyes.

“How many times have I asked you about Mikomi’s parentage, her background, her history, and how many times have you lied?”

Akane appeared wide awake now and ready to bolt should the need arise. She sent me a questioning glance, but my worried shoulder shrug conveyed my own confusion.

“What are you talking about? I haven’t lied about anything.”

“You’ve lied to me about everything.” Musubi smashed a hand down upon the rickety table in the tent, sending it flying into pieces.

Akane rolled her eyes heavenward. “The gods save me from kami and their immature temper tantrums.”

My eyes bugged out of their sockets with her provoking comment. I thought it unwise to test the kami’s restraint.

“I know you have read her, Akane. You can’t see her death, can you? You have absolutely no idea how she is going to die because her death is never going to happen. She’s half kami, isn’t she?”

The commander appeared slightly abashed on the one hand, but I sensed her relief as well. Musubi had not yet made that leap to The Healer, but how long would it take for him to do just that.

“And if I confirm your theory, what then?”

Musubi’s eyes glittered with excitement and some underlying outrage.

“Is she or isn’t she half kami?”

“She is.”

Musubi seemed to visibly relax in relief. “Do you have any idea what this means?”

Oh no. My anxious glance rested on Akane as we both held our breaths for whatever conclusions Musubi had come to.

“Tell me,” she said.

It took Musubi several seconds of gaining control over his emotions before he could speak.

“It means that she is unattached, she is…in no way tethered to a soul mate.”

Akane’s confusion was palpable, knowing full well that this title belonged to Musubi himself.

“Are you certain? Perhaps she is tethered to you in some way.”

He shook his head. “You know it doesn’t work like that for full kami. We are not given soul mates. At least most of us aren’t.” He said that last part with a slash of bitterness. “And even if, by some miracle, the gods decided to bless me with a soul mate, I would hardly be capable of recognizing it. Not with this…” he fisted his hand to his heart, “…this encumbrance.”

My eyebrows narrowed.

Encumbrance? What on earth was he referring to? I looked at Akane for some answers, but she appeared just as confused by his choice of words.

“Well, now you know. Mikomi is half kami, she will never die, and as one who has kami blood in her, she is automatically excluded from ever receiving a soul mate. Untethered, as you put it. So what exactly are you going to do about it?”

She had issued a challenge that I couldn’t quite grapple with. What was he supposed to do with the knowledge that I was half kami? Train me harder? Encourage me to absorb other memories that might be beneficial for my future as a samurai warrior? The answer came when Musubi turned around with a look that I can only describe as fearful, grabbed my hand and led me out of the tent, past our sparse company of soldiers and back into the thicker parts of the forest. As I struggled to keep up with him his emotions caught hold of my attention.

There was fear, certainly, but it was the fear of hoping, of holding onto an idea that might just be the beginning of something greater than simple contentment. Then that hope began to grow and his excitement grew with it. An intoxicating energy built between us as we walked deeper into the forest. I soon realized that the energy buzzing within him was simple, sweet elation. Joy took over, effectively annihilating any latent anger that had managed to survive this emotional transformation, and the moment he turned to face me I almost failed to recognize him.

The muscles in his jaw were completely relaxed. The angry scowl and bitter twist to his otherwise perfect lips had taken flight. In a word, he looked radiant.

Happy.

Hopeful.

What is going on?

As if answering my internal question, he cupped my chin and brought his lips to mine, delivering a kiss that left me dizzy with desire. I felt my knees buckle at the unexpected sensations rushing through my system, and Musubi pulled me to him, supporting me as our kiss deepened. He pulled away all of a sudden and narrowed his eyes, running a hand through his hair and muttering an expletive under his breath.

“I’m going about this all wrong.”

“What you’re doing is confusing me. Not that I’m against receiving kisses from you, but you’ve made it abundantly clear that our relationship will never go past that of teacher and student. You were painfully forthcoming on the matter.”

He took both my hands in his and held them close to his heart. “Mikomi, I…” A ball of emotion prevented him from continuing on. I saw the struggle in his countenance, experienced the exuberance of his discovery and its meaning. He tried again.

“I’ve spent centuries believing that the kind of happiness and joy others receive through finding their soul mate—the one person on this Earth capable of completing such an essential place in their heart and making it whole—would never be something I might come to know. Everyone on this Earth belongs to someone, but kami are never given to anyone. They are untethered, their duties requiring their entire focus and attention, and a family is simply not one of their duties.” He gazed upon me, nearly swallowing me whole with the hopefulness I witnessed there. “But a family is the only thing I’ve ever wanted for myself. I tried with Edana.”

It hurt to hear him mention her name again, but I fought back the uncalled for jealousy.

“She was the first human I had ever encountered who didn’t belong to anyone. I can’t account for the reasons why or how that happened, but I thought it was a chance for happiness, and I’ve never been more bitterly disappointed than when that happiness was forcibly taken from me.” He drew me in closer and traced a finger down the side of my face, allowing it to linger just under my chin. “But then you came along with your caring heart and your selfless desire to be everyone’s savior, including mine.” He shook his head as a few rogue tears slid from his eyes. “I couldn’t bear the thought of caring for you because I knew…I knew if I ever allowed my heart to be moved in that direction, I would only come up empty-handed. Every human has a soul mate, Mikomi. I didn’t read your soul because I didn’t want to know who he was. This man that would hold you during the night, be the father of your children, the one chosen to be your other half in life and in death. I knew any love I might develop for you would change my goals and strip my anger and bitterness away. It would save me from myself just as you have saved me. But you have a choice. You’re tied to no one, least of all me, and yet that gives me more hope than I’ve ever allowed myself to realize throughout my entire existence.”

I felt tears silently sweep a path down my face as he brought my hands to his lips and gently kissed them.

“What…” I hardly dared to finish my sentence. I firmly believed in the power of hope and the way that power is capable of turning obstacles we face into challenges we overcome, where life’s miracles can be found waiting on the other side. Just a hope away, really. I wanted and needed to hope that these obstacles we faced together were now being overcome. I wanted my miracle, yet I was afraid to ask for it and never see its fulfillment. “What are you saying, Musubi? What is it you want?”

“I want you.” He choked on a sob. “I can give up anything, all of my hatred and anger, every wrong I feel that should have been righted. It doesn’t need to be righted by me. I can forgive anyone anything if it means keeping you with me always.”

Trembling, I lifted my hand to his cheek and rested it there. “You and I forever. Is that what you really want?”

“You and I forever is all I will ever want.”

His eyes pleaded with me to believe him while tears continued to stream a steady path toward his strong jaw.

“Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited to hear you say those words?”

He enfolded me in his arms after that. Pulling me into a kiss that joined us together in ways that had never been possible simply because Musubi had never had reason to believe or hope for anything more. As our connection grew, those warm vibrant colors of gold and orange began to chip away at the darkness that held such a vise-like grip around his heart. The darkness weakened, but still remained. Though its presence was difficult to ignore, it did little to vanquish the belief I held deep within. I knew it was only a matter of time before that mass of darkness completely disappeared, giving me full access to Musubi’s heart.

The sound of snapping twigs within the foliage to our right signified the existence of another person in our midst. Musubi pulled back and took a step toward the noise.

“Who’s there?” he asked, moving into a defensive position in front of me.

I assumed Saigo had somehow managed to witness this romantic encounter and readied myself to impart a lecture on the evils of eavesdropping and the need for a little privacy every now and then.

“Saigo, you might as well come out now that you’ve announced your presence.” I nearly laughed at the ribbing I imagined he would give me for kissing Musubi.

We waited a few moments in silence, but nothing happened. Then the silence stretched into an uneasy tension. Where exactly was Saigo? Was he safe?

I maneuvered myself next to Musubi, getting ready to investigate the cause of the noise myself when a loud rushing sound came from the right, and three imperial guards emerged from the depths of the darkened forest with their swords drawn. Musubi sprang into action, taking all three of them on at the same time. I didn’t doubt his abilities, but he couldn’t keep all of them from reaching me if they rushed us at the same time, which was exactly what they did. I took in a sharp breath and reached for the sword at my side, but came up empty-handed. I cursed myself when I remembered I’d dropped my sword when Musubi had dragged me to Akane’s tent.

While Musubi was distracted fending off two of the guards, the third reached me within seconds and thrust his sword forward, aiming for my chest. A blinding rage overwhelmed me in that instant. This man wished to do me harm just as my father had over and over again, but it was no longer necessary for me to cower in fear or submit to the abuse inflicted upon me. I had the knowledge necessary to fight back, and by the gods, I had every intention of doing so.

I pivoted on my left foot and grabbed his sword arm, using his own momentum to carry him forward as I bent his sword arm back at an unnatural angle and twisted his wrist while ordering his ki to interrupt the electrical impulses within his brain. He released his sword into my keeping and fell upon the terrain, spasming with seizures and then losing consciousness immediately thereafter.

I couldn’t believe how quickly I had diffused such an imposing threat to myself, and then a foreign thrill of power coursed through my veins. With a simple touch and a voiced command to his ki, I had managed to subdue the soldier and bend him to my will. This rush of newfound independence felt heady. An addicting ability I shouldn’t have craved to experience again, yet I did so anyway.

I watched as Musubi dispensed with the last soldier and then rushed over to me, grabbing me by the shoulders and checking me for injuries. His fear for me made it difficult to breathe.

“Musubi, I defended myself well. I haven’t a scratch upon my person.” I motioned to the unconscious guard in a heap upon the ground.

He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me to his chest. “I can’t believe you were able to win against a trained imperial guard.”

“Are you forgetting the memory transfer I just told you about? For all intents and purposes, I fight just as skillfully as Akane.”

He kept his arms wound tightly around me. His unsteady breathing and racing heart worried me.

I placed my hands upon his chest and connected to him, instructing his body to relax and release the fear and panic that my brush with death had caused him.

“Musubi, I am well. I—”

He caught my lips with his and delivered the most passionate kiss yet, as if he feared I would disappear or cease to exist if his arms weren’t crushing me to him and his lips weren’t bound to mine. Lost in his affections, I answered in kind and relished this exchange that held no limitations or reservations. His kisses softened and soon he rested his forehead against mine as we took a moment to catch our breaths.

“I don’t want you anywhere near this battle,” he stated.

I narrowed my eyes. “What? We’ve already decided this. I’m the only one most familiar with the dungeons’ location and layout. I need to be there assisting in the release of Hachiman and whomever else the emperor has imprisoned within the palace’s dungeons.”

Musubi shook his head, and to my astonishment a single tear traced a damp path down his cheek.

“I can’t lose you,” he choked. He paused for a moment to regain his composure, but his desperate need to keep me safe fueled his fear and anxiety.

“I’m half kami. I can’t be killed with normal weapons.”

“We have no proof that you are immune to weapons of this world. There are some who are half kami who must ascend before their bodies remain impervious to man-made weapons. Either way, we will be dealing with some of the demon god’s assassins when we enter the palace, and their weapons can most certainly kill you. I can’t risk it. I can’t…”

His breathing became erratic as his body responded to the idea that I had already been lost. Thousands of years’ worth of yearning for something that could never be, losing Edana and then finally allowing himself to love me only to face the possibility of losing me in battle had taken him over the edge.

“Breathe, Musubi.” I bore the brunt of his weight as his body began to shake. Lowering him to the ground, I sat facing him and pulled his head just under my chin where he could listen to my heartbeat and my steady breaths. I pulled the fear, the panic, and the anxiety from him and made it my own, though the emotions he battled against were almost more than I could bear and still keep my own breathing steady. He assumed that though he had found what he wanted most, it was still somehow doomed to failure. I didn’t officially belong to him, and I wasn’t a full kami. He had considered all of the possible variables that might keep him from me when those soldiers attacked us.

His breathing regulated and the peace I sent to him slowly lowered his heart rate. We sat there for several minutes as I held him close to me, running my fingers through his soft hair and whispering words of comfort and promise, trying to convince him that he would never lose me. I would never allow that to happen.

His body finally began to relax into my embrace. I tilted his chin toward my face and planted soft kisses on his forehead, nose, and jawline before kissing him full on the lips and sealing all of my promises with my kisses. He responded in kind, pulling me onto his lap and kissing me as if he might never get the chance to do so again.

I thought about the danger I presented if Musubi was constantly worried about my welfare within the palace. He wasn’t invincible in there. Restored kami with weapons from the underworld would kill him just as surely as a man-made arrow would kill Kenji. If he were to panic at the slightest hint of danger to my person it would incapacitate him and prevent him from rescuing his friends and defending himself, Akane, and the other rebels in the process.

I wanted to take part in this coup, but not at the expense of Musubi’s safety, his peace of mind. My fighting skills would be a help, but my presence more of a hindrance for him. I wouldn’t risk his life, no matter how much I longed to be within the palace defending him.

I broke from his kisses and met his curious gaze with a tender smile. “I’ll stay behind.”

“What?”

“I’ll stay behind while you and the others enter the palace. I can transfer my memories of the interior of the palace and the location of the dungeons to you and Akane so that you won’t need me there. I’ll stay and wait for you.”

“Mikomi, I can rarely get you to back down when danger is involved. Why would you adhere to my panic driven request?” He gave a self-deprecating smile, feeling slightly embarrassed by his earlier loss of emotional control.

“I want you safe, and I want you focused. You will be more centered if you know with a surety that I am far away from the danger.” I ruffled my fingers through his hair. “I’ll stay behind and wait with Saigo.”

He grunted in amusement. “Your brother will be difficult to convince. He is desperate to prove himself in battle.”

“He is also desperate to keep me safe. He will stay behind, if you task him with my welfare.”

Musubi let out a relieved sigh and touched his forehead to mine. “Thank you.” He gave me another sweet kiss. “We attack tomorrow night. Let’’s go inform Akane of our change in plans. We need to deal with this guard you knocked unconscious and warn the others that sentries have already managed to find our encampment. We’ll need to up the watch tonight in case more sentries discover our location.”

I swallowed the unease forming within my stomach. Though I had agreed to stay behind, I worried about Musubi’s welfare. I hoped my decision to stay behind didn’t adversely affect the outcome of this rescue mission.

He stood and pulled me with him, embracing me one more time and softly kissing my lips before heading us in the direction of Akane’s tent.
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Akane started up her usual nervous pacing when we informed her of the sentries we discovered and my decision to remain behind. Saigo and Kenji had been brought in to discuss the change in plans and possible logistics of the situation.

“I must admit, I will fight with less preoccupation knowing you are safely ensconced within the forest, but we will be certain to leave a few soldiers with you and Saigo as a safety precaution. I suggest we also leave Aiko behind. She will be a help to you in case something goes terribly awry. Not that I think it will.” She stopped her pacing and turned herself to face us.

“I have no problems staying with my sister to make certain she remains safe. Should anything go wrong, what are your directives?” Saigo asked Akane.

“If we do not come out of the palace within an hour of entering, you must assume something has gone terribly awry and travel back to the rendezvous point within the cave behind the waterfall. Do you remember how to get there, Mikomi?”

“Yes, but I know we will have no need of it. I am confident you will all exit the palace with your rescued friends. I’m assuming you still have kami blood that will enable you to enter the palace without sounding any alarms.”

Akane pulled out the vial of kami blood attached to a leather thong about her neck. “We have prepared for every detail. I’m only concerned about our inability to plan for circumstances that may surprise us. None of this is foolproof.”

Not the most reassuring thing she could have said, but I appreciated her honesty rather than an attempt to coddle me from the truth.

“I need to go make my rounds and scan the various deaths our soldiers are facing,” Akane said.

“You don’t wish to do that with any of us?” Saigo asked.

“No need, young Prince. You will all be far away from the battle, and I’d rather not know the date of your natural death if I don’t have to. It’s difficult to have that knowledge concerning those you care for.”

For the first time I wondered at the burden Akane’s gift forced her to carry. She was much stronger than I had ever before surmised.

“Before you go, I must ask what you wish us to do if no one arrives at the rendezvous point,” Kenji stated.

Musubi’s grave expression led me to believe I wouldn’t like the answer.

“You must take Saigo and Mikomi and leave Kagami. The most you will be able to wait is one day, but no more. Kenji, do you know how to leave the empire of Kagami and enter the human world?”

Kenji nodded. “Few have that ability, but I have studied the folklore around the hidden empire for years. I promise you, if it comes to that, we will leave Kagami as you have stated.”

“No,” I said.

“Mikomi, you will follow these instructions—”

“I’m not leaving you to be imprisoned or worse.”

He rubbed his hands along the length of my arms. “The emperor will not be able to hold me forever. I promise I will leave Kagami and find you no matter where in the world you may be.”

I didn’t argue the point, but I wasn’t about to agree to anything. If Akane and Musubi failed to come out in the time allotted them, then I was going in, no matter what anyone said.

“Can you make the memory transfer now for Musubi and myself? Though we don’t plan on attacking until tomorrow night we need to be prepared in case we are discovered and must up our timetable,” Akane said.

“Of course,” I replied.

I stepped forward and placed my hands on either side of her head, conscious of Musubi’s curious gaze upon my form. I had to remind myself that he believed this to be an extension of my empathic abilities and not a direct link to powers The Healer might possess. I focused my thoughts when fresh frustration at my inability to tell Musubi the truth coursed through me, momentarily distracting me from my purpose.

Zeroing in on my own memories of the twists and turns throughout the palace, my father’s study, and the secret door to the dungeons that lay beneath, I shared that information with Akane by embedding them into her memories. After finishing, I waited to see if it worked.

“Do you see the path clearly now?” I asked.

She rapidly blinked a few times before fully opening her eyes, and then tilted her head as if she were scanning her memories for the information she sought. With a dazzling smile she confirmed the success of our experiment.

“It is your turn, Musubi.” She gestured for him to stand in her place and then moved to the side.

As he stood before me, I had to tilt my chin up to meet his eyes, blushing at the hungry look they held within their depths and noticing that their once frosty appearance had been replaced by a fiery heat that caused pleasant tingles to ripple through my body.

“Be gentle,” he teased and then gave me a wink.

I failed to suppress the wide grin his flirting caused as I reached my hands up to cup either side of his head.

I closed my eyes and followed the same procedure, allowing my own memories to become embedded within his. I pulled away after a few moments and nodded. “Everything should be there for you to easily access.”

“Good,” he said. His arms surrounded me, and I relaxed into his embrace.

“None of that now,” Saigo said in disgust. “After all, it isn’t as if you’re really married.”

I laughed, grateful for the distraction, my thoughts teeming with the disturbing vision of Musubi at the mercy of nekomata. I turned from Musubi to swat at my brother, who deftly ducked away, a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips.

“Perhaps we should be,” Musubi said.

I peered up at him. His look of uncertainty as to my response filled me with an aching desire to dispel any lingering doubts as to the outcome of our future.

“I’m fairly amenable to that idea.”

The slow smile that spread across his lips and lit his eyes with a happy fire nearly took my breath away. To see him uninhibited by the demons that had plagued him for so long was such a delight.

“You are the god of love and marriage, Musubi,” Akane said. “Aren’t you able to bond the two of you together?”

Musubi’s expression dampened for a moment.

“Unfortunately, I only wield the power to unite other couples together. I can’t perform a bonding upon myself, though I can help her with her ascension. Hachiman is the only one who can perform a marriage ceremony that would legally bind our souls for eternity.”

“Then our quest to rescue Hachiman is two-fold,” Kenji said. “I pray that this endeavor goes on without a hitch.”

As I reached for Musubi and relished the feel of his arms surrounding me, I promised myself with grim determination that nothing would keep me from being united with the man I loved, no matter what obstacles might loom in the distance.

 

*  *  *

The next day was tedious. Moving such a large number of armed rebels through the forest without attracting attention from my father’s soldiers took slow, careful precision with plenty of down time where messages were passed back and forth between Akane and her several generals in command of separate parts of the rebel army.

The closer we came to the outskirts of the forest, the more danger we faced. Sentries from the imperial guard marched wide circles around the palace in groups of two every few minutes, and search parties for possible rebel activity were always underway around the villages and forests. By the time darkness descended, my insides were wound in a tight anxious knot. Though I would never admit this to Musubi, I nearly feared to hope for a happy outcome. The idea that I might have everything I always wanted seemed too good to be true. I would have so much to lose and so much further to fall if I lost anyone I loved tonight.

Those soldiers responsible for surrounding the south side of the palace were already in place, and those coming in from the north and the east were also in position. I waited with Musubi, Akane, Yao, and Chan just beyond the outer wall of the gardens. It would be my job to use my kami blood in order to open the back hedges and allow passage for their party. Saigo, Kenji, and Aiko awaited me to join them several yards back.

Akane gave a signal to one of her soldiers. It was time for them to enter. Once Akane’s group reached the dungeons and freed the prisoners, it would be the rest of the armies’ responsibility to rush the palace and cause a distraction while those within escaped through the gardens.

“You promise to return immediately to Kenji and the rest?” Musubi asked. He lifted my chin so that his eyes could pierce the honesty of my response.

“I promise. I want your only worry to be that of rescuing your friends and returning to me in one piece.”

He gifted me a gentle kiss and then his affections became more intimate as he deepened our exchange and pressed his hand against the small of my back, guiding me flush against his chest.

“As much as I hate to interrupt this promising public display of affection, we really must get going,” Akane said.

Musubi crushed me to him in one last, desperate embrace, and then reluctantly let me go.

The desire to fling my arms around him and keep him close to me nearly overrode my good sense. I forced myself forward, pulling a pin from my hair and pricking my finger. I squeezed a few droplets of blood upon the leaves of the hedges and waited for them to curl in upon themselves, creating a space wide enough for their party to cross through.

Musubi was the last one to enter, but before he disappeared completely, he turned back and gave me another soft kiss.

“No matter what happens here tonight, I need you to know that I love you. You are my everything, Mikomi. If things do not go as planned remember that no matter where you go I will eventually come for you.”

“And I will always be waiting.” I lifted my lips to his ear and whispered, “I love you,” before forcing my arms to my sides.

His eyes glistened in the moonlight with unshed tears. For the rest of my life I would never forget the visage of his perfect happiness, joy, and fulfillment at my declaration of love. I hoped to be the cause of that expression for the rest of eternity.

 

*  *  *

I made my way back toward the edge of the forest where I saw Saigo and Kenji waving frantically in my direction. I was concerned that they weren’t taking more care to hide their position. Any sentry within a few yards would easily spot them.

Upon reaching them I noticed Kenji dabbing at some blood on the side of his head.

“What on earth has happened?” I asked.

“It’s Aiko,” Saigo hissed. His panic was hard to ignore. “She told us she was going to scout the area for possible soldiers, deviating from the original plan. When Kenji put a hand on her arm to convince her to stay she took the butt of her sword and cracked him over the head with it.”

“What? I don’t understand. Why on earth would she attack you? Do you think she feared for my safety and was desperate to check for possible threats?”

“Quite the contrary,” he said. “I believe she has shown her true colors and demonstrated where her loyalties reside.”

I blinked in unwilling comprehension, refusing to come to terms with Kenji’s assessment. If Aiko was still working for my father, then she held enough information to bring this rescue mission to a crippling halt. I felt my entire world bottom out as I realized the danger Musubi and his companions were in.

“She waited until she was left with you two and there were no guards to prevent her departure. She’s left to warn the emperor.”

Kenji’s head jerked in agreement.

“How long ago did she make her escape?”

“She fled after she attacked me. It hasn’t been more than a few minutes.”

“That means she could be within the palace walls at this very moment, sounding the alarm. We have to warn the others immediately.”

“Let’s go,” Kenji and Saigo both said in unison.

I was grateful for such brave, trustworthy men on my side.

We pushed through the underbrush at a brisk pace, not even bothering to muffle our approach. I think all three of us felt speed was of paramount importance. The back hedge of the gardens had already closed. I agonized at the precious seconds it took to prick my finger and smear enough drops of my blood on the leaves to activate the spell. Once there was a space wide enough, I dashed through, only pausing long enough to check Saigo’s and Kenji’s progress. I kept myself alert for any signs of imperial soldiers, but we seemed to have a few more minutes before another round made their way through our current location.

Our best bet at this point was to circle around the left side, leading to the back entrance into Saigo’s quarters. If Aiko had already managed to warn my father of the attack, then my father’s attention would be directed toward my living area where Akane and Musubi had intended to enter. I whispered my thoughts to my companions. As I took a step toward the next towering hedge, a pair of guards surprised me by circling around it, bringing themselves within two feet of our position. Shock registered on their faces and momentarily paralyzed their response time, but that was all the leverage I required.

I stepped forward and then shot to the floor, swinging my left leg around and sweeping out the legs of the guard to my right before he had time to pull his sword from its sheath. He came down hard on his side, his temple hitting a protruding rock bordering the hedge. It caused a hollow sounding thunk that made my insides cringe and bile rise to my throat.

By the gods, did I kill him?

Saigo was already engaged in battle with the other soldier, but this particular threat had height and weight to utilize against my brother. He must not have recognized the emperor’s son. The guard found an opening in Saigo’s defenses and thrust his sword forward only to be blocked by Kenji’s trusty cane. Blood boiled in my veins at the thought of this man hurting my brother. Without thinking, I rushed forward and grabbed the back of his neck. My orders to his ki were simple. His heart seized half a second later and he slumped to the floor.

Dead.

I stared at the man’s body, dazed at what I had just done as a sharp ringing in my ear and the loud pounding of my heart joined together in a deranged kind of death toll.

“What happened?” Saigo asked. “I didn’t see you hit him? How did you knock him unconscious?”

I opened my mouth to confess the finality of this soldier’s fate, but the words failed to form.

I’d just killed a man.

With my power.

I killed him.

He’d nearly killed my brother, and my one thought was to eliminate the threat. I’d literally held his life within my hands and then snuffed it out as easily as if I doused the small light of a burning candle.

I felt exhilarated, unstoppable.

My lack of disgust and censure concerning what I had just done absolutely terrified me. There wasn’t time to analyze my strange departure from my normally dogged determination to help rather than harm. It would have to wait until we warned our friends and escaped the palace.

Kenji knelt down and placed two fingers at the base of the man’s throat. After a moment his head shot up and his eyes bored into mine. He didn’t say anything, but he didn’t have to. My tutor was truly alarmed. He knew I could have knocked the guard unconscious rather than taken the man’s life. There was nothing I could say that might defend my severe actions.

“We need to hide their bodies and keep moving,” I said. My voice sounded strange to me. Dull and emotionless. Kenji stood, his eyes studying mine, searching for answers I couldn’t give him. After a strained moment he nodded and the three of us hid the two guards at the back behind a large stone statue. Wordlessly, I turned and led us around the statues and trees, restraining myself from breaking into a run. That encounter had cost us precious time. Time that Musubi, Akane, Yao, and Chan did not have.

The trickiest part to maneuver through undetected was a large expanse of terrain filled with nothing but flowers and little else to hide behind. We would be exposed for several moments before reaching the back entrance to Saigo’s quarters.

“I’ll go first to make certain no guards approach. On my signal, you two come as quickly and quietly as you can. We’ll enter Saigo’s quarters together.”

Saigo’s tense shoulders lifted and his mouth formed a protest, but I turned quickly and stepped forward before he could verbalize it. I felt vulnerable as I scurried along the path between a vast array of snow blossoms. Their cheerful presence struck a morbid chord against the sinister shadows and sliver of moonlight that threatened to expose my location. My lungs burned as I finally let go of the breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. The entrance to Saigo’s quarters was merely a few yards away.

I turned back, ready to signal Saigo and Kenji forward, when a short, staccato sound echoed from the dense foliage and trees several yards to my right. I peered into the darkness, failing to focus on anything substantial until the one causing the noise materialized not five yards from my position.

Standing within the flowered path, wearing black ceremonial robes and a satisfied smirk on his face was none other than my father with my maid, Aiko, by his side.

For one random moment I considered the rage Musubi had carried for so many centuries and found that I could finally relate to the uncontrollable hatred that the betrayal of a loved one can create.

She had led him directly to me. I couldn’t bear to look at her, after the faith and trust I had placed in her and the way I had given her the benefit of the doubt—convincing Akane that she had simply been a pawn and nothing more—it was difficult to believe that the woman who had cared for me for all of my life had an entirely different agenda.

I gave a furtive glance from the corner of my eye and prayed that Saigo and Kenji would be wise and remain undiscovered. Then my gaze moved to my father as he stood there relaxed and smiling as if he had already won.

It was astonishing to see him outside the palace. If he was outside in the gardens to greet me, then he had most likely captured my friends within.

My father cleared his throat, as if preparing himself for some oratory before his subjects, and then that wicked, sadistic smile darkened his features.

“When Aiko shared her rather entertaining tale of intrigue and betrayal, I must admit, I felt surprisingly proud of you, Mikomi. The more deceit and treachery I unearth, the more I realize I’ve never really known you or your surprising penchant for half-truths and your knack for omitting pertinent information. You’re delightfully diabolical.” He let out an amused chuckle. “Especially when you consider everything you’ve kept from Musubi.”

My stomach churned at the mention of his name.

“You know about Musubi?” It was becoming more certain with every word my father uttered that he and the rest of my friends had been discovered and captured.

“Of course. Aiko has kept me informed of your activities for quite some time. You would think that the love you and Musubi claim to have for one another would have at least produced a moment’s worth of honesty between the two of you.”

“Honesty?” My question held undisguised disbelief. I knew what he was getting at, but the very word, falling from his lips, rang out hypocritical and wholly unbelievable.

“You plan on usurping the throne and uniting yourself with the god of love and marriage forever, yet you’ve failed to inform Musubi of your identity or the fact that you are not free to make that decision.”

“I was given reason to believe that it would be best for him to not discover my identity in the beginning, for his sake and mine.”

My father studied me intently for a moment and then his eyes glimmered with some dawning realization.

“You still don’t know, do you?” He threw his head back and let out a boisterous laugh.

My whole body chilled at its sinister overtones.

“You are completely ignorant concerning Musubi’s connections to Katsu.”

“What are you talking about—”

“Allow me to enlighten you. It will be a pleasure to do so, really. Musubi believes Katsu is responsible for his beloved Edana’s suicide. I counseled them time and time again that love is an emotion one can never afford to cultivate. It weakens the mind and poisons the heart, but would they listen to their old friend, Fukurokuju? Of course not. Musubi continued to allow his hatred to grow, while Katsu’s guilt continued to fester.”

He tsked, shrugging his shoulders, pretending to give a damn.

I felt my stomach heave at this. Not Katsu. “How could Katsu be blamed for Edana’s death?”

“I’m really not too clear on all the details. Suffice it to say, Edana’s death caused quite the rift between the two, and Musubi has been plotting his revenge ever since. And what better way to take that revenge than to steal Katsu’s soul mate and marry her himself?”

Steal Katsu’s soul mate? Marry The Healer himself? Had his reluctance to become close to me been a ruse all along?

“Are you implying that Musubi knew the truth from the beginning?”

My father laughed again. “Still so naive. Why else would Musubi hold any interest in you? The timing is too perfect to be coincidental. You stumble upon one another within months of your marriage to his greatest enemy? Oh, yes. The timing is quite uncanny.”

I reviewed my history with Musubi. Every moment. Every kiss. Every conversation. His battered emotions and tortured struggle to keep his distance from me and hold the anger close to his heart. Words and actions may have been deceptive enough to give me the wrong impression, but his own emotions, his ki, the fact that we were soul mates proved that my father’s poisonous words were little more than that. Simply a distraction and a way to break my confidence and my security. Musubi loved me just as much as I loved him. I wouldn’t allow my father to sway me on that, no matter how convincing his manipulative words might be.

And Katsu?

Musubi’s intentions had changed now. He was no longer interested in stealing The Healer from Katsu. Not now that he had found a companion in me. Mikomi. I shook my head at the irony. Without even knowing it, he had managed to steal me from Katsu either way. Yet, I had been his all along. Meant for him all this time.

“I assume you have already captured my friends?”

“Of course. And now, dear daughter, it is time we dispense with this foolish attempt at playing soldier. Your eighteenth birthday draws nearer, and the day of your ascension as a full kami is at hand. Have you forgotten your duty as The Healer, the Savior of our world?”

His tone was mocking, as if the entire concept had bored him for centuries.

“I have no intention of marrying Katsu, if that is what you are getting at. I’ll no longer be a pawn in this prophecy, nor will I submit to a future that is wrong for me.”

My father’s eyes widened. I was arguing with him, and he was not used to it.

“You have become quite outspoken, young lady. Most unbecoming in a female. You’ve joined forces with the rebels, used your healing powers against my express wishes, fallen in love with the wrong kami, oh, and that little show you put on……pushing me to stab you and then claiming I was a nekomata?” He began to chuckle at that and then his laughter turned boisterous. “Oh, my dear child, that was pure genius. Though I didn’t enjoy the few days in the dungeons I spent attempting to prove my identity to my worthless generals, I couldn’t help but admire your calculating mind and natural wit. Oh yes, I underestimated you, Mikomi.” His eyes grew hard. “Believe me when I tell you, it won’t happen again.”

I swallowed hard. I may have become better equipped at defending myself, but I had received beating after beating from this man all my life. My role as a victim was not easily shed when faced with my tormentor.

“I have no intention of marrying Katsu.”

“But you haven’t yet listened to my proposition.”

“Which is?”

“I won’t kill Musubi if you return to the palace with me and marry Katsu.”

I scoffed at this. “You’ll never be able to kill Musubi. He’s a kami.” It was a bluff, but I sincerely hoped he didn’t have other weapons from the underworld at his disposal.

His smile chilled and my hopes were dashed to pieces. “You’ll perform your duty and marry Katsu or I’ll have a knife from the underworld shoved right into Musubi’s heart. You’ll be witness to the entire exchange.”

I quailed at this threat, knowing he wouldn’t hesitate to make good on it. The thought of Musubi dead and gone forever shook me to my very core. I had one card left to play with very little hope of it working.

“If you really want me to fulfill my duty then you need to allow me to marry my soul mate, otherwise my ascension will be impossible to accomplish.”

“You’re implying Katsu isn’t your soul mate?”

“Musubi is. The prophecy has not been interpreted correctly.”

“You don’t honestly expect me to believe that, do you?”

Aiko’s eyes glittered with mischief, a dark hatred that surfaced every time Musubi was mentioned. She leaned over and whispered something in my father’s ear.

He turned back to me, shaking his head and grinning maniacally. “You forget I’m privy to all of the details of your plans. If you allow Musubi to be the one to aid you in your ascension, the incompatibility of your souls will cause yours to sever and break from Katsu’s. You’ll be free, certainly to be with whomever you choose, but you’ll never be a full kami, and never take on your role as The Healer, a role I’m beginning to understand you would rather avoid.”

I glared at Aiko. She knew the truth of mine and Musubi’s connection. She knew he was the one who had healed my ki when it was damaged. Why would she encourage my union with Katsu if she truly wanted protection from the demon god as well?

“This is a mistake.” I hated the hint of desperation in my voice. “If you truly wish me to ascend and heal the veil, then you mustn’t allow me to marry Katsu. Aiko knows the truth of my connection with Musubi. She is lying to you.”

“Why would she lie, when she has so much more to gain by ensuring this union? If Amatsu is able to breach the veil then every one of us will be at his mercy. With enemies from the underworld surrounding me, I must insist that The Healer be at full strength. You’ll marry Katsu and ascend to full kami status tonight. And then I want the two of you to work very hard to heal the veil, keeping Amatsu and the rest of his minions from the world of the living. Once these reformed kami and nekomata realize their demon god has been thwarted they’ll most likely turn their loyalties to the kami with all of the power. Namely, me.”

“Aiko, tell him the truth. Tell him who my true soul mate is.”

She merely laughed at my pathetic attempt to convince her.

“I will also require even more cooperation from you as I continue with my plans to build a kami army. I don’t know how you learned to circumvent the bondings during the healing process I ordered you to perform, but you will continue to bond your blood to these men if you wish for your rebel friends to remain alive.”

“Please, don’t insult my intelligence. You have no intention of letting them go.”

“But I may allow them to live. Unless you refuse to aid me in my goals. For every bonding that fails, one rebel soldier will be brought before you and slaughtered in front of your eyes, and if you refuse to allow Musubi to join you to Katsu or attempt to warn him in any way during the ceremony, I will have Aiko kill him with a simple flick of my hand. You’ve invited your most trusted maid to your wedding, you see.”

“He will never agree to this union. He won’t cooperate.”

“He already has. I convinced him that I had captured his sweetheart and would kill her if he didn’t agree to perform the union between The Healer and Katsu. He was most willing to comply if it meant keeping you safe. His ignorance concerning your identity has aided me enormously. I must thank you for that.”

“He will still fight this once I arrive. He won’t stand for it.”

“I believe he will be too distracted by your betrayal. He’ll certainly wonder where your loyalties reside. Declaring your undying love one minute, and then agreeing to marry Katsu the next? Once again, he’ll be losing the woman he loves to Masaru Katsu while simultaneously wondering if you were a spy all along. A plant used to get close to the commander of the rebel army and destroy it from the inside out.” He rubbed his hands together in anxious anticipation. “I honestly can’t wait to see the look on his face. He also has much to lose in the form of Akane. If he fails to go through with the ceremony, Akane will be killed as punishment.”

The thought of Musubi believing for even one moment that I had been insincere in my intent and affections left me cold and heartbroken. How would I explain myself with Aiko poised to strike him down if I didn’t pretend to go along with the marriage?

I stood there glaring at him as my mind raced for a possible out, for any other avenue that might grant me a reprieve from having to go through with this marriage, all the while being forced to look Musubi in the eye while he thought the very worst of me.

“You cannot be certain that Katsu will wish to marry me. He knows I ran away and joined the rebels. He won’t forgive my actions nor my disobedience.”

“Oh, I’ve covered all of my bases in that department. How do you think I was able to attain my release from that awful prison he held me in?”

I gave him a blank stare.

“He has a weakness and that weakness is you. He loves you, though I doubt you deserve it, and honestly can’t understand why, and I simply had to claim that I had one of my generals kidnap you. I wasn’t going to release you into his care until he promised me a full pardon, refuted all claims that I was a nekomata, and allowed me power over my own empire again.” He took a step closer as I processed this new level of deception. “Oh, yes, my dear. Katsu, at this very moment believes that you have been held as a prisoner by my generals at the Shinto Temple of all places. Your release and subsequent union with Katsu was contingent upon my release and full power restored. So you see, dear child, he will be anxiously awaiting your arrival this evening with all the love that great oaf can muster, completely oblivious to your own betrayal. Ah, the consequences of unrequited love. How terribly clichéd.”

I blinked angry tears, as I continued to think of another avenue of escape. My father seemed to read my mind.

“You won’t clue him in to your own treachery if you wish to save the one you do, in fact, love.”

I couldn’t win with my father. I’d experienced small moments of victory, with a few battles won and several moments of silent vindication, but the actual outcome of this war would always be in my father’s favor.

With weapons from the underworld at my father’s disposal and plenty of restored nekomata capable of wielding them, I simply couldn’t risk alerting anyone to his plans. If I fled with Saigo and Kenji, Musubi would be a sitting duck, never seeing Aiko’s attack until it was too late. If I agreed to the match and then attempted to stop it, Musubi would still be killed and all the rebels with him. I had no options, no other choice, but to accompany my father back to the palace.

“What about the restored kami within the palace walls? You have no way of knowing whom you can trust. They will pose a threat to me.”

“That is why Aiko will continue to guard you until you have ascended and permanently healed the veil. After that, you’ll be escorted to a holding cell where I can keep an eye on the both of you.”

“What about Saigo and Kenji?”

“Saigo was merely having a lark, as most boys will at this age. Perhaps it will have taught him some valuable lessons.”

“You won’t punish Saigo, then?”

He looked at me in surprise. “For what? Boys will be boys, as they say. Kenji, however, is a different matter. He will be executed at dawn.”

“You can’t do that. He was forced into coming with us. He wanted to make certain Saigo came to no harm.”

“Is that so? Well, I suppose if you are a good little girl and continue to behave as I have instructed, there will be no need to harm Kenji.”

Another threat, another loved one my father could hold over me. Maybe he was right. My love for my family and friends would cause more casualties in the long run. I simply didn’t have the capacity to turn those emotions off. I didn’t know how.

“It would seem you have given me very little choice in the matter.” I fisted my hands at my side and gritted my teeth. “I will do as you say.”

The wicked grin returned to my father’s face.

“I thought you might.”
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Aiko positioned herself outside my door, waiting for me to finish readying myself in the elaborate white ceremonial robes meant for my union with Katsu. Once I ascended, my robes would transform from a blinding white shade to a dark, blood red color, symbolizing my married status, and the completion of our union.

The process of dressing myself took an exorbitant amount of time due to the elaborate and complex way in which the kimono and its many accoutrements were meant to adorn my body, but the thought of that thing playing the farce it had carried on over the last few weeks caused my insides to cringe in protest. Never again would I allow it to assist me.

True despair at Aiko’s betrayal momentarily overwhelmed me. It didn’t make sense.

I startled when Aiko simpered in, looking less than pleased at my progress.

“Mistress,” she said, “this ceremony is due to take place in less than thirty minutes, and still you are not yet ready.”

Aiko wrenched me around to face the mirror, and then began finishing what I hadn’t been able to. Bile rose to the back of my throat when her hand came to rest upon the nape of my neck.

“I think it’s wonderful that your father decided to do away with the traditional makeup and hair. It will make it that much easier for Musubi to recognize you, don’t you think?”

“Aiko, how could you do this? I thought you cared for me. I thought you cared for all of us. You know Musubi is my soul mate. Why perpetuate such a lie when the consequences for everyone are so dire?”

She gave me a sly smile and then took a step back.

“Perhaps this will help to answer your many questions.”

Horror gripped me when my maid’s form flickered as if she were blinking out of focus. Black hair sprouted from her head and claws grew from her hands and feet. Dark pointed ears grew from the sides of her head, and two tails whipped themselves back and forth, curling around her clawed feet.

Within seconds Aiko had disappeared, and in her stead stood a ferocious looking nekomata.

“What have you done?” I asked. I could barely lift my voice above a whisper. “What have you done with Aiko?”

“Your maid? Why, we had to kill her, my dear. It happened several years ago when Amatsu’s plan really began to take shape. Several nekomata had taken on the role of Aiko, but it was necessary for each one of us to partake of your blood before our unnatural presence in this world managed to destroy us. As it stands, I’ve been Aiko for about a year now. It’s been quite an education. Once you discovered that I was stealing your blood, it became necessary for our plans to change. Entering the rebel camp was serendipitous, though I kept waiting for my moment to kill Musubi. Eliminating your soul mate has been paramount in the demon god’s plans.”

“You were behind the illness back at camp. You poisoned all of those soldiers and somehow let the emperor know of their location. Why fight against the nekomata when they came? Why save Musubi—”

“Your lover was much more capable than I had anticipated,” she growled. “He managed to take out four of the five nekomata before I could stop him, and I had no choice but to finish off the fifth, someone I had known for thousands of years. Don’t think for one second I will easily forget my comrades who Musubi murdered.”

“Murdered? You’re all bloodthirsty killers. Musubi was defending himself after your comrades slaughtered innocent humans and attacked him. Don’t you dare attempt to convince me of your twisted convictions. Not when Aiko is dead and thousands of others have been killed because of Amatsu, not to mention all of the harm my father has meted out.”

“The emperor has been such an easy fool to manipulate. He’ll never see the dagger coming until it hits him square in the chest, but for now we use him to perpetuate the demon god’s plan.”

“Why continue with this farce, then? Why force me to marry Katsu when you, yourself could kidnap me and take me to your master?”

“Opportunity is a fickle mistress, my dear. Our window of opportunity shrank when you and the emperor thwarted our initial plan of capture. Amatsu held the veil open at one strategic location, but for only a very short period of time. There is no way to travel to the underworld now unless another rift in the veil occurs. Your union with the wrong kami will cause such a rift.”

“And then I’m spirited away to some unpleasant fate. Is that it?”

“I doubt it will be unpleasant. My master has every intention of marrying you himself once Katsu and Musubi have been disposed of. If you behave, he will treat you with the same love and affection due an obedient wife.”

I stared at the Aiko imposter, feeling completely undone at this point. Love and affection? This was madness. Utter madness.

“I’m not going to fall in line so easily.”

“Then perhaps he will keep Musubi alive in order to see that you do.”

I did my best to tamp down my alarm as the nekomata’s hands brushed the side of my wrap where I’d managed to hide a dagger I retrieved from underneath my bed. I had no idea when an opportune moment to use it might present itself, but I intended to be prepared.

It sickened me at how much this nekomata sounded like Aiko—capable of behaving just like her. This abomination imitated every nuance and gesture with perfect precision. I despised it nearly as much as I despised my father.

The nekomata reverted back to Aiko’s form, turned me around to face it, and then pulled a small, black dagger from within its clothing. The nekomata held it up in front of my face, then let it rest against my cheek. My breath hitched, but I refused to cower in fear. My defiant glare was the only form of rebellion I could muster as it slicked back my unadorned hair with its free hand.

“Now, please remember, mistress, if you should attempt to make a run for it or warn Musubi of the ambush we have planned for his army, I will take out this lovely little weapon and stab him in the back. You understand fully what is at stake here?”

I nodded, not bothering to mask the hatred I felt. I distantly wondered if Saigo and Kenji had succeeded in finding a way to leave Kagami. I hoped they were far away from here.

“Wonderful. Allow me to escort you to this marriage ceremony.”

The impostor grabbed the draping folds of my kimono at my back and lifted them. “Let us proceed, mistress.”

The soft hissing as it said that last word sent a shiver down my spine.

I honestly felt as if I walked to my death as our tiny procession took us through the many twists and turns of the palace.

“How much longer do you intend to masquerade as my father’s spy? When does the demon god intend to take hold of Kagami and this army he has masterminded?”

“All you need to concern yourself with is this ceremony. You’ll see the demon god soon enough after that.”

My thoughts turned to the real Aiko at that particular moment. I hadn’t the foggiest notion as to how she met her end or where her body might be found. She deserved a proper burial and recognition for all the love and service she had rendered during my early years. She deserved so much more than what had befallen her.

Tears streamed down my cheeks as I took a moment to mourn the loss of a woman who had sacrificed so much for me.

As the guards opened the doors to the ceremony room and Aiko prodded me forward, my heart nearly caved in on itself. What could I possibly do to warn Musubi once I saw him? What could I possibly say when he recognized me?

As I stepped into the room I heard a sharp intake of breath a few yards ahead of me. I looked up into the startled eyes of Musubi and watched as he came to terms with what he beheld. There was a sharp smell of fear and panic, then protectiveness. He looked as if he was readying himself to spring forward, but I locked eyes with him and indiscreetly shook my head, imploring him with one look to remain silent.

On either side of Musubi stood my parents. My mother to the left and my father to the right. I already felt the emperor’s nauseating confidence and smug satisfaction, deftly playing his hand by forcing mine.

My mother’s emotions were unattainable. No surprise in that quarter. She remained cool and aloof though she’d spent most of her life anticipating this one particular moment.

Akane, Yao, and Chan stood with a group of guards to the right along the wall. I entertained no delusions as to their situation. They were prisoners at this assembly, not guests.

Katsu stood in his traditional attire, appearing nervous and handsome, but exuding an air of anxiety and an underlying tension. Taking my place at Katsu’s side didn’t last longer than a few seconds, but the moments in between each second passed at an excruciating crawl.

Musubi’s eyes never left mine. His bewilderment and confusion coupled with the nervous energy and growing desire to protect me soon began to morph into abject horror and then the most profound agony as Katsu said these next words.

“Musubi…dear…friend…” Katsu’s stilted words made his nervous tension more apparent.

How much time had elapsed since they had spoken with one another? Had Musubi eschewed Katsu’s presence since Edana’s death?

He continued on, “I present to you the princess of Kagami, savior of our world, The Healer. Mikomi, this is the god of love and marriage. He will officiate by binding our union.”

I bowed from the hips as was expected of me, but when I returned to an upright position I implored him with my eyes to comprehend the situation for what it truly was and to sense the danger surrounding us.

His hardened jaw and the awful visage of smoldering anger momentarily passed his face. Then it was gone, smoothly replaced with a mask of indifference. Aiko moved to take a position directly behind him, and as the nekomata turned its back I flicked my eyes from Musubi to Aiko and jutted my chin ever so slightly in its direction. Every particle of my being screamed for him to understand our desperate situation.

If he did understand my subtle gesture and pleading look he didn’t acknowledge it. I felt my hope wither and die as his anger continued to grow in strength until all of the love and trust he held for me melted away with the smoldering rage consuming the whole of him.

A noise from the back of the room distracted me, and I watched as Kenji was brought into the room by one of the guards. Kenji’s strained mouth and slight limp hinted at a recent beating. My heart was in my throat at this new development. One more person I loved was now present in this room where nekomata and their poisonous weapons abounded.

Where was Saigo?

Musubi glanced backward and noted Kenji’s presence. I hoped he also noticed the weapon the guard concealed at Kenji’s back. I saw Katsu shift his feet, his confusion unmistakable. He had no idea that my father used Kenji as leverage against me, but there was no denying the charged emotions permeating the atmosphere.

Musubi’s calculating assessment indicated a readiness to fight if necessary. He moved forward and cleared his throat.

“Well, it is an honor to participate in this most anticipated of events. The prophecy long ago foretold of a union between a savior of this world and the guardian of the veil.” He paused, swallowing down a ball of emotion as his angry eyes met mine. Aiko’s vigilant attentions assessed my every move and facial expression, making it impossible to give any warnings. My eyes remained my only mode of communication, but how to divulge my growing desperation?

Musubi scrutinized me for a few moments and then held his right hand out, palm down. I lifted my left palm up to his and we clasped hands as he began the traditional Japanese blessing of health, longevity, and prosperity. As my palm rested under his I dared to use my pointer finger to tap against his skin using the code Akane taught me. I spelled out the word nekomata and then Aiko, grateful for the first time in my life that these traditional prayers were so elaborate. I pulled my hand away as Musubi did. He then extended his hand to Katsu, offering the same blessings he had offered me. The look he gave Katsu appeared almost murderous. His outrage for offenses I failed to fathom ate at him with each passing moment he spent in the warrior god’s presence.

They released hands and Musubi stepped back.

“As it has been prophesied so shall it come to pass: the princess will soon take her place alongside the honorable Masaru Katsu, god of warriors and keeper of The Grass Cutter Sword.”

The sarcastic emphasis he placed upon the word honorable did not go unnoticed as Katsu stiffened at my side.

“As a god ordained by our First Parents to give approval and blessings for unions such as these, I bestow upon this particular union a blessing of the highest order and seal it with this cherry blossom.”

My right palm lifted to meet that of Katsu’s. As our skin made contact I felt a warm tingle of something otherworldly spread through my palm. A bright white cherry blossom grew from the tips of our fingers. My heart fractured at this pronouncement. With the white cherry blossom binding us, Katsu and I were as good as married, whether we truly belonged together or not. I could feel the bonding slowly strengthen, as if an invisible cord tethered my body to Katsu’s and an acute awareness of his emotional state increased in a way that I felt as if I were the one experiencing it. I was slowly becoming one with him while the powerful pull of Musubi’s ki became a dull ache in the background. It felt so wrong, I nearly vomited on the spot.

Musubi’s next words were laced with frustration and barely suppressed anger.

“The engagement is official, and your union secure. Soon Princess Mikomi will forever belong to you, Masaru.” He glared at Katsu with unconcealed rage. “Protect what is rightfully yours, old friend, or someone else will.”

My father clapped his hands together in delight.

“Marvelous. I must thank you, Musubi, for your attendance here tonight and would ask that you might remain for a time as we celebrate the happy couple’s union—”

A small commotion and then panicked shouting could be heard from without the room. I swiveled around just in time to see a familiar face.

“Father, stop,” Saigo yelled as the door to the room burst open. Behind him were the wounded bodies of three guards. Saigo’s blade dripped with a shiny, red substance, and my need to vomit increased tenfold.

The unexpected and disturbing sight of my younger brother surrounded by dying guards froze my reaction time. It was fortunate that Musubi suffered no such hesitation. Strong arms grabbed me from behind, and I recognized his touch immediately. He dashed forward with me in his arms and deposited me next to Saigo. I saw movement from the corner of my eye and turned to observe Aiko stepping forward and throwing something made of shiny steel toward the man I loved.

“Musubi, look out,” I screamed as I dove for him, sending us both sprawling to the floor. The sharp thunk of a weapon embedding itself into the wall behind us reverberated throughout the room.

Akane, Yao, and Chan were already in motion, cutting down human soldiers while my father shouted orders to his kami followers. Mass chaos ensued. Musubi sprang up and pulled me to my feet. Katsu was engaged with Aiko, no doubt taking issue with the weapon she’d launched in our direction. My stomach knotted with every swipe of the nekomata’s sword. A single scratch would seal Katsu’s fate.

“Musubi, get Mikomi out of here now!” Akane yelled. She cut down another soldier crowding in from a side entrance and then somersaulted over some downed men. She moved like lightening, and her intent wasn’t clear until she grasped the back of Katsu’s clothing and wrenched him backward as two kami from either side tried boxing him in. They thrust their swords toward his unprotected sides, but Akane’s interference on his behalf removed him in time as the two kami impaled one another instead.

“Katsu,” Akane shouted, “I need your help getting Hachiman out of here.”

He shot to his feet and moved to her side.

I stepped forward to assist in whatever capacity I could manage, but Musubi grabbed my shoulder.

He turned to my brother as he spoke. “Grab Kenji and meet us at the Shinto temple as quickly as you can. You three may find refuge within its sacred walls.”

“No, we can’t leave them here. What about Akane?” I protested.

“You are the only person in this room that anyone is interested in. If I’m going to protect you with so many kami against us, you need to be in a location the nekomata don’t have access to.” He scooped me up and soon we were streaking through the palace walls, through the garden, and toward the ruins.

A loud commotion rose from the surrounding area. The rebels had joined the fight.

Our motion abruptly stopped, making my head feel as if it were still several hundred yards behind me, fighting desperately to catch up. Musubi lowered me to the ground and gently pushed my head between my knees.

“Take deep breaths, Mikomi. I rushed us out of there much faster than your body is capable of handling.” Though his instructions were kind enough there was a dark tenor to his words. His anger at my deceit ate at him. There was much to account for, and very little time afforded us.

“I know how this looks,” I began.

“How this looks?” His eyes held a stormy rage thinly restrained by his need to understand the extent of my subterfuge. “You’re The Healer, Mikomi. The Healer! It would appear as if you’ve been lying to me from day one. Using Akane and myself as a source to scout out the rebels and foil any and all plans we made to gain ground against your father.”

“No.” I shook my head in earnest. “I was never a spy. Akane recruited me because she knew I was sympathetic to the cause. I could work to heal your men, prevent my father from thinning out your ranks.”

The disbelief and disdain painted across his face stung more than any words he might have uttered. I deserved his distrust and censure. I knew I did, but I couldn’t lose the ground we had gained. Our relationship couldn’t disintegrate due to my lies.

“I don’t believe a word of this,” he spat out.

I tried to gather my thoughts and summon the words that could clear up this tangled mess, when figures burst from the shadows and suddenly Akane was by my side. She knelt before me with worry and concern etched upon her face.

“What the hell happened to you?” She looked up at Musubi. “Was she injured? Why are you not within the walls of the temple? The battle is almost here.”

“How did you get here so quickly?” I asked.

“The same as you. We have kami fighting on our side, remember?”

Saigo and Kenji arrived with Yao and Chan, all of them bearing various injuries of one form or another.

“I need to heal them,” I croaked. I moved to stand, but Akane was already helping me to my feet.

“Their wounds are superficial, Mikomi. You can heal them as soon as we are safely inside. It is imperative that we keep the nekomata and your father from reaching you.”

“You knew she was The Healer, Akane?” Musubi asked, though his question resembled more of an accusation.

Akane rolled her eyes in impatience. “Of course I knew, you idiot! We don’t have time for confessions or explanations. I’ll apologize for misleading you later. We need to move, people.”

Two figures sped from the shadow of the ruins, planting themselves directly before our group. Yao and Chan moved to my side with Saigo and Kenji following.

“Get her inside, Musubi,” Akane growled as she pushed me back and into his arms. I could still sense his reeling emotions. It was going to take quite a bit of time to regain his trust.

The two kami before us looked formidable. As if reading my thoughts, their forms blurred like rippling waves caused by the undulating movement of a sea serpent and soon they were all black hair and fangs, nekomata in the flesh.

“You’re not taking the princess anywhere,” the taller one on the left said. He appeared more muscular in stature, though comparing one to the other was like trying to distinguish between a deadly threat and the awful certainty your life would end in seconds.

Akane bent low to the ground with her sword drawn, hovering before me in a defensive gesture. I ached to draw a sword myself, but had only a small dagger at my hip.

“I’m afraid Amatsu’s desire to reform his minions will have to be postponed. You won’t be using her blood anytime soon,” Akane said in an impressively casual tone.

“If we cannot force her ascension with Katsu, then we will take The Healer now.”

“Why on earth would you want The Healer to join with her soul mate? It goes against everything the demon god stands for,” Musubi said.

The nekomata shared a wicked look and let out maniacally evil laughs.

“Can it be that the god of love and marriage remains ignorant on this score?” The one on the right addressed his next comment to me. “It is surprising you did not tell him of Katsu’s incompatibility, Healer.”

“Tell me what?” Musubi shouted.

My response was lost when six more kami approached, two on either side of us and then two behind. We were completely boxed in.

By the gods, the odds had become even worse.

“Where is Katsu?” I whispered to the back of Akane’s head. Musubi stiffened, but said nothing.

“He and Hachiman, along with two other gods of fortune, have stayed behind to try and hold off as many nekomata as possible and lead the rebels to our location.”

“Well, they let six get past them. Not doing a very good job, are they?” Musubi spit out.

I motioned for Saigo to move toward the temple, but he shifted his eyes from me and stubbornly refused to acknowledge my gesture. My blasted brother was going to get himself killed if he stayed here. A sickening panic engulfed me when I thought of the many people who might not survive the outcome of this battle. I decided to take matters into my own hands and put our enemies on the defensive.

“Front to back, Akane,” I whispered, hoping she would catch the reference to some of the drills we had practiced together.

Her subtle nod confirmed her comprehension, and without pausing to second guess myself I broke from Musubi’s grasp, grabbed the hilt of the sword Akane proffered me, and sprang to the front, charging the two nekomata with my weapon raised at the ready. I heard commotion from behind and imagined Akane did the same toward the back where other nekomata waited. Musubi called out my name, his tone laced with fear and panic, but I ignored him and focused on my two targets.

Just inches before their weapons could cut me down, I slid to the ground on my side, bringing my sword down and up, plunging the wickedly sharp blade into the chest of the monster to the right. I swung him left and used him as a shield while I regained my footing. The other nekomata thrust his sword into his companion’s back, though his aim was meant for me. With my sword still impaling the first abomination and the other monster frantically attempting to reclaim his, I reached across, grabbed his wrist, and instructed his heart to explode.

And it did.

The nekomata jerked, chest up and then dropped to the ground. I wasted no time in pulling both swords out of the other nekomata.

Now I had three swords, and two more nekomata to add to my list of kills.

List of kills? Am I keeping score now?

I shook my head, trying to dislodge the happiness I experienced at the death and carnage my actions had caused. The self-satisfaction was misplaced, a completely inappropriate and foreign emotion, but one that cropped up every time I used my powers to defend myself.

That was two. Six more to go, providing we didn’t have any other visitors. I prayed Katsu and the rebels arrived before any more of our enemies did.

When I turned to confront the madness behind me, it was to see that everyone was in the melee with sword thrusts perfectly timed by warriors skilled in the art of battle. Yao and Chan were each engaged with a black haired monster. Musubi was holding off one more and Akane, Saigo, and Kenji were dealing with one other. Which left one more nekomata unaccounted for. Where was it? I scanned the area as I ran over to aid Akane.

I didn’t like her odds. She was skilled, but held only an earthly weapon. Saigo and Kenji would be as helpful as I might have been before my memory transfer with Akane. One of these swords from the underworld needed to be in her capable hands.

I thrust one of my newly acquired weapons forward and dropped the other two as that missing nekomata came to head me off. Though it remained in human form, its intentions were clear and there was murder in its eyes. Fine by me. I could handle murder. His thrust glanced off my sword as I moved defensively, and then I spun, gaining momentum quickly and aiming for the back of its neck, slicing cleanly through. I paused only long enough to retrieve the two other swords, not even taking in my handiwork as I ran forward, desperate to aid Akane before the nekomata injured her.

I reached her side and was forced to drop two weapons, using one sword from the underworld to block a blow from her attacker, sending the monster off balance. I capitalized on its moment of weakness and plunged my sword into the assailant’s abdomen. There was a sucking noise as I pulled my weapon back, and it gave me a brief moment of nausea, an instant for me to recognize that I was no longer saving lives but taking them, even if it was in self-defense. I brushed the thoughts away and turned to Akane, who appeared tired, worried, and relieved.

“I knew you could handle yourself, but that didn’t prevent me from wondering if two nekomata would be too much for you.” She gave me a tight hug and pulled back. ““You, Kenji, and your brother need to get inside the walls of the temple. You’ll be safest in there.”

I handed her two of the swords I possessed. “You’ll need one of these weapons if you hope to kill them rather than just wound them. Musubi will need the other. I’ll take this nekomata’s weapon and lead Saigo and Kenji to the temple.”

She nodded.

I moved forward with my two charges behind me, and we rushed the temple gates, easily flinging them open, but halting in our progress as a new threat blocked our path. Three hulking soldiers stood within the temple grounds. They didn’t wear normal Imperial attire, but they also didn’t look like rebels, and no nekomata could set foot on sacred soil.

“Let us pass,” I demanded, testing the waters.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” the soldier in the middle said. “Our master demands that you willingly join him in the underworld. If you’ll come quietly, we will allow your friends to go free.”

Not my father’s soldiers then and not rebels, but also not nekomata. The only master they could have been referring to was Amatsu. A sudden revelation hit me with sickening dismay. They had been nekomata, but my blood had brought them back to their original forms. The darkness was now rooted from their beings, though their intentions were of the purest evil. Still, they were living beings again, and as such had full access to the temple and its grounds.

We just lost our sanctuary.

I brandished my sword and crouched low, one leg extended to the side, left hand to the ground, sword pointed high in the air.

“Make no mistake,” I shouted, “if you attempt to touch me or my loved ones you will lose your hands not to mention your heads.”

They heartily laughed at what they assumed was an empty threat.

“Kenji. Saigo,” I said through clenched teeth. “Stay back, and don’t even think about helping me.”

“You can’t take on three kami at one time,” Saigo said. “This is suicide.”

“I will not be able to focus if I am worried about you.”

“The prince will remain with me,” Kenji promised. “We will give aid if you need it. I may not have fought much in my youth, but I know how to wield this cane.”

I reluctantly nodded and then focused my attention on the three kami a few yards ahead of us. The sounds of battle created a ghastly cacophony of noise behind me. I prayed that Musubi and Akane had dispensed with the rest of the nekomata and given aid to Yao and Chan.

The kami in the middle of the trio took a step forward. “We have no desire to kill you, Princess. These are not our orders, but we will kill your friends if you do not cooperate.”

I tired of listening to his threats. I reached for the small dagger at my hip and with a flick of my wrist flung it in his direction, embedding it into his chest. It wasn’t a weapon made from the underworld, but I hoped it might catch the kami off-guard.

The kami’s surprised intake of breath and wide-eyed look spoke of pain and then sheer terror as he fell to his knees and clumsily fumbled with shaking hands to pull the dagger from his chest.

“You’re not quite so invincible if you can experience pain,” I shouted. My voice carried sharply across the space between us. It sounded abnormally loud for some reason. Then I noticed my voice was the only sound in the stillness of the moonlit night. “Kenji, what has happened to our friends?” I whispered, not daring to turn my back on the three kami.

“They are right behind us,” Kenji said. “It would seem nekomata are not quite so invincible either.”

I gave him a wicked grin and then felt wind on my cheek as something rushed past me. Musubi was an insubstantial blur, whirling about with deadly precision and within moments the kami were dead.

“What a wonderfully handy power to possess,” Kenji mildly observed. “Never saw it coming, did they?”

We were all silent for a moment, and then Saigo burst into low chuckles, followed by Yao and Chan and then myself and Akane. The only one not letting out some nervous tension was Musubi. His angry eyes surveyed our group and then he marched purposely forward, grabbing my arm and pulling me toward the temple.

“Get inside, now,” he fairly shouted.

“It won’t do us any good,” Saigo said. “Those kami you just killed were reformed nekomata. We won’t be safe against those types of kami within the temple grounds.”

“At least within the sacred walls we have eliminated half the threat,” Musubi responded. “We can stand guard and fight them off if they rush the temple.”

“The nekomata cannot breach the grounds either. We’re safer here in numbers where we can circle around and defend one another,” Akane said.

Musubi turned to her, a building anger glowing in his gaze.

“You are the last person I wish to hear barking out orders, Akane. Was I the only one in this group ignorant of the fact that Mikomi is The Healer?”

An awkward silence met his pointed question.

“Musubi—” I began when Akane interrupted.

“I had my reasons for keeping her identity a secret.”

“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” he shouted in despair. “She belongs to Katsu! Katsu of all people, and you knew this, all the while encouraging this relationship between us. To what end?”

“You had your own agenda, Musubi, and I knew enough about it to believe that it was best for you two to know one another without her title getting in the way.”

“She’s married to Katsu, Akane. I’ve bound her to him.”

“No,” I shouted. “It isn’t finished. I haven’t yet ascended. It’s only complete once I ascend, and Katsu isn’t capable—”

He grabbed my shoulders and shook me hard. “Was it diverting for you? Pretending to care about me? Pretending to fall in love with me? Were you laughing inside when I confessed my love for you even though you loved another?”

“I don’t love Katsu,” I cried. His hands dug into my shoulders, and I winced at the pain. “I never lied about my feelings for you.”

Akane yelled at Musubi, but neither one of us were listening.

“Of course you did. It isn’t possible for you to have stronger feelings for me than the kami you are fated for. Your soul belongs to Katsu. You’re predisposed to love him no matter who may attempt to steal your heart. You have no choice in the matter!”

I shook myself from his grasp. Tears clogged the back of my throat and ran down hot and fiery upon my cheeks. “Just listen. There’s been a mistake. A misunderstanding concerning the prophecy. An error concerning my union with Katsu.”

Musubi’s eyes glinted dangerously as far off cries could be heard gaining ground and traveling at an increased pace toward our location.

“Oh, there will be an error. Of that much I can assure you, but no one will be capable of correcting it once it has been made.” He lifted his hand up and toward me with a flourish. A feverish light filled with malice and hatred shaded his eyes, extinguishing the love I barely had the chance to experience. A strange item appeared hovering over Musubi’s hand, pulsing darkness as it slowly turned in place.

“Musubi, what—”

“This little item has been especially designed for you, Mikomi.” His laughter frightened me with its crazed tenor. It was as if my deception had finally burst some darkness within him, pushing him over the edge, and the Musubi I loved had been replaced with a stranger. He grabbed my wrist and shoved the object into my hand. I grasped what appeared to be a long-stemmed flower and studied the blackened blossom, morbidly mesmerized as the ebony stem began to grow downward, slithering around my arm and underneath my sleeve.

“Musubi, what is this?” I asked, sensing danger, but still trusting in the kami who stood before me.

His gaze locked with mine as I felt the stem continue its slinking course up my arm and toward my chest. The pain and utter despair I beheld within his gaze frightened me more than anything else thus far.

Kenji approached my side. He lifted my elbow and studied the flower.

“Akane, we need to get this off of her, immediately.” His urgent tone brought everyone forward. Hovering behind me in a semi-circle.

“What do I do?” Akane asked, reaching for my arm. “Can I simply sever it with a dagger?”

“Try it, before the stem has a chance to penetrate.”

Penetrate?

What on earth had Musubi done?

Akane whipped out a thin blade, slid it between the stem and the skin above my wrist and attempted to cut through. A spark ignited, and the blade disintegrated as if it had never existed.

“Musubi, where on earth did you contrive such a malicious piece of magic?” Kenji cried.

I’d never beheld Kenji’s usually calm demeanor unravel. The idea that he was panicked gave weight to the severity of my situation, but I still couldn’t convince myself that I was in any danger. Musubi would never hurt me. He couldn’t.

I looked at the man I loved, searching his face and reeling in shock at the tears streaming down his cheeks. His body shook with sobs.

“I won’t lose another woman I love to Katsu. No matter the cost, for better or worse, her marriage to Katsu has been annulled. She now belongs to me.”

The point of the stem stopped suddenly, hovering over my beating heart and then it struck, stabbing directly into my chest, into the muscle, straining through to the very center of my heart. It was the most excruciating pain I had ever experienced, not just physically, but spiritually as well. Something within me snapped and severed, as if a piece of my ki had been surgically removed and pushed to the side, disconnected from the rest of me.

I heard shrill screaming and immediately worried that Akane had been injured, then I realized the screaming came from me. I was on my knees, clutching my chest in agony as the stem faded away and the blossom disappeared. I pushed against my heart, hoping the pressure would somehow diminish the feeling of it being ripped from my chest, but it only made the sensation that much worse.

I looked up at Musubi, who for the first time since we arrived, showed actual concern on his face.

Akane and Kenji were bent low on either side of me. Saigo was frantically shouting some warning, but I couldn’t make out what he said.

“What did you do?” I whispered. It was a struggle to get the words out, but my ki seemed to be repairing what little damage it could, and the pain lessened ever so slightly.

I tried to focus on Musubi through my watery tears.

“What did you do to me?” My voice was louder this time.

“I made you mine.”

He stepped forward and then reached for me, shoving Akane and Kenji away and gathering me into his arms. I stood on shaky feet as he embraced me and then gave me a tentative kiss, one filled with uncertainty and desperation. I didn’t understand what had happened or what he had accomplished by giving me that cherry blossom, but I loved him, and didn’t for one moment believe that he meant to harm me. I returned his kisses, and then pulled back ever so slightly.

“I’ve always been yours,” I stated. “Could you not see this?””

His face was marred with confusion, but before he could respond, loud voices and movement reached us from outside the gates. And then a voice I would have known anywhere, addressed us.

“Musubi, I advise you to get your hands off of my wife.” The threat underlining the command was unmistakable.

I turned to see Katsu standing nearly fifty feet past the gated entrance with several rebels approaching from behind. A few men flanked Katsu on either side. I assumed they were the kami who had been imprisoned, one of them being Hachiman.

Musubi held me to his side.

“It’s been a long time, Katsu. You haven’t aged a bit.”

Katsu bristled at his mocking tone.

“I know there is bad blood between us, Musubi, but our differences must be put aside for now. The emperor’s army approaches and we have very little time to ensure the safety of the princess. She needs to ascend as soon as possible. It will give her a better chance of survival.”

“I quite agree. I will happily take charge of her ascension while you and the rest of the rebels hold the emperor off.”

Katsu’s eyes narrowed at this.

“Let go of your anger for one second and see reason here. She’s my wife. My soul mate. Why on earth would you, for even one moment, entertain such a harebrained idea? To retaliate? To punish me? I have punished myself for centuries, Musubi. I assure you, now is not the time.”

I looked at my group of friends, who all wore varying expressions of unease. Akane certainly had no idea what to make of Musubi’s bizarre behavior. She moved as if to approach me, but I gave her a subtle shake of my head and she paused. Musubi’s behavior had become erratic and volatile. I had no idea what exactly he planned to do next, but it was best if he didn’t have anyone but me by his side.

“Isn’t it?” Musubi sneered, continuing to goad Katsu for a reaction. “Not that I had any intention of doing this a day ago since I found myself happily in love with someone whom I assumed was completely free to choose her own companion.” His mouth twisted in anger before he continued, “Imagine my surprise when I discovered that the woman I love and The Healer were one and the same.”

Katsu’s gaze shifted to me, confusion and hurt clouding his face. “Mikomi, what is he talking about?”

“I think we should simply cut to the chase since threatening forces are so very near,” Musubi said. “Mikomi is no longer your wife, nor are you the one capable of helping her ascend to immortality.” He lifted his right arm and raised my left so that the inside of our wrists and palms were touching. A black blossom sprung up from our fingertips with the stem circling around our wrists. I gaped in awe at the blossom as it tethered us to one another. “You see, I’ve severed her soul from yours, broken that supposedly indestructible connection between soul mates, and now her soul is bound to mine.”

To verify the veracity of his statement I searched for that newly created bond between Katsu and myself and was shocked to discover its’ absence. He certainly had severed the bond, but what other damage had the blossom created?

Katsu’s face darkened with rage. “That isn’t possible,” he shouted. He took a step forward, but a bald man with a strange scar above his eye placed a hand on his shoulder to prevent him from moving forward. Then he spoke.

“Musubi, we have very little time to make this right. The princess must ascend as soon as possible, but she must do so with the man with whom she is meant to heal the veil. Are you not at all concerned with the fate of this world and the humans who inhabit it?”

“I am only concerned with the fate of one being upon this Earth. I won’t give her up to a kami so wholly undeserving of her.”

Before Katsu could respond to this, a sickening thunk sounded to my right. Akane screamed and went down as a great roar from behind Katsu accosted my senses. I reached for Akane, but she remained on her knees folded over her stomach.

“Akane, where are you injured?”

She looked up, her expression twisted in pain, the arrow protruding from her chest. Musubi grabbed her from behind and started pulling her back toward the temple.

“No,” I screamed. “She’ll die if you move her. I must heal her now.” He nodded. The horror he felt at Akane’s injury was quickly diverted to other concerns as my father’s soldiers began to pierce through the rebels’ ranks. He lowered her body to the ground and motioned for Yao and Chan to surround us.

“You two take up position in front of Mikomi and Akane. Kenji and Saigo, you two need to enter the temple and find a place to hide.” It looked as if Saigo was about to argue, but Musubi pinned him with a glare. “Do it now.”

Saigo nodded and he and Kenji fell back.

It was difficult to block out the noise of battle. The worry that the next arrow might be for Saigo, Kenji or any other number of people I cared for distracted me. I placed my shaking hands upon Akane and summoned her ki to mine, assessing the damage, and instructing her body to slowly expel the offending weapon from her muscles and tissues.

I don’t know how it happened, but one moment her spirit was there, and the next moment she was gone. I frantically searched for her ki, for a connection, for some lucid acknowledgment in her subconscious, and all that I received in return was a hollow sounding whisper that echoed through my own awareness. A final goodbye released through an exhaled sigh.

I pulled away from her, unable to think, unable to accept that I had failed to heal her. How could I have failed in this? How could I have lost her so quickly? I stared at the blood pooling around the arrow in her chest and felt myself miles away from the battle surrounding me, the cries of injured men, the furious thrusts of each soldier’s sword. In that moment, I doubted my ability to save anyone or anything and wondered what might possibly be the point to any of this if I wasn’t allowed to keep the people I loved out of harm’s way.

My many failures began to crowd my thoughts, each of them gouging out a small piece of my soul. I failed to save Aiko. I failed to save Akane. I failed to save Hatsumi and Daiki from losing everything they loved. I failed to save Cho, and my father’s general, and so many other countless people I’d worked with over the years. I’d lied to Katsu and broken his trust. I’d lied to Musubi and lost his faith in me. The only thing I seemed to have a real talent for was destroying anything and everything that found its way into my life.

I am poison. A black hole capable of nothing but destruction.

“Mikomi, she’s gone,” Musubi called out. “We must fall back toward the temple.”

I might have lashed out at him for his callous words and unfeeling behavior if his pain and despair hadn’t blindsided me at that very moment.

My eyes felt dry as I nodded and allowed him to pull me to my feet. I stared at the blood soaking my hands and knew I would feel its stain upon me for the rest of my existence.

Musubi grabbed my arm and pulled me forward with Yao and Chan holding our flank.

“I’ll take things from here, Musubi,” Katsu yelled. We both turned around again to find Katsu on higher ground about thirty feet from our position. The rebels had managed to hold back most of my father’s forces, but I thought it unwise for Katsu to expose himself to any flying arrows. I stepped forward to tell him as much, but Musubi tightened his grip on my arm.

“You haven’t heard a word I’ve stated,” Musubi yelled. ““She is mine, Katsu. Your bond is severed. As long as I live and breathe, as long as I exist upon the face of this Earth, Mikomi will belong to me.”

Katsu’s voice rang out, imperious and commanding. “Then as protector of the veil, this Earth, and The Healer of the world, it is my duty to make certain you cease to exist.”

Musubi withdrew his sword and pushed me behind him. “I’m ready when you are, old friend.”

If only I had foreseen that Katsu had no intention of fighting Musubi with a sword. Within the blink of an eye, Katsu stepped forward and lifted a black object that glinted wickedly in the moonlight. I registered the black bow from the underworld just as Katsu knocked and released the matching arrow. It was in that moment I thought I might have a chance at redeeming myself and all of my collective failures. My one desperate thought was to protect Musubi from the certain death that awaited him if that arrow found its target. I had failed him on so many levels, but in this one thing I would somehow make it right.

“No,” I shouted.

I flung my arms wide as I jumped in front of Musubi and a million memories began to parade themselves across my mind’s eye.

Akane’s encouraging smile. Katsu defending me against my father. Saigo and his endless attempts at getting out of his studies. Kenji’s humorous banter and fatherly affection. Hatsumi and Daiki and their constant love and support during my deepest moments of despair. Aiko’s warm hugs and sweet voice when she sang away the remnants of a nightmare.

Musubi.

His frosty blue eyes as they glowed with mirth, sarcasm, and curiosity. His fluid movements with the sword. His relentless drive to protect me. His eagerness to tease and torment me during our trainings. His misplaced anger and bitter hatred for a situation he had no control over. His stubborn refusal to accept the love we felt for one another, and then his stubborn refusal to accept anything less. The love and warmth that replaced the chilling indifference within him. Our first kiss and then our second and then our third, until every touch and caress had been revisited and savored with fervor by a young girl faced with her own certain demise.

I watched the arrow release from Katsu’s bow, watched it speed forward, an unyielding executioner gaining speed and force. The arrow landed squarely within my chest and catapulted me backward into Musubi’s arms.

Distant ringing and frantic voices assaulted my senses, but I floated peacefully over the chaos that surrounded me.

Hands gripped my shoulders. My body was lifted in the arms of someone who resembled an angel.

“Mikomi,” he yelled. The urgency with which he shouted my name allowed me to break a little from the pull of peaceful slumber.

I lifted my bloodied hand and rested it against his cheek.

“Musubi,” I whispered. My voice seemed to come from a distance and echoed hollowly within me.

Katsu was suddenly there, hovering over me and placing his hands on my head. “Musubi, I need your powers, we have to stop the damage the arrow has inflicted. The darkness is spreading.”

Both sets of hands were on me now and heat suffused within my ki, regaling it with a measure of light. However, there was little focus for where that light was meant to be utilized. It wouldn’t be enough, but I didn’t feel saddened at this realization. Instead, a large measure of peace settled over my entire being, and I raised my other hand to touch Katsu.

“I love you both,” I wheezed out. Every breath, every word was a struggle. “I know…not fair…or right how I hid…truth from you. I’m sorry to hurt you.” I looked at Katsu. His face was growing dim and his sobs shook his entire frame. “Not your fault,” I tried to assure him. “Always my friend.” I moved my eyes to Musubi. The strain of those few movements nearly made me let go completely, but I had to say this to him before I was gone. Whether he believed me or not, I had to say the words. “Already…” I sucked in more air, straining against the suffocating sensation of death creeping stealthily over me. “Yours…my heart…already……yours.”

Musubi’s sobs were explosive. He kissed my hand over and over again, muttering apologies and promises if I would continue to fight against the darkness.

But Death is not one to take heed to compassionate pleas or desperate promises. It takes what belongs to it with very little compunction.

I had to let go after that. Fighting against death brought fear and pain, but accepting it released me into a peaceful state of existence. I floated happily upward, resting my eyes upon the people I loved most one last time.

Musubi and Katsu hovered over me on either side. Their desperate fight to keep me there drained them of energy and power. Saigo and Kenji stood behind them, both unable to hold back the aching sobs that wracked their bodies. Yao and Chan were situated a few feet back, on their knees with their swords drawn and embedded in the ground, one fist held to their chests. I looked further behind them and saw the entire rebel army on bended knee, swords stuck in the ground with hands fisted to their chests along with my father’s soldiers. The entire battle at a standstill due to my death. Their touching tribute might have brought fresh tears to my eyes if I had been capable of shedding any.

It wasn’t how I wanted my life to end. I didn’t want my death to cause those I loved so much pain. I moved to comfort them, but my insubstantial form didn’t respond to my commands. I remained suspended in air, several feet above my body while my loved ones mourned me below.

The bald man with the scar was at my head now. He spoke harshly to both Musubi and Katsu, who were shouting at one another. Once they quieted he whispered indecipherable words and motioned for Katsu to take out his sword. Curious, I hovered just low enough to hear his instructions.

“Katsu, we must do this quickly before she passes through the veil.”

“What can be done, Hachiman?” Katsu’s words were choked with tears. “The sword hasn’t the power to bring her back to us.”

“Maybe not as Mikomi, but certainly as someone else. Either way, her spirit has already been formed and she remains The Healer.”

Hachiman reached for the sword and rested it across my body.

“You’re talking about rebirth,” Musubi stated. Hope radiated from his eyes. “The sword is already designed to place her soul in a holding area beyond the veil. What exactly is it that you intend to do?”

“If her spirit is sent to that holding area, we’ll have no way of knowing when or where she will be reborn. Nor will we know her new identity. We must retain her spirit here. The sword must hold her where we can find her once she is reborn,” Hachiman stated.

His words continued, a soft mantra playing over and over again, an ancient dialect of Japanese I failed to grasp or understand.

I felt my spirit jolt upward and then move forward, past my loved ones and further into the grounds of the temple until I hovered in front of the Holy Cherry Tree. I wondered if I was moving on to the next phase of my journey and prepared myself to pass through the veil, but something altogether otherworldly occurred. The tree began to hum and light slowly engulfed it, growing blindingly bright until it reached a level of whiteness so brilliant that I could no longer keep my eyes open. There was a compressed groaning from the earth and then light exploded outward. I shielded my face with my hands and waited as the light from the tree slowly darkened and disappeared, leaving a large stone of massive proportions behind. It stood a few feet from the tree.

I stared at it in wonder, not understanding why I was still here or what this large block of stone was meant for. I was abruptly pulled forward by some unknown force. I didn’t fight it at first, fully believing my spirit was readying itself to pass through the veil, but then I began to enter the stone, moving to the center of it as the cold and dark of its interior became pliable, slowly embracing my spirit. I felt it shifting and moving as it encased my form from the tip of my head, to my fingers and then toes. I turned myself around and faced my loved ones. The movements were strained as I pushed against the hardening material of the stone while it continued to form itself around my body.

Musubi suddenly stood a few feet in front of me, reaching forward and speaking words I failed to hear. I lifted my arms against the binding material, the unforgiving stone, and reached for the man I loved. My fingers barely managed to touch his and then I was frozen, the stone hardening and solidifying before I could embrace him as I had intended. One look at my arms confirmed my fears.

They were completely encased in stone.

Tears continued their slow descent down Musubi’s cheeks, but he was ripped from me by a furious Katsu. Their arguing and bitter fighting continued on as I watched, helpless to stop it. Then more fighting began as my father’s armies attacked. Time behaved differently for me with moments standing still and then moving forward at a rapid rate.

I fought to keep my focus on the battle at hand, wishing to give my support and love if nothing else, but my heart cried out in anguish as the rebels were cut down left and right. I frantically searched for my loved ones only to watch in horror as Saigo stood fighting a kami twice his size. The kami feinted to the left and knocked his weapon free, his sword sailing from his hand. The kami wasted no time and stabbed him in the chest. I screamed for someone to help him, but my words were swallowed up within the hardened stone.

Then Musubi was at his side, while Yao moved in front of Saigo and took a blow to his shoulder. Chan and Kenji threw themselves in front of him just as another blow rained down from their assailant. Kenji was struck dead before my eyes. I saw a flash of green from Katsu’s sword and then time sped forward and suddenly Katsu and Musubi were both dragging Saigo and Kenji backward while Chan and Yao brought up the rear. Musubi paused as Saigo said something to him and then his head dropped forward, death descending upon his pale features. Katsu’s sword glowed green the moment he departed.

My agonized screams gurgled forth, but didn’t reach beyond the walls of my prison. It was an absolute bloodbath, and I was helpless to defend or heal them. Yao fell next, an arrow breaking through Chan’s defenses, piercing him in the neck. Another flash of green from Katsu’s sword.

After this I shut down completely, my vision blurring in and out. Something within me broke after watching the death of so many people I loved, and I couldn’t bear to witness one more. I shut my senses off and drifted out of consciousness.

I’m uncertain as to how long I remained in that state, but every so often I heard my name being whispered from a great distance. In those moments I knew to open my eyes and allow myself to become more aware of my thoughts, feelings, and surroundings. Musubi always stood before me, speaking my name and talking to me as if I was capable of giving an audible response. For the longest time he spoke of love and a promise to wait for me no matter the length of time. Eventually his words spoke not only of love, but of regret and a desperate plea for forgiveness. After each of these visits I allowed myself to drift back into that hazy state of nothing. I had no desire to mark the passage of time.

Eventually, I began to ignore the visits I received from Musubi, acknowledging to myself that it was simply too painful to have him within arms’ reach, yet never touching, never holding and never truly speaking to him. I turned myself off forever, convinced I would never be allowed to hold him in my arms or feel the soft brush of his lips against mine. I accepted the numbing monotonous darkness for what it was. An eternal punishment with no end in sight. A fitting sentence for someone as flawed and damaged as me.

And then one day something changed.
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Musubi stood before me, hands clasped behind his back. His hair was much shorter than I was used to seeing and his clothing appeared so foreign. Strange blue leggings fit snug against him and a flimsy shirt bore writing in a language I couldn’t understand. No matter the foreign cut of his clothing he still looked just as wonderful to me as he ever had. The longing that gripped me at the sight of him sent waves of pain coursing through my soul.

I wished to delve into the darkness surrounding me, but Musubi reached forward and grasped my outstretched hand, something he had done thousands of times over the course of my miserable incarceration, but never before had I been able to feel his touch until now. Nothing definitive in texture or substance, but a familiar warmth that engulfed the stone surrounding my fingers, bleeding into their tips and infusing me with life.

“It’s nearly time, Mikomi. The moment of your rebirth is near, and with it a promise I’ve made to you over the years that I intend to keep.”

Promise? What promise? How much time had passed?

“Chinatsu, Katsu, and Hachiman wish for you to remain here to be trained up as The Healer.” He paused, taking in a deep breath and letting it out in measured puffs. “But I intend to give you what you deserve. Something you never had the first time you lived upon this Earth. You deserve love, Mikomi. Love from parents who won’t beat you, belittle you or take your opportunities and choices away from you.”

He swallowed hard and lifted a hand to my face. Sweet warmth enveloped my senses, and I basked in it, delighting in the brightness of it like flowers delight in the warmth of the sun’s rays.

His eyes glistened with love and tears and he cleared his throat. “You deserve a normal life with friends and family who support you. You’ll have eternity to be The Healer, but only a few years to simply be Mikomi. These people on their way are good and kind. They will love and take care of you, and I will make certain you have as much time as you need to lead a normal life. And when I do return to fetch you, Mikomi, though you won’t remember who I am, and Katsu will be the one meant to hold your heart, I’ll love you from a distance, always. I will help you become exactly what you were meant to become.”

I opened my mouth to speak, to explain the flaws in the prophecy and convince him of the rightness of us, but my words echoed back to me and were mercilessly swallowed up within the walls of my stone prison.

Musubi leaned forward and placed a kiss on my forehead, sending little shock waves throughout my spirit.

“I love you,” he whispered. “Time has never changed that, and you belonging to Katsu will never alter the past or erase what we shared. Even if it was but a few moments, those moments were ours.”

With one last kiss upon my forehead, he melted away into the forest, deaf to my desperate pleas that he remain here with me.

Before I had a chance to slink back into my darkened walls of despair and self-pity, I heard more voices in the distance, and then two figures approached.

I felt certain that these two beings would play an important role in my life, a life waiting and ready to start anew.
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James Fairmont, Rebirth

 

Julia Fairmont possessed an endearing obsession for cherry trees. By the time James had met and fallen in love with her she had attended every festival and event within the United States.

He remembered how appalled Julia had been when she invited him to the National Cherry Blossom Festival in Washington D.C., and the only response he could muster was, “What’s a cherry blossom?” James soon discovered that loving Julia meant loving cherry trees as well.

For their third anniversary, he surprised her by taking her to the Nago Cherry Blossom Festival in Okinawa, Japan. Not a terribly grueling journey for a pregnant woman, considering James’ medical internship already had them living in Okinawa. Nago Okinawa was said to host the earliest cherry blossom viewing in Japan, and it was, happily, the next cherry blossom event on Julia’s list.

He watched his wife consult her pamphlet, admiring her feminine profile as wisps of glossy hair kissed her cheekbones. Her delight in this simple event made him feel as accomplished as if he’d somehow managed to move the Earth and lasso the moon.

They calmly meandered around the Nago Chuo Park, which held beautiful Taiwan cherry trees and their dark, rose colored blossoms. At the end of the park the crowd began to disperse a bit, and James decided to steer his wife toward the less crowded areas. Neither of them noticed that the crowds had disappeared completely until they wandered into an area that held not only the most magnificent cherry tree they had seen thus far, but what appeared to be an enormous Shinto temple rising upward in the background.

Julia made some appreciative squeals and James chuckled at her unbridled delight. Even he was astounded by the beauty surrounding them, as if the area itself was its own national monument. Julia made her way to the beautiful cherry tree in order to take some pictures and paused before a statue of a striking Asian woman. She faced the tree with her arms outstretched, wearing traditional Japanese attire.

James felt somewhat drawn to the statue, although he couldn’t comprehend the reason for it. He studied the statue’s features and was surprised by the intense longing visible in the woman’s expression. Her look of longing was so well defined it made James’ heart cringe in sympathy.

“What a beautiful statue,” Julia said. “Why do you suppose it is here facing the tree like this?”

He was about to respond when he heard a faint noise from behind.

“She’s been here for centuries, paying homage to The Holy Cherry Tree you see before you,” said a small Asian man who approached them with a friendly smile.

James studied his appearance. His clothing suggested he was affiliated with the majestic temple behind them, and he seemed old, ancient even, but his features looked timeless. It was a strange and contradictory conclusion to come to, but that was exactly how he appeared to James. The scar hovering just above the man’s eye hinted at a serious injury. His smile was welcoming, however, and James received the distinct impression that he had been expecting them.

“I am called Hachiman,” the monk said, offering a hand to James and then Julia. “I tend to this shrine and the gardens surrounding it.”

“Pleasure. I’m James and this is my wife, Julia.”

“I am very surprised to meet you. We don’t get many visitors around here.”

“Really?” James asked. “That seems a little strange considering the festival is only a few hundred yards behind us.”

Hachiman peered at him in confusion.

“The festival? I am not sure what you are referring to,” he said with a strange look passing over his face.

“You know, the festival. The cherry blossom festival? They have it every year. We were just walking through the park, but we thought we would get out of the crowds for a little while, so we wandered over here.” As James continued talking, he began to feel a little disconcerted at the confusion evident upon Hachiman’s face.

“There are no cherry blossom festivals in this province. There never have been. We do, however, pay great homage to the Holy Cherry tree behind you.”

James turned his head toward the cherry tree, feeling a strange sense of foreboding. How could this man not know about the cherry blossom festival when he was living next door to it? James noticed his wife studying the face of the statue.

“It is an amazing landmark, older than the statue that faces it,” Hachiman continued. He studied James’ apparel for a moment. “I must ask you. How did you arrive here in Kagami? Not many people know how to enter into this realm.”

“Wait. Where did you say we are?” James interrupted.

“Kagami,” Hachiman answered proudly, “in the province of Mimasaka.”

James shook his head rather forcefully.

“We are in Nago Okinawa at the Nago Cherry Blossom Festival.” James’ insides were beginning to churn. It was odd to come across this area in the middle of a festival and have no one around enjoying the sights like he and Julia were.

Something wasn’t right. There was a hush in the air, as if a large audience were on the edge of their seats watching, waiting for some epic moment.

“Tell me again where you think you are.” There was repressed excitement in the monk’s eyes. It was obvious he knew something James didn’t.

“We’re in Okinawa, Japan,” James said, slow and deliberate. “And I don’t think it. I know it. Julia, please tell this nice man where we are. I think he’s a bit confused.”

James turned toward his wife in time to hear her cry out in pain. She crumpled into a heap on the soft green grass a few feet from the statue.

“Julia?” James shouted. He thought he heard the old monk muttering behind him, but he was already leaning over the small, hunched form of his wife.

Then her water broke. 	

It was too early. Thirty-six weeks! His thoughts swam as he began to assess what exactly he could do for her and the baby without his medical equipment.

Suddenly, Hachiman was by their side.

“Julia,” he said serenely. “You must not panic. You must take deep breaths and concentrate on delivering your baby. Can you do that?” he asked quietly.

She locked her wide eyes onto the holy man and nodded. Even James felt slightly less panicked as the old monk lifted Julia’s head onto his lap and began talking to her in soft, comforting tones.

James checked his wife’s cervix and was shocked to discover she was already dilated to a ten.

No, how could she possibly be that far along?

He gave his wife a reassuring smile and squeezed her hand with his blood stained fingers.

“You’re almost ready to deliver, sweetheart,” he said as he tried to swallow back the tears that her cries of pain caused him.

“Already? That’s…that’s not normal. Is……no, that can’t be right. I thought I’d be in labor for hours.” She lifted her hand and wiped the sweat from her forehead. “This isn’t how I wanted things to be. I don’t want to deliver my baby here!”

“It’s not how we planned it, honey, but this baby isn’t giving us a choice.”

“She’s already a handful.” Julia gave him a brave smile, but her eyes were filled with tears.

“You ready to push?” he asked.

“Absolutely!” Her breathing came in short gasps.

His wife was a brave, wonderful woman, and he loved her for it.

“I can see the head crowning. Push, Julia. You can do this.”

Julia screamed as she pushed once, pushed twice, and then with one last push the baby passed to James’ outstretched hands.

A baby girl!

He almost started crying in relief until he realized the umbilical cord had wrapped itself around the baby’s neck. He swiftly set to unwrapping it and cleared the baby’s air passage, but his child didn’t take in a breath.

“Hachiman!” he said in a horrified whisper.

“You must wait for it,” the monk said softly. “She will be fine.”

James just shook his head as he looked down at his daughter and realized that she was, in fact, stillborn.

“James, what’s wrong?”

He avoided Julia’s gaze and stared numbly at the perfect little face of his tiny baby girl.

“Tell me what’s wrong. What—”

His wife was interrupted by a loud, thunderous sound that shook the earth and caused everything surrounding them to compress with powerful energy.

“What’s happening?” James shouted. 

A loud crack reverberated to his left. He turned quickly to see what had made the deafening noise and stared in quiet amazement as the statue of the Asian woman proceeded to split in half. The two halves fell to either side.

He didn’t have time to wonder at the cause. Something else drew his attention. A young man with golden hair and icy blue eyes appeared out of nowhere, staring at him from just beyond the broken statue. James was about to address the enigmatic stranger when a high pitched wail sounded in his arms. It was the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard.

His baby girl was crying.

 

*  *  *

The events that followed the birth of James and Julia’s baby formed the backbone for what was to be a lifetime of hiding and overprotective parenting. After ushering them into the temple and providing lodging and food for them, Hachiman with loving patience explained the important role their child was destined to fulfill.

James went from grateful to outraged when the monk informed him that he and Julia wouldn’t be allowed to take their child out of Kagami, while his wife began to sob softly into the folds of the baby’s blanket.

He barely restrained himself from correcting the man on their location or strangling him for claiming ownership of his child.

He didn’t believe in any of the legends or folktales the monk spouted off, but knew one thing for certain: he and his wife were leaving with their child the moment the opportunity presented itself.

Minutes after Hachiman left their room, James began formulating a plan.

“What do we do?” Julia sobbed. “He can’t possibly think we’ll leave our baby in his care.”

James knelt beside the bed and smoothed her hair from her forehead.

“I will never allow that. I promise you we will get out of here. I just need a few moments to figure out how.”

“I think I can help you with that.”

James spun around at the unfamiliar voice. His eyes narrowed as he took in the young man he’d seen earlier when the statue had cracked.

“Who are you?” James croaked.

The young man took a step toward James and then bowed from the waist.

“In Japan I am known as Musubi. The literal translation into English would be a bit much, so we’ll just shorten it to Tie.”

“Tie,” James repeated. “Why are you helping us?”

“I understand that this all seems crazy, but believe me when I tell you, these monks will keep your daughter here and raise her for their own purposes. The realm in which you have entered is very difficult to escape, and you won’t be able to do so without my help.”

“Kagami isn’t part of Japan?” James asked, nearly willing to believe in alternate dimensions after all of the craziness he had recently beheld.

“It is, but it isn’t. Most humans don’t wander here on accident unless there is a need, and giving birth to The Healer created a definite need.”

James snorted. “I don’t believe in this prophecy of yours. I’m not even sure you can be trusted.”

“Whether you believe or not, these monks most certainly do, and since I am prepared to not only help you escape, but to mask your presence and their ability to find you, it would be wise of you to consider my offer.”

James studied him, pondering his proposal, and then extended his hand.

“I’ll accept your help so long as you never give me a reason to doubt you.”

Tie took his hand and shook it. “Believe me, I want the child out of here just as much as you do. It simply isn’t safe for her to be here no matter what the monks might say.”

“Okay, Tie. What’s the plan?”

 

*  *  *

 

James and Julia found themselves staring at a shimmering line of gold upon the grassy floor of a small clearing. It had taken several hours to travel to this particular destination once they were able to sneak off the grounds of the temple.

“Once you step over that line, you’ll be back in Okinawa,” Tie stated. “This is the only spot I can cross you over. I don’t know how far you’ll be from your dwelling, but I suggest you get there as quickly as possible and then leave Japan the moment an opportunity presents itself. I promise to keep your whereabouts cloaked until your daughter needs my protection again.”

James balked at this. “Protection? Protection from what?”

“I know that you still don’t believe in the prophecy or the fact that your daughter possesses healing powers, but she will need me eventually, James. I just want her to have as normal a life as possible until then. Do you believe me?”

“I believe you,” Julia said. James watched, baffled as Julia stepped forward and embraced Tie as if he were her own son. She shifted their daughter and held the infant’s face closer to the strange young man.

Tie reached forward and allowed the baby to grasp one of his fingers.

“What do we name her, Tie?” she asked.

James felt affronted that his wife hadn’t consulted him first, but the evident moisture in the young man’s eyes stopped him from voicing his annoyance. For some wildly outlandish reason their child was important to him.

Tie muttered something under his breath, but neither he nor Julia caught it.

“What did you say?” she asked.

“I said Mikomi. It’s Japanese.”

“That’s lovely, Tie.” Her smile momentarily brightened the darkness of the night. “What does it mean?”

James watched, mesmerized as tears glistened down Tie’s cheeks.

“It means hope,” the young man whispered. “You should name your daughter Hope.”
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Hope Fairmont, Present Day

 

The distant sound of beeping intruded upon my troubled sleep. I had absolutely no desire to wake up, but I didn’t want to continue reliving a life that brought me nothing but indescribable pain.

Eventually the drilling beeps made it impossible to keep my eyes closed any longer. I groaned in annoyance and shifted my sore legs.

“It’s about damn time,” a jarring voice said as I climbed to full consciousness. I couldn’t help but smile at the familiar sound.

Angie.

Her warm slender arms wrapped around me as she delivered a bone-crushing hug.

I blinked my eyes several times to adjust to the brightness of daylight seeping through the blinds. Angie sat next to me on my bed, wearing a broad smile on her gorgeous face.

“What happened?” I croaked. Geez. It sounded like I’d taken a shredder to my vocal chords. “Water?”

She snorted and stood up. “Of course I have water. What am I, an amateur?”

My lips quirked into another Angie induced smile as she handed me a cup of water and watched while I gulped it down.

“Thank you,” I said. Then my recent dream came flooding back to me in one debilitating head rush. I sat up in my bed and attempted to dive out of it as I babbled on and on about saving Saigo and healing Akane.

Angie grabbed me and pulled my head against her chest, encouraging me to take deep breaths as she called for backup.

“Tie, get in here now before the invalid overpowers me.”

Tie. Tie. Who was Tie?

A door flew open and loud voices could be heard. More than one person had entered the room.

I felt myself being transferred from Angie’s vice-like grip to another. As I beheld the face of my new captor my ramblings were cut short. It wasn’t possible. He was here. How could he be here with me? How was I even here in this room?

“Musubi?” I asked as I placed a tentative hand against his cheek. His concerned look moved to one of utter delight as he kissed my forehead and buried his face into my neck.

“You remember,” he breathed.

Then it all came rushing back to me as memories of both of my lives, my purpose, my death, my rebirth—everything flooded through me until I felt ready to burst.

“Does she remember?”

I looked up to see my father standing before me. Worry and concern created a mountain of new wrinkles around the corners of his eyes.

“Yes,” I responded. I turned back to the man I loved. “I watched Saigo die. Akane died and so did Kenji.” His eyes darkened in grief at my words, and he nodded.

I swallowed hard as a ball of emotion worked its way to the forefront. It had happened hundreds of years ago, but for me it felt as if I’d lost them only moments ago. The grief was raw, real, and recent. My sobs exploded from me, impossible to hold back, impossible to control. I couldn’t live like this, not with the knowledge I had, not with the memories of my previous life warring with the blissfulness of my current one. How the hell was I supposed to continue on when my brother, my tutor, and my best friend had been killed over a thousand years ago? I couldn’t even bury their bodies.

“Is she in pain?” my father asked. He was already moving a hand to my forehead.

“No,” Tie said. “It’s just a lot for her to reconcile herself with. Her brother and friends were murdered soon after she was killed. I didn’t realize she was able to see everything within the statue.”

“You mean my prison?” My head shot up. My eyes burned with rage, with a need to punch something. “Do you have any idea how difficult it was to remain in a tomb of stone day in and day out? Not even your visits kept me sane enough to stay awake.”

Tie looked astonished. “You heard me? When I went to visit you?”

I stroked his face and gazed into those piercing blue eyes of his. “You were the only one who ever came, and I cherished every word you said to me.”

“I can’t believe it,” he expelled a shaky breath. “I can’t believe you don’t hate me after what I did to you. Though I’m sure that stupid blossom has something to do with it. You couldn’t hate me even if you wanted to.”

“What are you talking about?” I snuggled my nose under his chin. He inhaled sharply.

“Dammit, Hope, you’re making this even more difficult for me than I thought possible.”

I lifted my head and gave Angie a questioning look. “Translation, please.”

Angie sighed in disgust. “Lover boy here seems to think that blossom he gave you forced you into adoring him. Some nonsense about severing soul mates. The whole thing’s an idiotic, imbecilic assumption. Any moron can see you two are meant for each other.”

“That’s completely incorrect, Angie,” a voice from the doorway said. Everyone in the room turned their attention to Katsu and Chinatsu as they entered the room. Or was it Victor? Now I was totally confused. How was I supposed to address these kami? They couldn’t have just stuck to their Japanese names? Like I wasn’t discombobulated enough either way?

“Tie severed Hope’s soul from mine when he gave her that blossom,” Victor continued, “but we were hoping the effects of that magic died out when she did.”

“Tactful, Victor,” Angie exclaimed. “You almost make it sound as if you’re grateful she died.”

His face flushed. “Of course I’m not. The entire thing has haunted me since the day it happened.”

A small blur of movement sprang into the room, and suddenly Kirby was at my side, throwing his arms around me.

“You’re alive,” he shouted. “I thought you’d never wake up, Hope.”

I pulled away from him for a moment to look him over and connect with his ki.

“No cancer,” I stated.

He gave me a happy smile.

“You shouldn’t be doing that,” Chinatsu admonished. “Your powers must be conserved for your ascension—”

“Stop talking,” I interrupted. She looked angry at my impertinence, but I had to remind myself that she wasn’t my mother anymore. Her disapproval was no longer a matter of concern for me.

“I do what I want, when I want. Is that understood?”

She looked at the floor, barely containing her anger.

“I understand you’re upset with me. We didn’t have the closest of relationships.”

“Try no relationship,” I spat out. “Oh no, it was much easier for you to remain oblivious and ignorant to every single beating the emperor ever gave me.”

“Beatings? What beatings?” my father asked in alarm. “Chinatsu, what in the world is she talking about?”

“The emperor was quick to punish Hope if she displeased him. It was not my place—”

“It was your place,” I said. “It was always your place, but you were too scared of him to defend your daughter. Years of violent physical and emotional abuse and the only thing that kept that psychopath from killing me was the fact that he didn’t have a weapon from the underworld to do it with. Do you have any idea how many times he broke my wrists? Broke my arms? My legs? Stabbed me, cut me, tortured me? My injuries may have healed immediately, but I’ll never forget the process or the excruciating pain.”

I saw movement from the corner of my eye and watched as Angie flew with lightening speed right in front of my former mother. She arched her arm back, ready to strike out, but Victor wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her back against his chest before she had a chance to deliver what promised to be one nasty punch to the face.

“Holy crap,” Kirby whispered.

“What the hell is the matter with you?” Angie shouted. She fought against Victor’s hold and dove for Chinatsu again, but Victor lifted her off her feet and clamped his arms tightly about her small frame. He gave Chinatsu a wary look.

I felt Tie grip my shoulders as pure rage effused his body.

“Why didn’t you ever tell me it was that bad?” he asked.

“Because I would have had to tell you who I truly was, and I’d already promised Akane I would keep my identity a secret from you.”

He shook his head and opened his mouth to argue.

I lifted a finger to his lips and left it there. He gently kissed it, bringing a smile to my own lips.

“We’ll discuss it later,” I said.

“Chinatsu, I really think you need to leave,” my father said. He couldn’t even look her in the eye due to the anger he felt on my behalf. “I get that this abuse happened a thousand years ago, but it still happened, and it’s fresh for Hope. You need to take off for a while. My daughter’s been through enough.”

Her eyes flashed outrage. She shook her head and stepped toward me.

“Hope—”

Victor moved in front of her, his anger barely under control as he deftly moved Angie behind him.

“Get. Out. Now.”

Chinatsu lifted her eyes to glare at me, but her cold manner no longer hurt me as it once had. She turned on her heels and left the room.

Angie moved out of Victor’s grasp, straightened her clothes, and then pointed a finger in his face.

“The next time I’m in the middle of maiming someone, I’d appreciate zero interference from you.”

Victor’s lips twitched.

“It wasn’t a fair fight.”

“Why are you protecting her?” she demanded in outrage.

Victor leaned forward and tilted her chin up.

“I wasn’t protecting Chinatsu, Angie. I was protecting you.”

Their gazes locked for a few moments, and then Angie sucked in a breath, turned quickly, and headed to the chair next to my bed. Her face turned a bright shade of crimson. Was she blushing? I’d never seen Angie blush before.

This was new.

Victor appeared a little out of sorts himself and shook his head as if to clear away his confusion.

“Can I say something?” I asked, addressing the group as a whole.

I stood with my chin held high, attempting as much dignity as I could muster considering the hospital gown I wore. I checked my clothing and realized I was actually wearing pink, princess pajamas with little sparkles bejeweling the front of my shirt.

I examined the outfit in horror and then glared at Angie.

“Seriously?”

“Don’t you dare start arguing with me over clothing,” she said. “That hospital gown was an eyesore. You owe me big.”

I rubbed a hand over my tired eyes and then faced off with my collective audience.

“Everyone here is convinced that Katsu is my soul mate, right?”

There was a chorus of rights and one distinct wrong from Angie. I hid a smile at her obnoxious “wrong” and moved on.

“Angie is correct. You are all wrong.”

“You only feel that way because of the blossom, Hope. Your choices were taken from you the moment Tie placed that piece of magic in your hands,” Victor said.

Tie lowered his head, looking at the ground. “I’m making amends for that, Vicky. That’s why I’m here. I promised to see this through, find out if she was still bonded to me, and if so figure out a way to break that bond.”

“It still doesn’t change the fact that her soul no longer recognizes mine,” he shouted.

“It never did,” I screamed in frustration.

“What did you say, Hope?” Victor asked. The hurt on his face made my heart ache for him, but this misunderstanding had gone on for centuries, and I was tired of everyone talking over me.

“The prophecy is flawed, Victor. Do you remember when my eyes were red? My father forced me to heal Chinatsu even though she was meant to die, and as a result my ki was damaged.”

“You willingly saved that hag’s life?” Angie muttered under her breath.

“What?” Tie exclaimed. “That’s what caused the damage to your eyes?”

His fury on my behalf was touching even if it was a little late for it.

“I remember,” Victor stated. “But I healed you—”

“No,” I said. “The day you found me at the temple…it was all a front. I’d been working with the rebels and training with Tie to learn how to fight. He was the one who healed my eyes. He was the one who healed my ki when I irreparably damaged it after saving my brother, Saigo. Tie has always been my soul mate. I knew it long before my death, long before he gave me The Black Blossom. The prophecy got it all wrong.”

My shocking announcement left everyone speechless. I turned to Tie, watching his features as a fear to hope waged war against his love for me.

“Do you remember when I died?”

He nodded. “Not a day goes by that I don’t remember, Hope. It’s like a nightmare replaying itself inside my head.”

“I told you my heart was already yours. You didn’t need the blossom. It already belonged to you. Kenji knew it, Akane knew it, and I knew it. I didn’t tell you right away because I wanted you to push past whatever vendetta you were holding onto and choose me. It had to be your choice. I had to be your choice.”

Tie’s eyes filled with wonder and then tears slowly descended down his face. He fisted a hand to his mouth and hunched himself over in his seat, but it failed to muffle the sobs that soon followed.

I knelt beside Tie and embraced him, pulling him close and giving him the love he thought he didn’t deserve. The love he assumed didn’t belong to him.

Not satisfied with this, Tie lifted my lips to his and kissed me like I’d been longing for ever since my soul became trapped in that stone prison.

“I…I don’t understand,” I heard Victor say. “This doesn’t make any sense.” Tie broke away from me and stood, placing me behind him. He must have sensed Victor’s anger from his tone of voice. I could sense it like wispy black smoke permeating the room.

“Do I have to spell it out for you, Victor?” Angie asked, her impatience evident in her tone. “True love prevails.” She let out a happy sigh. “Am I the only one who saw this coming?”

“But it doesn’t make sense, Angie,” he said, coming to stand next to her. “Why do I love her?”

She smacked him across the head in exasperation. “It’s Hope, you moron. What’s not to love? But if we’re going to get down to it, you’ve been told since your creation that Hope was your future. That’s a hefty amount of brainwashing, with you assuming you never had a choice in the matter. Once you met Hope it wasn’t difficult to love her either way.”

“But what about the prophecy?” he said, taking another step toward her. “How can Hope and Tie heal the veil when that’s only ever been my job? It’s why I exist.”

She rolled her eyes in true Angie fashion.

“Sounds like an identity crisis to me.”

Victor’s eyes flashed with anger. She’d definitely managed to get under his skin.

As far as guys went, that was nothing new for my best friend.

“This isn’t a game, Angie. How will Hope heal the veil without me?”

Tie and I looked at each other in wonder. I think we could both see the space between Angie and Victor diminishing. It was like an invisible chord pulling them closer together.

“I don’t for one second believe that the future of our world depends on forcing a young woman to unite with a man she doesn’t love, especially a man who isn’t her soul mate. True love is the most powerful force on Earth, surely powerful enough to heal a weakening veil.”

My eyes nearly bugged out of their sockets at the familiarity of her words. Akane had said the exact same thing to me when we discussed my future.

Was it possible?

“Angie,” I said sharply.

She raised her hands in defeat.

“All right. I’ll back off. I’m just trying to give our feckless warrior over here a dose of reality.”

Feckless?

I might have commented on her strange increase in vocabulary, but my mind had locked onto an idea, and my attention would not be diverted.

“No, Angie, I’m not getting after you, I’m trying to figure something out. Can I connect with you for a moment and check your memories?”

“Since when are you capable of doing that?” my father asked.

Angie raised her eyebrow at me and gave me a grin.

“Only if you promise to instruct my life force to erase these freckles and enhance my cup size. I’m tired of being a thirty-four B.”

I chuckled for a moment, and then wondered if that might actually be possible. I shook my head, shocked that I’d wasted a moment entertaining such a harebrained idea from Angie. I reached her and placed my hands on either side of her head, doing my best to avoid the frowning look Victor gave me. Apologies were in order on that end. No doubt about it.

The moment I connected with her I began sifting through her memories as I had with Akane, flipping through her past to see if there was more to Angie than, well, Angie. The moment I arrived at her birth, I found more memories predating her life in this time period. I soon came to her last memories fighting off a nekomata. I skimmed backward a little further and watched from her perspective as Tie forced a black flower into my hand.

Akane. Angie was Akane. My suspicions confirmed, I nearly stopped what I was doing until I remembered the previous memories I’d discovered when Angie had first been Akane. Just how many lives had my best friend experienced? I flipped backward again and reached the part where she was pushed off a cliff by a nekomata, and then flipped back a little further, wishing to verify another suspicion taking root in my mind. I stopped at the moment she met with Victor and one word uttered from him was all it took to move the pieces of this puzzle back into place.

I released my hands from her head and took a step back.

Edana. My best friend was Edana.

“What is it?” Victor asked impatiently.

I struggled to breathe, considering the implications if I revealed this information to the group. It had the power to affect my relationship with Tie, but I’d learned from my past the consequences of lies and half truths. I needed to come clean with this information.

“I’m not the only one in this room who has lived more than one life.”

“What?” Tie exclaimed.

“Cool,” Kirby cried out.

“What are you talking about, Hope?” Angie’s eyes were as wide as saucers.

“Before this life, Angie was my best friend and commander of the rebel army.”

“Akane?” Tie asked, shooting from his seat. He rounded the bed and came to my side, looking ready to embrace Angie, but I held a hand to his chest to stop him.

“That’s not the only life she’s had. There was one before that.”

“I don’t think I want to hear any more of this,” Angie whispered. Her face was white as a sheet.

“They need to know, Ang,” I said, embracing her and then pulling back. “You need to know.”

She studied me for a moment, and then that saucy grin of hers returned.

“All right, then, Hope. Lay it on me.”

I smiled. “Before Angie lived her life as Akane she also lived her life as a Gaelic villager.” I turned to Victor and Tie and let that information sink in. “Angie is Edana.”

“That’s not…that’s impossible,” Victor stated.

The look he gave Angie belied a host of emotions. Oppressive guilt, shame, wonder, and even love. All these years he’d assumed responsibility for her death and now stood face-to-face with her reincarnated form. It was a lot to process.

“There’s more,” I stated. “Are you ready for this?””

“No,” Victor and Tie said in unison.

I continued anyway.

“Edana didn’t throw herself off of that cliff like you both assumed.” I turned to Angie and grasped both of her hands. “A nekomata chased you to the edge of those cliffs and then pushed you off.” I directed my next words to my former betrothed, knowing he needed to understand this more than anyone. “You were not responsible for Edana’s death, Victor. She didn’t commit suicide due to a broken heart. Edana was murdered.”

Tie and Victor stared at Angie with new eyes, attempting to take what they remembered of Edana and meld it with the young girl standing before them.

“She’s the woman you both fell in love with. The woman you’ve been fighting over for centuries now,” I said in a small voice.

Victor and Tie were a collective ball of swirling emotions. Affection for Angie crowded to the forefront, but guilt and shame fought for supremacy. Neither one of them knew how to respond to these latest revelations, and I wasn’t sure how to behave now that Tie faced the woman he had once loved and then lost.

Does he still have feelings for Edana? I mean Angie? Gah. This is super confusing.

I took in all of the people in the room—my father, Victor and Tie, Kirby and Angie—and worried for them and for our future. The issue of whether Tie and I were meant for one another had been resolved, but Angie’s previous lives and the effect that knowledge might have on Tie and Victor would no doubt complicate everything, including my relationship with my soul mate.

There were also inconsistencies in the prophecy to contend with. How much of it could be relied upon and how much of it had been interpreted incorrectly? Where were we in the struggle against Fukurokuju? Was he in prison? Did Hachiman kill him? When would the demon god send more of his assassins, and where were all of the reformed nekomata?

One question, however, overshadowed all of the others. How would we fight against Amatsu’s forces and find a way to permanently heal the veil before he broke through it?

I didn’t have any answers for the troubling issues that beset us, but I knew where to find them. We had to uncover the original prophecy and figure out a way to translate it correctly, and we had to do it as soon as possible. It held answers to so many of these important questions, but I feared that time was not on our side.

Angie glanced between Tie and Victor, swallowing down her anxiety as she took a few steps back. Their hungry stares and desperate desires to pepper her with a million questions weighed heavily between themselves and my best friend. Her deer-in-the-headlights expression was not one I was accustomed to seeing her wear, but I couldn’t blame her. Tie and Victor were fairly vibrating with emotion.

“Wow,” she said, inching herself closer to me. “Tough to be popular.”

Yeah.

As The Healer, I could most definitely relate.
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Darkness. 

A void so all-encompassing as to be completely without hope, without light, without that vibrant ray of luminescence that signifies the glory of another human being’s soul. A blackness so dense as to dull the senses and strip one of their desire to press forward, to fight, to live. 

It felt easier to simply give in to the oppressive atmosphere that weighed so heavily upon me and not bother to search out the answers to where I currently stood or how I’d arrived here in the first place.

I took one shallow breath and then another while panic threatened to choke me into submission. I lifted my hand in front of me and saw nothing but continued to move it forward in search of something solid and sturdy. I gingerly took a step, sliding my foot along what felt like rocky terrain, afraid that if I lifted my foot too high, I might miss a dip in the floor or the eventual absence of it and tumble to my death.

A few precarious steps later brought me to a wall, my hand gently absorbing the shock of its presence. A stone wall then, with deep grooves and taught ridges that felt sharp and somewhat cool. I aligned myself perpendicular to the wall with my left hand lightly gliding against it while my right hand reached out to the empty space beyond. Then I took another step forward, continuing to perform my stilted glide across the uneven ground, waiting for another wall to impede my progress or for a possible turn in the path to present itself.

I kept my eyes closed—they were doing me little good either way—and strained my senses to pick up the slightest hint of sound within the stillness of this prison. For several minutes I heard nothing but the sound of my own clumsy movements and the strangled gasps of my labored breathing, panic having won the battle at this point.

Just as I became convinced that I’d never find a way out of the darkness, a familiar presence tugged on my spirit, beckoning me forward with greater haste. The connection was unmistakable, a heavy yearning that pulled me onward, causing me to move with less caution and more urgency than I had before demonstrated. I may have been blind to my surroundings, but I could never feel alone or afraid when Tie’s soul called to mine, even within the cavernous emptiness of this place.

As I continued my hurried movements, a pinprick of light appeared in the distance, growing eerily brighter with every step. The light wasn’t perfect in its luminescence. It held an eerie green tint to it that caused me to wonder if I headed toward something potentially lethal. I shook myself from such musings. Tie wasn’t someone to fear. He was my soul mate, my other half, my greatest ally in this quest to heal the veil. As the light grew in intensity, I noticed a bend in my path. I hurriedly followed the light around the corner and then stood in absolute shock as it opened into a large cave.

No. Not a cave. 

The word was far too crude for the splendor that met my eyes. The stone walls were a shiny ebony hue that glinted against the lamplight of several torches strategically placed along the cavern’s walls. The furnishings were all made from the stone surrounding us, intricately carved and shaped with spiked accents meant to intimidate as well as impress. I might have continued my thorough perusal of every inch of this place if that familiar pull hadn’t drawn my eyes to the center of the room where a figure dressed in white robes stood in front of a massive black throne with his back turned to me.

“Tie?” I said. It appeared to be him, but his style of hair and clothing were so different from what I was used to.

His shoulders tensed at the sound of my voice, and then the figure slowly turned himself to face me.

I took in a sharp breath as I beheld the man who looked just as surprised by my presence I was with his. He may not have been Tie, but my soul communicated to me otherwise, urging me to rush forward and throw myself into this stranger’s arms—this beautiful stranger who continued to study me with a mixture of utter disbelief and wonder. He took a quick step forward and I nearly fell to the floor as my body and my brain warred against one another for supremacy.

It isn’t Tie, I scolded myself. What is happening?

Oblivious to my internal distress, the man took another step forward, and I nearly wept in frustration as I held myself in check while my entire being ached to throw myself into his arms. One more step from him, and I lifted my hand to stop him.

“No.” My voice came out as a whisper, but it resonated within the vast expanse of the room.

He stopped, finally taking note of my distress, and held up a placating hand, no doubt to calm me. Then he lowered that hand and stood as still as a statue as he took all of me in, drank his fill of me with a look of astonishment and joy so sincere I realized that my presence here, though a shock to both of us, was most welcome to him.

“I’ve waited,” he said in a voice charged with rough emotion. “I’ve waited centuries for this moment to arrive, for the blossom to do what it was meant to do and eventually bring you to me.”

It took a moment for me to respond. His words made little sense to me, and I still failed to process my response to him, a response that should have been reserved for my soul mate. For Tie.

“I don’t understand what I’m doing here. Who are you, and why—?” I broke off, afraid to ask such a disturbing question.

He took another step forward, and I nearly swayed toward him. I tightened my stance and steeled my resolve. 

“Why is your soul drawn to mine?” He nodded and then swallowed, clearly overcome with emotion. “I admit when I crafted the blossom to bind your spirit to mine I had no idea…” he cleared his throat. “I underestimated the power and emotion that the bond between two soul mates produces.” He let out a shaky laugh. “I’ve never experienced it before. Love. It explains quite a few human choices and traditions that have always remained a mystery to me.” His eyes zeroed in on me and nearly sucked me forward. “Nothing could have prepared me for what I’m feeling right now. For what I feel for you.”

My heart hollowed and dropped as the implications of his words solidified for me.

I stood before none other than the demon god, Amatsu-Mikaboshi! His light hair and frozen blue eyes reminded me so much of Tie it pained me to look at him.

“I assumed the black blossom was meant to sever me from my soul mate and then link me to Tie,” I said. My mind whirred with these new implications, and then the irony of it hit me. I couldn’t help the righteous smirk that graced my lips. “It must have been quite a shock for you when you discovered that I belonged to Tie in the first place. He would never hand me over to you.”

“You belong to me.” His voice came out like the sharp crack of a whip. Then he gave me a serene smile, one filled with undeniable longing as his eyes continued to take me in, roaming over the whole of me in awe and wonder. “It’s true that a few errors were made in regards to the identity of your soul mate, but I’ve been alive for a very long time my dear. I always have a plan B. Of course, I would have preferred you never discover Tie to be your true soul mate due to how much trickier it is to separate you from him. And it has been. So many centuries wasted waiting for your rebirth, waiting for the blossom to finally take effect.” 

He took another step forward, but this time my knowledge of his true identity gave me the strength to fight against the intensity of my soul’s reaction to him. I took several steps back before he finally came to a halt. His frustration at the distance separating our bodies was palpable, but his look softened despite his tumultuous emotions.

“It infuriated me when I discovered you had sacrificed yourself to save Tie from Victor’s arrow. I couldn’t understand it and hated you for it.” His level gaze nearly swallowed me whole as he uttered these next words. “Now that the blossom has finally connected me to you, I find it much easier to understand the love that compelled you to save your soul mate’s life.”

“You made certain the blossom eventually connected my soul to yours,” I stated.

He shrugged his shoulders. “Of course. Once I help you ascend as a kami and we combine our powers, there will be nothing powerful enough to prevent the breaching of the veil.”

“You’re wrong. You may have somehow managed to link our souls together, but you’re not my soul mate and you certainly can’t force my hand and join my power to yours. I’m going to heal the veil, not breach it, and I’ll never ever love you.” I meant the words I spoke, but my denial of love caused my soul pain nonetheless. I winced at the sharp stab I felt, but recovered quickly and took another step backward.

“You already love me, my dear.”

I shook my head. “You have no idea what real love is. It isn’t some synthetic replication brought on by powerful magic. Love is given freely and without reserve. It’s the kind of emotion that grows gradually and must be earned. What I feel for you right now is completely against my will. It isn’t what I want.”

He frowned and raised a fist to his chin, folding his arm underneath it as he pondered me in confusion.

“Your resistance to this pull we feel for one another is impressive. I can barely stand to be in the same room with you and not touch you. You shouldn’t be able to refuse me like this. It isn’t how the bond I created is supposed to function.”

“Excuse me?” I felt a drop of sweat make its way down the back of my neck. It was as if talking about the bond made it awaken and respond with renewed vigor.

“You are supposed to be my willing companion. That is, your will should have been stripped from you, though your resistance is actually quite compelling. I have to wonder at how you still manage to maintain a will of your own.”

“That’s simple. I think of the love I feel for Tie, and it trumps your pathetic attempt at binding me to your will.”

His eyes flashed in anger. “That’s impossible. The blossom was supposed to relinquish his claim to you the minute my bond took effect. That’s why his handing you over to me would have been easy for him. With his heart deadened and his connection revoked there would be nothing preventing him from discarding you.”

“Tie’s capacity to love and care for others is far greater than you ever anticipated. Even at his lowest moments, he still took in Akane and taught her to defend herself. You bet your money on the wrong horse.”

“Impossible,” he barked. “You are supposed to be bonded to me and me alone.” 

“I haven’t been severed from Tie’s soul, and I promise you, I will do everything in my power to sever myself from yours.”

“You’ll never get the chance,” he said, rushing forward and throwing his arms around me. At least he tried to do so, but his momentum propelled him right through me, his arms finding zero purchase. The intense rush of emotion my soul experienced as his body swept through mine was short-lived. I nearly cried out in pain at the separation but bit my lip and quelled the impulse to reach for him.

“No,” he cried, turning around and staring at me in astonishment. “This cannot be. You are supposed to be here in your corporal form. The bond transports you to the underworld to dwell with me. How is it that only your spirit is here now?”

I had been here in my physical form just moments earlier. I wasn’t sure what had changed now, but I wondered if my bond with Tie was protecting me.

“I still belong to Tie,” I ground out, “and no matter what you think you’ve accomplished, my love for him will never be canceled out by this mockery of a bond you’ve created.”

They were bold words, but my body continued to behave contrary to my own personal convictions. Sweat poured down my temples as I fought against the powerful desire to wrap my arms around the demon god.

Amatsu stepped forward until mere inches separated the solidity of his body and my spirit. I clenched my fists at my sides as waves of longing and desire rushed through me.

“No,” he choked out. “I don’t understand what went wrong, but I will find out, and once I do, you will be mine, mind, body, and spirit.”

I shook my head and shut my eyes, picturing Tie in my mind and the way the softness of his embrace always alleviated my fears and left me feeling safe, secure, and comforted. 

“No, Hope. You are mine. You cannot leave me now. Not after I’ve finally had the chance to see you. To speak with you.”

Amatsu’s voice was frantic but also sounded far away. I felt myself drifting from his realm and back into the world where I belonged. Just before my spirit collided with my body, his voice surround me with the softness of a lover’s embrace.

“It’s merely a matter of time, my love. I shall see you again.”
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My dreams were starting to get on my nerves. I didn’t remember much about them, I just always awoke with this awful sense of impending doom while simultaneously longing for something just out of reach. I knew it had to be Tie who I dreamed about, but the bad vibes that followed didn’t bode well for the future. This last dream had left me especially out of sorts, and the only cure for that was Tie.

I marveled at the fluttering in my stomach as I knocked on his hotel room door to see if he was ready to head to the “conference” Victor had called to order. My anxiety tended to ratchet up several notches whenever Tie was out of my line of sight. I recognized this as a truly unhealthy and co-dependent response to our relationship, but I simply didn’t know how to push away the fear that if I lost sight of him, I might very well lose him forever.

I was obviously suffering some emotional backlash from everything we’d been through, and now that I remembered my first life, it was easier to understand Tie’s desperate and sometimes puzzling behavior during that first day of school, starting with his arrival in Folklore and Mythology. If the tables had been turned, if I had watched Tie pass away a thousand years ago and then waited for that first moment when I finally saw him again…well…I don’t think talking would have been my first order of business.

 I nervously shifted back and forth, waiting for him to answer. I was a basket case on so many levels. Bad dreams were one issue, but the true origins of my anxiety had to do with my inability to sense the veil. 

Yeah. Still unsuccessful in that department, and time was not on our side. 

How will I heal the veil when I can’t even find it? Might as well usher in the Apocalypse and throw it a house party.

“Who’s there?” The low tones of Tie’s voice brought a fleeting memory to mind. One with a cascading waterfall, a hidden cave, and his teasing voice as he taught me how to defend myself.

I smiled at the simple joy that warmed me from within, nearly choking on a lump of emotion before swallowing it down and answering, “It’s just me.”

The door swung open before I even finished my three-word sentence, and Tie’s arms flashed around me, engulfing me in an embrace I hadn’t realized my body had been aching for. His lips captured mine with little preamble as he lifted me off my feet and pulled me into the room. My world fell into place once more as I clung to him and gave just as good as I got. After several moments of this wonderful exchange we finally came up for air. Tie studied me with an intensity that made breathing a virtual impossibility. His love for me was more than obvious in the tenderness within his gaze and the soft set of his mouth.

“Not sharing a room with you is absolutely killing me,” he said. His voice came out a bit raspy due to the emotions he fought to contain. “I spent the entire night right outside your door just to make certain no one attempted to break in and take you from me.” He leaned in to gently kiss my forehead and then he rested his own against mine.

“It’s good to know I’m not the only one suffering some severe separation anxiety.”

He barked a laugh and tightened his hold on me.

“I just feel like this situation is too good to be true. This is what I’ve wanted for thousands of years. It’s as if every opportunity for love is taken from me just when I’m starting to feel safe, to trust in what is being offered.” He kissed me again, light brushes of his lips against my own, making me want to cry at the tenderness of it all, at the reality of having him with me and knowing it to be one hundred percent right.

“I don’t like this any more than you do,” I said as he pulled back to study me again. “But this life is really different from my first one. Seventeen-year-olds don’t generally get married in this day and age. College educations, worldly experiences, and coming to terms with who you are tends to be the formula for everyone’s path in life even if most people aren’t practicing abstinence. My dad is of the opinion that sharing a room with you is one hundred percent inappropriate.”

“Forget sex,” he said. “I’m not pushing for that kind of intimacy with you right now. I can wait until you ascend and we’re married.” He gave me a lopsided grin that was absolutely adorable. “We may live in more modern times, but you’ll find that I’m terribly old-fashioned.”

“Good to know.”

“I’m serious, Hope. I’m not anxious to share a room with you just so I can have my wicked way with you. Although my noble intentions won’t prevent me from checking you out and holding you close every chance I get.” He gave me a naughty grin at that before his face sobered into an earnest expression. “I need to be there to protect you. I need to hear you breathing in and out. I need to know that no one is breaking in and taking you from me.”

“I can defend myself. I had a pretty good teacher, if you recall.”

“You may know everything you need to know up here,” he said pointing a finger to the side of my temple, “but your body isn’t conditioned for the same type of training. Your reflexes are slower, your stamina isn’t up to par, and your body—”

“Tread very carefully with your next utterance.”

His grin widened as he bent to give me a quick kiss. “Your body doesn’t have the muscle memory it needs to put your wealth of knowledge into action.”

“I held my own against those three nekomata at Ms. Mori’s house.”

“Those nekomata were not expecting you to be able to fight at all. I’ll admit your technique was tolerable, but your reaction time would have gotten you killed if they had been prepared for a ninja princess instead of a helpless teenager.”

“I feel like I should be outraged right now, but my heart’s just not in it.” I locked my lips with his and nearly smiled at the soft growl he let out as his arms cinched tighter around me. After a few seconds he pulled back and shook his head.

“You’re trying to distract me.”

“Is it working?”

“Of course it is.”

I took his face in my hands and gave him another gentle kiss. Then I pulled back to study those crystal blue eyes. “I will talk to my dad about it again. Maybe if he sees you as a bodyguard rather than a potential husband who is trying to steal his daughter away from him, he’ll be more lenient.”

“I don’t care if we’re chaperoned. Your dad can be in the room, Kirby can be in the room, even Angie can be there so long as I’m present and ready to defend you should the need arise.”

I stiffened at the mention of Angie and then cursed myself for my own insecurities. Tie’s eyes narrowed imperceptibly as he noted my discomfort.

“I don’t love her anymore, Hope. You do believe that, don’t you?” 

“Of course I do, and I know my jealousy is incredibly stupid. It’s just that you were so in love with her for so long…I guess girls can’t help but compare themselves to one another. It’s the first time I’ve ever done that with Angie.”

“Well, stop it because it isn’t the same thing. She isn’t even the woman I fell in love with. Angie and Edana are two very different people…believe me.”

“I believe you.”

I hadn’t been given much time to process everything that happened in my first life before Angie’s true identity had been revealed. I wasn’t the only one given a second chance at getting things right. In her case, Angie had lived over twelve hundred years earlier as Edana, the woman who Tie and Victor had fallen in love with. 

And guess what! She hadn’t really killed herself. She was murdered by a nekomata as a way to cause a rift between Victor and Tie, two people Amatsu-Mikaboshi felt compelled to pit against in order to facilitate his own evil plans. If the god of love and marriage was in cahoots with the demon god, there would be no chance for Victor to unite with the one destined to heal the veil between the living and the dead.

The Healer.

Me.

I was so freaking sick of that stupid title.

But let’s not stop there. Not only was Angie previously known as Edana, she was also my dear friend Akane, the commander of the rebel army. Now one might think that having Akane back in my life would negate the loss I felt when she died in battle.

One would be wrong!

I loved Angie, but she wasn’t Akane. Not the Akane I knew, though their fierce spirits and unwavering loyalty were identical. Still, it was an entirely different relationship than the one I had experienced with Akane. I’d spent a little time discussing Akane with Angie. She joked that I had run into a much more mature version of herself. It’s interesting how one’s circumstances can weigh in so heavily on an actual personality.

“Besides,” Tie continued, bringing me out of my musings, “I think I was more in love with the idea of having someone in my life than the idea of actually loving Edana. I’d been angry and bitter about my situation long before I met her. She was the first person I’d encountered who was completely untethered to another human being and when that rarity, that miraculous situation was offered and then taken from me…well, I think it gave me an excuse to give in to the bitterness and the loneliness I’d experienced for so long.”

“That’s why you went to Amatsu?” I searched his face as his eye narrowed.

“I never should have forced that piece of magic on you, Hope. We don’t know what kind of repercussions we might be facing. And to think I actually offered it to you in this life when I was trying to be the better man and fix things. When I was trying to change. I can’t seem to keep my head when it comes to the idea of losing you. I don’t behave rationally.”

“I don’t either. I practically ran to your room the second I got the chance, and I’m pretty sure I dreamed about you last night. When I woke up this morning, that awful ache in my heart was suffocating.” I wrapped my arms around his waist and rested my head against his chest. The rhythmic cadence of his beating heart was such a comfort to me. “I know you’re worried about the possible side effects of the black blossom’s magic, but I sincerely believe we have nothing to fear. It was meant to sever me from my soul mate and connect me to you. In the end, I’m connected to you. Win-win.”

“Definitely a win for me.” 

He lifted my face to his and softly kissed me, pulling me flush to his chest and deepening the kiss while I forgot about all the dangers we now faced and the many obstacles preventing us from thwarting the demon god’s plans. 

Tie’s ki gently wrapped itself around mine, causing an explosion of warm gold and amber hues to spread out and swirl together. The gold colors soon began to take on an electrifying light of their own and my kisses became more desperate as the colors became more insistent. I felt them building toward something, but I wasn’t sure what that might be. A small wave of energy threaded itself between our souls and tugged, merging parts of my soul with his and giving me even more access to his emotions.

What in the world?

The threads of energy stitched us closer together and caused this feeling of euphoria to build within me. I had no idea what was happening, but I wasn’t about to interrupt it or complain about it.

I knew for certain we were on the verge of something miraculous when Tie loosened from my grasp and severed our connection.

He took a step back and breathed in deeply, clearly fighting some very strong emotions and giving himself some distance.

“What was that? What happened?” I asked.

“Your ascension. You almost ascended.” He sounded surprised by this.

I paused for a moment, contemplating that unexpected response.

“I didn’t know my ascension happened through kissing. That seems a little odd.”

Tie rubbed a hand over his face as if to expel the intense emotions we were both operating under. Then he let out a shaky laugh.

“When a kami helps another ascend, they do so by sharing their life force with them. A kami’s life force is essentially a different substance or variation on a mortal’s life force. Our ki is made of golden light due to our immortality. Infusing that with yours must happen through a connection so powerful it trumps mortality and infuses that golden substance within your ki.” He took a deep breath before continuing, obviously still shaken from what we had almost done. “That connection is that of pure and unadulterated love; a conduit between us. It can be a dangerous process and must be monitored by someone familiar with it.”

“That’s why Hachiman has to be there.”

“Yes. Major deities can help mortals ascend on their own, but lesser deities are not quite so powerful.”

“Well, you must be more powerful than you think since a simple kiss became the conduit.”

He quirked an eyebrow. “I really need to up my game if that’s the label you’re placing on what I would consider some seriously smooth moves.”

I smacked his chest and gave him a playful smile. “You know what I mean. Obviously, our situation is different.” 

“Your spirit definitely is. You already have immortality running through your ki. I didn’t think about it before, but it will take very little of that connection between us, that demonstration of love on our parts, to bring your ki into mine and complete your ascension.”

“Isn’t my ascension the goal? Isn’t that part of the process toward healing the veil? I have to be in full power in order to be in full control.”

“Not without Hachiman’s presence. I won’t risk anything going wrong. He has to be there to not only make sure we both survive your ascension, but to marry us as well.”

“But our souls are bonded. We’re essentially tied to one another anyway. Doesn’t soul mate equal marriage?”

Tie gave me a rueful smile. “The soul mate bond is there to help you recognize the one you’re meant for. Marriage literally seals two souls together, making that conduit between their ki even easier to attain. It is the principle of becoming one with your spouse.”

“I think if it’s possible for me to ascend now then we should make it happen. The sooner we do, the sooner I’ll be able to heal the veil.”

I puckered up my lips in a dramatic gesture and leaned forward. After a few seconds, I squinted my eyes open to look at Tie’s amused smirk.

“This is the part where you kiss me senseless,” I said.

He squeezed my shoulders as his eyes took on a naughty gleam.

“Don’t tempt me. We’re alone in a hotel room, and I’ve waited a thousand years to do far more than kiss you senseless.”

I rolled my eyes at his teasing and placed my hands on my hips.

“I can’t sense the veil, Tie. Do you have any idea how frustrating that is?”

His face grew serious as understanding dawned.

“I know you’re having a hard time with what you consider a handicap to your powers, and I agree that your ascension would make everything far easier, but I won’t risk hurting you. As a half immortal, you might not face the same dangers as a fully mortal being, but I won’t take that chance. I’d feel better if we consulted with Hachiman first before we go forcing an ascension you’re not ready for.” He nodded. “We have to get to Hachiman.”

“As far as marriage goes, we have to convince my father first. There’s no way he’s signing the parental consent form.”

Tie’s upper lip lifted into a tiny smirk. My stomach did flip flops at the sight of it. “Since you’ll be eighteen in two weeks there won’t be a need for any parental signatures.” His face drew serious once again. “I understand that this is hard on your father, but our situation is much more serious than upholding the idea that getting married at the age of eighteen is too young.”

“But I heartily agree with that idea,” I said in a lofty tone.

“Well, considering you’re over a thousand years old, I think the point is moot.”

“Again, tell that to my father.”

“I’d be glad to.” He drew closer and secured his arms around me. “And since we’ve been summoned to a conference by our self-appointed leader, I know just where to find him.”

“We are so late for that, by the way.”

“Not as late as Angie is probably going to be.”

I chuckled at the truth of his words. Angie and Victor were certainly at odds with one another. If he said, “Meeting in ten,” she generally went passive-aggressive on him and spent an hour in the bathroom. 

I tried to dispel the worry and fear needling my emotions by snuggling deeper into Tie’s embrace, reveling in the feel of his arms around me. I never wanted to ever feel that awful sense of loss I experienced trapped in that statue with Tie standing on the other side, always within arms reach, but never accessible to me. Yet there was one issue that had to be faced.

“Do you think I have trouble accessing the veil because I’m only half mortal? What if I ascend and nothing changes? What if I still can’t sense the veil?”

Tie tightened his hold, trying again to reassure me. After all my many failed attempts to connect with the veil in my previous life, I was bound and determined to do it in this one

“The only people who can sense the veil are specialized kami such as Victor and me. Or greater deities and gods of fortune. We don’t really know what the full prophecy says, maybe we’re all wrong in assuming you’ll feel the veil before you ascend.”

“I want to try it again.” I pulled out of his arms and ignored his muffled groan of protest.

“You’ve been killing yourself for a full week trying to make some kind of contact with it. It’s not something you can force.”

“Since you’re not interested in a make-out session to speed up this process—”

“Hey now. I’m always interested in make-out sessions.”

“Just walk me through the steps again. Help me visualize it. Help me see it in my mind’s eye.”

“I can try to help you understand what it is that I do, but you are supposed to channel the veil’s power through the sword.”

“Well, Victor hasn’t exactly been willing to share his precious weapon with me since I woke up. He tried to help me sense the veil on several occasions, and the sword was definitely involved at one point. I don’t think he likes to remember old times.”

“He’s just being a sore loser,” Tie scoffed.

“He has reason to be. Some of those moments were…” I paused in my reverie before I said something that hurt Tie’s feelings.

His eyes took me in and softened when he noticed my hesitation.

“You thought he was your betrothed, Hope. I know you shared an intense relationship with him in your first life.” He took my hand in his and brought it to his heart. “I’ve made my peace with that.”

The heaviness of the moment made me uncomfortable. I still had feelings for Victor. Not in the same way I did for Tie, obviously, but I cared for him and hated how my gain had become his loss in the end. I vividly recalled how he had championed me against my abusive father. How he had healed Daiki when my father ordered the tender innkeeper’s death, and how he had been so patient when he discovered my involvement as the village healer. He couldn’t understand it, but he had done all he could to protect and love me in his own way. He had come to my town of Eureka fully prepared to do that again, and now nothing in his world made sense. 

I didn’t know how to help him. I was still trying to bridge the gap between my two completely different lives, different upbringings, and dissimilar personality traits. I couldn’t even do something as important and as simple as sensing the veil.

“I don’t need the sword until I actually try channeling the veil’s power. I just need to be able to sense it for now.” I placed both my hands in Tie’s and gave him a determined look. “Take me through it again.”

His worried gaze took in my resolve and he let out a troubled sigh.

“I don’t know why I thought you might be less stubborn, aggravating, or determined in this life.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s part of my charm.”

“I’m pretty sure you’re right.” He flashed me a smile filled with its own charm, and squeezed my hands in his. “Close your eyes and take in deep breaths through your nose.”

I did as he directed until my breathing evened out and a relaxed sensation coursed through my body. 

“Everything possesses some form of energy, but the veil’s energy is so powerful it actually creates a constant buzz that most people fail to hear because it’s something their sensory perception dubs as white noise. I sense the veil by registering the way a person’s energy bounces or ricochets off it. Your specific level of energy is unique to you, and when it bounces off the veil, certain colors explode within my mind and the veil vibrates in the location you’ve inadvertently made contact with it.”

I nodded, allowing the soothing hum of Tie’s low voice to relax me even further. It reminded me so vividly of all our time spent in combat training. No matter how many centuries had passed, Tie was and always would be one of my most influential teachers.

“Now open your eyes and focus on my energy. Pay attention to the way it bounces off the veil.”

I didn’t need to connect with Tie to recognize the colors his energy produced. I stared at his golden aura and watched in awe as it floated upward and then essentially dissipated into thin air. That was where I generally tended to miss the mark. I never could see or feel how his energy bounced off the veil. It simply disappeared from me altogether regardless of whether I was connected to him or not.

I looked at my feet and bit back an annoying urge to cry.

“I’m supposed to be able to do this, but I can’t sense a damn thing.”

Tie pulled me into his arms and ran his hands up and down the curve of my back.

“I don’t understand why you can’t sense it, Hope, but I swear it isn’t a reflection on you personally. I think you just might be right about needing to ascend. Perhaps your ability to see will improve through the lens of immortality.”

I scrunched up my nose and let out a snort against his chest.

“What?” he said. He pulled back and looked at me. His lips turned up at the corners. “What’s so funny?”

“When I first met you, you talked like a modern-day high school kid, and now you tend to revert back to your Musubi way of speaking whenever things get serious.”

He smirked. “I had a part to play, didn’t I? Resident bad boy and brooding heartthrob, creating high school angst in his wake.”

I tilted my head back and laughed.

“Don’t be surprised if it comes and goes,” he said.

“I fell in love with both versions of you, Tie. I think I can handle it.”

The warmth of his eyes held me in place, his love for me evident in his tender gaze. 

“I’ll never tire of that, little Healer.” His endearment for me caused heat to blossom within my chest. “I’ll never ever get sick of hearing you say those words.”

“I love you,” I whispered. “I promise I’ll never ever get sick of saying it.”

“I love you,” he said. “I promise I’ll never stop showing you just how much.”

“If Angie were here, she’d tell us to kiss already.”

“Like we need the encouragement.”

He lifted soft hands to my face and pulled me in for another one of his slow, sizzling kisses. I’d classified Tie’s kisses into a few different categories, but the tender kisses he gave to show me how much he cared always brought me to the very edge of what I could handle emotionally. To have him in my life again, holding me and loving me like I had ached for him to for so long in that statue made these kisses all the more meaningful. Tears fell at the very thought of that awful barrier.

Tie’s lips left mine to softly kiss the wet trails of tears along my cheeks.

“Why do you do this every time I handle you with care?” He pulled away to look at me with concern. “I never know what’s wrong or how to fix it.”

“I wanted this. I wanted you for so long. I held my arms out to you for centuries and never made any contact. These types of kisses were what I wanted to give you every time you sat in front of my statue begging me to forgive you. The fact that you give them to me now makes me feel so lucky to finally have that barrier gone.”

His hand curled at the nape of my neck, guiding my lips to his again. He deepened the kiss just a little, but his soft lips paired with the heat of his love for me produced such a tender moment of affection between us, I couldn’t help but allow more tears to escape again.

“I’ll kiss you like this for the rest of eternity to make up for all of the time we missed,” he whispered.

“We definitely have a lot to make up for.”

He rested his forehead on mine and let out a morose sigh.

“I know,” I said. “We need to get to that stupid conference before Victor comes barreling in here demanding to know what we’re up to.”

“He’s been annoyingly efficient lately.”

“Hasn’t he always been that way?”

Tie thought about it for a moment and allowed a big grin to spread across his lips. “Have I mentioned how happy I am that you finally have all your memories back?”

“Only a million times a day. Angie is getting sick of the ‘Remember When’ conversations we keep having.”

“That’s because she wants us to actually recreate them. What are we, Netflix?”

I laughed, grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the door. Just before I dragged him out into the hall he tugged on my hand, his demeanor turning from playful to somber.

“What?”

“You’re sure you don’t feel any side effects from the black blossom? No pain or dizziness or anything like that?” he asked as he reached up and ran his fingers through my hair. “I know we’re finally together, but I keep worrying that somehow I’ve managed to screw it all up anyway.”

“No. I’m perfectly fine.” I gave him my most reassuring smile even as a quick flash of stone floors with spiked furnishings distracted me for a moment. The brief memory flitted away before I could recall when I had ever visited such a cold and forlorn location.  I shook myself and focused again on Tie. “More importantly, I’m here with you and nothing is ever going to keep me from you again.”

“Amen to that,” he fervently whispered.
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We all sat at a circular table at Jerry’s Diner awaiting the arrival of Angie, while Tie did his very best to not laugh at the way her tardiness grated on Victor’s nerves. As of right now, we were lying low in a partly rundown area of Portland, Oregon, sharing a few rooms in an even less promising Motel 6, and figuring out our next move. The goal at this point was to get to Kagami before any more nekomata found us.

 “I already ordered for everyone before you all finally decided to grace me with your presence,” Victor said in a tight voice.

“Of course you did.” Tie shook his head and then looked down at me, giving me a smile. He took in Victor’s gruff manner with easy aplomb. “I’m assuming you ordered the bare necessities.”

“Toast and eggs.”

“What? No pancakes?” Angie said in outrage. She took the seat between Victor and Kirby, while Ms. Mori glared at her.

“You’ve kept us all waiting for quite some time,” she said. She scooted her chair forward on the other side of Victor and leaned in to make eye contact with Angie. “Do you not understand how urgent it is that we keep moving?”

Angie sighed, “Then why are we sitting?”

Victor pinched the bridge of his nose in tired defeat. “Let’s try to get through a discussion without the usual arguments, okay?”

We remained silent as the waitress delivered several plates of charred toast and runny eggs. I couldn’t for the life of me understand how these kami could be so cheap. They were thousands of years old. 

Didn’t they have a savings account?

Tie must have read my mind—either that or he was just as unimpressed with our spread as I was—because he caught our server’s attention.

“I’m sorry, but can we get five more plates of pancakes and an order of your gourmet donuts please?”

“Sure thing, sweetie,” she said, giving him a flirtatious smile.

“You just can’t help but charm every female within a thirty foot radius, can you?” I asked.

He turned a sweet smile on me and his eyes softened a little.

“What other female could possibly matter now?”

Kirby let out some gagging noises and elbowed Tie in the ribs.

“I’ll never be able to choke down my food,” he teased.

I gave him an affectionate smile, grateful his mother was too busy filming a movie in the UK to care about his miraculous recovery. Surprise, surprise….and super convenient for us. I had no intention of ever letting that woman take Kirby anywhere. And Heaven bless his sweet temperament—he was just jazzed to be here sans cancer. 

I looked up and caught Victor’s grimace as he took Tie and me in. I almost gave him a frown, but then I noticed the aching pain in his eyes, and decided to cut him some slack. I belonged to someone else, and he was handling it about as well as any guy possibly could.

“There are a few things that need to be discussed, but foremost on the list is this false connection between you and Tie,” Victor said. His firm resolve to thoroughly talk this issue to death was obvious in the set of his jaw and his unblinking stare.

“Not this again,” Angie muttered.

Tie’s arm tensed around me. I put my hand on his knee and gave it a reassuring pat as I maintained eye-contact with my former fiancé.

“Victor, I’ve been awake and lucid for a week. The revelations from my past life aren’t going to change. I understand how hard this must be for you to accept, and I’m truly sorry for what happened. For everything—”

He let out a snort. “Please. I don’t need apologies from you, Hope. I can’t take anything you say seriously because the black blossom has done its job and severed you from me. We just didn’t know that for certain until you woke up.”

“Why are you being so stubborn about this?” Tie interjected, showing the first signs of impatience since we left the hospital. “How do you think she was able to remember her life in the first place? You weren’t capable of doing that for her.”

Victor slammed his fist on the table. “That’s because she already belonged to you. You severed her soul from mine a thousand years ago when you gave her that piece of witchcraft.” He looked around at a few early morning patrons gawking at him and lowered his voice. “You’ve changed everything and quite possibly sacrificed the safety of the entire world due to your selfish need to be loved by someone.”

Tie sucked in an angry breath and opened his mouth to speak, but my father, Angie, and Kirby all chimed in at the same time. I let it go for a few seconds, but since no one’s words were even discernible, I lifted my hand to grab their attention.

“Wait a second. Wait a second,” I yelled. “Geez, you guys, we’re scaring small children here.”

“She’s right. I’m terrified.” Kirby said.

I smirked and turned my attention to the group as a whole. “Can we, for once, discuss all of this without the yelling match?”

Everyone quieted down with my father looking especially sheepish. Ms. Mori’s presence brought out the absolute worst in him.

“Thank you. Victor, while your reasoning is sound, you’re completely disregarding the fact that Tie was able to do things only my soul mate should have been able to do, and that was long before he gave me that blossom.”

“Fine,” he said evenly. “Take me through it again.”

This was progress. We’d moved from denial to a willingness to examine the facts. It almost felt like Victor was working through a prolonged grieving process, and my heart broke for him because he had lost me several times in his lifetime. Compound that loss by several centuries. 

Yeah. He was holding up fairly well, all things considered.

“Item number one,” Angie started in. Her words sounded a little husky, and I sensed her pushing down an aching sadness. “You were unable to fix her ki when she damaged it after healing her ungrateful wench of a mother.”

Ms. Mori glared daggers at her.

“Angie,” I warned.

“Item number two,” she continued.

I sighed and leaned back in my seat. I’d gone over the details of my past life with everyone in great detail. It dawned on me that maybe Angie needed to process it all just as much as Victor.

“Never once during the many times you kissed…that you kissed her in order to connect with her, did you actually ever succeed in doing so.” She turned her attention to me. “Did you ever see the same colors with Victor that you did with Tie?”

“There never were colors,” I stated. “Every single time he tried to heal my ki and connect with me, my ki rejected his.” I looked at Victor and reached for his hand across the table. “And I mean that in the kindest way possible. I never rejected you as a person, and I never will, but as my soul mate, my ki never recognized yours.” He squeezed my hand and stared back at me with eyes full of grief and sorrow…and possibly a grudging acceptance. “I’m so very sorry.”

His brave attempt at a smile was more pathetic than anything as he released my hand. I leaned back into the warm comfort of Tie’s embrace. 

“Item number three,” Angie said. “When you tried to heal her ki with the Grass Cutter Sword this also failed…miserably.”

“I think we get the point,” Victor said in irritation.

“Do you?” her voice rose with emotion. “As I recall, you were the one who needed a quick recap in order to convince yourself that the Black Blossom essentially canceled itself out by severing her from her soul mate and then binding her back to the same soul mate. Shall I go into how Kenji himself stated that the prophecy got everything wrong or how Tie was the one who healed her ki completely when she was dying after saving her brother Saigo?”

“Angie,” I tried again.

“No,” she said, standing up and leaning over the table a little. “He needs to hear this, and he needs to hurt because of this. His crappy behavior isn’t about his belief that the Black Blossom has muddled your brain in some way. It’s about him and his feelings for you. Despite what he knows to be true, he is still in love with you, and he refuses to accept what is obvious here.” She turned her attention to Victor, whose angry glare remained glued to hers. “You’ve loved her and waited for her for centuries. You’ve believed in a destiny you couldn’t control and every sacrifice you made for it was all for nothing. Everything you’ve stood for and believed in has been ripped away from you, and now you’re trying to make sense of it. I get that. I do. If you need time to adjust to this situation then please take all the time you need, but do it in a way where we can all stand to be around you because you pretty much suck right now.”

I watched in fascination as Angie and Victor stared each other down with the kind of intensity meant for two people in love with one another.

Oh, this was very promising. Leave it to Angie to catch a guy’s interest by totally chewing him out. Victor was not one to take orders or have his authority flouted. I had no idea how this was going to pan out.

He swallowed hard and stood, towering over Angie by several inches. 

“I will try harder to not…suck so much…if you will promise to stop taking hour long bathroom breaks.”

Angie’s smug smile teased an amused one of my own.

“I think that can be arranged.” They shook on this rather interesting agreement and then sat down as the waitress brought out our donuts and pancakes.

Tension defused. 

Sort of.

“This is the weirdest conference I’ve ever been a part of,” my father said as he rubbed his tired eyes with his palms.

Tie’s soft chuckle next to my ear made me smile. His normally antagonistic attitude toward Victor had cooled considerably after he found out we were soul mates and Victor hadn’t been the cause of Edana’s death. He wasn’t quite so snarky either. He’d seemed much more relaxed than the Tie before or even the man I knew as Musubi. Obviously a thousand years was going to change an individual, so it was important for us to get to know one another all over again.

I looked forward to it.

“Now that the children have decided to play nice with one another, we need to discuss the immediate problem facing us,” Tie said.

Okay, so maybe he hadn’t lost all of his snark.

“I think we can all agree that the veil needs to be healed permanently and none of us know how that’s supposed to be accomplished at this point,” he continued. “Do we still need the Grass Cutter Sword if Victor was never meant to aid Hope in this healing? Is there something specific that I’m supposed to do or accomplish during the process? Does Hope need to ascend first, and if so, how are we going to make that happen if we can’t find Hachiman? Because without him, no actual marriage can take place.”

“What?” my father barked.

I nearly jumped at the force his voice threw into that question.

Ms. Mori dragged a hand through her hair, looking a little unhappy that this particular subject now had to be broached, especially since she and my father pretty much hated each other.

“Dr. Fairmont, while Hope doesn’t have to marry Tie before she ascends, the marriage ceremony beforehand might make the transition easier.,” Ms. Mori said. “They’ll be sealed together. This is essentially a kami’s version of a human marriage, which was supposed to be performed by Tie, but since we are all going along with the misguided assumption that he’s the groom, we’ll have to have Hachiman perform the ceremony.”

“Hope and I think that an ascension will be possible without the use of the marriage sealing due to the fact that she’s half immortal,” Tie said.

At Ms. Mori’s surprised look, Tie explained what had almost happened in his hotel room, while I fought not to blush in my father’s presence.

Seriously embarrassing to have my make-out session recounted in detail right in front of him.

I gave my father a furtive look.

His clenched jaw was not a good sign. Oh, he was steaming mad right now.

“I would still feel better if we consulted with Hachiman,” Ms. Mori said.

“Me too,” Tie agreed.

My dad clenched his fists on the table and took in a deep breath. “And I’d so been looking forward to your long and illustrious college education before the subject of marriage was ever broached.” He leveled an icy glare at Ms. Mori. “She’s too young to get married.”

“Your culture and customs on the topic don’t really apply here,” Victor stated. “Not that I’m thrilled about Tie marrying someone who’s been my fiancé for several centuries, but we don’t have time to sit around protecting Hope from murderous nekomata while she goes off to college and studies whatever it is women think they need to know that takes them out of their rightful place in the home,” Victor stated. 

“Remember how we talked about you not sucking?” Angie asked.

“Let’s stop the arguing right now,” I said, taking in a deep breath. I placed a hand on my father’s clenched fist and smoothed it out, hoping his labored breathing might smooth out in the process. 

“Hope’s right,” Victor said. “We’ve been in one place far longer than necessary. We need to check out of our hotel and move to another location before any nekomata track us here.”

“Why check out at all? We’ve already got everything packed?” Angie said.

“Well,” Victor said, looking a bit confused. “Isn’t it polite to give notice of your departure?”

Angie stared at him blank-faced for a moment before raising an incredulous eyebrow. “We’ve got murderous cats on our tail, and the god of war is worried about hotel etiquette?”

“When does our flight to Japan take off again?” Kirby asked.

“Not until this evening,” Tie said. “Until then, we lay low and keep moving.”

“Can we at least finish our meal here?” Angie asked. “I’m wasting away to practically nothing. Girls gotta have some curves.”

Victor let out a maligned sigh even though I noticed him furtively checking out Angie’s hourglass figure.

“Fifteen minutes,” he grumbled.

“How generous.” 

I intervened before their bickering turned into a verbal war none of us were in the mood for.

“Okay, so the plan is to reach Kagami, enlist Hachiman’s help in the process of my ascension, and find the prophecy in its original form,” I said.

“Wait, why do we need the prophecy again?” Dad asked.

“The translated one is incorrect. It says Victor is Hope’s soul mate, but Tie really is,” Angie said. She took a big bite of food, chewed, and swallowed it down before continuing. “The original prophecy should tell us how Tie’s supposed to help her heal the veil.” 

“We also need someone to translate the dang thing correctly.” I added, eyeing my own plate and realizing I’d lost my appetite. Stress is a killer that way. “Have I left anything off the to-do list?”

I looked at Victor and Ms. Mori, waiting for them to chime in when something out the window caught my attention.

It wasn’t so much the way the two guys looked that screamed nekomata. After all, they both appeared to be your normal, run-of-the-mill humans. 

It was the wary expression, tilt of their heads, and subtle lift of their noses, indicating they were sniffing something foul in the air that had my nerve endings tingling. My heart sank. 

How on earth did they find us so quickly?

“We’ve got company,” I said. “Don’t everybody look out the window or they’ll notice us right away.”

“Nekomata?” Kirby asked as he hunched down in his seat.

“I’m pretty sure.”

“Where?” Victor growled.

“The two guys hovering outside that window?” Dad asked.

He and Tie were facing the same direction as me. Tie’s body tensed as he spotted them.

“They’re coming in,” Tie said. “There’s no masking our entire group’s smell with two of them this close to us.”

Would they really risk making a scene in front of all these people?

A tiny bell on the entrance door made a tinkling noise, cheerily announcing the arrival of Amatsu’s lackeys. The moment they walked in, their eyes landed on me 

Chilling. 

Their green slitted pupils flashed and went black. Their eyes were only things that didn’t seem even remotely human. Cold, shadowed, and calculating in their intensity, both shifters gave me lecherous smiles.

Tie gripped me harder around the waist and stared them down. Ms. Mori shifted a little under the table. I assumed she was moving some deadly weapon into position. Angie kept her back to the scary duo and stared straight ahead. She appeared indifferent, but her emotions fluctuated between terrified and completely pissed off. 

They’d interrupted her meal, after all. 

Victor waved at them like we were all old friends which produced a laugh from one of them and an angry scowl from the other.

The tense stand-off was interrupted when a hostess came to seat them. Our entire group stared them down as they followed the tiny hostess to a booth on the opposite side of the restaurant.

This was surreal. To be in the same room with these creatures and act as if we were all just shootin’ the breeze disturbed me on so many levels.

I think we all knew how this would play out. It was a waiting game for them and a total gamble for us. We could leave now and hope these were the only two hunters in the area, or we could wait, strategize, and risk more nekomata finding our location. If we got up and left they would immediately follow and most likely attack us. Someone was bound to get hurt. 

I kept my eyes glued to the monsters posing as decent human beings, wondering how we were going to get out of this mess without drawing attention to ourselves when Victor made that decision for us. He shot up out of his chair, strode across the room, and landed a wicked punch to the side of one creature’s face. His companion was too stunned to react before Victor’s fist began pummeling him too.

“Subtle,” Tie said, as he stood and reached for my hand. “I do love Victor’s style.”

Our group moved as one to the front entrance while Victor continued to give the two henchmen the beating of their lives. Patrons’ outraged screams hurried us along. It was comical to see the impostors crouching in their booth, with hands raised in an attempt to defend themselves while Victor rained down blow after blow upon their heads. They found themselves in an impossible position from which to outmaneuver him.

Sweet justice.

“What does he think he’s doing?” my dad said. “That hostess is calling the police.”

“Then we better get to our vehicle before the law shows up,” Tie said.

We all piled into a black SUV, one Victor had purchased a few weeks before, and waited for the man in question to get the heck out of that restaurant.

“Maybe someone should have stayed with him,” Angie said in the seat behind me.

“Believe me, ole Vicky can handle two sniveling nekomata,” Tie said. He started the engine and revved it while I looked out the passenger window, searching for signs of more lurking creatures. 

“Were these two really stupid enough to come alone?” I wondered.

“I think they’re scouts,” Ms. Mori said. “Soldiers sent out in pairs all over California and Oregon, possibly even Nevada, to pick up our trail. Once they find it, they send for the others.”

“Does this group want to kill Hope?” Kirby asked.

“I’m uncertain, child. One group wants Hope dead, the other wants to deliver her to Amatsu. Then there’s the reformed nekomata who are now kami due to the help of Hope’s blood.”

“But there aren’t many of those,” I said.

“No, but they will be difficult to spot since their aura doesn’t bounce off the veil like a nekomata’s does,” Tie said.

“I think if we leave now, we’ll be able to lose them fairly quickly,” Ms. Mori stated. 

She was so calm about everything. It annoyed me to no end.

“Normally, I would agree with you, but I’m worried with how fast we were found. I’m not so sure Hope’s ki is being masked properly.”

“What?” I asked in alarm, but the back door swung open and Victor vaulted in.

“Go!” he shouted. “They weren’t alone.”

Tie didn’t ask questions before throwing the SUV into reverse and peeling out of the parking lot. As we made our way onto the highway, two white vans pulled out behind us. I jerked forward against my seatbelt when one of them rammed into the back of our vehicle.

“Seriously?” Angie shouted.

“Everybody buckle up,” Tie said.

“Get onto the freeway,” Victor demanded.

“Don’t tell me how to drive.”

“Quit arguing,” Ms. Mori said. “We have to lose them before we can find a different hotel for the night, and the last thing we need is an accident because you two can’t go one day without fighting like adolescent teenagers.”

Tie sped up and took the freeway exit at the very last second, losing the van right behind us, but not managing to shake the other one. A high-speed chase on the freeway was sure to get us pulled over.

“We have to get rid of these guys fast. Who knows how many of them are in the city looking for us?” Victor said.

Tie gunned the gas and sped another mile, pulling into the exit lane and staying the course until the last possible moment. Then he pulled back onto the freeway, but the van behind us wasn’t able to adjust and ended up taking the off-ramp before it could stop. Tie slowed down to fifty-five even though the flow of traffic was at a steady seventy miles per hour.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“They’ll assume I’m going to take the freeway as fast as possible. Then they’ll sneak up behind us again. I’d rather let that van get back on the freeway at the next exit while I get off. Hopefully, it will take them a while to realize they’re not actually following us anymore.”

He slowed down even further and flipped his hazard lights on, but we still got quite a few honks and rude gestures from fellow drivers. He took the next exit, hung a right, and followed the road into an industrial area with a plethora of copper colored warehouses.

“This should do nicely,” he said.

“We’re going to hide in an abandoned warehouse?”

“Just for a few hours,” Victor said. “We need to hide until we’re sure we’ve lost them. Then we can make our way to the airport.”

“We can’t stay here,” Angie said. “Warehouses are creepy. It’s the perfect setting for a homicide.”

“You don’t feel safe with me around, Angie?” Victor asked.

I turned in my seat just in time to catch her glaring at him.

“You couldn’t have picked a mall? What exactly are we going to do to fill up the time?”

Victor gave her a smug smile.

“We still haven’t finished our conference. Lots to go over.”

Angie let out a grunt of dismay.

“You get sick satisfaction from bossing people around, you know that? We’ve talked this subject to death. We go to Kagami, get the prophecy, and Hope and Tie save the world.”

Tie pulled up to the back of the warehouse furthest from the road and parked the SUV.

“The prophecy is the problem, considering the translated one is incorrect and no one can read the original…or find it for that matter,” Tie said.

“Which comes to our next order of business,” Ms. Mori said. “We need to figure out where the gods of fortune are or else that prophecy is going to be about as helpful as a blind seeing-eye dog.”

“What?” Kirby asked in confusion, missing her metaphor entirely.

“Let’s get inside that warehouse and get situated. We have much to discuss,” Victor said.

I felt my head grow heavy with the implication of more complications. Wasn’t our situation desperate enough?

 

***

 

“Okay,” I said, once we found a light source for what seemed to be a storage facility for fish–and-game inventory. Angie was right. This place screamed of criminal activity. “Tell us what happened to the other gods of fortune.”

It was Tie who spoke first.

“Four of them are still missing, and two are dead.”

“Gods of fortune dead? Are you kidding me? I didn’t think that was possible!”

Victor listed them by holding up two fingers. “Hotei and Kitchijten were murdered.”

“Fukurokuju had already slaughtered them by the time Amatsu’s minions won the war against our rebel army and imprisoned him,” Tie continued. “Which is ironic when you consider Fukurokuju is the god of longevity and the one entrusted with the scrolls of every single person’s lifespan. He likes to play god in more ways than one, but I don’t have to tell you that, Hope. You know from personal experience.”

I nodded solemnly as his hand gently rubbed my back in a comforting gesture.

“He’d been using weapons from the underworld to torture them. We found their bodies during one of our raids through the palace. This was before the war was lost to Amatsu,” Victor said.

I felt horrified at this pronouncement. How could the emperor have murdered them? Why?

“Why did he torture them?” Kirby asked wide-eyed.

Tie turned to him. “He was searching for information, but we aren’t sure what exactly he was after. There’s a chance he was looking for a specific god of fortune and thought the others knew that particular god’s location.”

“Who would he have been looking for?” Dad asked.

“Benzaiten,” Ms. Mori said. “The goddess of words and knowledge, music and eloquence.”

“But what knowledge did he assume she had that he wouldn’t be able to find anywhere else?” Angie asked.

“Benzaiten knows the mysteries of the universe. She understands all that has been and ever will be. Since Fukurokuju’s goal is so similar to that of Amatsu’s, namely world domination, it stands to reason that both of those heinous gods would be interested in any information Benzaiten could give them, no matter how unwilling she might be,” Tie said.

“So the gods that are missing are…?” my father asked.

“Benzaiten,” Victor responded, “Bishamonten, the god of warriors, Ebisu, god of hardships and overcoming them. He’s actually been dubbed ‘the laughing god’ due to his ever positive attitude in the face of tribulation, but his laugh is supremely annoying—” he cut off as if realizing what he’d just said. Neutralizing his irked expression, he continued. “The last one missing is Daikokuten, the god of wealth.”

“I remember Tie assumed that the emperor had kidnapped them along with Hachiman all those years ago,” I said. “If the emperor is now Amatsu’s prisoner, is it safe to assume that the other four gods are either dead or prisoners as well?”

Victor slumped against a tall box with a grim expression. “It’s really the only conclusion we can come to. They’re either dead or their skills are being used to further Amatsu’s agenda. Neither situation bodes well for the future.”

“How can we find out and possibly save them?” Angie asked.

“We have to get to Kagami, first, and that in itself is going to be quite the challenge. We’re being hunted even as we speak,” Ms. Mori replied.

The loud crash of several fishing rods hitting the concrete floor made me jump. Kirby peeked his head around an assortment of containers and gave us a sheepish grin. “Sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t touch anything.”

Tie chuckled. “You break it, you bought it.”

I took a deep breath before broaching this next subject. “Nekomata are at our heels and things are getting very dangerous.” I looked at Angie. “It would really help if you remembered all of your samurai training.”

Angie’s eyes widened and her face went white.

Victor was already shaking his head.

“She doesn’t need to remember anything, and we don’t have time for her to be in a coma while she does.”

“I’m actually going to have to agree with Victor on this one,” Angie said. “According to Ms. Mori, we have threats coming from three different sources and zero time for me to be floating around in La La Land trying to remember my past lives. I honestly don’t think I can handle memories of a previous life at the moment.”

Angie was refusing to remember her sweet ninja skills? I hadn’t seen that coming. My brow crinkled in confusion. I got ready to argue with a girl whose stubbornness rivaled that of a diseased ridden pack animal when Tie did it for me.

“It couldn’t hurt, Angie. Nekomata aren’t the only thing we have to worry about. When Hope died and her spirit was held in that statue, the rebels were quickly overrun by the kami army that Fukurokuju created. He was then imprisoned, and the province has been run by Amatsu ever since.” Tie looked worried. “Kagami isn’t safe anymore.”

“Wait. The demon god is running Kagami via the Underworld?” I asked.

He nodded. “It’s given him great pleasure to incarcerate the emperor for over a millennium, I am sure, but the real issue here is they have sent their scouts out to locate your whereabouts ever since your rebirth. The only safe place in Kagami is the temple where the Holy Cherry Tree stands and the monks reside. Hachiman enchanted the temple and the grounds to keep out Amatsu’s minions.”

“I thought the nekomata couldn’t access the grounds or the temple due to its sacredness.”

Victor let out a frustrated grunt. “Amatsu’s hold over Kagami comes with a price. Evil has permeated the whole of it. Nothing is sacred anymore.”

I shook my head as I realized we were headed toward the very being I absolutely had to avoid.

“The closer we get to Kagami, the more likely we’ll be discovered and captured by Amatsu’s scouts,” I said. “I want Angie to be able to handle herself in a fight against any threats we may face.”.

“Look, as much as I love the idea of kicking some psycho cat arse here, I really don’t want to have to remember all the people I failed to save in my previous lives.”

My eyebrows rose in surprise. I couldn’t believe I’d been so callous as to not consider the many horrific memories she’d have to process due to her gift and the circumstances surrounding her upbringing as Akane

“Angie, I think it’s possible for me to access certain memories for you,” I stated.

“You can do that?” Victor turned his attention to Ms. Mori. “Why is she capable of so many abilities we were not aware of. She can maim and kill with her ki, and now she is able to access memories…even assessing whether a person has lived a previous life.”

“I’m sitting right here, Victor. Please quit discussing me as if I’m a problem that needs fixing.”

Victor shot his hard eyes to me and blew out a frustrated sigh. “Were you able to do this in your previous life as well?”

“Yes. Though I trained quite a bit with Tie, I was able to access all of Akane’s training memories and use that knowledge to advance my own abilities. Since I have control over a person’s ki, I can command hers to stop repressing certain memories and allow them to resurface in her conscious mind,” I turned my attention to Angie, “without the other memories you don’t wish to have access to. The only thing you’ll remember is how to fight like the commander I remember you to be.”

I hoped. It wasn’t an exact science.

Angie thought about that for a few seconds and then finally nodded her agreement. “I think I can handle that. Does this mean I’ll suddenly become boring and lose all fashion sense in the process? I really don’t want to start dressing like a samurai commander.” Then she gasped in horror. “I’m not going to turn all serious and responsible, am I?” 

“Doubtful,” Victor said. That one word managed to convey a comical level of regret.

Angie gave him a sly grin. “When do we get started?”

“Now,” I said. “We need you battle ready by the time we fly out of here.”

If Angie could take care of herself, there would be less to worry about. I had a terrible feeling we would run into more interference as we made our way to Japan, and I did not plan on losing anyone in the process.
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“Am I going to pass out once these memories come rushing back to me?” Angie asked.

She sat on a sturdy box with her arms wrapped around herself in a protective hug. Her guarded look gave me pause. I hated to have to bombard her with memories she’d have to accept as her new reality. It wasn’t an easy undertaking. Heck, I was still trying to work through my previous life experiences…without any real success, either.

“Since you’re not going to be given access to your entire life’s memories, you should be okay. I’ll monitor your cerebral functions while I help you remember.”

It was just the two of us in the far corner of the warehouse. This situation felt extremely personal, and I didn’t want an audience gawking at her while she tried to process everything. I reached my hands out to place them on either side of her head, but her next words brought me up short.

“Do you miss Akane?”

I studied the bright green of Angie’s eyes, taking in the intensity of their color and the repressed moisture she blinked away. It shocked me, this serious side of my best friend. This need to tackle difficult things and air them out really wasn’t her style.

“I just wonder if maybe you wish that I was a little more like Akane and a little less like Angie.”

I sat down next to her and pulled her into a hug. The large box gave a little, but held our collective weight. She rested her head against my shoulder and took in a few shuddering breaths. I felt terrible that she had, for even one moment, assumed I wanted her to be someone else.

“Ang, I loved Akane like a sister. The friendship I developed with her is something I’ll never forget, and I will always miss her.” I wiped a traitorous tear that made an unwelcome escape down my cheek. “I watched her die…you die…in my arms. You were there one minute and gone the next and I had no control over it and no way to fix it. It feels like it happened yesterday, and I can’t—” I had to stop as a sob nearly ripped through me. Angie tightened her arms around me, giving me support when I was the one trying to give that support to her. “For me, you’re like two different people. You don’t even look the same. It doesn’t matter that your soul is the same because I’ve developed two very different friendships with you, and while I will love and miss Akane, I wouldn’t be able to bear it if I lost you. I need this version of you in my life now. I am not trying to give you back a few of your memories in some sick attempt to resurrect Akane. Okay?”

She gave me a tight squeeze and eased out of our embrace.

“Okay.” She swiped her fingers under her eyes and gave me a watery smile. “So basically, you just want me to be able to kick the crap out of everyone, huh?”

My rueful grin spread across my lips as I stood up.

“It would be helpful if I didn’t have to worry about nekomata getting the jump on you.” I resumed my earlier position with my hands on either side of her head. “I’m very serious about you defending yourself, Ang. I won’t watch you die again. I’m not interested in losing another person I love.”

“I’m like a bad penny, Hope. There’s really no getting rid of me, much to Victor’s dismay.”

“You mean Ms. Mori’s? I think Victor is starting to come around.”

“Ha! Like I’d care. Victor would never be able to handle me anyway. He’s too rigid and strict.”

“He’s exactly what you need.”

“Again, I say ha!”

I smiled at that and then studied her face for a moment.

“I’m okay now, Hope. Let’s just get this over with.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yep.”

I took a deep breath and connected with her ki before either one of us could change our minds. It never ceased to amaze me how vibrant Angie’s ki felt whenever we connected. Her special talents and personality must have accounted for it, but I’d never felt anything similar to it. I quickly went for her memories and watched them unfold like a story in a picture book, sifting through her life experiences until I came across her first memories of Tie. 

I remembered the process I had used to transfer her knowledge and training to my own brain, but this was going to be a little different. No transfer was necessary. The memories needed to be highlighted in the same way I might highlight a passage in a book with a colorful marker. I instructed her ki to recognize that first memory with Tie. Once it did, I asked it to take every other memory she had of him and reveal it to her mind, lifting it from the darkness of her subconscious and bringing it forward to her conscious mind. I had nearly finished the process when I felt something tug me from my connection with Angie. I snapped into myself and pulled away from her with a start.

“Hope. Come back to me. We have to leave, now.” Tie’s urgent tone brought me to attention. Angie still sat with her eyes closed.

“What’s happening?”

He reached for Angie and shook her awake. She jolted when she saw him and then jumped to her feet.

“There are two police officers sniffing around the area, and I mean that in a very literal way.”

“Police officers? The nekomata took on the form of police officers? How annoyingly resourceful of them.”

“They’re currently checking out the warehouse two buildings down from us.”

“We need to get out of here…” Angie swayed haphazardly on her feet, and both Tie and I made a grab for her, but the immortal kami was faster than me.

He threw her over his shoulder and reached for my hand.

“I thought you were only going to restore a few of her memories.”

“I did,” I said as we hurried toward the front of the warehouse and made a silent exit. Victor stood next to the SUV and silently motioned us to get in. The others were already seated inside. The sight of Angie unconscious made his face scrunch up in concern. He pulled her off of Tie’s shoulder, carrying her in his arms.

“What happened? I thought this was supposed to be safe for her,” he whispered.

“I don’t know what happened. I wasn’t able to properly break the connection, and I don’t know how many memories have been brought to the surface.” 

“You drive,” Victor snarled, shoving the keys in Tie’s hands as he cradled Angie in his arms and jumped in the back with her.

Tie and I took our places in the front just as the two police officers rounded the corner of the building and booked it toward us.

“Now, Tie,” I shouted. 

He started the car and took off, narrowly avoiding one officer while the other jumped on the hood of our car and morphed into a nekomata right in front of us. Talk about your worst nightmare come to life. The uniform shifted with it, but ripped along the sleeves and chest. Its fangs elongated, and he let out a hair-raising growl that was loud enough to be heard through the windshield. Tie swerved the car to the right and then made a sharp left onto the street, but the creature held to either side of the windshield, refusing to be dislodged. Then it lifted its fist back and punched it forward, cracking the middle of the windshield and sending out spidery grooves in the glass. 

Tie hit the brakes hard, throwing me and everyone else forward. I positioned my arms across my face and braced for impact, wishing I’d had time to put my seatbelt on, but Tie’s swift reflexes held me in place before my face smashed against the dashboard. He was out of the car in a flash and racing toward the nekomata who’d been flung from the windshield, barely pulling himself to his feet. I watched with my heart in my throat as Tie flashed to his side, jumped in the air, and came down on him with his elbow grinding into the back of the feline’s neck.

Awesome.

I shook myself and reached for the door so I could get out there to help him, but a hand came over my seat and grabbed my shoulder.

“Don’t even think about it, Hope,” Victor warned. “I will assist Tie.”

“But—” My outraged rebuttal was cut short when something slammed against the vehicle. My door was wrenched open and the second nekomata grabbed my arm, jerking me from the vehicle. I kicked and flailed as he dragged me away from the group. I glanced back at the SUV. Victor frantically banged against the car door, but failed to open it most likely due to the damage the nekomata had inflicted.

“My master wishes to have a word with you, Princess.” Its foul breath and raspy hiss made me want to vomit.

I stopped my stupid attempts at wriggling out of its grasp and finally remembered that I actually knew how to subdue this heinous cat from hell. I switched tactics and went on the defensive, bringing my left hand up and smashing my palm into the cat’s snout. Its grip on me loosened as it let out an outraged shriek. I took advantage of the moment to jump in the air and land a swift roundhouse kick that knocked the stunned cretin to the floor. Kneeling down, I grabbed hold of his face and connected to him. I then commanded his ki to cause swelling in the brain. The swollen mass pushed down on the brain stem and damaged it while simultaneously damaging the nerves connected to the cortex. He was in a coma within seconds.

The crunch of metal sounded from behind and then Victor approached, swearing up a storm. Glancing up, I had to take in a deep breath to alleviate the guilt I felt at his obvious concern. The tightness in his jaw and the severity of his expression made me wish so badly that he had fallen in love with anyone else but me.

His eyes widened at the unconscious nekomata on the ground and then his gaze took me in.

“I’m still not used to you being able to take care of yourself.”

I ignored the disapproval that laced his words and turned my attention to Tie.  He was already dragging an unconscious minion back toward us. The relief I felt at seeing him whole took the fight out of my knees and I crumbled the rest of the way to the ground.

Both Victor and Tie were kneeling next to me in an instant.

“That creature must have hurt her before she dispatched him,” Victor growled.

“Hope, look at me.” Tie cupped my face in his hands and brought my eyes to his. 

Tears spilled from them as the enormity of the danger we faced washed over me, creating endless “what ifs” within my mind. The possible casualties we faced as we continued on to heal the veil made me feel more inclined to bag the entire thing and go hide somewhere no one would find us. 

How many more people would I lose? How many more loved ones would I fail to save?

I gazed into the depths of his crystal blue eyes and saw nothing but love and concern for me. Tie believed I could do this, but my fears and worries made me wonder if his faith in me was unfounded.

“That thing could have killed you,” I croaked out.

His eyes softened and the muscles in his jaw relaxed.

“Impossible. I’m the most lethal kami on the planet. Just ask Victor.”

I smiled through my tears and then pulled him to me, wrapping my arms around his neck and kissing him despite the audience around us. Tie didn’t hesitate to reciprocate my affections as he pulled me into his lap and deepened the kiss, allowing our colors to mix and mingle, tasting each other with the possibility of a forever bond that could never be severed.

A few exaggerated coughs brought us out of our passionate exchange. I felt my face heat at the sight of my father peering over Victor’s shoulder. 

“Is this public display of affection going to become a habit? Because there’s only so much a father can take.”

“Hear, hear,” Victor muttered as he stood. He masked the pain in his eyes with an attempt at indifference, but my most recent move had been truly callous even though I hadn’t intended to rub our relationship in his face.

I sighed deeply and then Tie helped me to stand.

“You need to remain far away from any altercations we have with Amatsu’s servants,” Tie said.

I stared at him in disbelief. “Are you crazy? I can take care of myself.”

“I’m not arguing your abilities. I’m trying to avoid a repeat of what ended your first life.” Tie placed shaky hands on my shoulders and drew me toward him. “We are still dealing with weapons from the underworld. You can heal us if we become injured, but there is no one capable of healing you. Only engage them if you absolutely have to, otherwise, leave it to the rest of us.”

I folded my arms across my chest and sucked in an annoyed breath. “I am not going to sit back and do nothing if this happens again.”

Tie’s eyes narrowed, but any argument he intended to voice was cut short by Ms. Mori.

“I think we need to discuss this on the way to the airport. These two might have been traveling with others.”

He nodded in agreement, but didn’t take his eyes off me, studying me as if he might find the words to convince me to simply acquiesce to his wishes.

Hello. Modern woman, here. I wasn’t about to cave.

“Fine. We need to dispatch these two so they can’t follow us or kill any other innocent people.”

“I’ll take care of that,” Victor said. “Get her back in the car. She doesn’t need to see this.”

I opened my mouth to make another useless defense as to my own personal, emotional, and physical strength when my vision went out of focus and then blacked out completely.

“Tie,” I said, reaching forward to try and grab hold of his arm when my body gave out on me again. As I lost the strength in my legs, his reassuring arm came around me, lowering me to the ground.

“Hope, what’s happening? Where are you hurt?”

I stared unseeing at the place where his face should have been.

“I don’t know what’s happening. I can’t see you. I can’t see anything.”

Just as I ended my sentence an eerie green glow expanded before my eyes and a dark cavern with stone-like furnishings and one crazy looking throne in the middle of it came into sharp focus.

“I’m not here.”

“What?” Tie’s tone was frantic as he felt my arms and torso, no doubt looking for injuries. “What do you mean you’re not here?”

“I mean that what I’m seeing isn’t here. It isn’t this place. I see a dark cave, weird lighting, and it feels cold.”

“Hope,” Victor said. I sensed him kneeling down next to me. A hand took my chin—must have been his hand—and turned it toward him. “Her eyes are wide open, but she isn’t focusing in on me. Look at her pupils, Tie. They’re dilated.”

“What the hell is happening to her?” Tie growled.

“Hope, I’m going to move one finger along your line of vision.” He paused. “There can you see that?”

But I wasn’t really listening. My focus had zeroed in on a singularly impressive looking individual who had just entered through an opening in the back of the cave. My eyes widened as a fierce longing gripped me. Without understanding why, I wrenched myself from the arms that held me and tried to move forward toward this strange being. 

“Hold her, Tie. She might hurt herself.”

“Let me see. Step back and let me take a look at her,” my father shouted.

I couldn’t focus on everyone’s panic and worry with my current condition.

The man before me had my undivided attention.

“Who are you?” I whispered. 

“Who is she talking to?” Tie asked.

The man’s eyes went wide as he searched for my voice within the cave…and then his piercing blue eyes found mine, his gaze freezing me in place. He stared at me as if I was actually present in that cavern with him. Then a slow smile spread across his face as his eyes took me in with appreciation and a desperate hunger. It shocked me to my very core to recognize that same desire within myself.

“I knew I would see you again, but you’re still in spirit form,” he rasped. He considered me for a few moments and then carefully approached me, stopping mere inches away. “You’re not dreaming, though. You’ve come to me fully conscious. Your progress is encouraging.”

“My progress? I don’t understand. Who are you? Why am I here with you? What is this place?”

He reached a tentative hand forward, but it never made contact. A sharp pain pounded across my face and then my vision went back to normal as my father’s worried expression came into focus.

“Dad? Did you just smack me?”

The wrinkles around his eyes and forehead relaxed a little as he searched my face. Letting out a relieved breath he sat back on his heels. Only then did I notice that Tie sat next to me on the ground holding my right arm while Victor did the same with my left.

I looked at Tie. He searched my eyes and then let out a sigh of relief, gathering me in his arms and holding me close.

“Where did you go?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t have any idea what just happened. One moment I’m looking at you and the next moment I’m seeing a dark cave and a guy who didn’t seem at all surprised to see me there.”

“A cave?” Tie’s question was sharp and tense. “What did this cave look like?”

“I don’t really know. It was a dark cave and there was a strange guy speaking to me.”

“What did he look like? What did he say?”

I found myself feeling terribly reluctant to tell him about the man I’d just seen. Mainly because the feelings I’d experienced in his presence were things I shouldn’t have been feeling. I didn’t understand it and felt a little guilty for it.

“I didn’t get a good look at him. I’m really not sure where I was or who I saw.”

“Is it possible that her gifts have now expanded to seeing visions, or being able to prophesy on her own?” Victor asked.

“I don’t know,” Tie said. “But I don’t like it. Not one bit.”

“It was probably a fluke or something. I’m tired and I’m stressed, and I probably just had a memory from one of my past lives resurface and interrupt my reality here,” I said in irritation.

Why did I feel so defensive?

“Can that happen?”

“I don’t know,” I muttered, “but it’s the best explanation I have.”

“We have to move now you guys. Angie is finally waking up,” Ms. Mori said and then added under her breath, “Not that it would have hurt any of us for her to remain unconscious indefinitely.”

Angie. I’d completely forgotten about her condition.

I was the worst best friend ever.

Tie opened the door and then lifted me into my seat like I was some kind of toddler who had disappointed her parents. A millennium had passed and these two treated me as if I was still some delicate Japanese princess who couldn’t take care of herself. 

Excuse me? 

I’d severed a few heads from a few nekomata in both of my lives. I could handle a little blood.

Tie’s brief smile clued me in to the fact that he could sense my frustration and most likely thought it was adorable which merely added to my annoyance. If they thought I was going to sit back like some damsel in distress and watch them die on my behalf they were absolutely mental.

Kirby popped his head over the seat and wrapped an arm around me, giving me a squeeze. “Geez, Hope. The way you took that nekomata out was super cool. Do you think you could teach me that?”

I let out a chuckle, getting ready to tell him I could probably teach him a few moves when it occurred to me that he could learn everything he needed to know just like I had. Through a memory transfer. Couldn’t he? 

Granted I had only ever transferred other memories to myself, and I had highlighted memories that already existed for Angie, but could I take what I knew and sort of download that information into Kirby’s consciousness? Obviously, our bodies would take some time to catch up with what our minds knew, but with training and practice maybe all of us could be capable of fighting back and defending ourselves. Not a single one of us needed to be left vulnerable. Right? I’d have to ask Tie about it once we had the chance. No use bringing it up in front of Kirby and getting his hopes up if it wasn’t possible.

“Once we’re in the air, we’ll see what we can do.”

 

 

***

 

Pulling into the Portland International Airport was unusual to say the least. In the movies, you always saw people in check-in terminals or crazy security lines as they fought to get to their flight on time. Home Alone came to mind and I had to stifle a giggle at the random paths my thoughts tended to take whenever I was under severe stress.

Instead of fighting through security checks and disgruntled airport employees, Victor surprised me with a chartered flight, one of the heavy jets that could make those long international trips a virtual paradise.

“I thought you guys were broke,” I said when we pulled up to the hangar.

Victor and Tie laughed.

“What made you think that? Do you have any idea how long we’ve been alive?” Victor snorted behind my seat and then opened his passenger door.

“We do have bank accounts, Hope. I’ve even got a savings account…among other things.” Tie gave me a smirk and jumped out of the car.

“Oh my word, I can’t believe I’m going to be flying on a jet that’s probably been used by famous actresses.” I looked behind me to see Angie awake and animated.

Kirby grabbed her by the arm and said, “Forget actresses. Just think of how many NFL players have been in these things.”

It was so subtle no one would have noticed it unless they knew Angie like I did. The moment Kirby touched her, her eyes went out of focus, the pupils constricting and then pulsing out again. She blinked a few times, glanced at Kirby and then immediately looked at me. The fear in her eyes made my stomach clench.

“Angie, you have to get out of the vehicle before we can,” my father said in a tense voice. 

I looked past Angie and Kirby to see an annoyed Ms. Mori and my father stuck together in the back. I almost laughed at the unfortunate seating arrangement, but my mind was on whatever vision Angie just had. I needed to talk with her in private. 

“We need to be on our way,” Ms. Mori said.

I bit back a sarcastic retort that would have been inappropriate and completely uncalled for since she was being civil at the moment and had no idea what Angie had just experienced. 

My feelings toward Ms. Mori were very uncharitable. I didn’t understand why she hadn’t tried to save me from the abuse the emperor dealt out. I’d considered the cultural differences where women had no voice, no power, and no control over their lives in those early years in Japan. 

But she never tried to shield me. She did almost everything in her power to avoid me, to cut me from her life. I didn’t understand that kind of emotional disconnect in a mother toward her child, which meant I couldn’t understand Ms. Mori. I viewed her as an emotionless robot. It was wrong to feel that way, but I didn’t know how to change it so I wrote her off in my mind and moved on.

She was here, and that was all.

I quickly got out of the SUV and the rest of our group soon followed.

A sense of relief filled me as I stepped foot inside the jet. We’d made it aboard without any other disturbances. There were no more attacks to deal with and no more people to heal. Most important of all, I hadn’t lost another loved one while I watched helplessly from the sidelines. Everyone I cared about was here on this plane. Tie smiled at me as he gave one of the attendants some of our luggage. Victor began barking orders as to seating arrangements, while Angie told him he was an annoying control freak and why couldn’t they just sit where they wanted for cripes’ sake. 

Ms. Mori gave them both an irritated eye roll and muttered something under her breath that was most likely unflattering.

I watched as Kirby let out a whoop of excitement and barreled down the small aisle yelling, “I get the back seat.”

It was a simple thing for him to be excited about, yet at that particular moment it struck me as terribly important that he be happy—that he experience the joy that clung so tightly to him—especially when I considered Kirby’s future if I had never pushed forward and healed him despite the resistance I’d come up against or the warnings I’d received.

Today was the day Kirby should have died from cancer.

And no one would ever know that but me.

My father pulled me in for a brief hug, and I felt the tenseness in my muscles melt away.

“Looks like we’ll be needing those passports you got us after all.” I said.

He barked out a laugh and pulled back. 

“The only ones who weren’t prepared for international travel were Kirby and Angie, but we managed to get their passports squared away while you were in the hospital.”

He gave me a tired look, one filled with sadness and a sense of reluctant acceptance. Our lives were completely different now, and the events that loomed in the distant future left us both wishing we could simply go back to the way things used to be for just a few moments. I didn’t like the bittersweet nostalgia or melancholy that descended upon us. So I squared my shoulders and gave him another hug, pushing the past aside and embracing our current reality. 

But I had no idea, really, just exactly what we were in for.
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After everyone got settled, I grabbed Angie and headed toward the bathroom near the back, ignoring Victor’s remark about females and their strange need to powder their noses in groups.

Once we entered the rather spacious looking bathroom, I turned to her and got right down to business.

“Spill.”

She could barley meet my gaze. Her breathing came out a little labored so I rested a supportive hand on her shoulder, hoping it would encourage her.

“Tell me what you saw when Kirby touched you.”

She closed her eyes, looking as if she wished she’d never been given such an intense gift with such hefty responsibilities. I certainly couldn’t blame her for that. I knew exactly how she felt.

“He is going to die.”

“When?”

“Tomorrow. I honestly didn’t get an exact feel for the time.”

“How?”

“Nekomata. It looks like a deserted area and felt extremely cold. The vision wasn’t very forthcoming.”

I sat there running her words through my brain, wondering how we could change his future, alter the path just a little. I shook my head in confusion.

“How cold?”

“Freezing.”

“But we’ll be in Japan by tomorrow. It isn’t freezing there, is it?”

Angie shrugged her shoulders and let out a tired sigh that sounded like more of a choked sob. Dark bruises under her eyes attested to the strain and exhaustion she felt. Her vibrant red hair and vivid green eyes made her pale skin appear even more translucent.

“Are you getting any sleep?”

She shrugged again. “I get some, but my mind is always racing. I’m afraid I’ll miss something, and I’ll lose someone like I lost your mom.”

“Oh, Ang.” I brought her in for a hug and squeezed tight, trying to give her as much love and reassurance as I could pack into one embrace. “That wasn’t your fault. You had no reason to monitor my mother’s mortality, and no way of knowing she would become a target like that.”

A soft sob escaped her as she held me close.

“I know that, but I imagine how different things would have been if I had seen her the day before. I would have known it was coming.”

How long had she been dealing with this guilt? It was a terrible, unnecessary burden to have to carry. It also explained why she spent so much time over at my house after that. She must have been checking up on my father.

“Even with your gift, Angie, none of us really know what’s coming.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Save him.”

“How?”

“Not in any way that Victor or Tie will approve of, not to mention my father and Ms. Mori.

“Yeah,” she whispered against my shoulder. “I was afraid of that.”

 

***

 

“We really need to explore the ways in which Tie might be able to assist you in healing the veil,” Victor stated.

Angie let out a mournful groan. “He’s at it again.” She’d seemed even more annoyed with Victor since waking up from that weird sleep I’d accidentally put her in.

Since there were nineteen seats within the large jet, most everyone had spread out to rest and relax. Angie had strategically placed herself across the aisle from Victor, while periodically peeking up at him from underneath her eye-mask. Being diagonally across from her gave me full view of the way she discreetly studied him as if she were trying to peel back his layers and lay bare the sensitive soul within.

Or maybe that was just all in my own head. Who knew what Angie’s motives were or what she was really thinking?

I looked across the aisle at Tie and allowed his scorching gaze to heat my insides and create small flutterings in my stomach. I’d probably never get used to the way Tie made me feel.

“We have to have a plan, Angie. The world isn’t just going to save itself.” Victor reached over and pulled the mask from her face. 

She turned to him and gave him one of those flirtatious Angie looks, the kind meant to lull her victims into a false sense of security.

“You’re quite the micro-manager, Victor. It amazes me that the world spins on its axis without your help.”

Tie fought a smirk while Victor leaned forward in his seat, giving me access to the expression of annoyance on his face.

“Our First Parents gave that particular job to a different kami,” he stated.

A loud laugh erupted from Tie as Angie glared at the handsome Asian she was obviously trying very hard to not have feelings for.

My eyebrows rose as I saw the hint of a smile play at the corners of Victor’s lips. Victor cracking jokes? 

Who knew?

At his continued insistence, our entire group awoke from their various naps and huddled in the seats at the middle of the plane in a strange oval shaped pow-wow.

“I’m concerned that we know so little about what Tie’s involvement in all of this is,” Victor continued. “How can we help him prepare if we don’t know what he must do?”

“I thought the prophecy was going to tell us that,” Kirby said.

Victor looked up at him hovering over the edge of his seat and reached out to tweak his chin. “We have no way of knowing if we’ll be able to retrieve the prophecy, or even if there is still a copy of the prophecy in its original form. We need to be prepared.”

“Well, just how exactly were you supposed to heal it? That is…when you thought you were supposed to…” my father awkwardly trailed off.

“It’s okay, James. It’s a fair question. The Grass Cutter sword was to play a major role in the healing of the veil…or so I thought. It can channel the millions of ki on the other side of the veil and use their energy to strengthen it. This is how I’ve been able to prevent it from completely failing. With Hope’s immortal strength, the purity of her own ki, and her healing capabilities, she was going to be that bridge between the sword and the veil, that boost of power that sealed the veil and kept it strong forever. It requires us both to be able to feel the veil around us and channel the power of The Grass Cutter Sword together.”

“But I never actually managed to do that before I died,” I said. “I definitely felt the veil during our lessons together, but only when I attempted to heal someone who was meant to die.” I thought of Cho and the way she had died in my arms after she fulfilled her mission and gave me that message from Akane. I shook myself as I noticed Tie peering at me questioningly. He always did see far more than I wanted him to. “Beyond that, I don’t feel anything. Even now I don’t sense anything.”

Ms. Mori let out a frustrated grunt. “This is impossible. Tie has no ability to sense the veil whatsoever, and Hope only senses it when she’s working against it.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Tie said.

All eyes turned to him.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

He was silent for a moment. I sensed his dread even before he spoke the words.

“I’ve always been able to feel the veil.”

“What?” Victor barked in disbelief.

“Everyone has a distinct energy signature that their ki lets off. As the god of love and marriage, I sense a person’s energy or ki through the veil. When a person is ready and waiting for their soul mate, when the timing is right, I use their energy to find the person with that identical energy signature. I can sense anyone no matter where they are, just like you can, Victor.”

Victor’s mouth hung open in shock. “Why didn’t you ever tell me that?”

“Honestly, it never came up. I never asked you how you fulfilled your calling and you never asked me how I fulfilled mine. We just accepted who we were, what our roles were, and did our jobs.”

“Seriously? You guys never discussed your jobs or went into analytical detail surrounding the events of your day?” Angie asked in disgust. “What the hell did you two talk about over the centuries?”

Victor and Tie looked at each other with smug smiles before both of them said, “Women.”

Kirby snickered in his seat. “I can’t believe you guys talked about girls when you could have been talking about sports.”

“In all honesty, Victor did all of the talking. I never had a woman until Edana.” Tie said, and then looked as if he wished he hadn’t. The plane became very quiet as Edana’s name, spoken aloud, managed to make the stillness of the air feel entirely too oppressive.

Victor cleared his throat, “Moving on. Is that how you finally found Hope? You were able to sense her energy signature? Why couldn’t I sense it then?”

“Oh boy,” my father muttered under his breath.

Tie appeared uncomfortable with this line of questioning, but there was no doubt it was time to come clean and share his involvement in my disappearance.

“I always knew where Hope was located. I always knew exactly who she was in her reincarnated state.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Victor said. His voice held a menacing undertone, and I prayed Tie would tread carefully with his confession.

“I was at the temple when Hope was born. I had to make certain that the family she was born into were good people.”

“Why, when she was meant to stay in Kagami with us?” Ms. Mori asked.

“Because he planned on letting her leave,” Victor whispered. “He helped James and Julia leave Kagami.”

“Now listen,” Tie interjected in a consoling tone. “It was too dangerous for her stay there in that monastery, and you both know it.”

“Hachiman enchanted the area. There were no threats to her safety,” Ms. Mori protested.

“Amatsu’s minions were relentless in the beginning. They would have found a way to breach the enchantments eventually had she stayed.”

“You are the one who masked her from me, aren’t you?” Victor was on his feet now. He clenched his hands at his sides and looked down at Tie with fury burning dark within the depths of his eyes.

Tie sighed and sat back in defeat, apparently accepting that this conversation had no way of going well for him.

“As long as Hope was in Kagami she wasn’t safe. The place is run by Amatsu’s henchmen. We fended them off well the first several years, but after a thousand years there were no guarantees. No enchantment in the world would be strong enough to keep them from breaking through. Amatsu would have found a way for them to get to her, and we had no way of knowing if all of the monks at the temple could be trusted.”

“Quit trying to justify your actions,” Victor ground out. “You hid her from me. You sat back and watched me search for her for years like an idiot. I did everything I could to find the woman meant for me and all that time you knew where she was and you never told me.”

Tie rose to his feet. “You’re damn right I didn’t tell you. Hell, Victor. This isn’t even about you. I shielded her presence from everyone. From Amatsu, from his servants, from anyone capable of getting to her and destroying her childhood, her opportunities, and her life. She was a pawn in her first life. She was beaten and abused with no one to love and look out for her. Did you really think I was going to let her childhood play out like that again by handing her over to the very mother who failed to shield her from all that suffering in the first place?”

Ms. Mori balked at this, but Tie didn’t seem to notice. He was too intent on getting his point across, while Victor fought to gain control of his temper. I, on the other hand, stared at my soul mate in wonder, more than amazed that he had loved and cared for me so much that he had done all he could to make my second life better than the first.

Tie continued, pointing a finger in Victor’s chest. 

“Do you think you would have been enough for her? A man incapable of ever being faithful to any woman he’d ever been with?” I saw tears glistening in his eyes, matching the moisture in my own as he defended me in a way I had never been able to before. “I saw the aftermath of Fukurokuju’s abuse. I watched her struggle to come to terms with her own power and sense of worth, and I sat back for months withholding my love and strength from her due to the poison laced within my own heart. She deserved to be happy, she deserved to be loved and cared for and protected, not treated as if she was valuable simply because she was The Healer. A normal childhood filled with peace, love, and happiness was the only thing I was capable of giving to her after I failed her in every other way.” He turned his piercing gaze on me and his eyes softened. “I gave you that for as long as I could, Hope—until it finally wasn’t safe for you anymore.”

Tears streamed down my cheeks as I nodded my thanks, too choked up to even attempt a single word of gratitude.

Victor’s jaw remained stiff as he grudgingly accepted Tie’s explanation. “I guess I can understand your motives, though I don’t approve of your methods.”

Angie let out a derisive snort, but wisely remained silent when Victor’s glare landed on her. He turned back to Tie.

“What I don’t understand is why I can’t sense her energy even now.”

“I’m still shielding her,” Tie said. “I’m still trying to throw the nekomata off her trail, but Amatsu has latched onto her energy signature and his ability to sense her whereabouts has become stronger over time. How he’s managed to do this is a mystery to me, but we have to keep moving.”

Something Tie said created a sense of unease within me. I felt like I already had the answer to that mystery, but the answer eluded me, nudging my memory just at the edges. Yet the actual details of whatever I felt I knew remained fuzzy and out of focus.

“Once we are in Kagami it will be even easier for Amatsu to detect our whereabouts, even within the walls of the Temple,” Ms. Mori stated stiff-lipped.

I didn’t want to care whether or not Tie’s accurate assessment of her involvement in my life had bothered her, or dare I say given her cause for some well-deserved guilt burgers, but the fact remained that I remembered her as my mother in my first life. I considered this an unfortunate consequence of my recent coma. Being indifferent to her had been wholly attainable when I couldn’t remember having shared a lifetime with her. Now, every time I looked at her I felt more than indifference. Interesting how hatred stems from love sometimes. I think I hated her more for always making me wonder if she’d ever actually given a damn.

“Then we need to get to the temple as quickly as we possibly can, locate the prophecy, and get out of there before Amatsu can organize an attack,” Victor replied.

The thought of our party becoming an easy target for Amatsu’s minions reminded me of my previous goal with Angie.

“Speaking of possible bodily harm to our persons, Ang, do you remember your time spent with Tie?”

Her face took on an angry scowl. “And then some.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Victor grumbled.

Angie’s enigmatic smile said it all. I suddenly realized that I hadn’t narrowed down her experiences with Tie to a specific time period which was probably why she’d passed out for a little bit. She’d downloaded every memory she ever had of Tie from all of her lives combined, and I was willing to bet that Victor had been present in some of those memories. She remembered Tie falling in love with her while she fell in love with Victor who fell in love with me and lost me to Tie.  And now we were all sitting on a charter plane together just shootin’ the breeze.

Awkward much?

And then craziness happened.

Angie stood up, moved in front of Victor, and exploded into a series of punches he barely had time to defend himself against. Her movements were fluid and precise, especially in a place where full movement of body wasn’t really an option. I stared at her and Victor in wide-eyed fascination as they remained about a foot apart and sparred with one another as if they had been doing it for years. Up and down the aisle of the plane they moved with intense precision until Angie used some of Victor’s momentum against him, stepping into him and twisting left, swinging him to the floor of the plane where she took up residence on his chest and threw a punch that stopped right at his throat. 

The way they locked eyes with each other as she straddled him made me feel as if the rest of us needed to find ourselves a different plane.

Angie broke the tension with a throaty chuckle and said, “Good thing you’re a deity, Victor, because I just kicked your immortal butt.”

He grabbed the fist she held against his throat and slowly moved it away. “I have a beautiful girl sitting on my chest. Who says I’m not winning?”

My jaw dropped and my eyes flew to Tie who gave me an amazed grin. I knew what we were both thinking. Who knew Victor was capable of flirting?

Very promising. I had to still my legs before I jumped up and celebrated with a preemptive, matchmaker happy dance.

“I’d tell them to get a room, but their options are kind of limited to the plane’s bathroom and the small cabin in the back,” Kirby whispered in the seat behind me. We chuckled softly as Angie got up and then assisted Victor to his feet.

“Okay,” I stated, “seems like that was a success, which means our group is less vulnerable now that Angie has basically remembered the fact that she used to be a samurai commander.”

“And I’m hot to boot,” she said, plunking down on a seat across from me and leaning back with a smug smile on her face. “Geez, even I want to date me.”

“So now the only liabilities you have are me and Kirby,” dad said self-deprecatingly. 

“No way. We can totally fight like they can,” Kirby said with some excitement. “All Hope has to do is transfer all of her ninja memories to us. Right?”

I should have known Kirby would jump to that conclusion.

“That’s an interesting idea,” Ms. Mori said.

 “We should exercise caution here, Hope,” Tie said. “We don’t know what all of this activity will do to you physically. What if there are side effects?”

I crinkled my brow in confusion. “My body is constantly healing itself. I’ll be just fine.”

Tie didn’t look convinced. “Even if they do download these fighting skills into their brains like some computer app, their physical abilities will have to play catch-up to the knowledge they receive. You and Angie are going to need some intensive sessions of training just to get your bodies into the shape they need to be in.”

“He’s right. I’m probably going to be feeling my little sparring session with Victor tomorrow,” Angie chimed in with a grimace as she rubbed her right shoulder.

“Still, any knowledge is going to be better than no ability to fight and defend at all,” I argued.

“Well, I’m not completely helpless. I took boxing for several years when I was in college,” my dad said.

I turned to him in surprise. “You never told me that.”

“I was afraid if I did, you’d get another part-time job at a boxing gym where you could secretly heal people to your heart’s content.”

“What an accurately freaky description of Hope’s thought patterns,” Tie said.

“Oh shut-up. I don’t absolutely have to heal someone for every little cut and bruise they receive.”

“But you want to, and therein lies the disturbing difference.”

“Back to our discussion. Am I going to try connecting to my father and Kirby today or what?”

“I’m actually not ready for a mind meld at the moment,” Dad said. “Do you think we can consider attempting it as we get closer to Japan?”

I took note of his strained expression and wondered how I could have already forgotten how stressed out and exhausted he felt. There were still so many unknowns and variables concerning our future. We had a plan of action, but I didn’t delude myself into thinking that our plan was without flaws. It was chock full of them, and we needed to be ready and well rested for whatever Kagami had to offer us.

“You’re right, Dad. Let’s just get some sleep for a few hours and then see how you feel after that.”

His look of tired gratitude made me feel like the worst daughter in the world. I was despicable. I really should have been paying more attention to how all of this had affected him. 

Angie didn’t seem to be faring any better. I had no idea what memories she’d recently downloaded. What possible ghosts had we unearthed by my thoughtless inattention to the details of Angie’s reawakening…if you could call it that? I had a feeling I’d eventually find out.

“There is one thing I’d like to clear up before we all hit the hay,” Angie said. She moved over to Victor and pulled him up from his seat. Then she circled him. It looked like she was searching for stray lint on his clothing.

Victor looked perplexed. “Angie, what are you doing?”

“Well, I’m certainly not checking you out, if that’s what you’re insinuating,” she shot back.

Victor folded his arms over his chest and refused to move when she tried to turn him around to study his back.

“Angie,” I said. “What gives?”

“I’m just trying to figure out where these guys stash their weapons.” She unfolded Victor’s arms and lifted them out in front of him. It was comical that he allowed her to do it.

“I’ve been wondering the same thing,” Kirby said. “You never have a sword on you, but whenever we get attacked, wham, suddenly you’re pulling these crazy weapons out of thin air.”

Victor held up a hand to stave off Angie’s continued perusal of his body when she started getting a bit too personal.

Tie stood up and moved to the head of the plane.

“Our weapons materialize in our hands as an extension of our power.” He threw his hand forward and an ebony blade appeared in his grip.

“If the weapon is an extension of your power then why does it look like a weapon from the underworld?” I asked.

“Because it is a weapon from the underworld,” Victor said. “We’ve been collecting them as we’ve dealt with each new threat from Amatsu. It’s the only way our enemies can be killed. Our regular swords have no effect on them.”

“Yes, but how are you…I don’t know…how can it be an extension of you if it is evil?” I pressed.

“The weapon isn’t evil, Hope. The evil comes from the one who wields the weapon. Its purpose is to defend and mete out death just as our regular weapons do. It simply does it in a different way.”

“So all you have to do is think about the weapon you need and suddenly it’s there?” Angie asked.

“One of the perks of being a kami,” Tie said wearing a lopsided grin.

“You mean only kami can conjure weapons out of thin air?” I asked. I was seriously disappointed. “There isn’t a way you can teach us to produce a weapon with a flick of the wrist?”

“Even if it were an option, we wouldn’t allow you to handle any weapons from the underworld,” Victor said. “What if you accidentally cut yourself handling the sword?”

I narrowed my eyes. “Are you freaking kidding me right now? How am I supposed to defend myself?”

Tie and Victor shared a miserable look, as if they’d dreaded having this conversation with me.

“You’re not going to fight, Hope. We need you to allow us to protect you. One scratch from a weapon forged in the land of the dead is certain death for you.”

“You guys are really serious about this aren’t you?” 

“It’s the only way to ensure your safety,” Victor said. “You must see reason, Hope. Out of everyone here, your role is one of the most important, and even though we have no idea exactly how you have to accomplish the veil’s healing, without you, Amatsu will most definitely win. The veil doesn’t have much time left.”

I felt sick at this pronouncement. Of course their worry made sense and I understood their need to protect me, but Victor had never once given any of us an actual timeline as to when the veil would fail. It made arguing with them about whether or not I should be handling a sword seem highly unimportant, but I still needed to defend myself. 

As if reading my thoughts, Tie said, “We will still train and practice in the event that you are forced to defend yourself, but we want that to be a last resort. Remember, Hope, not all of the nekomata we come in contact with will be there to kidnap you. Some of them just want you dead.”

I let that chilling reminder slither across my skin, giving me an unsettling sense of foreboding. Just how many more nekomata were we going to run into before we even reached Kagami? And when and where would we run into them tomorrow when Angie said Kirby would be killed by one?

I wasn’t going to let that kid out of my sight.

“I think now would be a good time for Hope to continue attempting to sense the veil,” Ms. Mori stated.

“Let it go, Chinatsu,” Tie said. “She’s been trying ever since she woke up from that coma.”

“Am I the only one who feels as if we’re running out of time, people?” Ms. Mori stood from her seat and crossed over to me. “I understand you are tired, but without your connection to the veil you will never understand how to heal it.”

“I know that—” 

“Then sense it. Connect with it. It is just like any other human being you connect with, child, there are simply more ki at your disposal.”

“But that’s part of the problem,” I argued. “I’m trying to pinpoint one specific ki. I’m trying to see how one specific energy signature bounces off the veil from this side of it.” I rubbed my neck in frustration. “I don’t know how to recognize that connection between thousands of ki all at once, especially when they are on the other side of the veil. It’s impossible. I need one familiar spirit to latch on to.”

“Do you remember when you were three and you became so overwhelmed with the energies within the palace that you couldn’t sleep at night?” she asked.

I stared at her in puzzlement.

“No. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You used to be able to feel everything.” Ms. Mori looked at her hands. “It was becoming too much for you. You were a healer and an empath and you couldn’t handle it. I used to rock you to sleep every night, trying to help you focus on one energy signature. Just one. Just mine.”

I held my breath, watching Ms. Mori as she wrung her hands in a nervous gesture, the cold façade slowly crumbling to reveal a heartsick mother reliving memories she probably wished she didn’t have to.

“It took a very long time for you to learn to block it all out, but we worked together on your focus. We did exercises to help you pinpoint one ki at a time until you no longer felt overwhelmed by the energy and emotions surrounding you.” A single tear trickled down her cheek and she quickly wiped it away. “And once we accomplished that tiny goal, your father forbade me from ever going into your room again. He wanted you isolated. He wanted…control over your powers.” She stiffened her spine and finally met my gaze. Chin held high she said, “I think you are still blocking as I taught you to, but that self-defense maneuver is no longer needed. You must trust yourself, Hope. The mind can be a scary opponent when trying to overcome our own internal struggles. Maybe you need to connect and focus on several ki at one time.”

The silence within the plane seemed to wait with bated breath for my reaction to her revelation. She was a puzzle to me. As Ms. Mori sat there discussing our history together, I almost believed there was one moment in our lives when she’d actually cared.

I considered her advice carefully and thought back to the high school students I’d connected to all at once the very first day I met Tie and Victor. Maybe that was something I had been capable of doing all along. I just blocked it all out as a defense mechanism Ms. Mori taught me in my first life.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll try it.”

She gave me an imperceptible nod and waited.

“I’ll need you all to come to the front of the plane and stand in a circle around me.”

Everyone obliged, though the spacing was a bit cramped.

“Just place one of your hands on my shoulders and I’ll connect with all of you at once.”

My father’s hand went to my shoulder first, giving it a loving squeeze while simultaneously conveying his worry through our connection. They were all worried, all concerned about what this might do to me emotionally, and all hopeful that I might succeed.

I closed my eyes and started with my father, latching onto his soul and imprinting his energy within my mind. I couldn’t see his colors like I saw Tie’s, but I hoped I could recognize his ki once I opened my eyes. I did that until I was connected with all of them. Then I opened my eyes and watched as Tie’s aura, the only one I could see, began to lift and dissipate above his head. Once again, I waited for the energy to completely disappear, but this time around I noticed a strange darkness hovering just above Ms. Mori and Tie. It looked as if there was a fissure within…well, space I guess. The air around them wavered in and out, and I reached just above them to grab it, fully believing that I had finally sensed the veil through all of their ki. 

But when I made contact with it, I didn’t sense the veil. I sensed the absence of it. A deep abyss of virtually nothing. Then a dark oppressive force slipped into its place and lifted me from my feet, pulling me toward its gaping maw.

“What the hell?” Tie exclaimed. He grabbed me around the waist as my feet levitated from the ground and held me in place. When Tie started to levitate everyone grabbed hold of us and pulled us down while I fought to retrieve my own hand from the grasp of whatever unseen force had me. 

“What’s happening?” Kirby shouted.

“I don’t know,” Victor said.  He grunted as he strained to help pull us back down. “The veil has never behaved like this before.”

The increasing pressure on my arms and legs spurred me to find a solution before my body was torn in two. I reached out my other hand to the side of the hole for something to grab hold of, and when my arm made contact with the wavering space to the left of the hole, impression after impression downloaded into my brain. I’d inadvertently hit part of the veil and thousands of ki within it began to communicate with me.

They certainly succeeded. The fissure wavered again and then gravity took hold of me, allowing me to sink into Tie’s arms. Then the hole closed and our group collapsed to the floor of the jet.

“I’m pretty sure levitation isn’t part of your makeup, so what just happened?” Tie said in a wheezy voice.

“It was the veil.”

“The veil made you fly? Wait, you were able to sense it?” His excitement was short lived when I shook my head.

“No. The veil is failing, Tie. It took a moment to communicate with me, but it isn’t the same thing as actually sensing it. The veil was trying to tell me something extremely important.”

“What?” Ms. Mori asked. She pulled herself into a sitting position and the others followed suit. I soon found myself in the middle of a circle surrounded by people who were hoping for some good news, something that might help us in our quest to heal the veil.

I seriously hated being the messenger.

I swallowed hard. “It’s dying. Pockets of the veil are being swallowed up by the Underworld. One opened up just above your head and I was nearly sucked into it. The veil reached out to save me, but it isn’t the same as me actually sensing its presence on my own. It had to intervene and give me a timetable.”

“A timetable. As in a deadline? I hate the sound of that,” Angie said as she folded her arms over her chest.

“We have to get that prophecy as soon as we can,” I said.

“How much time do we have?” Tie asked.

“Five days.” Bile rose to the back of my throat, but I kept it together long enough to give them the bad news. “The veil is going to fail on my eighteenth birthday.”

My equilibrium faltered and I fell into Tie’s arms.
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Darkness…again.

These dreams were beginning to get on my nerves. Any normal teenager tended to dream in color. My subconscious felt the need to black out the world, which would have been fine if it had simply allowed me some peace. 

My eyes searched the darkness for even a pin-prick of light to guide me. And then I felt that pull, that demanding, relentless insistence that I move forward toward something I knew I absolutely could not live without. Memories from my previous dream washed over me, and I slapped my cheek and pinched myself to snap me wide awake before the one person I didn’t want to see sensed my presence.

All at once, green flames rose up on either side of me, revealing the same cavernous room I had somehow managed to escape the night before. I squinted at the sudden brightness even though the green iridescent light wasn’t blinding in any way. As my eyes adjusted, I took in the handsome figure standing in the middle, arms at his sides, eyes locked on me with a fervor that bordered on obsessive need.

“I’ve been waiting for you, Hope,” Amatsu said in a rough whisper. He cleared his throat and took a few steps toward me as I swayed between the urge to go to him and the need to flee from him. “It pains me that our bond is not yet strong enough to bring you to me when you are conscious and aware of what is taking place.” 

“I thought this was just a very bad dream. I didn’t even remember it until you brought me back here.”

His eyes glittered shrewdly as he took me in. “The bond brought you back here, but your inability to remember me when you are awake is interesting. You mean to tell me that you haven’t been able to warn your companions about the connection we now share? That definitely works in my favor.”

I cursed myself for inadvertently sharing that helpful information. I could have bluffed and said that Tie and Victor were working on a way to break the bond. I could have given him real cause to worry.

“I know what you’re thinking, Hope, but whether Tie and Victor know about the inevitability of our union now or later makes little difference since there is absolutely no way to reverse what’s been done.”

“There has to be a way to reverse it. It isn’t real. It isn’t what I want,” I shouted. My voice echoed off the walls and drifted back to me weary and pathetic.

“Are you sure you don’t want what we could have?” He brazenly moved forward, his white robes gliding silkily along his muscled frame until he stood mere inches from me and reached for my hair. His hands grasped nothing and I breathed in a gulp of air, feeling both relieved and frustrated at the lack of physical contact. My body and emotions rebelled against my true thoughts and feelings, making me wish I had the power to crawl out of my own skin…or possibly throw myself off the nearest cliff.

Amatsu’s own frustration clearly showed through the tight lines around his mouth and jaw. He scrutinized my pained expression and gave me a sympathetic smile.

“I know, my love. This inability to touch and hold what is mine is the kind of exquisite torture I never imagined I could experience.”

“I’m not yours, Amatsu.”

“But you would like to be.”

“You don’t have any idea what I would like to be, what I really want or what I really need. This falsified form of love is only proof of how selfish you truly are.”

His eyes flashed an angry shade of red and he stepped closer until his lips were just inches from mine. I couldn’t begin to express my gratitude for my insubstantial form because his proximity made me want to let go of every single inhibition I had, give up every single thing I believed in, and succumb to the bond that worked even harder to draw us together. How long would this last before my body solidified in his presence and he was able to touch me without any obstacles to impede him?

What could I possibly do then?

“I’m not the monster your precious soul mate has painted me to be. And contrary to what you believe, I know absolutely everything there is to know about you.”

I managed a disgruntled snort, but the pain of withholding myself from him caused rivulets of sweat to inch down my back. If this was a dream, and I was merely here in spirit, then why was I having such a strange physical reaction like sweating? It didn’t make sense. I had to hold myself completely still and barely allow myself shallow breaths to keep from growling in frustration at our current separation.

I fixed Tie solely in my mind’s eye and did my best to block out the intoxicating man mere inches from me.

Amatsu lifted his hand and rested it against where he might have touched my cheek if anything about me had been solid and substantial. He left it there as his eyes zeroed in on mine and held me prisoner.

“I know you are kind, Hope, and a talented empath. You feel far more than anyone should. The pains of others are your sole concern and you would move heaven and earth to take that pain from those you love and those you barely even know.” He lifted his lips to my forehead and I held my breath hoping and dreading that he might find purchase there, but I felt nothing before he was staring into my eyes again, making me believe that the only person in the world who would ever matter to him would be me.

And I knew it all to be one outrageous lie.

“You are frustrated that you have no control over who is meant to live and who is meant to die. You think it unfair that the young, good, deserving people in this world are taken too soon, and even though you have the power to save them you are limited in what the Universe will allow. It pains you deeply, and you punish yourself for it when you don’t deserve such censure.”

My breathing became heavy as he voiced emotions and fears, doubts and frustrations that I had battled with my entire life. How did he know all of this? How was it possible?

“All you’ve ever wanted was to be normal. All you’ve ever wanted was to save everyone you could and bring back those you couldn’t. Like Kenji, Saigo, and even your own mother.”

I sucked in a heavy breath.

“You killed her,” I hissed.

“No,” he shook his head. “You were meant to save her. I never would have sanctioned that nekomata’s actions if I had known your mother would protect you by giving up her life before you could save it. I feel that so many unpleasant things could have been avoided if I’d only been given the chance to talk to you and explain to you my desire to work together, to create a better world where no lives are lost. No one is cut off from the presence of our First Parents. Where everyone is saved no matter the obstacles. Where you can be with your mother again.” He swallowed hard, and I stared in wonder at the tears forming in the corners of his eyes. “I will admit that your mother’s death didn’t pain me nearly as much as it does now.”

“Why?”

“Because of how much I sense it pains you. I am so very sorry, Hope. I will do everything I can to make it right. To give you the peace of mind that you need. I promise you, if you’ll join me, we can bring your mother back.”

“That’s not possible,” I whispered. It couldn’t be. Amatsu was the king of smokescreens and illusions, a skilled liar with a serpent’s tongue, but the way he looked at me as if I truly was his entire world, and the unveiled sincerity in his eyes made me wonder if this bond had changed the bad and ugly parts of him far more than either of us realized. Was it possible that Amatsu’s first taste of love had altered the core of who he had become and softened his heart? Was it possible that he truly cared for me even though the bond hadn’t developed naturally? 

Could we, together, have the power to bring back my mother?

I shook my head, recognizing these enticing thoughts as more than just dangerous. They were destructive. No matter what he promised, he could never make good on any of it, and in the end, no matter what he professed to feel, they weren’t feelings that came to him naturally.

“It’s possible, Hope. Just say you are mine, and I promise you anything and everything is possible.”

“I don’t know what it is you truly feel, Amatsu, but I know in my heart I love and belong to Tie. No matter what you’ve done to me, that one truth will always remain constant.”

A sad smile stole across his face.

“You are not yet ready. It’s fine, my love. I can wait. I’ve waited centuries for that moment when you give yourself to me willingly. No use in crying over something that will eventually work itself out in the end.”

“Even when the bond is complete, I will still belong to Tie.”

“Oh, little Healer. Once our bond is complete, you won’t even remember Tie’s existence. All you’ll want, know, and need will be me.”

“No,” I whispered. 

The finality of his words managed to break me from the hold his proximity had over me. I took one step back and then another. It was one of the most painful things I had ever physically or emotionally forced myself to do, but I knew if I could simply train my mind to hold onto what I knew to be true, then the bond would have absolutely no power over me. So I put one foot behind me, then another, and I watched as Amatsu’s features changed into a furious expression of barely repressed rage.

“You cannot fight me forever,” he hissed.

“Watch me,” I said. Then I took another step backward and allowed myself to fall as far and as fast from Amatsu’s presence as possible.

I gasped and immediately woke up.

 

***

 

The lights within the cabin of the plane were just low enough to illuminate shapes, but very little detail. I looked across the aisle and noticed a form hunched over my little Kirby and wondered if my father was checking on him. But when the hunched form stood, holding up something thin and metal, glinting in what little light there was in the cabin, I nearly choked in panic.

The being standing over Kirby was not my father. It wasn’t even human. Angie’s warning of Kirby’s death at the hand of a nekomata propelled me forward. I moved to intercept him, but a rough, furry hand with sharp claws clamped down on my shoulder and held me fast to my seat.

“Tie,” I croaked out.

“There’s really no use crying out for anyone to help you,” hissed the nekomata standing next to Kirby.

Another nekomata hovered above me just behind my seat. I turned my head to my right and noticed Tie unconscious, but seemingly unharmed. How could he not have heard what was happening? Why wasn’t Victor or Ms. Mori doing something to stop this.

How the hell had these stupid cats managed to get on the plane?

“What did you do to them?” I asked.

“Your friends have proved annoyingly resourceful, Healer. We’ve simply drugged their food to make them more pliant and less conscious.”

The monster behind me let out a guttural laugh. A few other unnatural sounds of laughter in the cabin led me to believe that there were at least four of them on the plane. Had they been the ones flying the plane? With their ability to take on the form of anyone they chose it wouldn’t surprise me. I cringed at the thought of how many people they had killed in order to board this flight and take over the plane before we arrived.

I cleared the panic from my thoughts so I could figure out how to prevent Angie’s vision from coming true.

My focus moved to my hand where I slowly reached for Tie’s. Once I accomplished that small task, I connected to his ki in a matter of seconds and began instructing his body to burn off the sedative as quickly as possible. I didn’t know what they were planning, but I didn’t like it one bit.

“How did you know we would be on this flight?”

“You don’t get to ask questions. Our master is most anxious to have you delivered to him as speedily as possible.”

“What did you do to Kirby?” I asked, ignoring his previous statement.

“I merely gave him a sedative. He didn’t eat quite as much food as he should have.”

I had to keep these idiots talking so Tie would have time to wake up. I couldn’t handle four nekomata on my own.

“Why are you even bothering with the sedatives? Why not kill them all and be done with it?”

“As long as they are alive, you will be more cooperative, and we can’t risk an actual confrontation with all of your protectors at once. Victor, Tie, and the empress are formidable foes on their own, but with all three of them together, we couldn’t hope to win an actual battle. There isn’t much room to wield our swords upon the plane. Much better to knock them out and steal you away than lose any of my men in the process. The possibility of success is higher, you see.”

Getting this guy monologuing was easier than I thought, but I needed more time. The drugs in Tie’s system hadn’t completely burned through him yet.

“And just what do you plan to do now? We’re several thousand feet in the air, most likely over an ocean. Are we all going to jump out of the plane?”

The glitter of the nekomata’s canines flashed in the low light of the cabin. I shivered inwardly and urged Tie’s ki to speed up the process. I was completely mystified as to how the drug could have affected him in the first place. His body shouldn’t have had trouble burning through it on his own.

Suddenly, the pressure in the cabin dropped as one of the exit doors popped open in the back. Alarms went off in the cabin, and I was roughly lifted from my seat and strapped into a harness. I reached my hand backward, hoping to connect with my captor and stop his heart, but he was one step ahead of me.

“Don’t even think about using your powers on me. If you don’t cooperate, then you will watch my comrades slit the throats of your companions one by one.”

 I fully believed these creatures would make good on that threat. I couldn’t kill four of them at once with my bare hands. Not before one of them murdered one of my friends, but would they die if I did nothing at all? My head swam with all of the disastrous things that might occur if I did fight back. There might be casualties, but would I be able to live with any one of my companion’s deaths on my hands? The answer to that was a resounding no. I stood there and did nothing as I was strapped to the chest of a different nekomata in the group. 

It took me off guard when the nekomata I was strapped to discreetly handed me something small and whispered, “For Tie.”

I glanced behind me to confirm what I had just heard, but the nekomata looked straight ahead as if he hadn’t just spoken to me. I carefully glanced at the object in my fist while the other nekomata inched their way toward the opening in the back of the plane. It was a tiny red dart filled with a brown liquid in the middle. 

“Let’s jump before this plane goes down and all of us with it,” the leader yelled out. “The girl goes first.”

I don’t know why I decided to trust the monster I was strapped to, but somehow I knew that this tiny little dart was the key to saving everyone’s life.

“I won’t leave them,” I yelled a little dramatically and flung myself forward toward Tie. The nekomata didn’t fight me, and even accommodated me by stumbling a bit. 

“Deal with her,” yelled the furry creature near the exit.

“Hurry,” my captor behind me whispered.

My hand found Tie’s arm and I quickly drove the dart into his shoulder. Then I connected to him to make sure I hadn’t just injected some kind of poison, not completely certain I had made the right decision in trusting the thing I was strapped to. The brown liquid immediately reacted to the sedative within his body and jump-started his nervous system. He jolted in his seat and his eyes fluttered open. 

That was all I saw before my captor wrenched me away, lifted me from my feet, and ran down the aisle to the back of the plane. I had about two seconds to catch my breath and prepare myself for what was to come before the nekomata jumped from the plane.

Then we were airborne.

And it really sucked.
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The need to squeal like a little girl was something I didn’t even try to hold back. I screamed like crazy as gravity took hold of my captor and me. The air stung my face and brought tears to my eyes. I was freezing. Worse than that, we were falling into complete darkness. Even though I knew we had a parachute and my captor wouldn’t jump out of an airplane without one, I still had one awful moment of panic as I considered the possibility that I was plummeting to my death.

My body jerked back when our parachute opened, then I let out a few expletives as our descent to the ground—I seriously hoped it was the ground and not the ocean—slowed from free-falling to gliding. Tiny spots of light broke up the dense darkness below. As we drew closer to the ground, my eyes made out a few campfires and soon we were landing gracefully on a cold, sandy beach. Well, the monster behind me managed a graceful landing. My legs and arms flailed in every direction imaginable. I accidentally clocked him in the nose and reveled in his grunt of pain.

Sweet satisfaction.

“Over here,” yelled a husky voice.

Another hairy beast to our left let out a grunt of acknowledgment. I moved to make contact with it, but the cat behind me clamped my arms to my sides, aborting my desperate attempt at some well-deserved revenge. I let out a shriek of frustration and kicked out behind me.

“I need you to behave, Healer. Believe me, you’re going to want to cooperate.”

I stopped my useless thrashing since he had the advantage with me trussed up to his chest like a five-month-old baby in a carrier. Not a very dignified fighting position. Three other nekomata waited for us on the beach. A few makeshift tents were already up and the rest of my kidnapping party moved forward to celebrating the capture of…me, I guess.

Seven nekomata. 

I was a talented fighter, but didn’t think I could take on seven cats from hell. My limbs felt tight and achy due to the freezing night air. My chest hurt as I looked up at the sky, worried about my group’s fate. The liquid I injected into Tie had somehow counteracted the sedative, but I didn’t know if it happened fast enough. He had to get himself oriented and take control of the plane before they crashed, and I had no idea if he even knew how to fly a plane. Did Ms. Mori or Victor have any flight experience?

I sincerely hoped one of them had spent a small part of their immortality and their money on flying lessons.

Visions of Tie, my father, Angie, and Kirby dying in a fiery plane explosion constricted my air supply and made me feel as if I might throw up and then pass out. 

What if they were injured or dead? I couldn’t get to them. I couldn’t get to Victor or even Ms. Mori. I couldn’t heal any of them.

“Healer,” said a guttural voice behind me. “You must calm down. I understand you are worried about your friends, but we cannot escape and go find them if you become hysterical.”

“Escape? Go find them?”

“Shhh,” it hissed. “If you announce it to the rest of the group then I’m dead and you’ll be in Kagami, delivered to Amatsu, and forced to be his bride forever.”

My head spun at this strange turn of events.

“His bride? Since when is Amatsu interested in marrying me? I thought he was still a prisoner in the Underworld.”

“He is, but there is a fissure, a small crack in the veil that has allowed several of us to get free over the years. He cannot leave the Underworld yet, but we can leave the Underworld through that fissure.”

My stomach sank. I absolutely had to figure out how to heal this stupid veil before that crack or any other cracks burst wide open.

“Where are we, exactly?”

“The Island of Akutan.”

“Say what?”

“Alaska.”

No wonder I was freezing.  Even in the middle of March, Alaska was bound to be cold, especially at night. I couldn’t make much out in the darkness, but I thought I saw the outline of some very small mountain ranges in the distance. I didn’t know much about islands in Alaska, but I was pretty sure we wouldn’t be seeing any locals in the area anytime soon.

Which didn’t do much to lift my spirits.

On the other hand, it was probably better to avoid the inhabitants of the island. A run-in with seven nekomata was a death sentence.

“You helped me save them,” I whispered.

The thing behind me grunted as it untied me and cut off our harnesses. I turned to look at it and stepped back in surprise, craning my neck to meet its eyes. This nekomata was absolutely enormous. I hadn’t noticed it on the plane due to the commotion, chaos, and my worry for my friends and family, but this beast was an entirely different breed of nekomata. He wore the same leather pants and straps across his chest as the others, but he was a giant of a creature. Easily six-foot-eight and pure muscle. I did not like the dark power that pulsed around him, but I had to admit that it intrigued me due to its substance. Nekomata were inherently dark, with ki that felt corrupted and warped. They never exuded power or authority, but rather a stunted aura, hinting at the possibilities of what they could have been or what they used to be.

But this…behemoth had power, possibility, and even nobility oozing from him.

What was this thing?

“Yes, I helped save them.”

I startled at the deep rumbling of his voice as he answered my previous question.

“Why? Why would you do that? Aren’t you inherently evil or something?”

I thought I heard a low chuckle which sounded totally out of place coming from him, but he didn’t respond. Another nekomata came forward and yanked me in the direction of their camp. My anger ignited and I pulled my arm back.

“Hey. Touch me like that again, and I’ll stop your heart faster than you can say Kagami.”

The nekomata threw back its mangy head and howled in laughter. The rest of the large cats joined in, banging their spear ends on the ground and chanting something in a language I didn’t understand. I figured it was better that way. The monster grinned large and wide, exposing its teeth before nodding its head to my captor behind me as if to say, “She’s your problem, bro,” and then walked back to his group of feline brothers.

“They do not fear you, young Healer,” said the cat behind me. “They believe your bond with our master to be too strong. It compels you to inflict no harm upon his servants.”

I turned to look at him.

“My bond with your master? What are you talking about? I’m not bonded to Amatsu.”

It was fascinating to watch the cat’s snout pull back in a grimace. Its hairy brow furrowed in confusion and its pointed ears flattened like a normal cat’s would if it had become agitated in some way.

“This situation is far worse than I anticipated. You cannot fight the bond if you cannot remember the moments you have shared with him.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I haven’t shared any moments with Amatsu.”

“You have. Every time you sleep. And each time you do, the bond gets stronger. Soon, you’ll remember only him and no one else. Not even Tie.”

My mouth hung open in shock.

“I don’t understand anything you just said. It makes no sense to me, but I’m getting the idea that you’re trying to help me and I don’t know why.”

The monster hung its head in shame. It was shocking, really. I’d never seen anything other than ugly grimaces and vengeful glares on these creatures, but this particular beast appeared sorrowful and repentant. Almost as if it possessed a soul that wasn’t completely tainted by Amatsu’s evil.

“Who are you?” I asked.

It lifted its face to look at me. Its slanted cat eyes glowed green in the firelight, but the malevolence I was so used to seeing in eyes like theirs were absent from the dark swirling greens and greys of its orbs.

“My name is Bishamonten.”

One of the missing gods of fortune?

My memories became clearer as I recalled Tie’s words so very long ago, “We must release any of the gods of fortune he has imprisoned so they can help usurp the throne from Fukurokuju.”

“My father kept you and the other gods of fortune prisoner so none of you could claim the empire.”

The creature nodded, anger radiating off his menacing form.

“Not only did he keep us prisoner, but when he and the rebel army lost the war to Amatsu’s armies, he handed me over to the demon god as a bargaining chip to save his life.”

I shook my head. “Where are the other gods of fortune?”

“Two are dead, and I have no idea where the other three are, but I don’t think they were imprisoned with me in the underworld.” 

The anger he felt as he spoke those words vibrated within me. I gritted my teeth at the power of his vengeful wrath and wished with all my heart that my empathic abilities hadn’t fully resurfaced when I woke up from my coma. 

“How does your imprisonment to Amatsu benefit him?”

“I’m the god of war, Healer. I bring fortune and favor to the wars and battles I perceive to be just and true, but under Amatsu’s power, the scales of fortune are tipped in his favor.”

My jaw dropped in disbelief. “He’s completely rigging this whole good versus evil thing. How can he force you to grant fortune in favor of this war he has waged against the world and all of humanity if you are a higher god?”

His vicious growl startled me, causing me to take a step back. The eerie green fire in his eyes darkened as he drew in a few breaths to calm himself.

“Look at me, child. Do you see what I’ve become? Imprisoned in the Underworld for a thousand years and fed on nothing but the evil desires of men has tainted and corrupted me beyond anything you can imagine. Even now, I am torn between delivering you to my master,” he spit the word in disgust, “and doing what I know to be right. I am his slave, Healer, and no one but you can deliver me from this miserable state of existence. I can’t fight him until I am whole again.”

I shook my head, feeling that this stroke of luck was too good to be true. What were the odds that the god of war would be here on a mission to kidnap me in order to rescue me, himself, and all of humanity in the process?

“Why would Amatsu send you on this mission to kidnap me if you are such a flight risk?” I asked.

“I’ve played a very convincing part over the years. I’ve done some things that I’m not proud of and that I hate to admit I did enjoy at times, but I didn’t allow myself to be lost completely to the evil within the Underworld. I fought to retain the core of who I am, and I succeeded. Amatsu, however, believes me to be completely under his thrall.”

It sounded too convenient. Too perfect an answer for me to truly believe him. Then another thought hit me, and I knew I was on the right track.

“You just want me to make you whole again.”

“Of course I want that.”

“You’re missing my point, or rather, my accusation. There isn’t a single nekomata alive who doesn’t wish to be returned to normal. They want redemption even though in their hearts they don’t truly deserve it. The change they seek must come from within, but they want an immediate fix. My blood may change their outward appearance but they will always be evil.”

“Because they chose evil. I never chose this,” he hissed.

“That may be true, but how do I know for certain. How do I know you are who you say you are? You want to be restored to your godly state. They all do. You could be anybody, and once I help you, what’s to stop you from handing me over to Amatsu?”

He grabbed my shoulders and shook me roughly. “What’s to stop me from slicing you open and drinking your blood right now?”

I reacted defensively and placed my hands on his chest, ordering his body to seize and convulse. His arms shook just enough as he grunted in pain and then released me.

“So you can still inflict harm upon Amatsu’s servants. That’s good to know,” he responded after taking in a few wheezy breaths.

“Come near me again and I’ll drop you where you stand,” I threatened.

He sighed in frustration and raked his claws through his long mane. It was such a human thing to do, I nearly laughed at the way it looked when this monster did it.

“I’m sorry. I was merely trying to prove a point here. Any one of us could slice you open and take your blood without a second thought.”

“Then why don’t you?”

 “One, because drinking it is only half of the equation. The other half must be performed in Kagami, and I’m worried you may not have the power necessary to perform the restoration if your bond is torn between Amatsu and Tie.”

“I’m not bonded to Amatsu,” I forcefully denied. “Stop saying that.”

“Second, we’ve all been commanded to keep you safe. If any harm comes to you then we will be punished.” He sighed again and continued speaking, “I was Victor’s mentor for thousands of years. If anyone can prove the truthfulness of my words, prove that I am who I say I am, it is Victor. Let me help you escape. Let me join you and your cause. I saved your loved one’s lives just now. Tie will have already taken control of the plane and is most likely finding a nearby island to land on so your group can make plans to come looking for you.”

An overpowering wave of relief enveloped me and nearly caused me to sink to the ground, hoping that Tie really had been able to take control of the plane before it crashed.

“We don’t need to escape then. Tie can sense my energy and will be able to locate me here just fine.”

“No, you do not understand, Healer. Surrounded by so many of Amatsu’s minions, your energy is masked. You might as well be dwelling in the Underworld at this very moment because as long as we are surrounded by six other nekomata who are using their own twisted ki to mask your presence, your soul mate will never find you. We must escape, tonight.”

“Why?” I whispered. 

“Because we are being picked up by helicopter by another group of nekomata tomorrow morning. They will take us directly to the ley lines we must cross in order to enter kagami, and once that happens we will never escape. You’ll belong to Amatsu forever.”

“Are you going to tie the prisoner up, Bishu, or simply talk her to death?” yelled one of the nekomata sitting round the fire several yards away.

“Bishu?” I asked.

He grimaced in embarrassment. “I tire of these lesser, degenerate kami’s disrespect.” He roughly grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the fire.

“We escape tonight,” he muttered under his breath. “If we do not, we’ll not get another chance.”

I considered my options and realized that his plan was the only one that made any sense, providing he was actually telling me the truth. If Tie couldn’t find me, then we had to get away from Amatsu’s minions and their influence all by ourselves, which meant I was going to have to let this nekomata who claimed to be one of the lost gods of fortune come with me. 

Not ideal, but at this point, what did I really have to lose?
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Bishu’s plan was simple. Since the rest of my captors still thought they were immune to my powers, I could easily cause a few heart attacks before the rest of them discovered what my cohort in crime and I were trying to accomplish.

I took full advantage of the fire raging in the center of the camp. I needed warmth and a few moments of clarity before we attempted what I considered to be possible suicide. There were six of them, for heaven’s sake.

Bishu kept me tucked next to him on a log in front of the fire while the others ate their gamey meal between bouts of wrestling and strange exercises meant to prove their own power and dominance. After one of the nekomata choked out another in a wrestling match, I leaned over next to Bishu and said, “These cats are absolutely crazy.”

He let out a derisive snort. “Try existing with them for a thousand years. You don’t get any cultured interactions in the Underworld.”

It was so strange to sit next to a creature I had feared for so long and realize that I was now thinking of the beast as more of a person than a mindlessly evil animal. This nekomata had gone from an it to a him.

“Must be hard,” I whispered, “to keep the core of who you are when you’re surrounded by so much darkness.”

“What’s difficult is the self-loathing I feel every time I consider what I’ve become.”

I gave him a sidelong glance and was struck by the haunted expression in his eyes. These creatures had facial features that were difficult to read, but Bishu’s eyes were painfully expressive. It wouldn’t have taken any empathic abilities to sense that his soul was battle-worn and scarred from fighting to retain a small part of his goodness and godliness in the midst of the evil and chaos of the Underworld.

The fact that I could sense all of this from him, this weary, nearly hopeless sorrow that gripped his entire being, made believing him and in who he claimed to be far easier than I expected. If he truly was one of the gods of fortune, then he’d had a miserable time of it.

“You’ll need to attack the first one while the others are distracted. I’m going to call one over to guard you while I pretend to join in their fun. Once I have them distracted, you will take your guard out.”

“That still leaves you with five nekomata to handle.”

His wicked grin gave me the shivers. I just couldn’t get past his freaky long incisors.

“Then you’ll have to join in the wrestling match, I’m afraid. Try not to get yourself killed.” 

“Are you serious?” I said.

He laughed and stood up.

“Kato. Come sit with the master’s pet for a moment while I teach these worthless vermin how a real warrior fights.”

This elicited a few howls and grunts from the hairy creatures as they beat their fists against their chests in anticipation of the challenge Bishu had issued.

The nekomata, Kato—it was bizarre to give these animals names even though they used to be kami—sat down beside me and exposed his sharp teeth.

“Looks as if I’ll be your keeper for a few moments, Healer. It’s been some time since I’ve sat in the presence of a beautiful woman such as yourself.”

Was this cat trying to hit on me? 

Nauseating. 

Though it couldn’t hurt to pretend that hairy cats with pug snouts and yellow fangs were one hundred percent desirable.

I gave him a playful grin and placed a hand on his chest, inching forward to whisper in his ear. He bent low to accommodate me. I nearly wretched at the foul stench coming off his fur.

“Careful, Kato. Beautiful women have been known to be the downfall of many powerful men.” 

His eyes narrowed into slits and his long tongue flashed out to lick his snout. I nearly lost my focus at how close the beast had come to licking my lips. 

Gross me out. 

Before he had a chance to groom me with his tongue, I connected to his slimy ki and ordered it to terminate itself. The nekomata stiffened in surprise, but wasn’t able to cry out for help before his heart exploded and the light in his eyes dimmed and then went dark.

It was damn satisfying.

I supported his heavy frame against my side, hoping the others hadn’t picked up on what I’d just done.

I could barely pick Bishu out amongst the scuffle of nekomata since they all looked and dressed the same. The one difference being that Bishu was by far the most enormous nekomata in the group and the only one who exuded all of that crazy power despite how dark it felt. Once he came up and stood to his full height after throwing another nekomata who had tried to challenge him to the ground, I slowly eased Kato down and moved backward out of the light of the fire.

The creatures were so engrossed in their games of prowess they didn’t even notice that one of them was dead. I circled round just out of the light of the fire and dove behind a large rock next to other jagged boulders. I wasn’t sure how Bishu wanted me to approach this. What I needed was one hairy cat to break from the group and move closer toward me, but I had no idea how to communicate with Bishu to make that happen, and if he thought I was simply going to throw myself into the mix of mindless, macho cats all fighting for supremacy he was absolutely insane.

I lifted my head above the rock. My eyes widened in surprise as they locked with Bishu’s. He nodded, gave me an ugly grin and threw the nekomata he was wrestling with across the sandy beach, where it conveniently landed next to my rock. My jaw dropped in shock at the strength that move must have taken, but I hurriedly composed myself, reached my hand around the rock and latched onto the still-recovering creature’s ankle. He looked at me in surprise, but he was already dead meat at that point. I gave him a wicked smile as I watched the life drain from his features. The green glow from his aura swept around me and I inadvertently absorbed some of it since I was still connected to him. The rush of energy and power was heady, but I noted the evil taint it carried and did my best to expel it from my system. 

Once the green taint was gone, I nearly reached for it again, craving the power and pleasure I’d received from its energy. I shook my head to dispel the strangeness of the moment and moved back, peeking my eyes above the rock to signal my success. Bishu nodded and threw another one in my direction, which I quickly dispatched as he began to wrestle with the remaining three nekomata in a way that took no prisoners. By the time I’d made my third kill and stood from my hiding place, Bishu was already jogging toward me, reaching me in a few moments, his long strides letting me know that running from him would never be an option. I’d be caught within seconds.

Good thing he was on my side. 

I hoped. 

I looked past him. In the firelight I made out three lifeless forms on the sandy ground and shivered at the awful scene.

“Commendable work, Healer. I must admit, I wasn’t sure you were up to the task.”

I quirked an eyebrow at him.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“It is in your nature to heal. Never harm. This couldn’t have been easy for you.”

Guilt washed over me. That’s exactly how this experience should have affected me, and instead, I had enjoyed killing all three of those filthy creatures, even allowing myself to luxuriate in the feel of a nekomata’s tainted ki.

At this point I wondered if maybe there was something a little off with me. I stared at the two dead nekomata near my feet and tried to feel some type of remorse. 

I felt nothing.

I didn’t think that was a good thing.

I glanced up to see Bishu’s intelligent eyes studying me.

“You make the necessary sacrifices when you must,” I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m not interested in being Amatsu’s prisoner or his bride.” He continued to stare at me as I shifted from foot to foot. “Was the plan to wait here around a bunch of dead nekomata or were we going to go find my friends?” 

His slanted pupils constricted as he blinked. “I think we have a few things to worry about, Healer, concerning your ki. The bond with Amatsu is starting to affect you. Your ki, even now, doesn’t feel like it did when we were on the plane.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but he quickly turned around and walked back to the center of the camp. I followed, worried that what he said might be true. I hadn’t felt like myself lately, and I thought less and less about ending the lives of these nekomata. Granted, it was all in self-defense, but did I have to enjoy it so much? It didn’t seem like the right mental or emotional position to take. Where was the healthy respect I’d had for all forms of life? Where was the sorrow I felt a few weeks back when I had killed those two nekomata at Ms. Mori’s house?

Gone. I’d lived an entire lifetime between then and now, and I was battle weary and scarred. Maybe Bishu and I had more in common than either one of us realized.

He picked up a few bags filled with what I assumed were supplies and threw them over his shoulder. He then turned to me and draped a heavy, green cloak over my shoulders. It smelled like wet cat.

Not very pleasant.

“This should help stave off the cold until we can get off this island and begin looking for your friends.”

“Now that my ki isn’t being masked, why don’t we just stay on the island and wait for them to find us?”

He held out his large paw and handed me what looked like a bag of food.

“Cheetos?” I opened the bag and snagged a few, crunching them in my mouth with eager delight. “Oh, my word. Where did you get these?”

“Don’t ask. I don’t even know how old they are, but I figured you might be hungry.” He opened up his own bag of Cheetos and began scarfing them down.

He wasn’t even chewing them. More like inhaling them. I wondered if he was capable of chewing them with teeth the size of daggers.

After he licked some of the orange residue off his snout, he gave me an ugly grin—it could have been pretty, but it was all teeth—and held out his large paw again.

I studied it, noticing his claws were sheathed and placed my small hand in his, marveling at how this creature’s appendage dwarfed my own.

“We need to get off this island before the other nekomata show up tomorrow morning. They can track us on land easily enough, and I doubt your friends will be able to find us very quickly. Even if they do, they can’t land a plane here without some type of flat landing strip and there isn’t any place here that can accommodate them. There is, however, a small airport on Akun Island six miles from here. Your friends may have made an emergency landing there, so we need to head to the Akutan Island link and catch a helicopter to Akun Island.”

I gave him a pointed look.

“We’re just going to catch a helicopter in the middle of the night? Don’t you have to schedule something like that?”

“I did. Just because I’ve been trapped in the Underworld for hundreds of years, doesn’t mean I don’t know how to use a cell phone. There is a helicopter waiting for us at Seaplane Ramp.”

“Is there a town on this Island?”

“Akutan City, although the population is fairly sparse.”

I considered his massive and mutated form. His presence would send the local residents into a panic. Mass chaos.

“You planning on waltzing up to one of the locals looking like that?”

“I will change into human form in order to get us passage to Akun, but I must be quick about it. Changing my form depletes my energy if I have not actually killed the human I take the form of, and I refuse to murder a human just so I can change my shape.”

“Good to know. I didn’t realize killing a human gave nekomata more power.”

“It is why they do it,” he growled. “Human ki is powerful, but only for a short period of time. Then they go looking for another victim. It’s addicting and dangerous, merely solidifying their fall from godliness.”

“And you’ve never done it,” I probed.

“Not that,” he stated adamantly. “I have been involved in many things I am not proud of, but I have never killed a human in cold blood.”

“So once we get to Akun, what then?”

“We will wait for your friends for a few hours. If they have not arrived by that time, then we move on to Kagami. I’m assuming that’s where you were headed either way.”

“Yes. We need to find the original prophecy in its untranslated form. Hachiman may be the key to interpreting it, and if he can’t, I’m hoping he’ll know who can. It seems that the question of my soul mate has turned the entire prophecy upside down. At least the translated one, anyway. The original will give us a better understanding of what we need to do, and how Tie factors into all of this.” 

I started walking next to him and noticed that he took tinier steps to allow me to keep up with him.

Thoughtful. 

So he was a warrior god—a god of fortune—who’d been turned into an evil cat, and yet he was kind enough to shorten his steps so I could keep up with him.

A kind, evil cat. 

I was looking forward to a normal college experience when all of this was over.

“You can’t imagine how upset Amatsu became when he realized Tie was your soul mate and Victor was not.” He let out a wicked chuckle. “He put Tie in your path specifically to sever you from your soul mate, and all he did was strengthen the bond between you both with that blossom. Severing you from Tie has become that much more difficult now. It’s taken a thousand years, your rebirth, and then some for you to finally feel the effects of the Black Blossom’s magic where Amatsu is concerned.”

“That’s how my bond with Amatsu was formed?” My heart dropped at Bishu’s solemn nod. I had to stop walking and take a moment to process this before moving on again.

Hadn’t Tie felt guilty enough over the centuries because of what he had done? He blamed himself for my death. He blamed himself for severing me from Victor when he handed me that stupid flower. Now, ever since he found out we really were meant for one another, he worried that somehow his decision to give me the blossom would come back to haunt him. Just yesterday he’d mentioned the possible repercussions of that choice, and a bond forged with Amatsu was one repercussion he’d never forgive himself for.

How was I going to tell him? How were we going to fix this?

“But I don’t feel anything,” I said. I nearly stumbled on some rocks, but Bishu’s hand kept me steady.

“Not in your conscious state you don’t, but when you dream, your subconscious takes you to him. The fact that you cannot yet remember this is irrelevant. You’ll remember it soon enough.”

“What do we do to stop it? How can I fight it? I could always stop sleeping for a while.” I wasn’t even joking about that.

“I think the only one who can combat the effects of Amatsu’s bond with you is Tie, which is why the demon god wants you with him now, even before the bond has successfully formed. Tie’s presence confuses the issue and slows down the process. In the end, Tie will be the only one who can undo the great evil he did when he gave you that blossom so long ago.”

I sighed, feeling as if the love that Tie and I harbored for one another would always be challenged. I just wanted to be with him and be at peace with it rather than have obstacle after obstacle thrown in our faces. And we still had no idea how we were going to heal the veil together.

“It was my fault. The way that all came about. I wasn’t honest with him about being The Healer, and once he realized who I was and thought I belonged to Victor, he reacted out of desperation.”

“Yes, but when he agreed to give the Black Blossom to you he also agreed to hand you over to Amatsu. That was part of the original bargain between them.”

My heart sank a little at this.

“Tie didn’t know he’d connected me to the demon god. He thought he could keep me for himself. He thought that by binding me to him and severing me from Victor that he would still have a choice when it came right down to it. He never planned to hand me over to Amatsu.”

“And yet, that’s essentially what he’s done.”

We arrived at a steep incline of rock. Without a word, Bishu lifted me in his arms, cradle style, and began to climb the rocky terrain. I clung to him reflexively until I relaxed a bit in his hairy hold. Once we reached the top of the incline, he set me down and turned me to look at him.

“Healer, there is one universal principle that our First Parents based the very foundations of Heaven and Earth upon, the very existence of life within its realms.”

“What principle?”

“The principle of choice. We all have a choice, and every choice is followed by a consequence, and every time we exercise this right, the consequences of our choices send out a ripple that is capable of effecting people, places, and events that can span hundreds or thousands of years depending upon the magnitude of that choice. It’s a dangerous power to possess, a godly power we all possess, and it’s made even more dangerous when one exerts that power to force a choice or decision upon someone else.”

“I understand what you mean, but I don’t know why you’re telling me this.” It’s why I had been so upset about all that talk concerning cherry blossoms and Cupid’s arrows in mythology class. No one should have that kind of power over another individual.

He looked out across the expansive valley below, no doubt seeing far more in the dark than my human sight.

“Your father abused you, forced you to choose Victor, and then stopped you from using your healing powers for good, which caused you to rebel and join the Samurai army where you met and fell in love with Tie. Tie forced you to choose him when he gave you the Black Blossom, which inadvertently bonded you to Amatsu, and now you are forced to choose Amatsu, the most dangerous being of all, which places the likelihood of healing the veil next to impossible, affecting all of humanity in the process.”

“How do you know all of this? How do you know my history?”

“I am one of Amatsu’s most trusted allies now, and just between you and me, he’s quite the whiner when things don’t go his way. Endless chatting. Not much else to do down there.”

He smiled, but the awkward toothiness of it made it look like more of a grimace. 

“Every single time you’ve had your choices taken from you, severe consequences followed. This isn’t unique to you. This happens to everyone in all walks of life, terrible consequences that have affected not only you, but all of humanity. You’ve already been killed once, Healer. Your young friend Akane, and Kenji, and your brother Saigo all lost their lives in battle as well. When tyrants reign, basic freedoms are infringed upon, and that god-given power to choose a righteous path in life is abused and misused. When that happens, only chaos, wickedness, and unhappiness remains. That is exactly where this world is headed. That’s what it’s all coming down to.”

I sucked in a deep breath, overwhelmed by his words and the pervasive sense of hopelessness I felt at what our future held.

“Are you saying we should simply give up? That this battle is over and there’s no point in fighting the inevitable?” I wasn’t about to give in to the heavy hopelessness I felt, but if this fallen deity was going to assist us then he needed to prove that he believed in our cause just as much as the rest of us.

His pointy ears flattened in agitation.

“We’ll not give up, Healer. Even in this loathsome state, I’m still more than capable of turning the tide of any battle so long as I am not under Amatsu’s influence within the Underworld.”

I nodded, feeling relief at the surge of power I felt at his core. Amatsu not only needed me, but he needed Bishu, and at the moment he didn’t have either one of us.

“How do you know about Saigo, Kenji, and Akane? How did you know they were all murdered?” 

He looked down at the ground. My eyes widened at the silent flow of tears that marked their way down his ugly snout.

“I was there, Healer. I saw it all. It pained me to watch it, but Akane’s death was the worst. I truly admired such fierce spirit from a mere human, and a woman at that. And when Fukurokuju was taken prisoner by the very same army he had built for himself, the rest of the rebels were slaughtered, and I was handed over as a bargaining chip.” The hatred that stole over Bishu’s spirit was chilling. “I too am anxious to return to Kagami. There are many wrongs that must be made right.”

“Why haven’t you demanded that I change you back into your original form yet?”

He looked at me and held out his paw again, claws sheathed for my protection. I took it and we began walking down the incline that was far less steep on this side, heading toward the road just on the edge of the valley.

“I’ve already explained that. It isn’t enough to simply drink your blood, Healer. Do you not remember? You must be able to bond your blood to mine within the enchanted realm of Kagami. Your bond with Amatsu will interfere with your powers. We will need the healing power of your soul mate to reinforce your bond and purify your abilities.”

“How will Tie reinforce the bond?”

“That is between you and your soul mate, but it must be done as soon as possible. If we cannot get you to him before the next time you sleep, I’m afraid your form may be more substantial during your next dream-like visit to the Underworld. This would have disastrous consequences.” 

“Tie and I are closer when we connect our ki together. Would that regenerate the bond enough to purify my ki?”

“I certainly hope so. You cannot be allowed to fully bond to the demon god. You are invaluable to him in more ways than one, and binding your blood to his minions is definitely top on his list.”

“Drinking blood and binding it. Sounds like a kinky vampire romance novel.”

“Kinky? Novels are being written about mythological creatures such as vampires?” He shook his head. “What is the world coming to?”

“Says the giant cat walking beside me.”

“I’m not a cat,” he said stiffly, “I’m a misshapen piece of evil.”

“Like a vampire.”

He grunted. “Except I’m much better looking.”

That kept me laughing all the way down the hill.
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Maritime Helicopters appeared to be the company in charge of flying people to Akun Island. I honestly hadn’t believed Bishu when he said a helicopter would be waiting for us. Who willingly agrees to transport two passengers at three in the morning? Definitely not normal business hours, but Bishu’s powers of persuasion, coupled with the fact that he was an immortal tipped the balance in our favor, and when we arrived at the nearly abandoned port, there was a large helicopter there to greet us.

My nerves took hold of me as we approached the hefty machinery, and without thinking I grabbed Bishu’s arm for support. Smooth skin greeted my touch and when I turned to study my companion, the dim lighting from the port lights illuminated his features.

Handsome human features. Blond, short cropped hair, straight nose, square jaw-line.

I wanted to ask him whose form he’d just taken upon himself, but the noise of the helicopter’s rotors overpowered any noise I might have made.

One of the staff hurriedly ushered us into the vehicle and showed us how to strap ourselves in. I didn’t even want to think about how much this short flight had cost my traveling companion. Did he have some kind of unlimited supply of Underworld currency? The thought was ridiculous, but so was my current situation, flying in a helicopter with an evil panther deity who now looked human.

We took off in a hurry after that. The whir of the engine, the smell of gasoline, and the lift of the vehicle had me wishing I hadn’t scarfed down those Cheetos. The quick flight to Akun might have been beautiful if we hadn’t traveled it in complete darkness. Clouds above us stubbornly withheld light from the waxing moon. 

After disembarking at the small airport, the two aviators of our craft went about their business without a word while Bishu grabbed my arm and hurriedly moved me toward what looked like a storage facility. Was there not a place to pick up baggage or use the restroom?  

It appeared that this airport was little more than a place to take-off and land. I assumed it was built more for functionality than anything else because it offered only one runway, a small fuel vehicle, and one lone plane parked in the hangar. I sincerely hoped it would be operational as soon as possible. 

“What now?” I asked, after Bishu broke into the building and flipped on a light.

I watched in shock as his human skin rippled like a wave and was replaced by black fur. His human features morphed back into the toothy grimace he’d given me earlier. My initial reaction was to shudder and take a few steps away from him, but the sad look in his eye made me think he expected such a reaction. It prevented me from moving even a centimeter back.

“Now we must catch a boat ride to Dutch Harbor where we can then schedule a flight to Tokyo, Japan.”

I shook my head. “Is it just me, or does the process of getting off these islands seem a little complicated?”

“I think it wise that we rest for a few hours. Our ferry isn’t scheduled to pick us up until seven.”

“You scheduled that too? Just how long have you been planning this kidnap/rescue/escape attempt?”

“Not long. Our men assumed you would not wish to fly commercial and kept their eye on every charter plane scheduled out of Oregon. We had no way of knowing when or where you might fly to first.”

“That’s a lot of man power.”

“You have no idea.”

“You took quite a risk planning this without knowing if you could actually pull it off.”

He shrugged his massive shoulders. “What choice did I have, Healer? I took my chance to escape and join forces with you. I had little to lose. It will be difficult for Amatsu’s minions to track us without being able to follow our scent.”

“What if they assume that we came to this airport? They’ll probably just head to Dutch Harbor since that’s the only place to fly out of Japan.”

“There are a myriad of options we could have taken. They will not catch up with us now that we are off Akutan Island.”

I let out a huge sigh of relief and leaned against what looked like a parked fueling vehicle. This place was not exactly homey. Where did he think we were going to sleep?

My tummy rumbled in distress and my face heated at the very normal human demands of my body.

Bishu smiled. “Maybe we should consider looking for a vending machine around here.”

“I’m hoping for a King Sized Snickers.”

“I hope there are more of those orange chips available. I’ve never tasted anything quite like them before.”

“Yeah. A millennium in the Underworld probably doesn’t offer much variety in cuisine. Glad to see you getting out more.”

He chuckled under his breath and gently placed a heavy, hairy arm around my shoulder.

“Come. Let us stuff ourselves with high calorie, high fat, chemical-filled human food. Perhaps there will even be some powdered sugar donuts available.”

“Bishu, you are so speaking my language.”

 

***

 

After searching throughout the storage facility and finding nothing, we decided to circle around the building to see if, for some strange reason, there was a vending machine sitting out in the frozen Alaskan tundra. A bit dramatic, but I was still pretty cold, smelly cat cape or not.

As we exited the building and turned to our right I heard a loud grunt from Bishu and then a scuffle.

“What—” I turned around and my mouth dropped open in shock as a streak of red flashed in front of me. I watched my best friend deliver a wicked kick to the side of Bishu’s head.

“Dammit, Angie, I told you to wait,” yelled Victor coming up on my right.

Familiar arms circled round me and pulled me against a strong chest. I knew it was Tie without having to turn around. I sank into his embrace and leaned my head against him, but Tie wasn’t satisfied with just holding me. He quickly spun me around and crushed his lips to mine. I greedily accepted his affections. I felt his worry and concern for me rippling through our connection. The thought of losing me had nearly propelled him over the edge and this physical contact was all that kept him from spiraling out of control. I held him tightly to me, pouring out all of my love for him through our bond so he could feel it and take comfort in it. The gold colors of his ki swirled around me, focusing in on my heart and burning more brightly, causing an uncomfortable searing sensation to scald me from within. Before I had time to analyze it, I sensed my father approaching us. 

“Hope, are you hurt?” he asked. 

I broke off our impassioned kiss with some embarrassment. Never great to be caught making out, especially by your dad. Kirby ran up next to him, his eyes wide and his mouth hanging open staring straight past me.

“That dude is huge,” he whispered.

“Healer, a little help, please,” Bishu shouted.

I broke away from Tie, feeling guilty that I had completely forgotten about Bishu. He stood in a crouched position and then sprang to the side as Victor attacked on his right. Ms. Mori came up behind him, but he swiftly outmaneuvered her, and used his strength to do a back flip over her, landing on his feet.

Impressive.

I noticed he remained defensive rather than aggressive. I figured he didn’t want to hurt anyone.

“Guys, stop,” I cried out. “Tie please make them stop. Bishu helped me escape.”

He looked at me incredulously. “You named that thing? Are you crazy? We are the ones helping you escape. I want to know where the rest of these monsters are.”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” I said. My attention was averted by a loud warrior cry as Angie ran at my hairy friend, leaped in the air, hooked her leg up around Bishu’s neck and swung her body around, slamming him to the ground.

It was pretty amazing. The sight of tiny Angie taking on the biggest nekomata I’d ever seen made me feel as if I was right in the middle of a UFC match. I had no idea she could move like that, and I was pretty sure the only reason she was able to take him down in the first place was because Bishu was trying not to hurt her. He was simply too strong to allow a teenage girl to pin him to the ground, yet pin him she had, holding a sharp dagger to his throat.

I let out a disbelieving snort. Angie was so frickin’ awesome, even if he had let her do it.

“Will everyone just stop for a moment?” I yelled.

Victor and Ms. Mori halted on their way to assist Angie, giving me a questioning look.

“He must be dealt with before we move on,” Ms. Mori stated.

“You don’t understand,” I said as I moved out of Tie’s protective grip. “This nekomata is my friend. He helped me escape.” I reached Angie and placed a restraining hand on her shoulder just in case she got the urge to ignore me and make quick work of Bishu’s throat.

She peered up at me and shook her head. “You can’t be serious. You just decided to adopt a house pet?”

Bishu let out a chuckle which earned him a glare from my best friend. She pointed her dagger in his face.

“I don’t know how you’ve managed to brainwash my bestie, but there is no way I’m letting you go.”

“I’m certainly happy to hear it,” Bishu stated. “It’s been a very long time since I’ve had the pleasure of a fiery red-head’s company, and such a beautiful one at that.”

Angie gave him a wicked grin.

“If you think flattery is going to work on me, you must know that it’s not very effective coming from a monster with eye teeth the length of my forearm.”

“A gross exaggeration. My fangs are merely as long as the length of your hand.”

I stared at the two of them in bemusement. It was like they were flirting in some weird way. Their banter was surprising. What was even more surprising was the obvious interest glinting within Bishu’s eyes.

Did he have a thing for gingers?

“Enough of this,” Victor barked, eying Angie and her current position atop the god of fortune with annoyance.

“This twisted being must not be allowed to live,” Ms. Mori pressed.

“Chinatsu, I hoped you might have forgiven me by now for arranging your marriage to Fukurokuju,” Bishu stated in a calm voice. “But I understand your wish to dispose of me. Marriage to him must have been pure hell.”

Her head snapped around in surprise.

“Bishamonten?” she said uncertainly.

“What? It can’t be,” Victor cried out.

“I assure you, Victor, though I may look slightly different, I am still the same mentor who taught you how to shoot your first bow.”

“Slightly?” Victor stepped closer, examining Bishu’s prone figure in horror. “How in the world did this happen?”

“Fukurokuju handed him over to Amatsu’s minions after the samurai rebels were decimated,” I said.

“I knew it,” Tie muttered coming up behind me. “I knew Fukurokuju had imprisoned the gods of fortune. How many are left, Bishamonten?”

Bishu glanced lazily at Angie before he responded.

“Three, if they survived. I haven’t been allowed any contact with them since I was imprisoned in the Underworld a thousand years ago. I have no idea if they’ve become just like me or if they still maintain their godliness.”

He continued to explain what had happened to him and how he came to be numbered among the nekomata meant to kidnap me and bring me to Amatsu. I noticed Angie didn’t release him, and didn’t seem aware when his large paw softly grasped her wrist and lowered the knife away from his throat. She was far too engrossed in his story. I thought it was hilarious how at ease she seemed sitting on top of him like that. I mean, even pinned to the floor he was still an intimidating creature.

“Angie, I think you can get off Bishamonten now,” Victor said. Though he masked his irritation well, I could tell her continued presence atop Bishu’s chest seriously pissed him off.

Good.

She blinked in surprise and shifted a little. “Sorry about that. You’re surprisingly comfortable to sit on.”

She stuck her dagger in her boot, but before she could make a move to stand, Bishu grabbed her as he moved to a sitting position while Angie let out a little squeak. Then he swept her into his arms and smoothly rose to his feet. Cradled in Bishu’s massive grasp, she appeared even smaller than usual.

He gave her a gentle smile before saying, “Feel free to sit on me anytime you wish, sweet Angela.”

Angie let out a throaty laugh.

My eyebrows rose with Victor’s. She hated her full name, and this giant panther had just addressed her with it in a way that hinted his interest in her. 

This wasn’t just good, this was, as Angie liked to say, delicious.

He set her on her feet, but I noticed he kept his paw at her waist to steady her before finally moving away. Angie came forward and wrapped me in a fierce bear hug.

“How dare you allow yourself to get taken by a bunch of nekomata while I worried if I’d ever see you again. I must have aged a good ten years.”

I hugged her back, a huge smile spreading across my face. 

“You make it sound as if I had a choice.”

I glanced at Bishu over Angie’s shoulder and noticed his eyes still rested on her. I caught his attention and gave him a questioning look. He simply shrugged his shoulders and lazily licked his snout.

“What exactly does this nekomata’s presence mean for us?” my father asked. He came up to rest a hand on my shoulder. I sensed his frayed nerves required some contact. This entire situation had merely served to aggravate his overprotective tendencies.

“It means we have an ally,” Victor stated. “One of the best, in my opinion. Bishamonten can help tip the balance of any war in the favor of those who fight evil. It’s most likely why Amatsu wanted him so badly. Under the demon god’s influence, Bishamonten can’t interfere.”

“The problem we now face is his current condition,” Ms. Mori said. She sheathed her sword at her back, and walked toward the god of fortune. He held his paw out to her. She took it without hesitation, studying his form with a look of worry in her eyes. “While I’m relieved to see you alive and well, old friend, your abilities as a kami will not be available to us unless you have been redeemed from the evil form you now inhabit.”

“You mean, he can’t help us win the war as a nekomata?” Kirby asked.

I wrapped an arm around him as he closed in next to me. His emotions were jumbled in a good way. The excitement of these latest events in his life and the fact that he was still alive had given him a healthy appreciation for every moment we had together, and while my kidnapping had frightened him, I sensed his initial fear had been less traumatizing for him than it had for Tie or my father. I couldn’t put my finger on exactly why that was, but it seemed as if he’d possessed a deep-seated knowledge of my well-being.

Strange. I’d have to ask him about that when we had a little down time. At the moment I was just grateful that he was still alive. Angie had seen his death happen today, but he’d survived the nekomata’s attempt to crash the plane. I felt like I could relax a little now that the danger had passed. My attention returned to Bishu as he explained his physical limitations.

“A kami’s powers are directly tied to the laws of the Universe and the intelligences within our sphere of existence. When our choices work in direct opposition to those laws and intelligences then our power becomes limited. Those intelligences fail to recognize who and what we are or what our powers and capabilities can accomplish. I didn’t choose this existence, something so contrary to my own nature, but the evils of the Underworld slowly worked to change me, and each time that happened, Amatsu was able to use my powers to strengthen his war against good. This only quickened my decline into what you see before you.”

“Until he is brought back to his full glory as a kami, he cannot help us win this war,” Ms. Mori summed up.

“Not with my god-given powers, no, but I can physically fight alongside you all to protect The Healer and all of those whom she loves,” he said.

I noticed Bishu’s eyes lingered on Angie when he said it. I studied my best friend to see if she had noticed, but her gaze was directed at the ground. She gnawed on her bottom lip while working out some problem in her head.

“It seems like I remember something about you being able to change nekomata back into kami,” she said. “In my second life when I was Akane, we discovered that the emperor gave your blood to his generals to drink, and you were tricked into binding that blood to them, making them immortal.”

“You were once Akane Maki, the great commander of the samurai rebels?” Bishu asked in awe.

I’m not sure what surprised me more, Angie’s embarrassed blush or the fact that Bishu knew so much about Akane. He even knew her surname. I didn’t even know that.

“I don’t really remember much about being Akane. I just remember how to fight like she did.”

Bishu stepped toward her and then stopped himself. “You will have to share with me what you do remember when there is more time.”

“Of course,” Angie said.

They stared at each other for a moment, but hell if I could understand why that look was so emotionally charged. As much as I loved the idea of Angie having someone interested in her to make Victor jealous, I was beginning to wonder if there was actually some weird chemistry that existed between my best friend and this misshapen god of fortune. It didn’t make sense to me. This gigantic beast wasn’t exactly Angie’s usual breed of buffoon, but the intensity in their shared look was intimate enough to make me feel like everyone else present was intruding, myself included.

I had not seen this coming.

Tie cleared his throat, glancing between Bishu and Angie in puzzlement before saying, “So Hope needs to bond her blood to your cells to make you whole again. Is that what I’m hearing?”

“Yes,” Bishu ground out. He took a step back, and when he did, I noticed Angie inhale deeply, blinking her eyes a few times like she’d finally broken free of whatever moment she and Bishu had shared together. “Though there are a few complications to this process.”

“Of course there are,” Tie muttered.

“One, the Healer cannot perform the bonding until we are in Kagami.”

“Why is that?” he asked.

“Reversing the course of one’s existence requires power. And while she is more powerful than most due to the half immortal blood coursing through her veins, The Healer’s mortal half is little help.” He turned his attention to me. “If you had already ascended this would not be an issue, but you will only receive the power you need if we are in Kagami. Due to the ley lines within its empire and the fact that Kagami is enchanted, you are naturally able to draw on the forces of the extra power that Kagami has to offer, which is why you were capable of achieving those previous bondings in the first place.”

“You said a few complications. What other issues are we facing?” Victor asked.

Bishu leveled his gaze at me and suddenly I knew with startling clarity exactly what he planned to reveal. And I really didn’t want everyone finding out like this. Especially Tie.

“Bishu,” I said in warning.

“Better to have it out now, Healer. Your loved ones, especially your soul mate must know what we now face if he is to help you combat this latest threat to your safety.”

Tie moved to me, squeezing his way between my father and Angie and wrapping an arm around me. The feeling was more than wonderful. It was heartbreakingly beautiful, but I wasn’t prepared for how badly this news was going to affect Tie.

“The Healer’s heart has been tainted through no fault of her own. A bond between herself and Amatsu has been forged, and grows more powerful with every second of every day. It will eventually corrupt her powers and prevent her from performing even the most basic of healings. You must purify her ki as much as you possibly can before she attempts to heal me.”

Tie’s grip on my shoulder tightened and all of the color drained from his face. I sensed his despair immediately, but the overwhelming guilt hit me in the gut like a sucker punch. He knew. He knew how the bond had been forged, and there was nothing I could do to take the pain of this realization away from him.

“What are you talking about?” Victor growled. “How can this be? When did the demon god have the opportunity to forge a bond with Hope?”

“He had the perfect opportunity a thousand years ago,” Tie said in a low voice. “And the perfect patsy.” He lifted his chin and stared Victor in the eye when he said, “The bond was forged through The Black Blossom.”
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I sat on the concrete near the storage facility as Victor, Tie, and Ms. Mori used the fuel vehicle to gas up our plane.  Apparently, the lone plane I noticed when we’d first arrived had in fact belonged to our group. They had simply been waiting to see how many nekomata had kidnapped me, and then hoped to ambush them and save me in the process.

Funny how things work out.

The lights of the runway kept the inky darkness surrounding us at bay. It was probably around five in the morning now, and the lateness…or rather, earliness of the hour made Bishu nervous. He insisted that we leave as quickly as we could. A window of opportunity existed for the nekomata to follow as long as we were grounded.

I completely agreed. The sooner we took off the better. There wasn’t much I could do to help though since I knew nothing about fueling planes or flying them. Fortunately for all of us, immortality presents unlimited amounts of time for pursuing all sorts of hobbies…flying planes included.

I studied Tie as he worked to ready the plane for our departure. He hadn’t been willing to talk to me much after Bishu’s disturbing announcement. His emotions were now firmly shielded behind a wall of ice. At some point I’d expected Victor to verbally attack Tie for screwing up so badly, an I-told-you-so kind of moment for him, but Victor remained considerately silent. I think we all knew that out of everyone in the group, no one was punishing Tie about this horrific turn of events more than Tie himself. 

I reluctantly gave him the space he needed and allowed him to push me away for now, but once we were back on that plane, he was going to have to face me…face this…hell, face the concept of us and what we had to do to strengthen our bond and push out the darkness that Bishu claimed was slowly taking up residence within my heart.

Kirby had his head resting on my knee, curled up in a little ball with the cape Bishu had given me wrapped around his boyish frame. A surge of sisterly affection overtook me as I considered how close I’d come to losing this precious brother of mine. I thought about his surprising emotions concerning my kidnapping and decided now was as good a time as any to ask him about it.

“Hey, little bro, as much as I hate to admit it, I’ve been reading your emotions without your permission. Not that I have much control over it at the moment.”

He sleepily blinked his eyes and snuggled in closer. “You know I don’t mind that, Hope. Even though I’m a manly man, I’m not embarrassed to let you know how much I care.”

I let out a loud laugh that managed to release a lot of bottled up tension. It felt cleansing and completely necessary. I wiped the corners of my eyes, wet from the unexpected mirth.

“You just seemed so calm about things,” I ventured, still unsure what it was I sensed from him. “It’s like you knew that I was alive and well. Like you sensed my mood or possibly the extent of my circumstances and you knew you would find me.”

Kirby sat up in a hurry, eyes eager and bright.

“That’s it, Hope. You just explained it better than I could have. I’ve been trying to figure out why I knew everything was okay with you, but I don’t know. It was just a feeling. A super freaky connection…like I used the force or something to hone in on your ki, only I don’t know how a ki is supposed to feel.” He got quiet suddenly, obviously trying to explain an idea that had been germinating within his thoughts for quite some time. “Whenever you tried to heal me while I was in the hospital, your spirit felt familiar. You felt like family. Like home. I always had these strange thoughts come into my head, like we’ve known each other forever and cared about each other too. That warm, comfortable feeling was something I searched for whenever I closed my eyes and pictured you in my head. It helped to pass the time at the hospital when you couldn’t be there with me.” He shrugged his shoulders as if he still wasn’t satisfied with his explanation. “I guess it just helped to get rid of the loneliness.”

I pulled him into a hug and held him close to my heart.

What Kirby described was the equivalent of a familial bond between spirits. For him to be able to access my ki like that shouldn’t have been possible. Not just because he wasn’t a kami, but because we weren’t blood related. I had no idea what to think of this.

I jumped as Angie plopped down beside me with Bishu following close behind. He’d been her shadow for the last thirty minutes, cracking jokes and asking her questions about her life. Angie had never been shy or hesitant with anyone, but she seemed a little more reserved around Bishu. She definitely enjoyed his company, but her emotions told me it bewildered her. She didn’t understand her fascination with the war god. Bishu’s emotions fluctuated between interest and attraction, but I sensed a little frustration there as well. I think he figured that his attempt at friendship with Angie might go over better if he didn’t look like a scary, giant-sized feline.

He was fearsome to be sure, but Bishu’s kind heart and easy temperament were hard to overlook. 

Angie was in trouble.

Ha!

“We come bearing gifts,” she announced, pulling out Twinkies, Ho Hos, and various packages of chips.

“Hand over the Ho Hos,” Kirby demanded. He dug in enthusiastically while I took a bag of corn chips and a Twinkie.

“Where on earth did you find this stuff?” I mumbled through a mouthful of chips.

“We discovered two vending machines—thank the gods—near the end of the building and took great delight in pilfering it’s contents,” Bishu said.

“In other words, we beat the crap out of them until they broke open,” Angie said, offering up a bag of Cheetos to Bishu. His eyes lit up at the sight of his favorite orange chips. He seated himself across from Angie. I took note of his knee slightly grazing her own. Angie noticed it too, if the startled spike in her emotions was any indication. I couldn’t tell if it pleased or frightened her…or both. 

I had to figure out a way to block everyone’s feelings out. This was getting exhausting.

“Has Tie cut you off completely, then?” she asked.

I narrowed my eyebrows in confusion.

“How did you know?”

“He’s doing that brooding thing again. Exactly what he did the first time we met him. He’s no doubt punishing himself for inadvertently bonding you to Amatsu, but he needs to get over it and start making out with you. Isn’t that going to strengthen your bond?”

Bishu let out a chuckle, and Angie gave him a bemused look.

“What?”

“It is sometimes difficult for me to understand your meaning. What is making out?”

“Oh.” Her face colored for a moment as she tried to figure out how to explain it to him. “Well, basically it means you spend several minutes exchanging passionate kisses with each other…which generally leads to…um…other things.”

Bishu’s eyes heated with that weird green glow only nekomata are capable of.

“I see,” he murmured. “Thank you for clarifying.”

Angie lowered her eyes to her Twinkie and nodded.

“Incidentally, it takes more than kissing to strengthen the bond,” he said, looking pointedly at me.

“Not that I want to discuss my love life with any of you, but I’m really not ready for the physical intimacy you’re hinting at.”

Bishu’s eyes widened in surprise. 

“You mistake my meaning, Healer. Physical intimacy is merely meant to solidify what already exists between you and your intended, and is only meant to be used within the bounds of marriage. The gift of procreation is powerful and profound, not something you take part in on the weekend with a one-night stand.”

“Whoa,” Angie said. “Who said anything about procreating? We’re just talking about sex.”

“In a way we are, but in a way we are also talking about the beauty and power of what sex represents. It facilitates life, love, and prosperity, and should only be shared within the bounds given by our First Parents.”

“Sounds archaic and old-fashioned,” she pointed out.

Bishu favored her with a gentle look. How he managed that with the face of a deranged panther was beyond me.

“The laws of the Universe are immutable, no matter how much time has passed, and no matter how drastically popular opinion has changed, but I’m getting off topic here. The point I’m trying to make is that your bond can be solidified and strengthened by connecting them together without the use of sex or even kissing. Spiritual and emotional connections transcend physical ones. That’s why lust is so very different and dangerous from feeling true, selfless love.”

Angie blinked a few times in response and let out a slow breath.

“I’ve never heard a guy talk like that before.”

Bishu chuckled. “Glad you’re referring to me as a guy considering what I look like. However, I have lived for thousands of years. I would hope I’ve developed a little maturity and perspective along the way.”

I felt Angie’s shock register at the reminder of how ancient the war god really was. Hmmm. How was that going to affect this strange connection she had with him? I hoped she’d get over it. After living two lifetimes and being bonded to an immortal I’d begun to realize that age was just a number.

I glanced at Kirby whose eyes volleyed from Angie and Bishu with suspicious interest. He chewed his food carefully and swallowed.

“Speaking of spiritual connections,” he ventured, “do you know why I can sense Hope’s ki when I close my eyes and try to search for it?”

Bishu’s cat-eyes glowed with interest. “You have a connection with the Healer?” He looked at me and said, “I wasn’t aware you two were brother and sister.”

“We’re not,” I said. “Believe me, I wish we were, but Kirby and I met in the hospital where I worked when he had cancer.”

“And you healed him.”

“How did you know that?” I asked.

Bishu hesitated for a moment before answering. “His aura has been touched by death. I recognize it because I am a creature of the Underworld, though Kirby would never have been sent to that awful place, but now that I study it further it is clear that you have similar energies or rather impressions upon your spirits that you both share. You must be related in some way.”

“Believe me, we’re not.”

Kirby’s eye-brows puckered in thought. “Unless we share some great-great-great-great grandparent that we don’t know about.”

“But then the energies would be diluted. More like distant cousins,” the war god argued.

“What are we discussing?” my dad asked as he sat down next to Bishu and gratefully took the Twinkie Angie offered him.

“The plane is ready to go,” Victor interrupted. “Ms. Mori’s on board doing all of the pre-flight checks.”

Tie came next, barely able to meet my gaze. When his eyes quickly drifted to the group as a whole, I nearly let out a frustrated snort.

Did he think total avoidance was helping this situation? Didn’t he understand that I needed him, his presence, and his support, more now than ever?

“We are discussing Kirby and Hope’s similar energy imprints of the familial variety, very much like what you share with your daughter, Dr. Fairmont,” Bishu said.

My dad appeared mystified by that comment. His lips thinned in frustration. “I’m not sure what that means, but it sounds like one more complication I’m not ready for.”

I placed a hand on his shoulder, ready to explain what Bishu was getting at when the whirring sound of a helicopter began to grow in volume. 

“Everybody get to the plane,” Victor shouted.

Our party stood quickly and began running toward the open plane, but the helicopter reached the runway and hovered high above us before we were even halfway there. Any normal group of humans would have had to take the time to land before setting out to overtake us.

Not these freaks of nature. One-by-one nekomata jumped from their helicopter, which was a good six hundred feet above the ground, and landed on their feet in a crouched position. There was now a long line of six nekomata spread out before us, blocking our path toward the aircraft.

I immediately grabbed Kirby’s shoulder and pulled him behind me, ignoring his grunts of protest. Seriously? Like I was going to let this kid fend off massive cats from hell.

The noise from the helicopter thundered above us. It moved off a few hundred feet from where we had landed in the middle of the runway blocking our path of escape. The helicopter stuttered to a halt and then the blades slowed as the engine cut off.

Eerie silence greeted us as our group stood lined up to face ferocious nekomata on a blackened runway on an obscure Island in Alaska.

“This sucks,” Angie whispered on my left. 

At some point Tie had planted himself on my right. My father stood on Tie’s other side, Bishu stood next to Angie and Victor was on his left. Kirby lifted himself up on his tiptoes and craned his head above my shoulder to peek out over our line of defense.

“Where’s Ms. Mori?” he asked.

“Bishu,” growled a nekomata in the middle of the group. “You dishonor your role as Amatsu’s first in command. How is this possible?”

I glanced at Bishu in surprise. He may have stated he had gained the demon god’s trust, but first in command? What kind of awful things had he felt compelled to do in order to gain that kind of confidence and trust?

“I chose my side at the beginning of creation. You willingly followed when Amatsu fell. I may have been forced into the Underworld, but I never consciously chose to follow him. I am now free to remedy the damage he has created.”

“Pity,” the nekomata growled. “Amatsu will not be pleased to hear that his most prized asset had to be put down. Now you will feel the agony of an eternal death, and I will take great pleasure in affording you that experience.”

Tie sighed in exasperation. “Why is there always such useless preamble before a good fight? Is it really necessary for you freaks to beat your chests and throw out empty threats? Anyone feel like they’ve just landed in the middle of an Avengers flick?”

The nekomata in the middle cried out in agony as his back arched in pain and he fell forward on his knees. His head was swiftly severed from his body as Ms. Mori came into view behind him, sword raised above her head and her body in one of those crazy lunge positions that would have made Jackie Chan proud.

“I would have to agree, Tie,” she stated as the nekomata on either side of their fallen companion stepped back in utter shock. “These beasts tend to talk too much.”

Ms. Mori attacked another monster on her left, taking full advantage of their shock. Tie, Victor and Bishu were already on their way over to help. Angie and I looked at each other before scurrying after them. I think we were both anxious to prove ourselves in a fight.

“Kirby, you stay with my father,” I shouted. It wouldn’t have surprised me at all if Kirby decided to follow. The nekomata at the very end of their line-up was waiting for me with its weapons stowed away where I couldn’t be injured. I had the advantage since he wasn’t allowed to kill me, but I held no such compunction when it came to this thing’s well-being.

I wasn’t so foolish as to tip my hand and play the aggressor. Since the creature was twice as large as me, and who knew how much stronger, it was necessary to use the nekomata’s own force against him. We circled round one another to the distracting tune of swords clashing and battle cries echoing through the frosty night air. My breath came out in a billowy white haze and my throat burned with each inhalation. 

The thing finally got impatient and dodged forward, attempting to simply lay me out with a quick jab to my face. I stepped into its personal sphere with my right and leaned back as its clawed fist shot past me, the fine hairs on the back of its paw gently grazing my cheek. Reaching upward, I grabbed its arm and tried to ignore the awful sensation of rough fur between my fingers as I used its momentum to throw it over my shoulder and onto its back. Before it had a chance to recover, I slammed my foot across its throat and sent a wave of power through its ki, commanding the trachea to cave in on itself. I remained connected as its panic and pain washed through me. 

Asphyxiation isn’t exactly pleasant. Not a fun way to die when you’re conscious right up until the very end. A sucking noise rattled through its throat as it tried to take in more oxygen. A green mist-like glow circled up from the body and inched its way in my direction, caressing my hand and slithering upward where a small part of it seeped into my chest and penetrated my heart. I sucked in a sharp breath and allowed the heady power of the substance to overtake me. In the back of my mind I thought I heard a familiar voice call out to me. 

“Accept what power you need, my love. All that I have is yours for the taking.”

The voice was right. This power over life and death belonged to me. It was my right to decide who lived and who died. My god-given ability to reign over the souls of all the living and the dead. 

I studied the creature’s eyes as it realized it had very little time left to live. Its panic and anxiety hit me hard, snapping me out of my watchful, almost clinical study of its condition, making me realize I was causing it undue suffering with the kind of indifference only a sociopath could produce. Where had that voice come from? Where had my thoughts taken me? This animal needlessly suffered as I remained a dispassionate observer.

What the hell was I becoming?

I released my hold and stepped back, shaken by my behavior. Shaken by those moments of cold calculation when I participated in its death as an emotionless observer instead of simply ending its life in the most merciful and humane way possible. And that voice. It sounded so familiar, but where had it come from and who did it belong to?

And why had I felt a powerful yearning for the person it belonged to?

The nekomata remained on its back, coughing and choking on its own trachea until Tie arrived and sliced its head off with a blackened sword from the Underworld.

I blinked at the blood spray, and cringed at the way the head rolled from the body.

“Hope?” Tie said in a tightly controlled voice. “Honey, are you all right?”

I glanced at him and noticed the careful way he looked at me, almost as if he feared I had become unhinged somehow and might have some kind of panic attack right in front of him.

 I wanted to respond, but that seductive voice floated back to me. 

“Tie may care for you, but he will never love and adore you as I do. He doesn’t deserve the woman you are or the woman I know you can become.”

I may have been looking at Tie, but it felt like I was staring straight through him and seeing someone else standing in front of me, beckoning me forward. Someone with a white robe, devastatingly handsome features, and a look of desire so powerful I felt compelled to run and throw my arms around him. The apparition faded and then winked out of existence, leaving Tie standing in its place.

“Hope,” he yelled. He stepped forward and grabbed my shoulders pulling me to him and pressing me against his chest. “Hope, look at me.” He ran his fingers along my cheek and then through my hair, but the tenderness of his touch failed to thrill me as it used to. My eyes became glassy and out of focus. I placed a hand at his heart and tried to say something, but no words would come. All I wanted at that very moment was to be held in the arms of the man in that apparition, and I didn’t understand why.

“It’s happening,” said a familiar voice behind Tie. “Her connection with Amatsu is occurring while she’s awake. You must do what you can to heal the blackness in her heart before she becomes his.”

Bishu’s words reminded me of the connection between Amatsu and myself, and the reality of my situation came crashing down around me. My connection with Tie had been greatly damaged within the last few minutes, and somehow he had to fix it.

But did I want him to? It didn’t seem like the best choice to make. Wasn’t I happier being tied to Amatsu, a far superior god than the rest of these kami?

Tie pressed me close, but I stepped back and shoved him away.

“Don’t touch me,” I hissed. “I’m not yours to hold, touch, or take.”

Tie’s eyes widened in shock, the color draining from his face as he studied me.

“Her eyes are glowing green, Bishu,” he whispered.

Didn’t that mean I was coming into my rightful power? I gave him a smirk and took another step back. 

“Do you really think I could ever love someone as weak and flawed as you?” The pain my words caused the man standing before me merely fueled my power. I drank from that pain and let it expand within me. 

“She’s right,” Tie muttered under his breath. “I’ve never understood why she chose me.” His eyes held unshed tears. I wanted to walk over and drink my fill of them, but I was afraid any contact with this stranger before me might muddy my powers. I couldn’t remember who he was at the moment, yet I did know he was the reason I hadn’t reached my full potential. He kept getting in the way.

“Tie, do something,” someone said behind me.

I scoffed. What exactly did anyone think they could do?

I closed my eyes and focused on the green glow building within my heart. Darkness stole in and a sweet voice within my mind encouraged me to accept the pulsing darkness spreading through me. I took a deep breath and readied myself for the fullness of Amatsu’s bond to overtake me.

“Tie, if you do nothing you will lose her forever,” yelled the beast behind me.

I nearly let out a disbelieving laugh when I was scalded by vice-like arms as they encircled my frame. This kami, this undeserving immortal dared touch me? He connected to me, forcing his way through the dense barrier and penetrating the power within the recesses of my heart. My ki fought him at first, and the struggle became agonizing as the warm golds and ambers of his ki made contact with the dark pulse of the link that bound me to Amatsu. I struggled and shook, but my back arched as my body seized when I tried to fight him off and push him out of my heart completely. His determination to succeed took over. 

Tie!

His ki began to feel familiar to me. His energy and light, his love and affection for me broke through the dark haze my ki had momentarily fallen under and the powerful feelings I’d felt for him over the centuries overwhelmed the darkness and held it at bay. Memories of our time shared together flashed through my mind, one after the other in rapid succession. I loved this god. I knew him and I needed him. Once his ki finally made a real connection and my ki responded in kind, his lips were suddenly devouring mine and pouring more light, warmth, and color within me than it ever had before.

I wrapped my arms tightly around his neck and returned the affection with the same urgency he gave, all the while the glow grew brighter and brighter in its intensity. Just when I thought it would overpower us completely, it hit a wall and could make it no further. There was only so much Tie’s ki could do at the moment, but the last spot of darkness linking my heart with Amatsu remained impervious to Tie’s ki. Tie broke away from me and stepped back in defeat. The anguish on his face was something I hadn’t seen since that awful moment a thousand years ago when he’d realized I was The Healer.

“You almost helped her ascend,” Bishu muttered in astonishment. “That doesn’t happen very often.”

“I know what it takes to help someone ascend, Bishu,” Tie said in a hoarse voice. “But the connection I have with Hope is so powerful, I’d hoped that bypassing all of the red tape and making her fully mine now would erase the last piece of her link to Amatsu.”

“And?” Bishu prodded.

“It’s too deeply rooted within her. The Black Blossom embedded it within the very center of her heart. Exactly where our link should be. My ki can’t get rid of it. Not at the moment, anyway.”

I stared at him in shock, taking in deep gulps of air. Then I remembered the things I had just said to him under Amatsu’s influence.

“Tie,” I said as I moved toward him.

He took another step back. His face remained cold and aloof and his emotions were hidden behind that annoying wall of his.

“What I said before…I didn’t mean it,” I tried again. I reached for him, but he continued to create more distance between us.

“You didn’t have to,” he replied in a dispassionate voice. “What you said was absolutely true. I am weak and I am flawed. The fact that you are burdened with even the smallest connection to Amatsu proves that.”

I didn’t like this version of Tie. It reminded me too much of the way he had been with me at the very beginning of our relationship. Indifference and apathy shrouded his features.

“Tie, please don’t push me away. I need you,” I choked out.

A small glimmer of pain washed over his face before he schooled his features into a blank mask.

“I’ll keep you grounded when the bond with Amatsu becomes too much for you, but I think we both know that the last thing you need at the moment is me.”

It was a slap in the face, and I hesitated to let him see how much his words hurt me.

“How can you say that? You know you’re the only one who can save me from this.”

“Because I’m the one who brought it upon you.” He turned away from me. “It always goes wrong,” he muttered under his breath. “Always.”

He quickly walked away, heading toward Ms. Mori. I stared after him in shock, unsure as to what exactly he was trying to do here. Did he not believe we were meant for one another? Did he think my eventual bond with Amatsu was inevitable? And if he did, did that mean he had given up on me…on us?

I barely had time to let the pain of his rejection sink in before the commotion of the real world intruded upon the ending of my own world.

“We’ve dispatched with these filthy vermin,” Victor said as he approached. He looked at Bishu in embarrassment. “No offense, old friend.”

“None taken.”

Victor nodded at me. “What’s happened now?”

“The demon god nearly overpowered the bond between Tie and Hope just now. Tie attempted a full healing.”

Victor took my strained features and sickened look and rubbed his fingers against his temples. “I take it the outcome did not pan out like we wanted it to.”

“A partial healing. Nothing more,” Bishu offered as he came up behind me and placed his hands on my shoulders as a comforting gesture.

I was glad someone was capable of explaining what happened to me, to us in the last ten minutes. I certainly couldn’t process my emotional jump from Tie to Amatsu and then back to Tie again. Not to mention the fact that I’d had deranged thoughts of being the queen demon of the Underworld and ruling the Universe in the process. What scared me most was how right it had felt and how the illusion tempted me. Fully tethered to Amatsu, I lost all reason, all concept of right and wrong. The only obvious choice was Amatsu, our love, and the power we might share together.

If ever there was a time to start drinking, today would be the day. I was ready to drown my sorrows in a bottle of Jack Daniels and let oblivion take me. According to Angie, however, the same problems were still there once you snapped out of it. 

I’d take her word for it.

“Let’s get on this plane before something else tries to stop us,” Ms. Mori shouted.

“I’m assuming you’d prefer to leave with this precious boy intact,” hissed a malevolent voice several yards away.

I stepped around Victor to see what was happening and sucked in a breath of alarm.

We’d forgotten about the pilot of the helicopter, and it was now holding Kirby hostage, a small black blade at his throat. Angie’s vision of Kirby’s death hadn’t been on the plane. It was this moment and this place that Angie saw Kirby die. Memories of the night Kirby had been shot in the back resurfaced and before I could think through the possible repercussions of this single choice, I reached down and grabbed the small dagger from Victor’s boot, drew my arm back, and launched it at the nekomata, hitting my target square in the throat. The thing jerked its knife arm backward in reflex and Kirby cried out in pain before the nekomata released him and fell to the ground.

I was already darting for him, recognizing that my rash decision had caused the nekomata to cut Kirby across his throat. Blood was already squeezing a thin line down his neck as I grabbed him and lowered him to the ground. The cut itself wasn’t too deep, easily fixed, but any wound inflicted by a weapon from the Underworld had horrific consequences, and anytime I’d tried to heal Kirby from certain death, the veil had not been willing to allow it. I had no way of knowing if I would be able to expel the darkness of the blade from his ki until I tried.

“Hope,” he wheezed. He didn’t seem frightened at all by this turn of events. I always had to wonder at his calm, the unusualness of it coming from a ten-year-old boy who should have been terrified of everything that had happened to him.

“Don’t talk yet, Kirby. Just let me heal this for you, okay?”

He nodded, his face taking on a sheen of sweat and growing paler by the second. I gently lowered him to a prone position and gave Tie a grateful look when he seated himself behind Kirby’s head and held his hand. He may have averted his gaze from mine, but at least he hadn’t completely abandoned me. The others approached as I connected to Kirby and quickly repaired the damage inflicted by the dagger.

The darkness from the wound made a direct line to his heart, squeezing the light of his ki out by slow degrees. I moved in to dispel its influence and hit that dreaded veil as I feared I might. I already knew the dangers of forcing my way through the veil, the damage it caused my own body and the damage it caused the veil. I argued with myself that just one more healing like this couldn’t possibly make the veil’s situation any worse than it had already become. 

I needed Kirby now just as much as I needed him when he had cancer, or when he threw himself between me and a bullet. If I didn’t have any control over who lived and who died in my life then what good were these powers for anyway? What good would it do if I just sat here and watched him die?

I took in a deep breath, and without bothering to consult the others—I knew Victor at the very least might interfere—I made that choice, knowing full well the possible consequences, and broke through that barrier with one single vicious blast of power. The shock wave that reverberated back through my cranium was far worse than I had ever experienced, but my determination to succeed allowed me to remain conscious long enough to take the light from my own spirit and burn away the tendrils of ebony sweeping throughout his system. 

His life opened up to me as the darkness began to fade away. There were memories he possessed that shouldn’t have been possible. A connection we had that transcended decades and centuries, and a destiny we shared that flashed through my mind, but left it again before I could fully grasp it.

I heard a muffled cry behind me and then Bishu’s voice rang out. “Stop her. Stop her from this course of action immediately. She cannot be allowed to heal him.”

But it was too late. Even as I felt hands upon me, jerking me away from this sweet boy I so desperately loved like I would my own brother, the inky blackness within him went up in flame, and nothing but light took its place.
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The steady thrum of the airplane’s engine was a welcome noise to wake up to, but I felt a distinct hangover. I hesitantly opened my eyes into slits to ward off too much light, but the lights in the cabin of our plane were dimmed. My eyes opened further and took in my group as a whole. Their collective worry, anger, and anxiety over what I’d done let me know I was in big trouble. I sighed and moved myself forward from my reclined position in my seat, but my father who was sitting next to me placed a restraining hand on my shoulder and eased me back. Angie’s warm hand grabbed my own. I turned to my left to look at her and gave her a weak smile. How long had she and my father been sitting on either side of me, worrying themselves to death for my sake?

“Where’s Kirby?” I asked.

A few people in the group let out some frustrated grunts, and Tie snorted, shaking his head in disbelief.

My father gave him a terse look and then turned to address me.

“Kirby is fine. He’s in a cabin in the back, sleeping off the stress of the morning.” I nodded, and tried to sit up again, but my dad wasn’t having it. “You may be half mortal, but Tie says the damage your brain sustained this time was pretty bad. I think it best you stay on that chair for a few more minutes,” he said. His anger and irritation were only surpassed by his immense relief that I had been healed.

“The side effects were worse this time?”

“Worse?” That one word shot from Tie’s mouth with the force of a torpedo on steroids. He stood a few feet away with his arms folded across his chest. His stormy eyes blazed with a fiery heat. “Do you have any idea what happens when someone experiences a brain aneurysm? What am I saying? Of course you do. You above all people know exactly how the brain is set up, how complications can arise, and how the brain is affected by every single one of them.” He strode forward, his anger building the closer he got to me. His hands clamped down on my shoulders and pulled me to a standing position.

“Tie,” Bishu warned as he stood from his seat next to Ms. Mori on the opposite side of the aisle. My father was already on his feet, ready to intervene.

“Think of the damage just one aneurysm is capable of and multiply that by ten, Hope. Worse?” His eyes clouded with tears. My heart hurt to think I had caused him so much worry and pain. “The only reason you are still alive is because I wasn’t the only kami present. With our bond compromised, I could barely take care of the first few ruptures in your brain. Bishu, Victor, and Ms. Mori had to give a part of themselves, a part of their power to you in order to heal the damage your reckless decision caused. They will need time to regenerate. They will need time to be at full strength again. And let’s not even discuss what you managed to do to the veil.”

“Take it easy, Tie,” Angie said.

An awful knot solidified in the pit of my stomach.

“What did I do?”

“You created another fissure in the veil,” Bishu said. “As you began to heal Kirby the veil around us trembled and shook, there was a deafening sound of thunder and the immense tension the veil is under broke within the realm of Kagami.”

“You can sense the veil,” I whispered. 

“All gods of fortune can, Healer,” he said.

My legs gave out after that. Part of it had to do with what I’d just done. Another part had to do with the fact that I still had no idea how to feel the veil unless I was compromising it by saving people who weren’t meant to be saved. Tie caught me in his arms and lowered me to the chair. I caught a wave of guilt sweeping over him as he realized I shouldn’t have been standing in the first place, but I thought his anger, everyone’s anger, to be justified, considering the consequences of my actions.

And yet, I wasn’t sorry. I didn’t regret healing Kirby. I didn’t regret that it might have cost me my own life. I didn’t regret that the veil was now weaker than ever before. If anything, I was ready to tear it down completely and face Amatsu now. Get this all over with so we could fight him, defeat him, and move on with our lives.

I was wrong, of course. To feel no remorse for the terrible results of my own choices was a clear indicator that my morals, my values, everything I stood for had changed dramatically in just a few weeks. I had changed, and though I knew it to be a sign of my ever increasing bond with Amatsu, I was incapable of apologizing for it.

“I won’t lose Kirby. I don’t care if any of you agree with me or not. He’s my brother, and I will not lose him again.”

“What are you talking about, Hope?” Angie asked.

“Kirby is Saigo.” Shock ping-ponged back and forth amongst the members of my group, but it was interesting to note that no one registered the shock more violently than Ms. Mori. “I saw his memories when I healed him. His lifespan dates back long before he was born into this life. Both Akane and Saigo have been reborn and placed in my life again. Don’t you think they’re here for a reason? They were reborn in this time period, in this part of the world…in my town, for heaven’s sake. They are meant to be a part of all this. They’re meant to help me. How can they be a part of my life if they are dead?”

“I agree with you, Healer,” Bishu said. “It is obvious that the players from your previous life were all meant to fulfill a specific purpose in helping you achieve your destiny and heal the veil. When you died in your first life, the Grass Cutter Sword took Akane and Saigo’s spirits and placed them in holding, waiting for you to be reborn so they could achieve their purpose in this life by aiding you in achieving yours, but you are not allowing Saigo, or rather Kirby, to accomplish that.”

“Accomplish what? Dying? Death cannot be the entire point of his life. How is Kirby completing his mission in this life by dying?”

“Bishu is right, Hope. Kirby’s death is tied to your success.” Ms. Mori stated. I noticed how she avoided saying the name Saigo and that it cost her dearly to agree with Bishu on the inevitable death of a boy who was once her son. “Every single time you attempt to save him from death, no matter which life you’ve done it in, he has always been fated to die.” 

“Why?” I shouted. “It doesn’t make sense. Why bring him back when he did, in fact die? I didn’t save him then. If he was meant to die then why was he reborn?”

“You couldn’t save him then, Hope. You didn’t have an actual choice,” Angie whispered.

I turned to her in surprise. Angie didn’t usually argue in favor of the opposing team.

“What do you mean I didn’t have a choice?”

“When you had the opportunity to allow Saigo to die after his altercation with the nekomata, you chose to save him instead, even though you knew what might happen to you if you did. You made a conscious choice to save him despite the fact that the veil forbade it.” Her eyes pleaded for me to understand. To not feel angry or betrayed by whatever it was she felt needed to be said. “When Saigo was killed in battle, you were already dead and your spirit was trapped within that statue. You weren’t able to make that important decision. You had no power to choose between his death or his life.”

I stared at Angie in amazement. My best friend, the one who was always on my side, the one who never let me down, never let me fall, never once thought I’d made the wrong decision when I saved Kirby from cancer, thought I was supposed to let Kirby die.

“I think Angie has uncovered Kirby’s higher purpose in this life, Healer. With power like yours, an incredible amount of responsibility is placed upon your shoulders to wield it with wisdom, judgment, and righteousness. To use it against the very laws of the Universe that govern your powers of healing undermines your ability to wield it in the first place and corrupts your power as a whole. You must learn to govern yourself and wield it within the bounds the Universe dictates. You must come to realize that the limitations placed upon your powers of healing are there for a reason, and perhaps young Kirby is the only one who can teach you how to accept those limitations, accept what can and can’t be done.”

“I refuse to believe that Kirby’s only mission in this life, in any life he’s led, is to help me accept the fact that I do not have complete and total control over who lives and who dies.”

“Are you listening to yourself?” Tie asked. “No one should have the power to decide who lives and who dies. If there are people you can save, and they still have something important to fulfill in this life, then yes, employ the gift our First Parents gave you and do as much good as you can, but when someone is meant to die, you give that power back to our First Parents. You recognize that your power is not absolute.”

I did not want to hear this. How could I not heal Kirby, or my mother, or anyone else for that matter when that kind of power was on the other side of the veil?

“And what if I disagree?” I said stubbornly. “What if I think that the power to decide who lives and who dies should remain solely in my corner?”

“Then you’re no better than the demon god Amatsu, and we all know what happened to him,” Angie said. “What the hell is the matter with you, Hope? You seriously need to snap out of this strange god complex you’re developing. It’s starting to freak me out.”

“I’m not the only one who has the power to save lives, Angie,” I pointed out in a deflective maneuver. “You can see how and when a person is going to die just by touching them. Don’t tell me you haven’t abused that power and ignored its limitations whenever its suited you.”

I regretted my words the minute they left my lips. Not everyone in our group was aware of what Angie could do. Not my father, Kirby, Bishu, Ms. Mori or even Victor, though I suspect he was the one flying the plane at the moment. I’d just shared a monumental piece of information about Angie that I’d had no right to, and then accused her of abusing it when I knew that there was absolutely no way for her to abuse it. 

Her limitations were due entirely to what she was allowed to see whenever those visions hit, and if she couldn’t get a read on where the death occurred she had no way of saving that person. She’d lost people before. People she could have saved. People that were most likely meant to live simply because she couldn’t find them or get to them in time. The guilt of all of those needless deaths weighed heavily upon her, and I’d thrown it all in her face in a lame attempt to justify my own actions.

If I’d had a hole to crawl into I’d have done it in a heartbeat.

Angie stared straight ahead, focusing on something to keep herself from bursting into tears. The wash of immense pain, that awful sense of hurt and betrayal I caused barreled into me with unmerciful force, and I freely accepted it because I knew without a doubt I deserved to feel it.

The silence in the cabin was about as stilted and uncomfortable as an endless blind date. Before anyone decided to barrage Angie with a thousand questions about the can of worms I’d just ripped open, I had to fix this awful rift between us. I reached a hand out to her and placed it on her shoulder, scared to death she might shrug me off or worse, get up and walk away. She sat eerily silent and immobile with her eyes focused on the space in front of her.

“Angie…I…that was awful of me. It’s the crappiest thing I’ve ever said to you. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it. I didn’t mean any of it.”

I waited a beat and then another. I had no idea how much groveling it was going to take to get her to forgive me, but I was prepared to get down on my knees and beg for forgiveness just to get her to look at me again. Finally, she turned and looked at me, but there was no anger or judgment in her eyes. The pain was still there, but she looked more tired than anything else.

“Everyone probably needed to find out what I could do at some point,” she shrugged. “Still, you could have given me some warning. You are so dead to me right now.” She rested her hand over mine and squeezed it. I let out a relieved breath.

“You forgive me?”

“Yes, but you get to explain to everyone what it is I can do. I’m not up for it right now. I think I’ll go lie down with Kirby and rest for a while.”

I understood. She still loved me, but she needed some space. She felt like the cabin walls were closing in on her and that everyone was looking and judging her. I sensed her level of unease and embarrassment as she furtively glanced at Bishu and then quickly looked away. I cursed myself again for my thoughtless, hurtful comments. If she felt any kind of affection where Bishu was concerned than she was probably worried about his perception of her now. I thought it was ridiculous for her to worry about perception since Bishu was a creature from the Underworld, but for whatever reason, these two had developed a quick friendship and even though I didn’t understand it, I recognized that I had revealed aspects of her personal life that she hadn’t intended to share with him for a very long time.

I nearly killed myself and rent the veil in two by forcing Kirby’s healing and now I’d blown the lid on my best friend’s biggest secret ever.

I so sucked right now.

Bishu’s eyes followed her as she made her way to the back and entered the small room, closing the door behind her.

“So Angie is a psychic,” he said. “That’s a surprising twist to all of this.”

“Have you known many psychics in your day? Do you know why Angie is one?” I asked.

Bishu shook his head. “Psychics are all different in their level of power and what it is they are capable of seeing. Some are seers who see the future and work to turn the tide of terrible events. Others commune with spirits from the veil to receive insight into crimes committed against them or to bring peace to loved ones. I can only assume that whatever gifts Angie has been given, they are for the benefit of all mankind because she has been brought back to aid you in your quest.”

“I guess you would label Angie a seer then,” Tie said. “When she makes contact with an individual’s skin, she gets flashes or visions of how they will die. If the death is a natural one, she doesn’t feel compelled to intervene, but if it is accidental, she does what she can to prevent it from happening.”

“I take it there are times when she can’t,” Bishu said.

I nodded. “Sometimes her visions aren’t clear when it comes to location. She’s lost people because of it.”

Bishu’s eyes turned to the door at the end of the plane. There was compassion in his eyes and a protective urge building within him to go to Angie and make sure she was okay.

I blinked, trying to separate his emotions from my own. 

“Look, I know you’re all upset with me, and I can’t blame you, but I also can’t stop myself. If it had been any of you in Kirby’s position, I would have saved you. Over and over again I will always save the people I love.”

“But you jeopardize all of the people you love by saving one soul meant to pass on,” my dad said.

I opened and closed my mouth, trying to form one response that might justify my decision. 

“I just…I can’t pretend to feel ashamed. I need all of you. I don’t want to suffer anymore loss.”

“But can it really be considered a loss when someone passes through the veil, Healer? They are simply on the other side of things, never forgotten by us just as we are never forgotten by them.” Bishu’s eyes weren’t full of condemnation or censure when I looked at him. Instead, they were filled with a profound sense of love and understanding. A patient kind of forbearance most parents demonstrate when teaching their children the difference between right and wrong. “Choices, Healer,” he said in a soft voice. “We are responsible for the consequences of every single one of them. Please make certain that your choices throughout the rest of our journey result in consequences we can all live with.”

I swallowed hard, grateful for the lesson he patiently impressed upon me. I hadn’t screwed up so badly that I couldn’t fix this. I may have weakened the veil further, but I also had the power to heal it completely. I just needed to learn how.

But first, I had to figure out how to sense it.
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We arrived at the Haneda airport in Tokyo several hours later. I had no idea how much it cost our kami friends to purchase the jet or what the landing fees were like, but I could only imagine. When I voiced my concerns to Tie about the cost, he laughed out loud and told me money was the least of our worries. Then he went back to avoiding me as he had done for the last few hours.

I couldn’t tell if this had to do with his anger about Kirby’s healing or if this was about the near takeover of my bond with Amatsu. Either way, he continued to remain remote and distant with me and flat out refused to sit next to me on the plane. I didn’t understand his reasoning. His nearness and his love for me were what kept our bond from being overshadowed by the demon god’s. I didn’t know if he doubted my love for him, if he was angry that I had so easily succumbed to Amatsu’s bond, or if he was simply punishing himself for his mistake by denying me entirely.

Had he given up on me? I couldn’t imagine that after everything we had overcome together, he might actually believe there was no possible way to win in the long run.

My thoughts remained distracted while Bishu watched Tie’s behavior toward me with obvious disapproval.

“Give him a little time, Healer,” he said as we landed. “He is struggling with some long-held demons he’s never quite overcome.”

I nodded, but the hurt and bitterness his actions caused were starting to work against me. I sensed the darkness within my heart radiate out ever so slightly. I didn’t know how much longer I would be able to fight it on my own. 

Bishu transformed himself into the same human form he took on in Alaska, and Angie eyed him warily, clearly not happy about his appearance, but showing remarkable restraint by remaining silent. In my shallow opinion, the handsome blond he transformed into was far preferable to the menacing features of an oversized predator, but since I had no idea what Angie really thought of Bishu, I couldn’t begin to comprehend her bizarre emotions.

I’m not sure what would have made her happy, but I figured we’d have plenty of time to talk about it once we found a place to crash for the night. 

From there, we caught a commercial flight to Okinawa and landed at the Naha airport where Victor grabbed us two rental cars and told us we had rooms booked at the Ritz-Carlton an hour away. A huge surprise, considering how frugal he tended to be, minus the private jet of course. I just didn’t picture Victor lounging around on a king-size bed, draped in Egyptian cotton sheets and surrounded by elaborate room service entrées.

I had no idea what the plan was once we arrived at our fancy lodgings, but I hardly thought about it as I took in our lavish surroundings. Geez. The ritziest place I’d ever slept in was a Day’s Inn during various road trips with my dad. In this life, anyway.

It wouldn’t have surprised me if I found a picture of the Ritz-Carlton next to the word, luxury, in the dictionary. The design of the resort sported the traditional, distinctive, red tile clay roofs of Okinawa with white walls and a holy water pond that was simply stunning. The lounge looked like an elegant modern palace with Asian accents on vases, lamps, and wooden trim. The floor resembled an immaculate, marbled checkerboard of light and dark greys.

I felt distinctly grimy as our group advanced further into the lounge while Victor checked us in. He hadn’t said much to me since I woke up from healing Kirby, but he didn’t have to. Thanks to my handy empathic abilities, I knew exactly how furious he was with me. I also sensed a weakening in his ki that matched Tie’s, Bishu’s, and Ms. Mori’s. 

Guilt definitely crept its way in and planted itself square in my stomach this time. It was almost a welcome relief to feel remorse at all for what they sacrificed to save me. Hopefully, it meant my bond with Amatsu hadn’t completely overridden my humanity, ushering in a little more of the person I used to be. Then I looked at Kirby’s sweet face and realized I’d save him again in a heartbeat. In reality, I had always felt this way. Yes, I knew what the consequences were now, but I couldn’t fathom sitting back and allowing anyone I loved to die.

Not when I knew how to save them.

Saving anyone marked for death was a bad decision for all of the right reasons, and good intentions didn’t justify my actions. Somehow, I had to let that differing opinion sink in, allow it to become rooted deep within me.

But how?

Victor exchanged a few pleasantries with the clerk in Japanese, laughed at something she said, and began handing out our room keys.

“What did the pretty little clerk say to you?” Angie asked, showing a hint of irritation. 

I caught a surge of gratification from Victor and tamped down my amusement. Victor had done very little to outwardly show his interest in my best friend, but that didn’t mean he was impervious to Angie’s charms. He knew she used to be Edana, the woman he once fell in love with, and he also knew that I wasn’t meant for him, which freed him up to pursue something with her. 

I wondered if Victor was simply trying to get his bearings right now. After all, this version of Edana was different than the woman he had fallen in love with. Her empowered, blunt personality tended to rub him the wrong way. He seemed to like his women a bit more docile, and a pairing between these two, in my humble opinion, felt about as combustible as a pairing between gasoline and fire.

“She wished us a peaceful, caring, friendly experience. A Keion experience as they say in Okinawa,” he said.

She narrowed her eyes, testily folded her arms, and glanced at the clerk. “And just how friendly was she planning to get?”

Bishu’s eyes bounced between Angie and Victor with growing dismay. He finally saw the bigger picture, and I was grateful. I hoped it meant he wouldn’t try to complicate Angie’s life further by pressing for anything other than friendship, but my heart ached for him a little as a hint of sadness shadowed his aura.

He was a hell cat, for heaven’s sake. He didn’t necessarily have to be handsome in order to pique Angie’s interest, but being the same species was an absolute must, and even if I could bring him back to his godly state, what then? He wasn’t just any kami. He was one of the seven gods of fortune. The top war god. Sounded heavy to me. I didn’t think gods of fortune had much time for developing relationships with seventeen-year-old girls.

But that wasn’t really up to me. The ball appeared to be solely in Angie’s court since both of these war gods were extremely interested in her.

So who will it be, Angie? An overly strict, uptight, lesser kami, or a god of fortune who happens to be a demon?

Maybe neither choice was the better choice. I foresaw all sorts of unwanted complications by developing a relationship with either one of the war gods.

I was totally future tripping here, and it wasn’t even my future I was worried about.

“Hey Angie, I think you and I have our own room,” I said, nodding toward the elevators.

“I’m sharing the room with you as well,” Tie said. “I’ll just grab a roll-away bed and bunk with you two.”

I raised my eyebrows in surprise and tried to catch his gaze, which he avoided…of course. Well, at least he was willing to stay in the same room with me. 

Progress.

“I’m not sure how comfortable I feel about that,” my dad said.

“Dr. Fairmont,” Ms. Mori cut in, “We have all agreed that each room needs to have one kami for protection. I will share a room with you and Kirby.”

My father and I both gave each other a bemused look. Ms. Mori was bunking with dear old dad? I sincerely hoped this had more to do with being close to Kirby now that she knew he was once her son.

Ms. Mori continued, not seeming to notice our reaction.

“Tie must be with Hope in case something should go wrong and she needs to connect with his ki. Victor and Bishu will be in another room close to all of us should we need more reinforcements.”

“Reinforcements from what?” Kirby asked.

“We are still being hunted, little warrior,” Bishu said. “Though we have bought ourselves some time, we must take every precaution to ensure The Healer is not abducted again.”

My father nodded and looked at Tie. “She may be your fiancée, but no funny business. I’ve had too many surprises hit me in the last month, and I’m not prepared to deliver my own grandchild anytime soon.”

I reddened in embarrassment as Tie, Victor, and Bishu howled with laughter.

“Why is my non-existent sex life constantly up for public discussion?” I asked.

“Glad to hear it’s non-existent, Hope. As a father, those words are music to my ears.”

I gave the amused kami a dirty glare, and my bestie jumped in with the assist. 

“Grow up, pigs.” Angie placed her hands on her hips, signifying she meant business. “You guys are like thousands of years old. You’d think a little maturity might come into play here.”

Victor shrugged his shoulders and said, “We’re still dudes.”

Angie studied him for a moment. “That is by far the most uncharacteristic thing I’ve ever heard pop out of your mouth.”

He stepped forward with a playful grin that nearly rivaled one of Tie’s. It appeared decidedly foreign on his face.

“Have you been paying attention to my mouth lately?”

Angie’s eyes widened in surprise, but she quickly shot back a retort.

“Only to make sure the muzzle I had custom designed for you actually fits.”

Tie, Kirby, and my father snickered liked a bunch of frat boys while Ms. Mori rolled her eyes in utter annoyance.

“Idiotic cavemen,” she said under her breath.

Angie gave Victor a saucy smile and swung her bag over her shoulder. Then she saluted him and walked toward the elevator. Victor’s eyes followed the sway of Angie’s hips.

I found this version of Victor a little disconcerting.

“Oh, snap,” Kirby said. “You never go toe-to-toe with Angie, Victor. You’ll always get schooled for it.”

“Who knew getting schooled could be so enjoyable,” he mumbled.

A pang of jealousy hit me in the stomach, but I refrained from sweeping my gaze toward Bishu. I didn’t want him to know how transparent his emotions had become.

Geez. How could he feel so much for her already? This was just brutal.

We grabbed our few belongings and made our way to the elevators and up to the third floor. The first thing I planned to do once we got in our room involved a graceless swan-dive onto my twin bed, but upon actual arrival, the beautiful decor and extravagance of it all distracted me. I just kept wanting to look and look even though my body ached for a few hours of blissful sleep.

“Oh, my word. Look at this view!” Angie said as she crossed to one of the windows. Rolling lawns of green spread out before us, and beyond that was a gorgeous beach and the sparkling blue of the ocean. “That golf course is humongous. Such a shame neither one of us golf.”

“Something tells me we won’t have much time for that,” I said.  I stood next to her staring out at the beach in the distance and wishing for a moment that we were there for completely different reasons.

“We will have time for the beach,” Tie said, startling both of us.

Angie gave him a hopeful look. “Body surfing?”

“Nope. Strength training. You, Hope, and Kirby are so out of shape it’s embarrassing.” I took a swing at him that he easily dodged, which pretty much proved his point. It was gratifying to see a small smile peek its way from under his stoic façade. “We need to get your bodies conditioned for all of the martial arts your brains have downloaded.”

“I don’t have martial arts downloaded in my brain yet,” Kirby shouted as he sailed into the room and dove for one of the twin beds, landing with a satisfied smile on his face. He leaned on his elbow and crossed his legs. “So, I hear that someone found out we really are related, Hope.”

I grimaced. “Who told you, Kirby?”

“Saigo,” he corrected with a grin. “That name sounds much more ninja-style awesome, don’t you think?” He jumped from the bed and launched into me, wrapping his tiny arms around my waist and giving me a bear hug. “I always knew we were family.”

I laughed and hugged him back, once again feeling zero remorse for saving his life despite the methods I’d used to do it. 

“I did too, Kirby.”

Tie affectionately fluffed my little brother’s hair, earning a friendly punch to the arm. Soon they were on the floor wrestling with one another while Angie and I explored the rest of the rooms and marveled at how elegantly everything was set up.

Victor poked his head through the door and scowled at Tie and Kirby’s antics.

“Tie, I sent you in here to go over the plan with them. We all need to get some sleep for a few hours before conditioning begins.”

Bishu slapped Victor on the shoulder and walked in. His body rippled and then returned to its original form. 

“That is so freakin’ cool,” Kirby said in awe, totally forgetting that Tie had him in a head lock.

Angie shook herself and appeared to be avoiding eye contact with the war god.

“I need to use the ladies room,” she muttered.

Bishu watched her leave, confusion not just evident in his emotions, but in the way his watchful eyes took in her hasty retreat. I was just as confused as he was by her bizarre behavior.

Once she left the room, his gaze fixed on me. “I thought we might consider the idea that your father has experienced a past life as well.”

“Excuse me?” I said. That wasn’t a topic you just inserted into casual conversation.

“It makes sense,” Bishu continued. “On the jet when you mentioned that the key players in your previous life were reborn to aid you in this one, I had to wonder if that also applied to Dr. Fairmont.”

“Well, obviously he isn’t Fukurokuju reincarnated,” Tie said.

“It must be someone she was close to in her previous life. Someone she cared about like she would her own father.”

I could think of two people who fit that description.

Daiki and Kenji.

“I suppose I could introduce the idea to my dad, but I don’t know if he would agree to let me scan his memories. This entire ordeal hasn’t been easy for him, and if he did live during my first life…I don’t know.” I shook my head. “Adjusting to two very different realities and different versions of yourself is difficult. He’s been through a lot, and while I’d like to find out if he used to be a loved one from long ago, I just don’t think I can ask that of him.”

“But, Hope, if he did live during your first life he may know how to fight. He may know how to defend himself. Isn’t that why you gave some of Angie’s memories back and why you plan on doing that with Kirby?” Victor asked. “No matter your objections, I thought their lives…their very safety…should be a priority for us, and if your father knew how to fight in a previous life he deserves to remember now.”

“He may not have fought, though. There are two people he could be, and one of them was a scholar.”

“You’re talking about Kenji,” Tie said.

“Yes.”

“And the other?” Bishu asked.

“Daiki,” I said.

“Well, I think it’s better that we find out rather than leave me to fend for myself once the real fighting begins,” my dad said, startling the hell out of all of us. Bishu and Victor spun around and I glanced past them to see my dad standing in the doorway with a smug look on his face. “In the future, I would appreciate it if you made decisions about me when I’m actually present. It’s damn annoying to hear yourself being talked about in the hallway. I’ve got rights, people.”

“Are you sure you want to open up this can of worms?” I asked him. I still wasn’t sure if giving some of Angie’s memories back had been the best thing for her.

He nodded and walked into the room.

“If I did have a previous life then I want all the details…eventually. Since we don’t have time for me to be in a two-week coma, I’ll take whatever I can get; whatever helps me defend myself and defend you.” He came to me and engulfed me in a bear hug. “I can’t be a liability, Hope. I need to feel like I’m helping and protecting you in some way, and having to sit back and allow others to do what I consider my job has been really tough for me. I’d like to find out if there is anything I can contribute to this quest we’re on, even if I don’t know how to fight. Maybe I’ll know something else.”

I snuggled into his chest and breathed in his earthy scent.

“Okay, Dad. Let’s figure this out then.”

 

***

 

He sat on the bed with his hands in his lap, waiting for me to delve into his mind and possibly unearth the fact that this life he led, these earthly experiences he’d had weren’t firsts for him. Everyone decided to gather round the bed and watch the fun. I felt like a circus act even though I knew we were all in this together and I needed their moral support.

Placing my hands on either side of his head, I connected fully with his ki and began the process of opening up his mind and seeing just where and how early his book of memories began. I wasn’t surprised when my father’s birth in this life landed squarely in the middle of his book of memories. His life had been intertwined with mine for centuries now.

What did surprise me were the unfamiliar memories that unfolded as I reviewed his previous life. He was a young father, holding a baby girl in his arms. A woman I didn’t recognize gazed at him lovingly and whispered assurances that he would be the best father their young daughter had ever known. I skipped forward to a moment heightened by raw and powerful emotions as he watched his wife pass away in child birth, leaving him to raise a boy and a girl all on his own. The memories confused me because Kenji had never married or had children, and Daiki, though he may have had another child after I died, hadn’t been married to this particular woman, and his first-born had been a boy, not a girl. 

Hatsumi. Daiki had married Hatsumi.

Small thatched roofs in a wooded area registered feelings of warmth, comfort, and security. Obviously an area he had previously lived, but it wasn’t the village I had frequented during my many visits to Daiki and his wife.

I scrolled back, determined to find more answers, more memories of Hatsumi and the baby boy they had together, but I didn’t find anything of the kind. No memories I could recognize that mirrored my own. My dad had no memories of interacting with me when I was a scared little girl, attempting to flee the castle and abandon my title and role as The Healer. There were definitely memories of battle and fighting when he was a young man. My father had been a warrior for many years, but I didn’t recognize Kagami. The landscape was entirely different.

Who was he? Who had my father been, and why was he reborn to be my father now? 

Finally, I found a memory that stood out bright and cheery in my father’s book. I zeroed in on it and watched in amazement as Daiki’s face came in to view.

My father, now a fairly older man, and Daiki were sitting together on an old log in the middle of the woods after a grueling battle with several nekomata. Still, I didn’t recognize Kagami.

“Tadashi, my son,” Daiki said, “You were saved for a very special purpose, kept alive by a very special woman even though you were marked for death before you were born. Hachiman believes you to be part of this grand pattern woven from the beginning by our First Parents. Not just as a warrior meant to prevent Amatsu’s minions from breaking out of Kagami, but as an important member of The Healer’s guard.”

Daiki teared up at the mention of my title. For a moment I forgot this wasn’t happening in actual time because I lifted my hand forward in an attempt to touch my old friend’s face. 

“With your wife gone and your children raised, it is time for you to decide your next steps. I know your mother and I have discussed this with you for some time, but the choice must be your own. We firmly believe that because Mikomi spared you, your life is intrinsically tied to hers, and you must do all you can to aid her in her calling so she can fulfill her destiny. Instead of the life of a soldier, you must live the life of a monk now and tend to her statue until the time she comes forth and is reborn. You will raise her as your own, and love her the way she was never loved by her own father. Love her the way I loved her.”

Tears streamed down my face. I wanted so badly to hold this wonderful man in my arms.

“I understand, father, and I will honor this decision,” my dad said, “but what if her rebirth does not occur in my lifetime? How am I to give aid, protection, and even love if I die before she lives again?”

Daiki patted my father’s shoulder and gave him a broad smile. 

“The pattern woven is never quite so straightforward. Time, age, and distance, are never how they seem to mere mortals such as us. I don’t know when the Grass Cutter Sword will see fit to bring Mikomi back through the veil, but I do know it will happen when you are in a position to love, care for, and protect her in the most advantageous way possible.”

My thoughts spun out of control, unable to comprehend that my father had been that boy, that frail spark of life that flickered between two sides of the veil as I fought to save him and Hatsumi during childbirth. I scrolled to the very beginning of his book and took in his fear, his pain, and his struggle to survive. The feelings were heightened since visually there was nothing but darkness to contend with. 

Soon a soothing calm crept over my father and his world compressed to a tiny flame of light that slowly unfurled as his body went from cozy warmth to icy cold within an instant. He cried out mightily to show his displeasure at being ripped from the only secure home he’d ever known, but then warm arms encircled round him and a blurry face formed. The details were indistinct, but I knew it had to be me. I was the first person to hold him. The first person to make certain he was breathing, healthy, and whole. 

Warmth stole throughout his body again as that first version of me connected with his ki and shared my light. The love my father felt for me at that moment was overwhelming. A child-like innocence full of unconditional trust that only newborns possess, unspoiled as yet by the harshness of the world they’ve been born into.

My eyes landed on Hatsumi, and her beautiful face as she gave the baby boy a tired, watery smile and enfolded him in her arms. My heart lurched in my chest at the sight of her, missing her more than I would ever be able to express and feeling like I had just been given the most amazing gift; to see memories of both Daiki and Hatsumi even though they had been gone for centuries now.

I broke the connection and stepped back, unaware of the people around me until Tie stepped forward and crushed me to him. I sank into his offer of comfort, relieved that he seemed to be thawing toward me just a little.

“What is it, Hope? What did you see?” my father asked.

“Is he Daiki or Kenji?” Angie said.

“Neither,” I choked out. “He’s Daiki and Hatsumi’s son. The baby I delivered the day I met Tie.” I felt everyone’s shock at this new twist to our situation.

“Tadashi?” Tie asked.

I pulled back and looked up at him in surprise.

“You know him?”

Tie stepped around me and looked at my father as if seeing him for the first time.

“He was one of the monks at the temple. One of the many who lived and died within the enchantments circling Kagami, keeping watch over your statue and protecting it from outside influences.” Tie shook his head in wonder. “Before that, he played a major role on the outside, preventing nekomata from breaking through the enchantments placed around the temple, shrine, and Holy Cherry Tree that housed your statue. Amatsu wanted to make you his prisoner long before you were ever reborn, but he failed at every turn due in large part to Tadashi. The attacks on the enchantments eventually ended, but Tadashi remained vigilant, as did I.”

“We knew each other well?” my father asked.

Tie nodded. “We were very good friends. All of us. Ms. Mori, Victor…well…maybe not Victor.” Tie gave the war god a friendly shove in the shoulder, receiving an answering grin in return.

“At the time, we didn’t have to like each other to fight on the same side,” Victor said.

“True. I regret the years we wasted being at odds with one another.” Tie said.

Victor nodded his head, looking a little uncomfortable at the unexpected kiss-and-make-up moment between them. “As do I.”

I cleared my throat to get Tie’s attention. It was about time their feud with each other came to an end, but for heaven’s sake. Timing, people. I was on pins and needles here. I wanted more details about Tadashi. I sensed that all of us did.

“How did Daiki and his son get involved in this? They were supposed to leave Kagami after the emperor threatened them,” I said.

“Hachiman sought him out after your death. We needed as many warriors as we could get,” Tie said.

“We fought together outside the enchanted walls of Kagami, and once Amatsu gave up and his armies fell back, we worked within the shrine to protect Hope,” Victor said, taking up the narrative. “Tie and Tadashi used to sit a few feet away from your statue and talk about anything from philosophy, astronomy, alchemy…everything. I tended to feel a little more comfortable visiting you when no one else was near.”

Victor came to visit me? I had zero recollection of this. Of any of it. Fuzzy memories of Tie’s frequent visits sprang forth in my mind, but even those faded to nothing after a few years. I simply remember sinking deep within myself and never resurfacing until rebirth.

“And you were meticulous when it came to maintaining the enchantments placed around us, Victor” Ms. Mori added. “You and Tadashi circled the perimeter of the shrine every day. You used the Grass Cutter Sword to not only strengthen the veil, but channel several hundred ki from the veil into the enchantments while Tadashi watched over you.” She placed a hand on his shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “The strain it took to do this made it impossible for you to walk back to the temple on your own. Tadashi always made certain you came back in one piece.”

“And you always made certain to protect us at night, claiming most mothers never slept when watching over their children,” Tie said. “Ms. Mori will never mention it, Hope, but she spent many dark hours sitting in front of your statue, telling you about the events of the day. Not that there was much to tell once Amatsu’s attacks became fewer and further between.”

I marveled at this new information. It certainly explained why Tie, Victor, and Ms. Mori seemed like an unlikely yet inseparable team, working together from the beginning despite the fact that the two gods had been feuding with one another for centuries and Ms. Mori was someone I felt we all wanted little to do with. They had been through a lot together over the centuries. All of them sharing one common goal: to keep me safe, to protect me no matter the sacrifices and obstacles they had to overcome, building an unorthodox bond with one another.

Maybe my perception of Ms. Mori, of our history, of the past we shared, had skewed everything in a dark and twisted way. I held so tightly to everything I believed she didn’t do in order to protect me, I never once considered all of the things she did do. Eye-opening, and humbling all at the same time.

The reckless choices I’d made lately mocked the level of sacrifice on their part, and I felt wholly unworthy of such devotion.

I may have been The Healer, but in my mind that didn’t make me particularly special since anyone could have been given this gift. Anyone could have been assigned the responsibility to heal the veil and stop Amatsu from presiding amongst the living. I sometimes felt like our First Parents got it all wrong. They gave the job to the wrong girl. This enormous responsibility couldn’t possibly be something I was worthy of taking on, especially after the many wrong and reckless ways I’d wielded this gift.

I was just a teenage girl who wanted to keep the people I loved safe. That’s it. Hardly enough to qualify someone for the role of Healer, yet I had the gift either way. 

But I hadn’t accomplished everything on my own. I hadn’t come so far without the help of key players in both my lives. I could never forget that. I may have been The Healer, but in the end I truly believed I couldn’t accomplish my destiny without the amazing people in this very room.

Tie continued to reminisce, sharing stories more for my father’s benefit than anyone else, I think, and my father listened with wide-eyed wonder to everything Tie had to say.

“You were devoted to your duty and to her. More than most. For many monks, it was simply a job to watch over her statue, and as the centuries passed and her story became the stuff of myths and legends, caring for Hope’s statue morphed into more of a tradition than anything else. Only Hachiman and myself remembered the truth behind the legend once you passed away.” He shook his head, eyes glued to my father. “You always talked about your calling in life. Your deeper purpose in caring for Hope. I thought you were referring to your duty as a monk, but maybe your meaning was more significant.”

“I understand his connection to Hope, but why is he here now?” Ms. Mori asked.

“Hachiman and Daiki said it would be his job to raise me once I was born under the right conditions. I guess, they had no idea how long it would take for the right conditions to be realized.” I turned to look at my father. “They had no idea you would have to die and be reborn too, Dad.”

My father rubbed a tired hand over his face. “I’m not sure I’m following much of this. I know who Daiki is…kind of, but how does any of this allow me to help you?”

“Dad, you raised me.” I sat down next to him and hugged him to me. It was a tight fit on the twin bed, but neither one of us minded. “You kept me safe. Kept me protected. You did exactly what you were meant to do, and now you get to protect me on a whole new level since you were a total kick-arse warrior in your first life.”

He grunted. “Well, at least I’ll be somewhat helpful in the next fight we’re in.”

“I think it very significant that you delivered Hope in childbirth and essentially saved her life when she struggled to take her first breath,” Tie said. “She did the same for you a thousand years before.”

“Man,” Angie said. “Talk about karma.”

The corner of my lip lifted. Angie knew just how to sum things up.

“I knew there was something special about you, Dr. Fairmont. I felt confident in leaving Hope in your care even though Victor and Ms. Mori wanted her to stay with us. I didn’t trust the inactivity of the demon god. Once he knew Hope was alive and well, his attacks would begin again. That’s why I seized the opportunity to get Hope completely out of Kagami.”

“In the end, I must admit, your decision was wise, Tie, though I hardly approved of your methods,” Ms. Mori said. She raised a placating hand when Tie opened his mouth to defend himself. “I know. I realize the less anyone knew about Hope’s whereabouts, the longer she remained safe. It’s just that…it was…unpleasant to wonder if she was being treated well.” 

My eyebrows rose at the irony of that statement. She’d decided to worry about my well-being in my second life, but couldn’t be bothered about it in my first?

Ms. Mori’s eyes watered slightly and then she drew her shoulders back and took in a quick puff of air. “Well, I think perhaps we should all get some sleep before Hope attempts to help Sai…Kirby and Dr. Fairmont remember their Samurai training. It will be taxing for everyone involved and best experienced with a fresh mind.”

She stiffened her spine when our eyes met and quickly turned on her heel, exiting the room without a backward glance.

“Looks like that’s about as warm and fuzzy as Ms. Mori ever gets,” Angie said.

“Based on my memories of life with her in the palace, I think she was remarkably demonstrative,” I replied.

“So she used to be my mom, right?” Kirby asked.

I studied Kirby for a moment, trying to gauge his feelings on the subject, but his emotions were surprisingly static.

“Yes, Kirby. She used to be a mother to both of us.”

He pondered that for a moment and took a few steps toward the door. “Do you think she still loves us, Hope?”

I stared in wonder at Kirby. He’d asked a question about Ms. Mori that I hadn’t been willing to contemplate…until now.

“Perhaps, little warrior, you should go ask her,” Bishu said in a gentle voice.

Kirby looked at me as if asking for my permission. Probably because he knew how strongly I disliked her. His emotions broke through the strange static and formed into one clear impression: hope. He desperately longed for a mother to love him, and even though I doubted Ms. Mori truly capable of demonstrating any motherly affection she might feel, I wasn’t about to prevent Kirby from developing a relationship with a woman who might fill that void in his life.

Giving him a warm smile I said, “Bishu is right. I think that’s definitely a question you should ask her.”

His shoulders noticeably relaxed. His boyish grin broke my heart just a little.

“Yeah. I think I’ll go do that.” 

My eyes followed his tiny frame out the door. He may have come in a smaller package, but he still had the biggest heart of anyone I’d ever met. Kirby’s capacity for love was boundless. Some things never change.

“Since Kirby is probably going to have a very important conversation with Ms. Mori, I’m going to go crash in your room, Bishu,” my father said.

The war god nodded his mangy head. “Of course, Dr. Fairmont. I will grab a roll-away bed for myself.”

“Are you going to fit on one of those?” I asked.

Bishu looked down at his massive bulk and shook his head in chagrin. “After all this time, I sometimes forget what I’ve really become. I doubt any of these beds will serve. I can sleep on the floor.”

“Come on, Bishu. Maybe we can jimmy-rig something up for you,” Tie said. He slapped him on the shoulder and exited the room. 

Bishu followed, appearing extremely confused. “Jimmy-rig? Is that some sort of nocturnal ritual?”

My father reached for my hand and pulled me up with him. He remained silent for a few moments, working something out in his head. Based on his fragile emotions, I knew he fought to keep his tears in check.

“I’ve always known you were special, Hope, and I always wondered why someone as special as you had been born to someone as mediocre as me.” He let out a sigh filled with tender emotion. “Your mother…” he swallowed and started again. “She always said that we had a great responsibility to raise you to be the kind of person who could handle the struggles you would eventually encounter. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I think your mom had a better understanding of who you were than I did. Finding out that I’ve always been the one meant to raise and protect you makes me wonder if I’ve done a good enough job. How does any parent prepare their daughter for this?”

I opened my mouth to reassure him, hoping what I said would be enough when Angie surprised me with her own reassurances.

“It starts with teaching your kids to be half-way decent people, Dr. Fairmont,” Angie said in a quiet voice. “Some kids will take those lessons and do their best and some kids won’t. In my opinion, Hope’s more than ready to take on whatever obstacles stand in her way, and she’s ready because of you. I remember what Fukurokuju was like. I remember the damage he caused. Believe me when I say this, Dr. Fairmont. Nobody could have raised and prepared Hope better than you.”

I gave Angie a grateful look. My father’s tender emotions washed over me in a gentle wave of thanksgiving for her kind words.

“Well, that’s certainly the finest of praise coming from Hope’s best friend,” he said. “Thank you, Angie.”

She shrugged. “I’m not always such a pain in the bootie.”

My dad chuckled and grabbed us both, pulling us into a big group hug.

“Alright, girls. I’m going to go get some shut-eye. I suggest you do the same, but I’m sure you have all sorts of things you need to hash out, analyze, and go over in nauseating detail.”

“Such is the life of a teenage girl,” Angie said.

Yep. That pretty much summed us up.
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After my dad left, I turned to Angie and pounced on the subject that had been eating at me ever since we landed in Japan.

“What’s your problem with Bishu? You seemed to get along with each other right from the beginning and now you’re avoiding him. I thought you guys were cool.”

She gave me a funny look, “You’re telling me it doesn’t bother you to have him walking around wearing someone else’s body? We don’t know who that guy was or how Bishu killed him.” She folded her hands across her chest and shook her head in disbelief. “After what that nekomata did to Betty, I’m surprised you’re being so calm about this.”

I slapped my palm against my forehead, feeling stupid that I hadn’t even considered she might jump to the same conclusions I had the first time Bishu transformed himself into a human.

“Angie, a nekomata doesn’t have to kill a human in order to mimic their identities.”

Angie’s accusatory glare softened a little. “You’re saying Bishu didn’t kill the blond guy he’s been pretending to be?”

“No. He told me that most nekomata are addicted to the power they receive when they kill and absorb a human’s ki. It makes it easier for them to sustain the identity without draining their own ki. Absorbing the energy from a human’s soul is a rush. Once you start, it is very difficult to stop.”

Angie bit her lip and looked at the floor as she contemplated this new information.

“Yeah, but we don’t know if he’s ever absorbed another person’s ki before.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but she waved a hand to indicate she wasn’t finished.

“Hear me out, here. He used to be a good guy, but what if he’s done some terrible things that have changed him? What if he wants to be good, but he’s been a nekomata for too long to ever be good again.”

I tilted my head to the side and considered not just what she said, but what her emotions projected. After a moment I thought I had an idea of what was really going on here.

“You’re afraid,” I said.

She gave me an Angie snort, the kind that makes you feel stupid for stating the obvious.

“We’re being chased by mutant cats, and you’re linked to a demon god. If we don’t figure out how Tie fits in to the prophecy, you two will never heal the veil, and for some reason I’m an important part of this equation. I think I’m entitled to a little anxiety here, Hope.”

“No. I’m not talking about anxiety. I’m talking about fear, and it has nothing to do with what we’re up against. If anything, I think you thrive on the adventure and drama of it all.”

She gave me a coy look. “Things have been pretty exciting lately. I don’t know if you noticed, but I’ve acquired some rather impressive fighting skills. It’s really the only thing I’ve been lacking to be the complete package. Seriously, what guy could resist me now?”

I rolled my eyes, but couldn’t help the smile that teased the corners of my mouth.

“Quit deflecting,” I scolded. “You know exactly what I’m talking about here. Even though your original concern about Bishu’s human identity was legit, it doesn’t change the fact that you’re ready to find another reason to write him off.”

“He’s a nekomata,” she argued.

“Lame. We both know he isn’t evil. He’s had every opportunity to hand me over to Amatsu.”

“He could be lulling us into a false sense of security.”

I raised a skeptical brow. “To what end? Why would he do that when all Amatsu wants is me? It’s a waste of time for him to worry about anyone else.” 

“But—”

“You’re finding reasons to dislike him when it’s obvious you two have developed a connection with one another.” I held up my hand when she opened her mouth to sear me with one of her sarcastic Angie barbs. “I’m not saying I understand the connection. You’re either fond of him like one is fond of an overly large house pet…who talks…or you’re intrigued with him enough to see what might happen between you two. Not exactly your type, but he won’t be a furry feline forever.”

“He is my type,” she said in frustration. “Bad boys are my type. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but my taste in guys sucks hard core. I have zero discernment when it comes to a guy’s character. If I care about him, doesn’t that signify that he’s just a bad dude all around?”

“Are you serious, Angie? Most of the guys you dated were marked for death. You only dated them to save them.”

“Yes, but my track record still stands. Ahh. I don’t know. Victor played me like a fiddle in my first life, and I was clueless then. I had no idea he had an ulterior motive, and even though his feelings may have been genuine he still screwed me over.”

My insides hollowed. I knew she’d been given too much to process during that memory transfer.

“Crap, Angie. Just how much of your first life did you remember?”

Her eyes glittered with unshed tears. She quickly blinked them back.

“Enough to know that I’m my own worst enemy. That I can’t be trusted when it comes to relationships. I feel sad and confused when I’m around Victor. He infuriates me and makes me feel like I still mean nothing to him, and in all honesty, I think that ship has sailed. There’s just too much water under the bridge. He can’t get over his guilt for what he did, and I’m not much for waiting around until a guy pulls his head out of his arse and makes a move.”

Ain’t that the truth. 

I smirked and sat on the edge of the bed. 

“And Bishu?”

She shrugged and picked a piece of non-existent lint off her light blue tank. 

“When I’m with Bishu I feel relaxed and peaceful, even though he is basically a demon. He feels like a friend. Just a good, comfortable friend.”

“A friend you don’t want to lose?”

“Yeah.”

She was such a freaking liar. I almost called her out on it, but I didn’t want to have to explain to her that I could read her emotions like I was reading her thoughts. It was an invasion of privacy I honestly had no control over, and I didn’t want her to tense up around me.

She liked Bishu and it confused her. She didn’t understand it, and she didn’t want it to go any further, worried she might be disappointed as she’d always been. In many ways, her demons mirrored Tie’s. I felt like keeping things as friends was a great idea, but I knew this went deeper than just being buddies.

I had no idea how she was going to handle herself with him from this point on, but I hoped I might help her feel a little more assured and confident, because this insecure version of Angie simply would not do. It was like existing in an alternate reality that put the twilight zone to shame.

“Well, I think you need to go explain to Bishu why you’ve been giving him the silent treatment.”

Her lips turned down in confusion.

“Why would I do that? He probably hasn’t even noticed.”

“Um, yeah he has. He’s totally pouting right now. You two hit it off like Sleepless in Seattle, and now that crazy connection is being thwarted by this misunderstanding. It’s probably the first human connection he’s made in a thousand years and he senses you pulling away from him. It’s hurtful to him. Does that sound like a guy who hasn’t noticed?”

“How do you even know this?’

“We’ve…ah…talked,” I said. Lame. It sounded so lame, but she hardly noticed my bold-faced lie since her own worries took up all her attention. She pursed her lips and blew out a heavy breath.

“Geez. When you put it that way…this is crazy, Hope. I doubt he really cares.”

“Doubt who cares? About what?”

We both jumped and stared at Bishu as he moved from the doorway into the room.

“Uh…” Angie shifted from foot to foot, looking like she’d been caught doing something naughty. “We were just…uh…how long have you been standing there?”

I nearly let out a satisfied cackle. It was so weird to see Angie this unhinged.

Bishu felt just as uncomfortable. The uncertainty in his eyes stayed for a moment and then a determined glint took its place. He turned his eyes on me.

“Healer, I know this is your room, and terribly inconvenient for me to ask this of you, but I would like to have a word with Angie in private if that’s amenable to you.”

Angie’s look assured me that if I agreed, she would most likely punish me with endless torture later. Like talk me to death until three in the morning. Lately I’d been quite the adventurer, so I figured I’d take the risk.

“Sure, Bishu. I’ll just go take a shower while you guys talk.”

I avoided the small shards of glass shooting like poisoned darts from Angie’s eyes and skirted around them both before heading into the bathroom. And being the supportive, attentive best friend that I am, I turned the shower on, shut the glass doors to mute the sound, and promptly held my ear to the door.

No way in hell I was missing this conversation.

 

***

 

“Angie,” Bishu said. “I wondered if we might…discuss…something.”

Thank heavens his deep voice held such resonance. The shower noise was slightly distracting. Of course, Angie’s voice was barely discernible.

Frustration. 

Okay, I needed a sneaky way to open the door a crack and eavesdrop without being noticed.

Ah, heck. Might as well just open it and see what happens.

I silently turned the handle on the door and eased it open a crack. I nearly danced in glee as the pair came into view a few feet away, completely absorbed in each other and totally ignorant of my shameless snooping.

“I think I know what it is you want to talk about, and Hope cleared everything up for me.” Angie said. Her voice came out confident, but her swirling emotions were a freaking mess.

Get a grip, Angie. He’s a panther for heaven’s sake. I didn’t understand the appeal, but to each his own, I guess.

“The Healer explained everything?” Bishu couldn’t have looked more confused if Amatsu had suddenly come out and declared himself completely satisfied with his accommodations in the Underworld.

“Yeah. It was a misunderstanding. I’m sorry.”

He continued to look confused and then said, “Then I assume you do not have an understanding with Victor?”

Angie’s face turned red and then she let out a nervous giggle.

“What are you talking about? Victor used to be engaged to Hope.”

“Yes, but it appeared that you two had some sort of…commitment…between one another earlier. I assumed he claimed you as his, and you felt it improper to continue our friendship.”

“Like any guy has the right to do something as archaic and chauvinistic as that,” Angie sneered. “For the record, nobody just claims me without my permission. I do not belong to Victor, and he does not belong to me.”

Bishu’s eyes brightened considerably at this news, but then his confusion returned.

“What misunderstanding were you referring to then?”

“Oh.” Angie stared at the ground for a moment and hugged her arms around herself.

These two were hopeless. As much as I wanted them to keep things uncomplicated, it was more annoying to watch them tiptoe around each other.

“I thought you killed…when you changed into a man…it’s just that we saw our friend Betty die right after a nekomata took on her form.”

Bishu’s aura lightened a bit as understanding dawned.

“You thought I killed the young man and it upset you.”

Angie cleared her throat. “Ah, yes. Yes, I did, and I’m sorry I jumped to that conclusion. When a nekomata took on the form of Hope’s dad, well, Dr. Fairmont wasn’t killed so I should have realized it was possible to transform into a human without killing someone. Of course, Tie killed that nekomata. Chopped off his head, and then it sat in Hope’s living room forever until we left. For all I know it might still be there. Kind of gross when you think about it.” She cringed and looked at the ground again.

Angie was totally rambling now. 

This. Was. Awesome. 

My gaze swiveled to Bishu and my eyes nearly popped out of their sockets when he took a step forward and transformed into a muscled Asian warrior. His long hair was jet-black and pulled back into a ponytail. His chest was bare except for the leather straps criss-crossing it. He still wore the same black leather pants as before. His jaw was long and defined and his cheekbones high and chiseled, a bit unorthodox for Japanese features, but I had a strange feeling this particular identity was a special one.

“I’m assuming you didn’t kill this person either,” she said, as she took him in from head to toe.

He shook his head no and took another step forward. The massive swirls of emotion from each of them solidified within my mind and became visible to me. There was a lot of bright pink and light, along with a smattering of muddy blue, especially on Angie’s side. Geez she was absolutely freaking out right now.

“I can change forms at will without killing anyone, but it is difficult to maintain any form for long. This form is especially difficult to maintain and is one I haven’t tried in a long time.” He flickered for a moment, but took in a deep breath and his form solidified again.

“Why? What is so special about this form?” she asked.

He reached his hand out and lightly ran a finger down her bare shoulder. She noticeably shivered and his full lips lifted into a pleased grin.

“This is me. This is who I used to be and who I hope to become again once we reach Kagami. I know I may look like a monster, but that isn’t who I really am, Angela. I may be a war god, but I only seek out justice. You will never have reason to fear me.”

Shut the front door! This god of fortune didn’t hold anything back. He thought showing her his true physical form might engender some trust. I fanned myself as steam from the shower heightened the sizzle between those two. The tension was yummy. Better than a rom-com by far. I needed popcorn and chocolate, and I needed it fast. 

I saw her swallow a couple of times and couldn’t blame her. Bishu in his true form was not only daunting, but pretty much every girl’s warrior god fantasy come to life.

He’d played his cards well. He figured if Victor wasn’t truly a contender yet, then he needed to get Angie’s attention in a big way.

Mission accomplished.

Bishu: 1

Victor: 0  

“That’s good to know. Next time I come to the conclusion that you’re a psychotic killer, I’ll just come right out and say it. Save us some time.”

Bishu let out a chuckle and allowed his finger to drift from her shoulder to her elbow and then to her wrist where he took her hand in his and gave it a squeeze.

“Yes. I find your direct approach to everything quite refreshing.” He lifted her hand and gave her a low bow, maintaining eye-contact. 

She nodded, mouth hanging open as he kissed her knuckle and slowly rose to his full height, which was considerable. Then his form flickered once, twice, and he was back to being an over-sized beast from hell. Sadness swept through him and his shoulders hunched forward in defeat. His self-loathing caused him to think that his monstrous form was something Angie wouldn’t be able to look past, but he was about to find out that my best friend had one of the biggest hearts ever created by our First Parents. Offering up unconditional love was what Angie did best.

“You know what, Bishu? Whenever Hope and I have a misunderstanding we always hug it out.”

“Hug it out?”

She didn’t give him a chance to process that one before she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around his hairy torso, startling him in the process. Their colors solidified into unified pinks and golds. Signs of love, passion, confidence, and tranquility.

Very interesting. What was even more interesting was that I could actually see their colors. I tried to see how their auras bounced off the veil, but that aspect of the process still remained a mystery to me. Still, seeing their auras at all was encouraging. I’d take what I could get.

She leaned her head against his chest and said, “How long has it been since someone gave you a hug, hellcat?”

He rested his chin on top of her head and swallowed back the lump in his throat, her kind gesture overwhelming his normally stoic façade.

“We do not do much hugging in the Underworld,” he stated.

She chuckled and looked up at him.

“Well, I’m a hugger, so you better get used to it.”

He lifted a paw and gently smoothed back her hair.

“I shall look forward to every hug you offer me.”

Another significant look passed between them before poor Angie could no longer handle the heavy atmosphere.

This was Angie after all. 

She blinked and stepped out of his embrace, giving him a saucy grin.

“Always so polite, Bishu. Don’t think for one second those princely manners will prevent me from kicking your hairy rump while we’re training on the beach tomorrow.” 

Bishu gave her a delighted grin full of teeth I’d never want to face-off with on my own.

“I hear you are out of practice, Angela. Do not be overconfident.”

“Says the guy who got his butt handed to him during our first encounter. You do recall the moment I pinned you to the ground, right?”

“Of course,” Bishu said as he walked toward the door and then turned back to look at her. “It was one of the best moments of my life.” Then he sauntered out of the room like a satisfied predator who’d just managed to catch his prey. I didn’t need to see Angie’s face to know her mouth hung wide open.

Never thought I’d live to see the day when a beast managed to get the best of this particular beauty.
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Sleep proved elusive. Probably because I panicked at the thought of connecting with Amatsu in some nightmarish dimension warp. I drifted in and out of consciousness, but never really slept deep enough to get the rest my weary mind and body craved.

Training today was gonna stink.

Kirby was the first person I helped in unearthing specific memories involving his fighting skills. I really didn’t want to give him too much to process, and this time I made sure that nothing interrupted the procedure so I could monitor every memory from previous to present.

My father was a different animal altogether because most of his life dealt with heavy training and combat, and picking out the necessary memories without forcing him to suffer through the loss of a wife he didn’t remember was tedious and exhausting. He’d already lost my mom. I wasn’t going to add a second loss like that to his plate. By the time I finished highlighting the necessary memories for both of them, I could barely hold myself upright. Kirby and my dad looked like they needed several shots of adrenaline. 

I swayed on my feet and nearly fell over, but Tie’s arm around my waist prevented that disaster. I gave him a grateful smile at his worried look. He hadn’t said much to me as we’d all bunked down for the night, but he hadn’t been as distant either. I took Bishu’s advice and tried to give him the necessary space he seemed to need to forgive himself for his mistake, but it wasn’t easy. The bond with Amatsu was starting to affect me again. I wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer.

“I’m fine,” I assured him. “I just need to lie down for a little bit.”

“It looks like Kirby and Dr. Fairmont might need to as well,” Ms. Mori said. She reached for Kirby’s hand, a foreign tenderness shadowing her face. “Come, Kirby. Let’s get you some warm milk and tuck you into bed.”

My father narrowed his eyebrows at this exchange. Then he looked at me as if to say, Ms. Mori acting motherly is creeping me out.

“I can take Angie to the beach and work on some forms with her,” Bishu offered. 

Victor’s irritation slammed into me, but he didn’t say a word against it or offer to join in the training.

I was beginning to think Angie was right. His guilt over their history together prevented him from pursuing her no matter what he felt for her.

His loss, I guess. Victor was going to have to learn his lesson someday.

“Dr. Fairmont, I will help you to your room,” Victor offered. I gave him a grateful smile, since I was obviously not physically capable of lifting a hand to help anyone. Tie lowered me to the bed and pulled the covers over me as everyone dispersed.

In truth, I was a little nervous to be left alone with him. I wanted the chance to talk about my behavior on the island and the way my bond with Amatsu had nearly taken over, but I wasn’t sure how he would respond. An emotional expanse of fear, guilt, and uncertainty had built a solid barrier between the two of us. We had to tear it down. I needed him to break through it and fight for us just a little. 

“You didn’t sleep last night,” he stated.

“No.”

The creases between his brows deepened.

I sighed. “I can’t fall asleep completely. What if Amatsu sucks me in again? According to Bishu, I visit him in my sleep, but I don’t remember it when I wake up.

A muscle in Tie’s jaw ticked, but I pressed forward. He had to face this. He had to acknowledge that this was happening.

“If you hadn’t been there to strengthen our bond when Amatsu attempted to connect with me…I…” I kept my eyes glued to the white sheets covering my lap. Admitting this to Tie made me feel like such a hussy. “It’s so powerful. Those feelings were all-consuming and prevented me from remembering my point and my purpose.” I swallowed hard. “For a moment I forgot that I loved you.”

The words had to be said. He had to understand what this connection to Amatsu did to me, but handling the backlash of his emotions made me feel as if I was drowning in a sea of feelings I couldn’t surface from.

“I am going to stay here and watch you sleep this time.” He lifted my chin so my eyes were forced to meet his. They may have shown his agony, but they also held a fierce love for me that gave me hope he still felt like I was worth fighting for. “If I think that something about your ki is off, I’ll wake you up, bring you out of it. You can’t go on like this. If you don’t get some rest you’ll never be able to fight him off, and from what Bishu has told me, the bond Amatsu created with the Black Blossom is far stronger than any bond our First Parents originally created.”

His lips twisted in anger, and my cheeks pinked as I remembered the seductive pull I felt on the island, and the way the voice I heard made me want to abandon everyone and everything and simply give in at that particular moment. Instant gratification. Seemed to be the name of the game with Amatsu.

True, this bond was powerful, but it was fake.

“What we have is real, Tie. No matter what Amatsu managed to accomplish through magic, what we have is the real deal.”

“But will it be enough?” 

He moved away, but I grabbed his wrist and kept him from escaping.

“Do you still love me?”

His eyes shot to me, his look incredulous.

“How can you ask me that? Of course I still love you.”

“Then why are you distancing yourself from me? It’s like you’ve given up, like you think that what we have is doomed to failure.”

He sat down next to me, pulled me up into a sitting position, and held me to him. 

“All my life I have experienced only half of what I could feel, been only half of what I could be, fighting to attain the one thing that will complete me in every way imaginable.”

He gently pressed his lips to mine and seared me with a heated kiss. Then he pulled back and the pain in his eyes tore at my insides.

“Something always keeps you from me, prevents us from being together, and I’m so tired of it.” His thoughts carried him far away from me for a moment, and when he refocused it was obvious he’d come to some drastic decision. “I don’t know if we can wait for Hachiman to perform our binding ceremony. We have to do something to stop the spread of Amatsu’s influence.” 

Before I had a chance to ask him what we could possibly do, his lips took mine again in a kiss much more urgent and powerful this time. It was exquisitely beautiful and heartbreaking in its desperation. He connected with my ki and brought our colors together, building them into a powerful display that lit our cores from the inside out. I expected him to pull back at this point like he usually did, but he deepened the kiss and the connection. My core heated, sending tiny tingles of electricity through my veins and along my spine. I lifted my hand to his jaw and softly caressed the soft stubble there as his ki solidified around mine and began offering it a steady stream of energy that looked like liquid gold. 

The gold rushed to the cells in my body, forming a protective shield around the cell walls and moving on to larger, and more complex parts of my anatomy. A burning sensation started from the tips of my toes through my feet and up my ankles and calf muscles. I surrendered to the fire consuming me because I trusted Tie and I absolutely had no desire to ever be released from his arms, from his kiss, again. 

As the heat slowly reached my chest and entered my heart, an awful tearing sensation ripped at the center and pulled with a ferocious jerk that would have left me thrashing if my body hadn’t become immobile. The liquid fire within my chest pulled and strained as if attempting to uproot something buried deep within my chest. Tie’s arms kept me flush with his body and his soft lips consumed me. The energy from his ki poured into my heart and desperately tried to obliterate the one black spot at its center.

That was where the Black Blossom had stabbed me and where my bond with Amatsu originated. Tie’s ki used its energy to wrap around and under the black spot, attempting to pry it from its spot. The blackness within me finally sensed the attack and responded violently by sending out a burst of energy shrouded in darkness and hate. The unexpectedness of it caused Tie’s ki to lose its grip and our connection was lost.

I jerked my legs and came up for air as Tie let out a string of expletives and pulled me to his chest.

“It’s that one spot. That’s the source of the bond. Right at the center of your heart, and I can’t remove it.” He lifted his eyes to mine and tears streamed down his face. 

“If you can’t remove it, then who can?” I asked.

Moisture formed in his cold, blue eyes. His despair left me in a panic. His eyes grew chilly and distant.

“No one can remove it, Hope. The best I can do is continue to keep it contained so it doesn’t consume you.”

I shook my head, refusing to believe I was going to be connected to Amatsu on some level for the rest of my life.

“There has to be something we can do. And what about my ascension? That’s what you were trying to do, wasn’t it? Even without Hachiman? Without being married?”

“At this point it won’t matter if we are married. If I can’t destroy the darkness within your heart, you’ll never ascend, and if you never ascend you won’t ever be capable of channeling all of the energy you receive from the millions of ki beyond the veil in order to heal it. Not even with the Grass Cutter Sword helping you. You won’t survive that influx of power unless you are completely immortal.”

“You’re saying it’s hopeless?”

“I’m saying I ruined it. I ruined everything. My actions have put you in the worst kind of peril and assured the demon god his victory.”

I didn’t accept the doom he spouted. We had to keep fighting.

“What are we going to do then?” I asked. I hardly noticed the tears falling down my cheeks until Tie reached over and gently wiped them away.

“We’re going to find that prophecy, figure out exactly what its stipulations are, and then pray that our First Parents will have thought up a plan B for all of this, because as it stands, Hope, you cannot heal the veil until your bond with Amatsu is severed, and the demon god knows it. He’s known it for centuries.”

I leaned back against the wall and gave him a tired look.

“What if the prophecy doesn’t give us any answers? What if there is no way to sever this bond?”

Tie opened his mouth to speak, but closed it. There was nothing he could say to make this right. 

His silence said it all.

 

***

 

I managed a few hours of sleep after that disheartening discussion, but only because I was so exhausted, not even the certainty of the world ending could keep my lids open. Tie had to interrupt my sleep a few times when my ki flickered and faded. He thought it signified some kind of pull from Amatsu, but since I never remembered any of my encounters with him when I awoke I had no way of confirming his theory.

Training on the beach was a new experience for everyone. Bishu once again volunteered to help Angie with her conditioning while Victor paired up with my father and Ms. Mori took over Kirby’s exercises. I studied her soft features whenever she looked at Kirby and nearly doubled over in surprise when I realized that I felt slightly annoyed with her for never feeling any kind of motherly affection for me.

I was happy for Kirby, but I failed to understand why she had never loved me in our first life when it was obvious she was capable of motherly affection now.

I had to shake myself from these useless musings. No matter how disappointing I had been as her daughter, that was then and this was now. Kirby was happy, glowing from the inside out with every tender gesture Ms. Mori showed him and as long as he was finally being given that nurturing love he deserved, that was all that mattered to me.

“She may not show it, but she does love you, Hope,” Tie said as he handed me a practice sword.

I inhaled deeply and took in the brightness of his blue eyes under the rays of the sun. His light hair waved slightly against the wind. He was mine and yet I wasn’t certain I would ever fully be his.

“You reading my mind now?” I asked.

“No. Just your face. It’s always been very expressive.” His light smile grew serious as he regarded me. “I’ll never condone her for her behavior. I’ll never understand why she didn’t protect you from your father, and I’ve spent centuries despising her for that, but it might be time to talk to her about it. Forgive her for being such a crappy mother, at least for your sake. It isn’t healthy for you to hurt like this.”

“I’m not hurting,” I said a little too forcefully. “That woman means nothing to me.”

Tie nodded as if he understood my denial and pulled me into a hug, rubbing his hand along the length of my back.

“You ready for me to kick your trash?” he asked.

“As I recall, I did a fairly good job of keeping up with you in my first life.”

Tie laughed like I’d just told him one of the best jokes he’d ever heard.

No matter what I’d learned in my first life, I was seriously out of practice. To say that Tie schooled me for the duration of our training was an embarrassing understatement.

I couldn’t say my father fared any better. We both hobbled our way back to the resort. His hobbling was understandable. My soreness was disturbing. A sign that my ki wasn’t healing me properly. 

Angie didn’t even look winded.

I tried not to let that annoy me.

“You shouldn’t have turned me down all those times I invited you to do Pilates and Piyo with me.”

“My body perpetually heals itself and my metabolism is on fire, Angie. I had no idea sword fighting and a compromised ki lay in the very near future, but thanks for rubbing it in.”

“You betcha.” She gave me a squeeze and then apologized when I winced in pain.

“Well, I don’t think I did too bad,” Kirby said as he placed a hand in Ms. Mori’s

She looked down at him with a patient smile. “You have great strength within you. You’ll make a fine samurai warrior yet.”

He looked up at her with unabashed love in his eyes and then ran ahead with a whoop, waving his sword over his head. I watched her gaze follow him with a sadness so profound I literally had to catch my breath and blink back the tears. She didn’t want him to have to fight. She didn’t want him to die, and she knew, just as I did, that death was part of his destiny. Yet if the time came, would she save him no matter what? I didn’t think so. It was partly why I hated her. Duty above all else. Even above the safety of her children.

Some things never changed.

I dreamed fitfully that night and awakened in a pissy mood every time Tie shook my arm to inform me I was “flickering” again.

“Tie, I know you’re trying to be helpful, but this is the fifth time you’ve jarred my shoulder out of its socket.”

“Hope, get up now. This isn’t about Amatsu. Someone is trying to get into our room.”

That woke me up like a shot of adrenaline to the chest. I jumped out of bed as the crash of something heavy splintered the side of the door.

“What the hell are you two doing in here?” Angie said in a sleepy voice as she came out of the other bedroom and flicked on the light. Her eyes widened when the door nearly shook off its hinges.

“They’ve found us,” Tie said. “We’re going to have to fight them off.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image:  ]

 

 

Tie was right. There was no way out, unless we were interested in a three-story drop into a bed of flowers, and none of us were going to leave the rest of the group to fend for themselves.

Not a chance.

The door splintered at its hinges. One more blow sent it flying open and two nekomata stepped in.

Only two.

I would have preferred more. I had no idea how many my father and Kirby were dealing with even though Ms. Mori was with them, and I hoped the majority of their numbers hadn’t gone to the other room. The thought spurred me forward. I wanted these two dealt with as quickly as possible so I could go check on the rest of my family.

“Hope,” Tie yelled as I hurtled over my bed and ducked under a hairy paw.

I was still trying to wake up so my reaction time was a little off. Its claws ripped some of my hair out, causing my eyes to tear up, but I quickly elbowed it in the stomach and spun out of the beast’s reach as I caught Tie taking on the second nekomata out of the corner of my eye. He sent a swift punch to the nekomata’s neck and came back with a bloody hand holding a tiny knife.

I’d allowed myself to get sidetracked clocking Tie’s movements and wasn’t prepared for my legs to be swept out from underneath me. I went down hard and twisted my leg. I heard a popping sound and then pain tore through my knee. 

Crap. I was pretty sure I’d just torn my ACL.

I flicked my gaze up to the nekomata, wondering how I was going to get enough momentum to bring it down with one lame leg. It gave me a wicked grin and bent low to reach for me.  

“Amatsu never said you couldn’t be injured,” the beast growled. “He simply said you couldn’t be killed.”

Its eyes widened in pain and then its back arched as he let out a loud howl.

Angie ducked out from under its muscley arm and jabbed her fingers in its eye-sockets. It brought its hands to its face with a cat-like screech that made me wish for temporary deafness. Angie flipped her wrist, gripped the hilt of a dark dagger, and quickly plunged it into the beast’s chest. It staggered back, howling in anguish and then dropped to the floor.

I stared at the nekomata in shock and then swiveled my gaze to Angie who stood over the thing with righteous indignation etched across her features. With her wild, red hair in total disarray and an angry glint in her eye she looked like a fierce Amazon warrior. One you best not mess with.

“That’s what you get for hurting my best friend,” she muttered. Then she turned to me with a half-grin on her face. “Can you believe it wasted time talking while I was sneaking up on it? Somewhere, some remote village is missing its idiot.”

I let out a chuckle which quickly turned into a pained hiss when I tried to put some pressure on my knee.

Tie was already at my side, having dispatched his nekomata and a third one who had tried to come in.

“Did it stab you with a weapon?” he asked in a panic.

“No,” I said, feeling extremely annoyed. “I tore my ACL and tried to stand up too soon. My ki is almost finished fixing it, though. No worries.”

He sank down in relief and rested his head against my shoulder.

“I thought you’d been stabbed by a weapon from the Underworld again.”

“These guys may be stupid, but they know they can’t kill me, Tie.”

“I know, I just…” he took in a deep breath and let it out slowly as he gathered me to his chest. “I know.”

I wrapped my arms around him and let him hold me close even though I was impatient to get to the others, but his need for me was stronger than I could ignore, and after his distant behavior I found I needed the attention as well.

“Dammit, Hope, you are only supposed to engage with them as a last resort. What the hell were you thinking?”

“I was thinking we needed to get to the rest of the group as soon as possible. Who knows how many hellcats they’re dealing with right now?”

Fortunately, my dad entered the room, followed by Kirby, Ms. Mori, and Victor.

“We need to get out of here, now,” Victor said. Then his face morphed into a look of dismay as he took me in, his face draining of color. “Was she injured?

“I’m fine,” I said, feeling foolish. I really was in desperate need of more practice. Such a rookie move to get distracted like that. Tie helped me to my feet as the group moved through the door.

“Where is Bishu?” Angie asked, concern evident in her tone.

I picked up a hint of irritation from Victor, but he kept his voice neutral as he said, “Bishu is checking the perimeter to see how many are left. We’re going to take the stairs to the ground floor and deal with any remaining nekomata on the way there.” He looked left then right and motioned us to follow.

I gingerly put some weight on my leg and only felt a tiny twinge. By the time I stepped again, my knee had completely healed. We followed Victor, with Kirby, Angie, and myself in the middle. Tie, Dad, and Ms. Mori brought up the rear. Our assembly line probably looked a little strange. I hoped the other patrons on the floor were heavy sleepers and didn’t open their doors to see what was going on. I didn’t think we had time to protect any curious civilians.

Then again, we wouldn’t know whether they were actually civilians or nekomata in disguise. The thought made me sick to my stomach.

Victor opened the door to the stairs and slowly entered the stairwell. He looked up and down.

“I think it’s clear, but who knows how long that will last.” He motioned us to follow and we gingerly made our way down the first flight of stairs. It felt like we were going much slower than necessary, but Victor seemed to think that being quiet was better than stomping down at an accelerated pace.

I honestly didn’t know which course of action was the wisest, but I couldn’t help worrying that we were boxing ourselves in. Not that the elevator would have been a better choice. I had terrible luck with elevators. Just as we reached the second flight of stairs I heard a faint sound that brought me up short.

Click click.

Click click.

My gaze shot up the stairs and locked with the slanted green eyes and black slitted pupils of a nasty looking nekomata with one crazy scar that ran the length of its snout. I opened my mouth to scream a warning, but the creature’s own mouth grew wide, elongating its slimy fangs. A deep growl vibrated in its chest and suddenly a fireball shot straight at my head.

Tie pulled me out of the way just as it went sailing past me. I stumbled into his arms and scooted back as the creature jumped on the railing and launched himself down the side toward me and Tie. Ms. Mori lifted her hand and produced a thin sword that glinted a cruel black in the stairwell lighting. She jumped in front of me and thrust it upward as the nekomata came down, taking advantage of his momentum to plunge the wicked blade into its chest. It howled in pain and then crumpled to the stairs, one arm hanging on the railing and the other limp at its side. Its green eyes lost their focus and dimmed completely.

“Ms. Mori,” Angie said. “You sometimes scare the crap out of me.”

She gave Angie a tiny nod, like she felt flattered by the comment.

Strange woman.

Yet this strange woman had just saved my life. I was pretty sure that nekomata had not been interested in delivering me to Amatsu.

“Thank you,” I said as I watched her thin knife retract in her hand and disappear from sight. I was never going to get used to that strange trick.

Ms. Mori studied me for a moment and merely nodded again. “We need to keep moving. That beast made us lose precious time.”

Just as she said it, the stairwell above us exploded in noise. I had no idea how many nekomata followed us now, but we were all taking the stairs down two at a time with no thought of what might be facing us at the bottom.

We hit the ground floor running and launched ourselves through the door and out into the cool night air, immediately coming upon Bishu who was engaged with two other minions. Victor jumped into the fray, lifting his sword high in the air and swinging down, severing the head of one while Bishu quickly dispatched with the other. The rest of us kept moving, knowing what followed right behind us.

“We’re going to have to deal with them, Victor,” Tie shouted. “Otherwise, they’ll just keep tracking us.”

“We don’t know how many there are,” my father said.

“Time to find out,” Bishu shouted. “Angie, you get Hope, Kirby, and Dr. Fairmont to the vehicles. Don’t come back for anything.”

“Not happening,” I shouted. I turned around to face the stairwell entrance, pulling Kirby behind me. “Getting separated is what they want us to do. We’re stronger if we stick together.”

Tie opened his mouth to argue, but it was too late. Nekomata poured out of the entrance like a swarm of vicious locusts. I swallowed down the bile rising up my throat and steadied my breathing. There was no time to assess just how many there were before the fighting began.

“Kirby, do you have anything to defend yourself with?” I asked.

“I’ve got a gun,” he said, pulling out a shiny object from his back pocket. I wasn’t about to waste time asking him where he’d managed to get a weapon like that.

“Use it,” I shouted just as two nekomata came at us from different directions. We put our backs against each other and faced our opponents. Kirby got off a shot right away producing a cat-like shriek from his assailant. I dodged a swing from a clawed paw, but took a small knife to the shoulder when I lost my balance. The nekomata grabbed my other shoulder and grinned, showing me his fanged teeth. 

These stupid animals didn’t seem to realize that contact with me was a death sentence. I connected with its ki and made his nerve endings produce a burning sensation in his brain. He howled and jerked to the ground writhing in pain and eventually dying from it even though he wasn’t actually being burned alive. I didn’t have time to pull the knife from my shoulder before another nekomata attacked. I continued to hear a few shots go off behind me, which let me know Kirby was still okay and defending my flank. I just had to make sure I did as good a job defending his. 

I didn’t wait for the nekomata to get the jump on me this time. As he thrust with his sword, I stepped to the side and brought his sword arm down, spinning to my left and pulling his wrist backward until it cracked. It grunted at the pain, but locked its other arm around my waist. I connected with this beast and simply stopped his heart. I really didn’t have time to torture the thing even though I was pretty sure the process would have been very satisfying.

The ki from his body released a green mist, flooding me with a shock of power. I honestly hadn’t been seeking to absorb it. I’d just been too close to avoid it. I felt the circle of black within my heart expand ever so slightly, but I had little time to worry about that as I dealt with another nekomata. One went for my thigh and sliced it open, but I dove forward and wrapped my arms around its torso, instructing its ki to fill its lungs with fluid. We both collapsed on the ground, and I rolled over to avoid the green substance its body released as it drowned in its own blood. My arm was killing me, and my thigh was taking its sweet time to heal.

With the knife still embedded in my arm, a healing in that location would be impossible. I reached to pull it out and got tackled to the ground as a huge ball of fire went sailing over my head only to smash into the golf course several yards away. 

Tie flipped me over, saw the knife and nearly tore my arm in two trying to get it out.

“No,” he repeated over and over. “Not like this. Not again.”

I was dimly aware of Kirby sitting next to me, burying his head in my neck and sobbing. I looked up to see my father spin to the side avoiding a charging hellcat while simultaneously slicing the thing through with a wicked sword. It was impressive to say the least. His head snapped up at Kirby’s cries and his eyes locked with mine. The terror that filled them made me want to reassure him I was fine. Honestly, it was just a knife wound and my body was already healing it now that the knife was out, but he ran over and knelt beside me, cupping my face in his hands like he was never going to see me again.

I pushed him back and pulled my sleeve up to expose my shoulder.

“Guys, why are you acting like I can’t handle a flesh wound? It’s already closed up.”

Tie leaned forward and smoothed his hands over the area, shaking his head in disbelief, then he looked at the knife on the ground and snatched it up. 

“It’s not a weapon from the Underworld,” he stated, nearly choking on his relief. “They’re using man-made weapons on Hope.” He buried his face in his hands and took in a deep breath. I still had Kirby clinging to me, but at least he’d stopped sobbing.

“She isn’t going to die?” he asked.

I hugged him to me and then pulled back, showing him my arm.

“Nope. It’s already healed.” I took a look at my thigh. Lots of blood, but no more damage was visible.

“What happened?” Victor shouted running toward us.

Ms. Mori was sparring with one last nekomata. It almost looked like she was playing with it before she leaped forward, brought her sword up high, and came down, separating its head from its shoulders.

That woman was both amazing and freaking crazy.

I searched for the other two people in our group and grew alarmed when I saw Bishu carrying Angie in a cradle hold. My heart lurched at the sight of my best friend carried like an invalid. I tried to force my way to a standing position, but my dad pushed me back down.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he shouted.

“To heal Angie,” I said.

He glanced over his shoulder and then quickly moved out of the way as Bishu reached us and then knelt on the ground, still holding Angie in his arms.

I didn’t bother wasting time asking questions. Angie’s face and chest were covered in blood. I grabbed either side of her head, connected with her ki, and nearly vomited at the pain that tore through my body. Her insides had been skewered. There wasn’t a single organ that hadn’t been torn in some way after multiple stabbings. I began repairing the damage as her heart fluttered and stuttered, fighting to keep what little blood she had left pumping throughout her body.

Healing Angie in this condition was going to haunt my dreams for the rest of my life. I decided that multi-tasking was a better solution rather than healing the organs one by one. She’d be dead before even one of them had fully regenerated. I launched a full-body recoup, instructing the intelligences within her ki to repair the tissue damage for each organ all at once. Better to have organs functioning half-way than to have any of them stop altogether.

There was a chest wound I repaired immediately by healing the right atrium and aorta while the other intelligences went to work on her kidneys, liver, and lungs.

It was one of the longest, most nerve-racking healings of my life, although in reality it probably only lasted fifteen minutes.

It was Angie, though. I never wanted to see my best friend in this condition ever again.

As the last of the internal damage healed, I released her and opened my eyes. She was conscious and coughing up some residual blood, but after she finally cleared her throat and took in a deep breath she offered me a half smile.

“I guess trying to take on three at once was a bad idea,” she said in an annoyingly cheery voice.

Bishu barked out a relieved laugh and cradled her closer to his chest. On the outside, he didn’t look the least bit shaken by Angie’s near death experience, but his emotions were in severe turmoil. It was seriously like a hurricane of equal parts relief, fear, and protectiveness. Not to mention how angry he felt at her reckless actions.

He wasn’t the only one. My shaky knees gave out on me in my crouched position and my butt hit the ground.

“You took on three at once?” I said in a gruff tone. “You are insane, Angie. Akane might have been able to handle that, but you still have a lot of prep work to do before you’re ready for an ambush.”

She shrugged her shoulders nonplussed. “They were headed your way after you took down that second cat—bravo, by the way. I had to distract them somehow. It seemed like some nekomata were more interested in killing you than kidnapping you.”

I shook my head at her selflessness on my behalf then leaned forward and draped my arms around her which meant I was also half hugging Bishu.

“I’m actually really confused as to what their intent was,” Tie said.

I brought my head up and turned to look at him.

“I know,” Kirby said. He grabbed the knife from Tie and showed it to the group. “One nekomata tries to burn you alive with a fireball, and another stabs you with a sword that can’t kill you.”

“There were factions within the group,” Ms. Mori stated. “There’s no way for Amatsu to know exactly who wants Hope dead and who is still a loyal follower. Some members of this particular group wanted you dead, while the others hoped that injuring you with weapons you could heal from might incapacitate you long enough for them to take you without too much of a fight on your part.”

“It would explain why some of the nekomata began fighting with each other,” Bishu said. “Amatsu’s minions recognized the traitors in their group and infighting began.”

“It was certainly convenient for us,” Victor said. “We were outnumbered.”

He talked to the entire group, but his eyes remained glued to Angie and Bishu. I did my best to ignore his emotions, but his own worry over Angie and his guilt at not protecting her when she was attacked was too powerful to ignore. I felt my shoulders sag a little more as the weight of it all became way too much for me to handle. My own emotions were bad enough. I really hated battling to mute everyone else.

My eyes landed on the gun at Kirby’s feet and I picked it up, giving him a questioning look.

“Where in the world did you get this, Kirby?”

“Ms. Mori gave it to me and showed me how to use it. She wanted me to be able to protect myself without having to get too close to any nekomata. Pretty awesome, right?”

My gaze lifted to my former mom in surprise. She shrugged like giving a hand gun to a ten-year-old was no big deal. 

“The bullets are laced with metal from the Underworld,” she said. “Packs quite a punch.”

My eyebrows rose until they met my hairline. She’d done nothing but rail on me for keeping Kirby alive and now she was giving him guns to defend himself? Not that I was complaining. When it came to keeping Kirby safe, I could use all the help I could get, but her behavior was unexpected. Most moms nurtured with warm meals, hot baths, tender hugs, and loving kisses. 

Apparently, Ms. Mori was all about artillery.

“We need to move out before the local authorities arrive,” Victor said. “There were a lot of patrons watching the fight from the windows.”

“Really?” I said. I shouldn’t have been surprised by this. You don’t have an all-out war with a bunch of creatures from the Underworld at a crowded resort without getting noticed.

“No time to change, huh?” Angie asked as she pulled at her sticky tank top. 

“I would be happy to relieve you of your bloody clothes, Angie,” Victor said with a charming smile.

I hid my own smile as I stood and ignored the barely perceptible growl that escaped Bishu’s lips. 

“Our emergency packs are in the trunk of one of the rentals,” my dad said. “I’m sure Angie can find something to wear in one of them…with Hope’s help of course.” That last part he delivered in a stern voice and gave Victor the evil eye.

Always the parent, even if Angie wasn’t really his kid.

Bishu helped Angie stand while I put an arm around her, and we both led her to one of the cars.

“I’ll just…ah…go check with the others to see if we need anything else before we leave,” Bishu said.

He left Angie in my care with great reluctance. I opened the trunk, grabbed a duffel bag and pulled out a t-shirt and jeans. 

“You seem to have two admirers,” I stated as she peeled off the bloody mess she wore, grabbed a couple of wet wipes from a small package in the bag and wiped off her chest and abdomen.

“Well, of course I do. I’m the hottest bloody mess this side of the China sea,” she joked.

It was obvious she didn’t want to talk about it so I took the hint and let it go. Once she finished, I reached my arms out and folded her into a big hug.

“You saved my life today, Angie.”

“And you saved mine.” She squeezed me back and let me go. “I’m not gonna lie, though. If I can save your life again and avoid getting stabbed in the process that would be ideal. Sword wounds hurt like the very devil.”

“I know. I felt your pain when I was healing you.”

She stopped short and eyed me with a serious look.

“Is it always like that for you?”

“Always,” I whispered.

She nodded, wrapped an arm around my shoulder, and steered me toward the others.

“And yet you still fight to heal every single broken person you come across. There’s a fine line between selflessness and masochism, Hope.”

I snorted a laugh and leaned into her shoulder.

“I guess I’m just used to it.”

She remained quiet for a moment, thinking deeply about something. The sadness enshrouding her features was unusual for her. I wondered if an uncharacteristically serious moment was about to take place.

“Hope, I’ve been struggling with this dilemma of whether or not to tell you something. I just know how you’re going to react, and I’m not sure burdening you with this a stellar idea. I thought maybe I should just let things pan out, let fate take its course, but I can’t keep something like this from you. No matter how much I disagree with you.”

“What is it, Angie?” 

She stopped walking and turned to me. Her look of sympathy and her emotional pain on my behalf was what gave it away.

“When is Kirby going to die?” I asked.

“In three days.”

“The day the veil is supposed to completely fail?” 

She gave me a reluctant nodded.

“How?”

“All I’m getting is a vision of him covered in blood. I can’t even see the location. I’ve never had so little to work with before.”

I barely managed to contain my frustrated sob. I was so tired. Tired of this scenario repeatedly playing out. My steps slowed down as we neared the group.

“Whatever you decide to do about it, I’ll understand. I may not support it, but I’ll never judge you for it.”

“But will you be able to live with it? Will any of us be able to live with one more healing like that?”

Angie’s eyes filled with sympathy. She grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze.

“That’s for you to decide.”

 That’s what I was afraid of.
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We headed straight for the ley lines in Nago City Park where castle ruins played host to the Nago Cherry Blossom festival throughout January and February, the very same cherry blossom festival my parents had attended the day I was born. I wondered how my father would handle returning to this particular place, especially without my mom.

We pulled into the south entrance of the park and exited the vehicles. Everyone grabbed a backpack and started forward. I had a weird moment of panic at the thought of abandoning our vehicles for the foreseeable future. We couldn’t exactly drive through the castle ruins or the ley lines for that matter, and I doubted there were gas stations in Kagami, unless of course things had been modernized, but I got the impression Kagami was stuck in its own funky little time warp. Still, things felt more vulnerable on foot. We continued forward for a bit, everyone walking in silence, all too aware that the closer we came to the ley lines the more probability of running into more nekomata than we could handle. Soon we arrived at a large open square that held closed vendor establishments.

We headed past the small structures toward the back of the square. In the early morning darkness I made out a long, concrete staircase that curved upward, kicking off the start of the Nago castle ruins even though the staircase was obviously more modern in its structure.

In the car on the way over, Tie had explained that the castle had been constructed in the early fourteenth century and was the home of some royals, Ari of Nago. I guess they were members of the Ryukyu Kingdom until they’d had the unfortunate luck of being overrun by the army of Chūzan led by Shō Hashi during the invasion of Hokuzan.

The short history lesson had been mind-numbing, but in our current situation I think we all needed the brief calm before the storm we would eventually face.

As we began our ascent, I took note of the structures lining the sides of the stairs. They looked like elaborate stone bird cages. Cherry blossom trees past their blooming stage were also delicately planted alongside the steps leading up toward the unknown. In the darkness their spindly branches appeared to be waving in warning rather than instilling the peaceful calm I remembered feeling at previous festivals with my parents. 

We climbed up the stairs for what seemed like a ridiculously long time. I swear we climbed at least a thousand steps by the time we reached the top where an elaborate shrine stood welcoming all newcomers.

Angie huffed and puffed behind me, muttering something about crazy Asians building abnormally long staircases as a form of Chinese torture.

“We’re in Japan,” I reminded.

“Are you telling me the Japanese are unfamiliar with Chinese torture methods?” Angie asked. “I’m pretty sure our own government has adopted some of their nastier techniques.”

“Are we there yet?” Kirby asked in a hushed voice.

Victor lifted a finger to his lips and searched the surrounding area for threats. I wasn’t sure how we were supposed to cross into Kagami through the ley lines or what exactly that entailed, but I was definitely ready for more sleep and hoped we would arrive at our destination as soon as possible.

As far as the actual castle ruins went, there really wasn’t much left of them, at least, not from where we stood. As we followed Victor further in, the oppressive silence created a weird pressure within my head. It felt as if we were all trapped in a bubble that slowly shrank with every step we took.

“We’ll need to cross the line here,” Victor said in a hushed whisper. He, Tie, and Ms. Mori positioned themselves in a triangle with their bodies representing the shape’s three points while they kept their right hands connected in the middle.

“Are you going to help them?” Angie whispered to Bishu. He shook his head but refrained from explaining why.

“Before we open the lines and cross into Kagami, I must make something perfectly clear,” Victor said. “Under no circumstances will anyone wander away from the group. This world isn’t quite as…user friendly as it used to be.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Despite the fact that Amatsu cannot yet cross the veil into our world, his poison has permeated all of Kagami,” Ms. Mori stated. “His evil has infected everything. The plants, the wildlife, even some of the people. It is nothing like the world you remember, Hope. We won’t be safe until we reach the shrine and Shinto temple where Hachiman’s enchantments hold firm.”

My father let out an exasperated grunt. “Does anyone else think this plan is suicide? Why didn’t you folks tell us this before?”

“Would it have made a difference?” Victor asked. “We still have to find the prophecy.”

“Says who? And how, exactly? Kagami sounds less than hospitable. Why can’t we just figure out Tie’s part in all of this through trial and error and save the menacing world of Kagami for another day?”

“Dad,” I said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “We need answers, and we need Hachiman. If we can find a place where Amatsu’s minions can’t get to us then that should be our first order of business. We can only stay ahead of them for so long in this world. Eventually, they’ll find us again. Angie and Kirby have already been fatally wounded. Who knows what will happen next time? We need to get to the temple.”

I studied the planes of my father’s face, accentuated by shadows and moonlight. His features mellowed into reluctant agreement, but he didn’t like it, and honestly, I think the only thing preventing him from dragging me, Kirby, and Angie out of there was Tie’s uncanny ability to track my ki no matter where we were. What was the point, really?

“Fine,” he agreed. “No one wanders off. No one gets separated.”

“Good,” Victor stated. His attention turned back to the center of their triangle where their hands were connected. They all remained silent with heads bowed, chanting under their breaths so softly I couldn’t make out their words.

“What are they doing?” I asked Bishu.

“They are combining their ki into a single point of energy to open up the lines. Almost like a magical key.”

“You didn’t want to help them?”

“If my tainted ki interacts with theirs it will have devastating consequences, while simultaneously alerting Amatsu to our presence.”

I guessed that made sense. 

A bright line began forming on the ground before the three kami, spreading lengthwise with a line intersecting it in the middle. They all stopped chanting and turned to face the group. Victor cleared his throat.

“We cross over the line while walking the one that intersects. I will take up the lead and Ms. Mori will take the rear. Tie?”

“I’ll be by Hope’s side the entire time,” he confirmed. He approached me and took my hand. The warmth from his touch easily calmed my nerves, but the unknown was still out there, lurking just past those ley lines.

“Okay,” Victor said. “Let’s do this.”

We walked forward almost single file. I had Tie on one side, Kirby on the other, and my Dad following behind. Angie and Bishu were in front of us. I noticed Bishu place a paw at the small of her back and dropped my gaze to the floor before anyone noticed my small smile. The minute my feet crossed the first ley line and followed the one straight ahead, a dizzying pressure slammed into my chest. I did my best to breathe through it because I assumed this was simply a side effect of crossing into another world, but I didn’t notice Kirby or Tie struggling with the same issue. My feet slowed as the pressure increased and then a tug at my sternum jerked me forward and I nearly ran into Angie. 

“Hope, are you okay?” Tie asked. I nodded as he moved to steady me, but once my foot reached the last of the glowing line and crossed over, the pressure spread from my chest to my head and then my vision blurred causing me to see double. It cleared up just as quickly, but I was already stumbling forward.

Tie grabbed me again and steadied me.

“I’m okay,” I said.

A shrill noise to our right announced some unwanted company. Several nekomata sprang from the cover of trees and circled the group, forcing us to form defensive positions back-to-back with one another. I didn’t bother waiting for them to make a move. Instead, I grabbed the knife from my belt and threw it at the nekomata directly in front of me, hitting it directly between the eyes. The man-made weapon only served to annoy it, but its shriek forced everyone to action. We all broke off to face each personal threat, but I kept my eye on Kirby. Angie’s prediction plagued my thoughts even though the timing was off. 

I couldn’t lose him. Not now. Not ever.

I sidestepped one nekomata who thought that grabbing me might be a smart thing to do, but the minute we made contact, I connected with its ki ready to make its heart explode. Then I considered the action might strengthen my bond with Amatsu even more now that I was in Kagami. I couldn’t afford to absorb anymore of their unnatural ki. Instead, I immobilized it with the worst migraine headache in the history of the universe. Tie quickly ended the animal’s pain by severing its head, which I thought was extremely humane of him. I spun in a circle, making sure to keep Kirby right with me as I checked on the welfare of the rest of our group. This particular party of hellcats had been small and easy for our group to dispatch, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I wanted to be ready in case someone was injured.

A sharp cry to my left made me wilt in dismay. 

We had more company. 

Just as the new arrivals hit the scene my double vision surfaced again and my chest jerked forward. I landed on my knees and buried my face in my hands as the pounding in my skull grew to an unbearable crescendo.

“Hope, are you hurt?” Kirby asked. His comforting hand on my shoulder enhanced the excruciating pain. 

“Hope, you have to get up. More nekomata are coming,” Tie yelled.

I reached my hand in front of my face, but I couldn’t see it. Instead, that same cavernous space with its stone-like furnishings and green glow spread out before me in panoramic grandeur. The abrupt visual switch nearly made me vomit.

Someone took my hand, and Tie shouted a warning. The thunderous commotion surrounding me soon muted to a distant drone as the cavern came into better focus. The only thing I could hear after that was the sound of hurried footsteps scraping against the stone floors.

“My Lord, they’ve crossed the barrier into Kagami,” came a voice from up ahead. Dim lighting from a side tunnel grew brighter as a nekomata holding a torch bearing an eerie green light walked into the room followed by that same strikingly handsome man I had seen in a previous…vision?…episode?…I honestly had no idea what to call these experiences. The minute my eyes alighted on him, I felt my heart leap from my chest. This unwanted desire burned with annoying intensity.

“I know that. I can feel my connection with The Healer even stronger than before. The question is, where? Are they near the palace, the forest, or are they closer to the shrine?” he barked.

“The shrine. They would not be so foolish as to enter Kagami so far from their stronghold,” replied the nekomata. 

“Yes, but they are desperate for the prophecy. It is only a matter of time.”

“Fukurokuju can be relied upon to do his duty.”

“Fukurokuju is an opportunistic imbecile, and a prisoner,” Amatsu raged. “If he is given an out, he will most certainly take it, no matter where it is coming from.”

I drank in their words, though I hardly understood what exactly was meant by it. The mention of my previous father made me break out into a cold sweat, while any new information concerning the whereabouts of the original prophecy definitely piqued my interest. I remained still and quiet, hoping they would not only know its location, but openly discuss it. 

“I will contact the patrol closest to the shrine to take care of this, though they may already have felt the breaching of the ley lines and attacked. With any luck, we’ll have your future bride within our possession before the sun rises.”

Future bride? Don’t count on it.

But my very physical reaction to the demon god’s presence had me worried.

The nekomata left in a hurry. I silently cursed him for it. I wanted more information, and even though I wasn’t thrilled about this awful connection I shared with Amatsu, if it enabled me to spy on him undetected then perhaps it was the best, unintended disaster to have happened to me in a while. No sooner had I thought this then my hand slipped on the floor and a pebble skidded across the ground. I looked down at my hand in shock, realizing that I had made a physical connection within the Underworld while awake. My eyes snapped forward to see Amatsu staring at me in disbelief.

“You’re here,” he whispered. “I should have realized it, but I just assumed I felt closer to you because you crossed the ley lines into Kagami.” He took two steps forward, but froze when I put my hand up. Why he actually responded to my non-verbal cue was beyond me. He was the ruler of the Underworld for heaven’s sake, but I was grateful that he maintained his distance as I stood from my crouched position. The closer he came, the harder it was to resist that awful, uncontrollable urge to fling myself into his arms.

At my full height I tried to stare him down, but it was difficult to do since he was much taller than me and my eyes insisted on drinking him in rather than glaring at him in disgust. I hated this. Hated to feel as if my body and my emotions were no longer under my control.

“Where is the prophecy?” I asked. I’m not sure why I decided to go for such a blunt question. I guess tricking the prince of lies and manipulation wasn’t something I felt equal to. Maybe total transparency might be enough to blindside someone who reveled in mystery and half-truths into revealing the information.

His eyes certainly widened in surprise at my direct approach, but then they softened as they took the whole of me in.

“Is that really what you came here to ask me?” His sweet voice nearly begged me to assure him of something more.

“I didn’t choose to come here. I was brought against my will by that bond you created,” I argued.

He slithered forward, his eyes capturing me and freezing me to their spot. I knew it was wrong to want him, to feel compelled to fall into his arms, but my heart and my head were in constant battle with one another whenever I was in his presence. I swayed forward and then clicked my spine into a straight line, imagining my backbone as a steel rod incapable of movement. It would be funny if at the end of all this, the only thing that saved me was my stubbornness.

He stopped just in front of me and said, “I may not have been your first desire, but I guarantee you, Hope, I will be your last. You can’t run away from this. You can’t run away from me. You have no choice in the matter.”

It was the wrong thing to say. He could have spoken a thousand words of love and longing that may have had me fighting to keep my feet firmly locked in place, but the idea that my choices were no longer my own served to ignite a fury inside me that had been smoldering for over a thousand years. Without considering my actions, I pulled my fist back, and with all the force I could muster I swung it forward and clocked the demon god of the Underworld right in the face. 

He staggered back in surprise, rubbing his jaw and staring at me as if I had completely lost my mind.

His smile grew wide and he straightened, throwing back his head in delighted laughter. It wasn’t even evil or maniacal laughter, but mirth that was so normal and natural it actually gave him the appearance of possessing a hint of humanity. I could almost picture this deity as a common man, happy and carefree instead of the most evil being I’d ever encountered. It was a dangerous illusion that I quickly dismissed, but the fluid tones of his laugh caressed my senses and nearly pulled me in.

“I can’t believe you just did that.” He chuckled again and rubbed at his tender jaw-line, giving me an appreciative look. “You know, I don’t believe anyone has ever stood up to me like that before? How refreshing. I didn’t even bother to defend myself because I thought you’d be incapable of actually making contact—”

He broke off abruptly as his eyes widened in shock. “You made physical contact with me,” he whispered.

I stepped back in horror as I realized the enormity of my mistake. He hadn’t known I was actually here in physical form until my genius move. Perhaps being in Kagami had something to do with it because I hadn’t felt the bond grow any stronger until crossing those lines. 

“I…I…don’t know how…” I took another step backward, but Amatsu’s eyes narrowed in on my movements and within seconds he’d bridged the gap between us and pulled me into his arms. My body sang in relief, but my mind cursed his hold over me, fighting the pull, the rightness of the moment, knowing it was all artificial and wrong to give in for even a millisecond. I pushed at his chest and dug my heels into the stone floor, but my mind and body were hard at work, fighting against one another, and Amatsu’s hold on me was like steel.

His eyes drank in every facet of my face before resting exclusively on my lips. A shiver skipped along the length of my spine as he pressed me closer to him.

“Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited to do this?” he asked. 

His lips came down quick and voracious as they wrapped themselves around mine, drinking me in as if he might never get the chance again. I kept my hands pressed against his chest, refusing to throw them around him and embrace him fully as my body demanded. One small part of my brain remembered the feel of Tie’s lips on mine, and I had to hold on to that wonderful memory if I wanted to survive the passionate burn of this new threat to my morality and my own sanity.

I couldn’t help but participate in some way as he deepened the kiss. No matter what my mind screamed, I couldn’t prevent myself from kissing him back and reveling in the touch of his hands along my waist or the way my stomach fluttered as his kisses grew more impassioned with every moment that passed. 

I felt him connect to my ki, heading straight to the dark spot within my heart and combining the greens and blacks of his soul to enlarge and enhance the one smudged spot in mine. I let out a soft moan as the darkness spread in a slow circumference, blossoming out and smoothing over the entirety of my heart until the whole thing became black. This level of connection allowed me to see a side of him I didn’t believe existed. 

His desire for me not only sprang from his plans to break free of the Underworld, but also of his desperate need for me on a personal and emotional level. For a brief moment I saw who he had been before he fell. His aura bright, his eyes light and exceptionally clear, his countenance that of one of the most favored of our First Parents. I saw all that he used to be, all of the potential he once had for good, and it completely broke my heart. As the darkness continued to creep in, the last vestiges of light I had within me sent out a call for help and I pulled out of Amatsu’s kiss, yet still remained firmly within his grasp.

My eyes watered and tears slid down my face as I took him in. His own eyes were filled with a deep sorrow I could barely fathom.

“I did not think love could produce this much…torment,” he said under his breath.

I lifted my finger to wipe away the tears that slid freely over his cheeks.

“You have no idea what real love is. What you feel is a product of what you forced,” I said in a sad voice.

He shook his head. His eyes fierce and unyielding. “Then why does the thought of causing you pain also cause me pain? Why can’t I stop thinking about the death of your mother and the part I played in it?”

I stared at him in amazement but refused to believe his words. I only knew he was a master manipulator and had the advantage because he quite literally had my heart.

“You are so much more than what you’ve become, Amatsu. I feel truly sorry for you.”

His gaze hardened at my words, but the tears remained. 

“There is no fixing what has already been done. No turning back now.”

“I don’t believe that.”

He shook his head having an internal argument with himself.

“I can’t remain trapped here for the rest of eternity.” He swallowed hard. “And I can’t lose you now,” he stated.

“I’m not yours to keep.”

That brief, vulnerable moment where I thought I might have gotten through to him wavered as his look turned to granite and he pulled me in even closer.

“Oh, yes, Hope, I believe you are.”

He kissed me yet again and connected to my ki with more urgency this time. I knew what he was trying to do. He wanted to complete the bond and force my ascension, something he was perfectly capable of doing as a greater kami, the demon of the Underworld. Hachiman wasn’t a necessary part of this equation. I pulled into myself, despite my ki’s desperate urgency to bond with him fully, and did my best to fight the spread of the inky darkness within my soul. Just when I thought Amatsu would succeed, his hold on me lessened, his body became less substantial and soon I moved right through him, turning around to see that I was no longer there in physical form.

“What is happening?” he shouted, spinning around to face me.

Something pure and right took hold of me. A warm connection overrode the darkness within and I felt myself diving toward the gold and amber hues of Tie’s ki as he beckoned me back to him. I rushed headlong into that familiar light and fully emerged myself in the vibrant colors produced by a soul I knew and loved so well. The arms that enfolded me now were Tie’s and the lips pressing sweetly against mine belonged to my true soul mate. 

He pulled away slowly, his look almost unfathomable, the pain of our brief separation evident in his stricken face.

“I almost lost you,” he said. “I almost lost your light.”

“I…” I didn’t know what to say. Guilt at my actions and the kiss I shared with Amatsu tore through me. How was I going to explain to him what had happened? How was I going to fight it if it ever happened again?

“How do we make it stop, Tie?” I finally said and began to sob.

He blinked away his own tears and cradled me closer to him. 

He said nothing. No words of encouragement or reassurance. His silence, his air of hopelessness left me feeling nothing but dread.

I didn’t know if he had it in him anymore to hope for a future with me in it. Which meant I would have to be strong and hope for both of us—hope that our love would be enough to bring me back to him again and again. 

Yet a small part of me, a part that hadn’t existed before, ached for a different set of arms wrapped around me and a different pair of light blue eyes staring into mine, eyes that held all of the pain and sorrow this world had ever known.

And it scared the hell out of me.
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I didn’t get to stay locked in Tie’s embrace even though that’s exactly where I wanted to remain for the rest of the day. No sooner did he bring me back then the group demanded an explanation. I didn’t think I was ready to have that conversation, so I deflected.

A coward’s move.

“What happened while I was…gone?” Tie’s hold on me tightened as he brought me to my feet. “I thought I heard Kirby say we were hit with more nekomata.”

Ms. Mori shook her head. “They weren’t nekomata.” She gestured an arm behind her and stepped back. My eyebrows rose at the sight of what had to have been nearly thirty men, garbed in strange gray robes, with wicked looking katanas bearing black blades strapped to their hips. “Hope, these are some of the monks from the temple. They came to assist us when they sensed our arrival.”

“These are monks? They look like warriors.”

“They are that as well. All of them have dedicated their lives and sworn an oath to protect The Healer,” said a wizened man near the front of the group. I recognized this particular individual. I remembered him from my first life during that final battle when he assisted Victor in banishing my soul into that statue. The scar on his face was also unforgettable. You didn’t see many unhealed injuries on a deity. 

He also looked exactly like the man who shot my mother. I shook my head, reminding myself that he hadn’t even been there.

“Hachiman,” I said.

He nodded his head and bent forward in a respectful bow. The rest of the monks behind him followed suit. I was overwhelmed at the show of support and felt wholly undeserving of it. I couldn’t believe they had all pledged an oath to give their lives for me. I hated the responsibility it added to my already burdened shoulders. 

I hadn’t had much practice recently in Japanese customs and etiquette, but I remembered enough to return the gesture though I nearly swayed a bit in the process. I still hadn’t recovered from my disastrous visit to the Underworld.

“I know you all have many questions needing answers, but we must return to the safety of our enchantments before anymore of Amatsu’s followers discover our whereabouts. Then we may converse freely.”

Tie slid his arm around my waist to give me the support he probably noticed I needed, and we all turned to follow Hachiman and his monks back to the sanctuary.

Angie quickly joined me on my other side and grabbed my hand.

“You scared the crap out of us,” she whispered.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know how to stop this.”

“You don’t understand, Hope,” Tie said. His clenched jaw suggested he dealt with some very overwhelming emotions right now. His fevered look forced me to contemplate the idea that this entire ordeal had nearly broken him. He looked a little unhinged. “You were on your knees staring at absolutely nothing, and when I reached for you, my hand went right through you. You went from being with us physically to being nothing more than a spirit. Then you began to fade.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Your spirit began to grow dark and you nearly disappeared. The only thing that prevented me from losing you altogether was that burst of light you sent out. I was able to latch onto it with my ki and pull you back little by little. Once you were tangible again, I brought you back as quickly as possible, but this new development means Amatsu can take you without the help of his minions. If at any point your bond with him grows just a tad stronger, he can trap you in the Underworld with him forever.”

I shook my head in dismay. “We have to find a way to reverse this,” I said.

“Maybe Hachiman will have some answers,” Angie offered.

“Answers are exactly what this group is in desperate need of,” Bishu said as he came up to Angie’s other side. “And based on how quickly you nearly disappeared, Healer, I’d say we don’t have much time left.”

Our walk to the temple was less than five minutes, but I wasn’t prepared for the sight that met me as we came to the top of a hill that overlooked the grounds below. To our left, the Shinto temple, Holy Cherry Tree, and grounds shown brightly against the backdrop of a dark-green forest. The entrance to the grounds was marked by a large, torii gate, bathed in golden metals with the top beams flaring up at the ends. I didn’t remember it from my previous life, but I assumed it had been made as part of the enchantment since the golden glow from the dome burned brightest at the entrance. Small stairs led up to a long pathway paved in cobbled stones that ended at the temple’s front entrance. On the left side of the pathway, closer to the entrance, stood a small fountain for washing before continuing further on. 

A temizuya, I reminded myself. 

Statues of two guardian lion dogs sat on either side of the path guarding the temple. One lion had its mouth open, the other lion’s mouth was closed, symbolic of the beginning and the end of all things.

Komainu.

To the left of the temple several paces away stood the most beautiful cherry tree in full bloom, radiating its own golden  hue, appearing far more ethereal than anything I had ever seen. And just to the left of that a small shrine had been erected. The building’s Japanese architecture was highlighted in red and gold accents on the roof and siding. Within the opening of the small shrine stood a statue I was horrifically familiar with. One I assumed had been destroyed when I was reborn. Apparently, the monks had seen fit to have another constructed. It did not make me happy.

Appearing to read my thoughts, Tie said, “The statue was created not only to honor your memory, but to represent kami everywhere. You remember your Japanese culture and history, don’t you?”

I nodded. 

The shrine was called honden, meaning sanctuary. It was intended solely to house the enshrined kami, the kami either being represented by a mirror or a statue. I definitely would have preferred the mirror. Just looking at the stone structure so similar to the one I had been trapped in for a thousand years ruined the peaceful calm the rest of the scene produced.

Despite my phobia where the statue was concerned, the entire area was breathtakingly gorgeous.

“Quite the prison they have here,” Angie whispered candidly. “You almost forget what that golden dome is for as you take in landscape.”

Leave it to Angie to tell it how she saw it. She was on high alert, not liking the idea of entering an enchanted area and possibly being trapped in it. I didn’t blame her. I knew a thing or two about being trapped.

We followed Hachiman’s group down the slope toward the gate and waited as Hachiman placed his fist on the outer dome, parting the golden light with his hands and allowing us passage.

“Well, that was awesome,” Kirby said in excitement after we had all passed through. “What other freaky tricks do you think these guys can do?”

“How about bringing people back from the dead?” said a familiar voice up ahead. I brought my eyes to the path and zeroed in on a figure of a man I never thought I would ever see again.

“Daiki,” I breathed as he drew closer.

His grin widened once he made eye-contact with me, and his arms opened wide as he ran forward.

I sprinted in his direction, ignoring the shocked noises from everyone in my group. Throwing myself into his arms I laughed and cried as he spun me around and planted a kiss on my forehead. This could not be happening. It didn’t make any sense at all, but I could feel his strong arms around me. Arms that had sheltered me and comforted me during some of the most difficult moments of my first life.

Setting me down, he inched back to study me, examining this new me with paternal interest.

“How?” I asked. “I thought you passed away. I thought you died of old age, or possibly in battle, or something!” I could hardly catch my breath I was so overwhelmed by this turn of events.

“Old? Do I look old to you?” he chuckled.

In truth, he looked exactly the same as he had before. I couldn’t account for it. Someone needed to explain it to me and quick.

I took in our large group, noticing that most of the monks had dispersed, leaving behind only Hachiman and the rest of our group. Ms. Mori, Victor, and Tie stared at Daiki in disbelief while my father looked at him in total confusion. He recognized him from some of his memories, I could tell, and there was a fierce longing to go to Daiki and reconnect, but he hadn’t completely regained every moment of his first life back. The best he could offer was a host of conflicting desires as he stared at his father from a previous life.

Ms. Mori raised an eyebrow at Hachiman, her annoyance obvious.

“Explain, Hachiman. I don’t understand how he is here, why he is here, or why you kept us in the dark about this. He passed away in service to The Healer long before his own son.”

Hachiman gave her a patient smile—what a saint—and strode forward to shake Daiki’s hand.

“That’s not true, Chinatsu. I made Daiki an offer several centuries ago in gratitude of his constant service in protecting The Healer despite the fact that it would have been safer if he and his family had permanently left Kagami after Fukurokuju discovered his involvement with Hope. He agreed that it would be best for him to remain a key player in this war we have fought for so long now. Through my help, he ascended and became a kami.”

I kept forgetting these major deities were capable of helping others ascend without losing their immortality in the process.

Handy. 

I wasn’t about to complain if it meant being with the people I loved for eternity. Then I thought about Daiki’s wife.

“Hatsumie,” I said. “You’ve been without her all this time.”

Daiki’s eyes softened at my words, but he didn’t appear saddened by them. “I often feel her light touch through the veil, Hope. I promise you, though our loved ones may move on to the next phase of this glorious journey, they are never far from us.”

I sensed a double meaning in that where Kirby was concerned, and tried to imagine myself feeling so calm and tranquil about outliving a family member. I still hadn’t completely accepted my own mother’s death, but maybe that was the problem. Maybe if I could make peace with it, I might actually feel her presence the way Daiki felt Hatsumie’s. Still, he’d made some enormous sacrifices for this cause.

For me.

Why did I continually feel so undeserving of it?

Probably because I was so undeserving of it.

“Where have you been for all these centuries?” Tie wondered.

“Looking for the lost gods of fortune, and having some success in that respect. I was able to locate Ebisu, who had hidden for centuries amongst a group of fishermen in Port Isaac along the northern coast of Cornwall. He is here now, protected within these enchantments, but if Amatsu were to find him, our trials and tribulations would become the very bane of our existence. We can’t fight this war if Amatsu has the gods tipping the balance of things in his favor. It would seem, however, that you have had some success in finding your own god of fortune.” He looked at the nekomata standing just next to Angie and bowed at the hip in a show of respect. “Bishamonten. You are a difficult deity to find, and an even harder one to rescue.”

Bishu grinned his toothy grin and bowed low at the waist.

“Perhaps it is because I am not quite myself these days.”

“I can see that,” Daiki said good-naturedly.

“No idea of Benzaiten or Daikokuten’s whereabouts?” Victor asked.

Daiki’s face clouded. “No, but the gods of wealth and knowledge are too valuable to be killed. It is highly likely that they met Bishamonten’s same fate and are now trapped somewhere within the Underworld.”

Hachiman surveyed the group for a moment before saying, “I think you all have had enough surprises for one day. Perhaps it would be best if we get everyone situated within the temple. Once you have rested and been fed, we can begin to plan our next steps.”

“Isn’t it wise to begin our plans immediately?” Victor asked. “What if Amatsu attacks now that he knows exactly where Hope is?”

Hachiman patted his shoulder in a reassuring manner, obviously familiar with Victor’s aggressive, he-man behavior. “We cannot plan effectively if our minds and bodies are not given sustenance. We have waited centuries for this monumental time in the prophecy. Surely we can wait a few hours more.”

Victor nodded a bit reluctantly and followed Hachiman toward the entrance of the temple with the rest of us close behind.

“Daiki, I think there is someone you should meet,” I said as I walked over to my father. 

Daiki’s eyes lightened with happiness as he took in my father and held out his hand.

“Dr. Fairmont, I have heard many great things about you. I’m grateful you have taken such good care of Hope.”

My father cleared his throat.

“Well, I promised you I would. A very long time ago.”

Daiki paused to register my father’s words. He studied him in a way that made me wonder if he had the power to see a person’s soul.

“Tadashi,” he said in a hushed tone.

My father nodded.

Daiki placed both hands on my father’s shoulders and then pulled him into a bear hug.

“I’m beginning to understand why Chinatsu is always so annoyed with Hachiman,” Daiki said as he pulled back to study my father’s features. His emotions were all over the place, but in a good way. “He doesn’t seem to be one for sharing all of the important details.”

My father laughed and shook his head, patting Daiki on the back and then wrapping an arm around my shoulder. “I’m pretty used to navigating my way through the dark by now.”

 

***

 

 

The temple’s construction was made entirely of wood and spread out into three separate buildings, each one a few stories high. On the outside, the different floors were separated by the dominant feature of most Japanese architecture, that of the roofing and the flared eaves extending far beyond the walls. Posts and lintels supported the largest gently curved roof on the first floor of each building.

On the inside it was obvious the building was made to last. The Ivory Palace where I used to live as The Healer had been unorthodox in its construction and this temple also fell under that category. Where walls and doors were generally built thin and made to slide open, the heavy doors, thick walls, and sturdy ceiling made me think the monks had done some hefty reconstruction over the centuries. Upkeep would be necessary, but the temple looked as if it had been prepared for war.

I figured that’s exactly what this structure was now fortified to withstand. We entered a great hall and followed Hachiman into a large eating area where a long, rectangular table hovered just high enough above the ground for us to sit with our legs folded on thin cushions. Bowls of steaming miso ramyeun—basically yellow noodles in miso broth with bean sprouts, and slices of cooked pork—were quickly placed before us by some of the monks in residence. 

I breathed in the savory meal’s enticing smell and decided I’d take this over my regular packet of ramen any day.

Tie was on my right, of course, and Kirby had snuggled himself against my left side with my father next to him. Hachiman and Daiki sat directly across from us with Angie and Bishu on their left. Ms. Mori and Victor situated themselves near either ends of the table. There wasn’t much talking as everyone inhaled the warm bowls of noodles, pork, and sprouts. Platters of rice cooked in green tea were served as well. I thought it interesting, but wasn’t really a fan of green tea even though I remembered enjoying it in my first life.

Weird how that preference had changed.

Some veggies were added to the mix, but I was only able to enjoy a bit of the broccoli before I found myself completely stuffed. Once Hachiman noticed we’d begun to slow down, he asked us about our journey and our discovery of Bishu.

Victor took the lead on bringing the deity up to date. I think, for once, we were all grateful that Victor’s take charge manner never lost its steam. Based on everyone’s emotions, I didn’t think there was a single person besides Victor who felt up to summarizing the main concerns.

“We may have arrived here in one piece, but we have several things to worry about,” Victor said as he finished up his excessively detailed narrative. Seriously, I thought I saw Angie nodding off at one point. The only thing saving her from face-planting it into her soup was the gentle nudge Bishu aimed at her ribs. “We have no idea where the prophecy is located, and Amatsu’s bond with Hope is now capable of transporting her to the Underworld permanently.”

Hachiman studied me for a moment, his intense eyes clear and unnerving.

“Hope, how often have you absorbed a nekomata’s essence?” he asked in a reserved voice.

“What are you talking about?” Tie asked. “That isn’t possible—”

Hachiman held up a hand to silence him, but refrained from saying anything else, his eyes never wavering from mine.

I hesitated for a moment, unclear as to what kind of trouble I might be in, but figuring honesty was the best policy at this point.

“I think two, maybe three, times. I didn’t realize what was happening the first time. Once I killed the nekomata, a green substance rose from its body and I absorbed it without intending to.” Victor let out a disapproving hiss through his teeth, so I rushed through the rest of my explanation before he could interrupt. “I may have been anxious for it to happen again the next time. The feelings it produced were addicting, but I was beginning to freak out about the way it affected my bond with Amatsu. I tried to avoid it after that.”

“Is that why we almost lost you in Alaska?” Tie asked. His voice sounded tense, strained even.

“Each time she absorbs a nekomata’s essence she is essentially doing what a nekomata does when he goes after a human victim,” Hachiman stated. His voice held no accusation or judgment. He simply stated the facts, but I felt the wave of revulsion that hit Victor, the worry that washed over Ms. Mori, and the devastation that swept through Tie. I shrank in on myself, feeling wholly unworthy, once again, of this calling I’d been given, of the responsibility that had been placed upon my shoulders. I knew what I had done was wrong, but the first time it had been an accident, and the second time I honestly didn’t realize what was happening. I simply knew it made me feel wonderful. More powerful. 

“I’m sorry,” I said in a small voice. “I wasn’t aware of what I was doing, but I haven’t allowed it to happen for a while. So I don’t know why Amatsu was able to reach me now.”

“You’re in Kagami,” Hachiman stated. “The bond is naturally going to be stronger the closer you are to the demon god.”

“This isn’t Hope’s fault,” my father defended. “None of you ever warned her that absorbing someone’s essence was even a possibility. How was she supposed to know she had to avoid it? How was she supposed to know what she was even doing?”

“She shouldn’t be capable of this,” Victor said. He ran a hand through his hair in extreme agitation. “I swear, Hope, the more I learn about you and your powers…killing people with simple contact and a single touch, breaking through the veil to save people who aren’t meant to be saved, downloading memories, training with Tie to learn to fight…absorbing the filthy essence of a nekomata.” He nearly let spittle fly as his outrage grew. “Knowing what I know now, if you were still my soul mate, why I’d probably—”

“I swear to you, Victor, if you even dare finish that thought, I will launch my half eaten bowl of food at your head and watch with great delight as the noodles mess up your perfectly coiffed hairdo,” Angie threatened.

“Bottom line,” Tie added tersely, “she’s not your soul mate. She’s mine, and I’ll not hold any of it against her. She believed what she was doing was right, and she wasn’t prepared for any of this. I won’t fault her for that, especially since the blame for the bond with Amatsu falls on me and me alone.” 

He placed a comforting arm around my shoulder as I tried to give myself the same slack he had, but I just didn’t think I was really off the hook here in the accountability department. Mainly because I felt zero remorse for many of my actions. That’s what I truly felt bad about. I felt remorse for feeling zero remorse. Ha! 

Sure, I felt guilty for absorbing the essence of a nekomata, but I still wasn’t sorry for saving Kirby. I wasn’t thrilled about killing Amatsu’s minions, but I wasn’t going to apologize for it. Not if it meant saving a loved one. I wasn’t sorry for learning to fight. I wasn’t going to apologize for using my powers to help people remember previous lives.

Victor’s ideals of the perfect soul mate were an illusion, at least where I was concerned. Good thing we weren’t really tied to one another. 

“Hope’s bond with Amatsu has probably affected some of her choices too,” Kirby said in another valiant attempt to defend me. “It isn’t her fault that the demon god has been able to control some of her feelings and choices.”

I squeezed his hand, grateful for his input, his ever-present faith in me.

Everyone sat in uncomfortable silence until Hachiman broke in a moment later by clearing his throat.

“I didn’t mean to cause an argument. I’m simply trying to help The Healer understand that any choice she makes that goes against the laws of nature will have terrible consequences. Her connection to Amatsu will strengthen, while her connection to Tie will eventually sever. In truth, it will happen either way, no matter what Hope does, but her actions will either speed up or slow down the process.”

“There’s no way to reverse it?” Tie asked. He tightened his hold on me. “We thought, we hoped, that you would be able to perform the marriage ceremony for us. I can’t help her ascend on my own. I’ve already tried.”

My father let out a disgruntled sound, but refrained from starting another argument at the table.

“I’m not surprised you actually tried without waiting for my part in it,” Hachiman said without censure, “but I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do to help you heal the taint within her heart.”

“Then it’s hopeless?” I asked. “I’m eventually going to belong to Amatsu?”

“Well, who you decide to join with will be entirely up to you,” Hachiman stated. 

“But…I have no choice.”

He gave me a smile that made me believe he knew far more about the mysteries of this world, of this Universe, than I would ever be capable of discovering in one lifetime.

“There is always a choice, Healer. I just pray you’ll know what that choice is when the time comes.”

Cryptic.

And utterly useless. 

I wasn’t the only one beyond frustrated with what Hachiman had to say. Tie’s anger and bewilderment at this pronouncement joined the bevy of despairing emotions from every single person at the table. 

Victor had embraced defeat with the determination to fight the good fight until the bitter end, almost thriving on the challenge. Geez, he had some issues. I really wanted to smack him a bit. Ms. Mori’s conflicting emotions confused me since some of the more tender feelings weren’t just for Kirby, but for me. I couldn’t process it, so I just moved on and assessed my father who felt nothing but agony at the thought of losing me. Angie was ready to kick some serious ass on my behalf, Bishu seemed more concerned about her restlessness, and Kirby was clinging to me as if I’d already disappeared and landed in the Underworld. I ground my teeth as the emotions became too much for me.

I was beyond exhausted.

I was toast.

“Let’s just start with the first thing on our to-do list,” I said in an attempt to regain control of my spiraling situation. “Not to beat this horse into the ground, but we need the prophecy.” I turned my gaze to Hachiman. “We hoped you might have an idea of where the original scroll is or if you stored it here with other sacred records.”

“No. I’m afraid not, and I’m not capable of translating it either way,” he said.

“Of course not. I’m not sure why we were hoping that things might go our way,” my father said.

“But I have an idea of who has it,” he continued.

Our collective focus sharpened on the wizened old man.

“Who?” Kirby asked.

“Amatsu.”

I lowered my head in my hands, wanting to curl up into a tiny ball. It was the last straw, really. The only way to get the prophecy was to actually get to Amatsu, something we were all actively trying to avoid.

Oh, the irony.

“How did Amatsu gain access to the prophecy?” Victor growled.

“Through Fukurokuju,” Hachiman said. “During our…captivity within the Ivory Palace, the gods of fortune and myself were tortured for specific information. Every single one of us is endowed with secrets and mysteries of the Universe that we use to perform our own roles as kami. We were all commanded to write what we knew upon sacred scrolls.”

“You mean, like a journal?” Kirby asked.

Hachiman gave him a kind smile.

“In some cases, yes, but mostly knowledge of things past, present, and future. For example, Fukurkuju is the god of longevity. His parchment scroll or makimono carries the names and lifespans of every person who ever has been and who ever will be. Not that he’s honored his role or his responsibility. In truth, he has used that very knowledge to thwart many plots against him and ruin countless lives.”

“Why is he allowed to continue then, if he has become so corrupt and evil?” my father asked.

Hachiman gazed at him in surprise. “Why choice, of course. It is the same old question of why bad things happen to good people. Why would our loving First Parents allow awful things to occur to people who deserve so much better? Simply put, they cannot interfere with the decisions made by their creations. The right to choose, to decide for oneself between right and wrong, is the very foundation for which nations have gone to war. The consequences must play out. A person’s intentions, inherent nature, and decisions must take their course. It is the only way for everyone to receive their just desserts in the end.”

“But so many innocent people suffer when bad choices are made,” Kirby argued.

“I agree,” Hachiman said. “And their pain and suffering is not only cast upon the head of the one responsible, but become a tool for learning and growth in the end. Could our First Parents prevent the evil Fukurokuju and Amatsu have perpetrated? Of course. But then how would anyone be tested and proved? How would any of us be given the chance to choose good in the face of evil? The human spirit’s capacity to fight for what is good and right is remarkable, always rising to the occasion when tyrants and oppressors exert their will. Everyone learns something vital throughout the process, and that is a huge part of why we are here in the first place. All we can take with us when we pass through the veil are our relationships with one another and the knowledge we have gained in this life.”

He let that sink in for a moment while I tried to come up with the courage to call him out on his blatant lie. How many times had I been given a choice when it came to my soul mate, my destiny, my role as The Healer? How many chances had I been given to exert my will and choose my own path? Had I done it anyway? Sure, but according to the prophecy my life had already been determined for me so where was the free will in all of that? 

Pretty words, but I was too bitter to buy it.

“But I’m getting off topic,” he continued, eying me as if he understood my internal dilemma on the subject. “Fukurokuju saw the rest of the gods of fortune as competition and wished to have all their knowledge.”

“You’re not a god of fortune,” Ms. Mori said. “What knowledge did you have that he wished to know?” 

“Since I’m the first born of our First Parents, my knowledge involves the creation of worlds.”

“Well, when one is considering total domination, I suppose one world isn’t enough for someone like Fukurokuju,” Angie muttered. “Did he think you had some kind of control over the Universe as well?”

“He certainly believed my knowledge would be useful,” Hachiman said evasively.

“How does any of this point to Amatsu having the prophecy?” my father asked.

“Fukurokuju was able to torture and retrieve quite a bit of information from some of the gods, including locations of these sacred scrolls.”

“And you think one of these scrolls is the prophecy?” Victor asked.

“It is the only solution I can come up with. I wasn’t aware that it would be so important until recently. None of us knew what the outcome would be after Tie gave Hope the Black Blossom, but it is my suspicion that Amatsu has been aware of this situation for some time and most likely wanted answers just like we did. Anyone intent on either saving or destroying the veil is going to need its complete and correct translation now.”

A memory tugged at the back of my mind and suddenly the words I overheard in Amatsu’s realm came flooding back to me with Amatsu’s frantic questions zinging like sharp darts against my brain.

“Are they near the palace, the forest, or are they closer to the shrine?…they are desperate for the prophecy. It is only a matter of time.”

“Fukurokuju can be relied upon to do his duty.”

I blinked at the intrusion and cleared my mind for a moment, but the implications were clear.

“Amatsu may be in control of the prophecy’s fate, but I don’t think it is in the Underworld,” I said.

“What are you talking about, Hope?” Tie asked.

“I think the prophecy might actually be in the palace under the watchful eye of Fukurokuju. It could be part of his duties as Amatsu’s prisoner.”

I quickly went over what I had heard during my brief visit to the Underworld. I tried not to let the slow burn of Tie’s anger distract me. He knew more than a simple conversation had occurred between me and Amatsu, and I was anxious to avoid that uncomfortable heart-to-heart for as long as possible.

How was I supposed to explain the attraction, the compulsion to love and give all of my heart to a being so wholly evil and repellent, no matter how he appeared on the outside. His core was black through and through, but I couldn’t stop my feelings for him any more than I could stop the rotation of the Earth around the Sun.

The group considered my thoughts, but Ms. Mori was the first to speak.

“You mentioned before that you believe Benzaiten is still alive,” she said to Daiki.

He nodded. “There is no evidence of her death. The very Earth would have announced it in one way or another.”

She nodded. “Isn’t she the goddess of wisdom and enlightenment? Stands to reason she would be capable of reading such ancient text and translating it for Amatsu.”

“But she hasn’t yet,” Hachiman said, a slow gleam of excitement overtaking his calm exterior. “Amatsu wouldn’t be so worried about us finding it if she had given in to his demands. He wouldn’t need it anymore if he had a translation and most likely would have destroyed it by now. She’s refused him for centuries.”

“Under Fukurokuju’s torture most likely,” Victor stated.

“And they’re all at the palace,” I said.

“A palace that only recognizes kami blood,” Tie said. “I know where you’re going with this, but any non-kami outsiders not sanctioned entry will set off an alarm within seconds. If we breach the palace walls, we can’t take Kirby, your father, or Angie with us.”

“And leaving the enchantments of this shrine present an entirely different problem,” Daiki said. “Amatsu knows you’re all here. There will be guards, sentries, and search parties crossing every treacherous foot from here to the palace. At least directly.”

“What about indirectly?” I asked.

“I suppose we could enter the forest and make a wide circle around to the other side of the palace, but even if we don’t encounter any nekomata along the way, we will still run into them the closer we get to our destination no matter which direction we come from,” Daiki said. “The woods are not quite as hospitable as they were centuries before. Amatsu’s evil has leaked out and warped the wildlife and even the very plants and trees. The woods will be just as dangerous to navigate. And then once we’re in, how do we proceed? We have no idea where Fukurokuju is keeping the prophecy or where Benzaiten is.”

My mind raced back to the dungeon and the secret door that gave access to it. I could almost smell its dank mustiness as memories of pain and torture—some of it my own—ensnared me in their powerful grip. I swallowed hard and unclenched both my hands which had been gripping the edge of the table, turning my knuckles white.

“I know exactly where she is, and once we find her, she’ll take us to the prophecy.”

“How do you know?” Bishu asked.

I decided a full explanation of my knowledge concerning the dungeons was better served for another day. “I just do. The emperor gave me access to many of his prisoners when he sought information from them.”

The only hint Bishu gave that he grasped my meaning was a softening of his gaze and a sadness around his eyes. He nodded his understanding and let it go. It amazed me that he was always able to demonstrate so much compassion with a face so beastly and grotesque. Hopefully, we would get the chance very soon to restore him to his former glory.

“So it’s a rescue and retrieval mission, eh?” Angie said. “There’s no way you’re keeping me out of this.”

“Angie,” I warned.

“Douse me with kami blood,” she insisted.

“You can’t be serious,” Victor argued.

“Acutally, if she were to wear a vial of kami blood around her neck, she would be able to enter without a hitch,” Daiki said. “Every human would.”  He remained blissfully ignorant of the glares Bishu and Victor leveled at him, not to mention the animosity from Ms. Mori at the mention of Kirby’s possible involvement. These insights into her mothering side were very bittersweet. Sweet that she felt so strongly for Kirby. Bitter that she’d never mustered an ounce of that tenderness for me.

“We can discuss who is going and who is staying later,” I said. “I think at the moment we can all agree that our next move is to map out a strategy for traveling to and breaking into the palace. Once in, I can take you where I suspect my father is holding Benzaiten.”

“You’re positive of the dungeon’s location, Hope?” Ms. Mori asked. “The palace has many twists and turns designed to confuse trespassers.”

“I’m no trespasser, and Fukurokuju is a creature of habit. Evil habits die hard, especially for someone as diabolical as the emperor.”

Hachiman surveyed the group for a moment and then nodded in agreement before he stood.

“Very well. Let’s all get some rest. We’ll begin our plans for this somewhat suicidal adventure later this afternoon.” 

There were enough rooms in this spacious temple to provide us each with our own private area, but most of us wanted to bunk together anyway. Angie refused to relinquish her roomie status, stating that BFFs held a higher claim than even the title of soul mate. I humored her even though I couldn’t help but wonder if I was kicking Tie out in order to avoid discussing the obvious weakening of our bond or the feelings I experienced in Amatsu’s presence. 

I’d turned out to be a pretty crappy soul mate.

Since the probability of nekomata breaking into the temple was slim to none, Tie wasn’t able to argue his need for his protective presence within my room, and to be honest, he didn’t even try. Proof that he really had given in to the idea that I would eventually belong to Amatsu.

I ground my teeth in frustration when he gave me a sad look, turned around, and walked away from me. I didn’t know what to do to fix this rift between us. 

My father decided to bunk with Tie. Bishu looked longingly at Angie before departing to another room on the same floor. Angie seemed oblivious since she was giving Victor the evil eye after his less than stellar behavior during lunch. Kirby was only too happy to let Ms. Mori guide him to another bedroom down the hall where she could make certain he received a proper bath before tucking him into bed. 

My heart lightened at Kirby’s spike of happiness, thrilled that Ms. Mori had so wholly taken over the role of mom. He gave me a quick hug and then grabbed her hand. Ms. Mori’s gaze met mine for a brief moment before they continued down the hall. The eye-contact conveyed a message I wasn’t sure I understood, but it was obvious she had wanted to say something to me, yet didn’t know exactly how to proceed. 

No surprise there. We’d never actually succeeded in communicating well with one another in my first life. Navigating the complexities of our relationship now seemed like something we should continue to avoid.

Much easier, and I had enough on my plate to deal with at the moment.

Our room was simply arranged with thin mattresses folded up and put to the side. We easily laid these out, found a thin covering and pillow and made some comfy beds on the floor. 

Hachiman had assured me that the enchantments over the area would prevent Amatsu from pulling me to him during a dream. I was safer here under the protective spells than anywhere else on the planet. I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth, either. I was so tired, I didn’t think I was up for any girl talk from Angie even though I could tell she had quite a bit on her mind. Despite the pressing need she felt to discuss…whatever…she actually fell asleep before I finished tucking myself into the soft cover provided. The moment my head hit the pillow, I began my soothing descent into blissful unconsciousness. 
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A presence next to me startled me awake. I gasped at the shadowy figure hovering above me. I let out a relieved sigh when it said, “Relax, Hope. It’s just me.”

I groggily sat up and held out my hand. Tie lowered himself next to me and reluctantly accepted it. I nearly pulled away at his hurtful attitude. Did he even want to be my soul mate anymore? I wasn’t sure I could fight the good fight for someone who had fallen out of love with me. 

“Is it time to wake up?”

Tie looked a little guilty.

“No. I’m sorry to wake you. I know you need the sleep, but…I just wanted to tell you. I’ve come to an important decision about…us.”

I sighed. “Spit it out, Tie.”

“I feel like I’ve done more damage by loving you than by leaving you alone. Once this is all over, I think you should move on, forget about me. I think we should go our separate ways.”

I don’t know why his breaking up with me was so shocking. In hindsight his behavior had been leading up to this. I should have expected it, but this pronouncement nearly broke me. I was pretty sure my heart momentarily stuttered and stopped.

“You don’t love me anymore?”

His gave me a look filled with agony. “It isn’t that. I will always love you, but I’ve hurt you more than I’ve helped you. My selfish love for you moved me to hand you that blossom, and look at the consequences.”

“It was definitely a mistake, but I understand why you did it, and I believe we can still fix it,” I said. “I had a part to play in the build-up of that. I wasn’t honest with you. I deceived you. Your actions were understandable.”

“It didn’t make them right.”

“We were both in the wrong so we both need to work together to solve this problem.”

Tie nodded. “I’ll continue to help you fight the bond, but when and if we actually get out of this with our lives intact, I’m going to let you go. Live your life with someone more worthy of you than I am.”

“Who? Victor?” 

His nostrils flared in irritation. It was a low blow, but I had to snap him out of his desire to play the martyr. I felt like I was dealing with the old Tie, the Musubi version, the one who fought against his love for me for so long I nearly gave up hoping he would come around. 

“You are the only person I need. The only person I want.”

“What happened when you traveled to the Underworld?”

His redirect caught me off guard. I did not want to go into detail about this. This change in topic would end badly. I knew that, and he did too. I could only assume he meant to speed up the process of getting over me and being done with it by inflicting this unnecessary pain on both of us.

I delivered my answer in as neutral a tone as possible. “Amatsu said he loved me. That I was his. When he realized I was there in physical form, he grabbed me and kissed me.” 

“That’s why I almost lost you?”

“Yes. He nearly forced my ascension.”

“Did you like it?”

“Why would you ask me that?”

“Did. You. Like. It?”

I stared straight ahead and delivered the words that were sure to end our relationship.

“I didn’t just like it, Tie, I loved it. Thanks for making me say it.”

Tie remained silent next to me, but his anger, hurt, and frustration were their own language, and I was seriously receiving a mouthful.

“You do realize this isn’t by choice, right?” I asked. “I chose to love you. I never chose to love Amatsu.”

“But you love him either way,” he said in a sad voice. “I’ve really lost you, haven’t I?”

“You have if you’ve already given up.” I closed my eyes and let the tears stream down my cheeks. “I feel so alone in this. Like I’m the only one who believes we still stand a chance. The more I fight to hold on to what we have, the more distant you become. If you’re done with me, please say so now because I’m tired of fighting what you think is so inevitable.”

“That’s not fair,” Tie argued.

“It’s reality,” I shot back, finally looking at him. I was seething inside. Furious that we’d reached this point in our relationship. “You either love me and believe that we can get through this or you’ve given up on me and have no desire to see this thing through. I’m not going to pretend that I’m worth much, that I ever thought I deserved you, or that I understood what exactly you saw in me, but even if the thought of being with me repulses you now, I would think you’d at least have enough decency within your heart to fight for me long and hard enough to save mankind.”

He grabbed my chin and pulled me to him, roughly delivering a kiss that sent heat searing through my chest. I desperately clung to him, needing the warmth and power of his ki now more than ever. The kiss only lasted a few moments and then he broke from me, capturing my gaze with his heated one.

“I still love you, Hope. That’s not the point I’m arguing here.”

“Do you love me enough to stay once this is all over?”

“No, I love you enough to leave so you can find someone better.”

I swallowed back my tears and glared at him.

“I hate you,” I whispered.

Tie ran a finger along my jaw-line, drinking in my features with despair settling heavy in his gaze.

“You should.”

He stood and exited the room without a backward glance. The silence he left in his wake made me want to bury myself in the nearest hole and wallow in defeat.

“Your boy toy’s an idiot,” Angie muttered.

I turned and gave her a disgruntled snort.

“What?” she said.

“I thought you were sleeping.”

“My radar goes off when deliciously interesting conversations are about to take place. It’s mighty convenient.”

I laid back down next to Angie. We both stared up at the ceiling. I wasn’t about to ask for more of her opinions since I knew she’d offer them unsolicited.

She didn’t disappoint.

“He’s scared,” she said.

“He should be. The next time I see him, he’s getting decked in the head.”

“He’s afraid of losing you.”

“So his solution is to leave me in the end and lose me anyway?”

“I didn’t say his reasoning made any sense.”

“It makes zero sense.”

“He’s just protecting you and himself by protecting you from himself.”

“Now you’re making zero sense.”

“I’m simply trying to expound upon the complexities of the male mind.”

My smile was cynical.

“How’s that panning out for you?”

“Like diving down the rabbit hole.”

I puffed up my cheeks and blew out an angry breath. “After all these centuries, he’s still so aggravating. Of all the ridiculous, insensitive, frustratingly self-destructive…” I sighed. “What can I do?”

Angie turned her head and gave me a wicked grin.

“Lay one on him every chance you get.”

I started to giggle. Then I let out a big belly laugh. A full-blown cackle was hovering in my not-so-distant future. There was no hope for it. Being wound as tightly as I’d been was bound to make me crazy sooner or later. I’d officially cracked, and Angie cracked right along with me. We laughed until our sides hurt and tears streamed down our cheeks. Once we finally got ourselves under control, I decided it was time to confront Angie with a topic I knew would shut her up in a heartbeat, thus giving me a brief reprieve from her useless advice concerning my relationship with Tie.

“Speaking of random acts of public displays of affection,” I said. “Once Bishu is human again, are you planning on making him your boy toy?”

Angie stared at me in surprise and then turned over onto her side with her back facing me. “We better try to get a little more sleep in before Victor comes to wake us up. The man is such a kill joy.”

Her total avoidance of my pointed question did my heart some good. It was just so Angie.

At least some things in my life were one hundred percent predictable.

 

***

 

There was something truly wrong with the enchantments surrounding the temple and its grounds. Unless of course I was having an actual dream and not facing Amatsu at this very moment as he grabbed at my shoulders only to be thwarted by how insubstantial my form remained. The full force of my desire for him hit me squarely in the chest. I gritted my teeth and prepared to wait out the emotional storm that followed.

He opened his mouth and looked to be communicating something of great importance based on his feelings of alarm and worry on my behalf, but I couldn’t make out much of what he said. It was like listening to speech under several layers of water.

My eyebrows narrowed and I pointed to my ears, trying to help him understand my dilemma. I couldn’t make out anything he said to me. Despair overrode worry and his words came out in a low rumble as he paced back and forth, eying me one moment and then standing right in front of me the next, attempting to use hand signals to convey his meaning.

He finally gave up at my bewildered expression and grabbed for me again only to come away empty handed. He screamed in frustration, but all I heard was a muffled sound. He sent a blast of power from his hand to the stone floor, creating a green light that cut through the rock and left a glowing message in its wake.

 

They have arrived, and they are no longer mine. You must wake up. Now. 

 

I didn’t know who he referred to, but I understood the demon god feared for my life. I closed my eyes and visualized my small room within the temple. I had no idea how the bond worked. I didn’t think I could just think about where I wanted to be and then, poof, arrive at my desired destination. I’d never once been in control of this before. I opened my eyes and shook my head.

“How do I wake up?” I shouted, but my words sounded hollow within the cavern. I wasn’t certain Amatsu had even heard me.

He lifted his hand, flat palm facing me and sent a burst of green power at my chest. For the most part, the power went right through me, but the residual effects of it managed to send a burning pain in my chest, which promptly woke me. As far as desperate moves went, that one had worked out fairly well.

A loud crashing sound below brought me from drowsy to fully alert in less than two seconds. I blinked my eyes to get my bearings, but the late afternoon sunlight was tinged in green. A familiar voice sounded within my head.

“Hope, my generals have informed me that a group of zealots have managed to breach the enchantments surrounding Kagami,” Amtasu said. “These nekomata will not bring you to me alive. They want you dead. You must protect yourself.”

“I can do that,” I said as Angie stood from the mattress and reached for the small dagger at her waist.

“Who are you talking to?” she hissed.

A loud crash reverberated down the hall. She flinched and moved into a crouched position, ready to spring forward if anyone entered the room.

“Amatsu,” I said as I joined her side and assumed the same position.

“What? Are you half asleep or something?”

I was about to tell her I had no idea—everything was still tinged with green—when the window behind us shattered and a large, black form catapulted into the room right next to me. My reaction time was too slow. The overgrown cat surrounded me with its massive arms and threw us both out the window. I barely had time to register our fall before he gracefully landed on his feet. He still held me in his arms but the jarring motion knocked the wind out of me. I was far too pliant as he threw me over his shoulder and took off at a dead run. 

I tried to shift in his hold, but this beast wasn’t about to make escape easy for me. He was also just as stupid as the rest of them. I began the process of connecting with his ki, but hit a wall, the kind of wall I usually ran into whenever I tried to breach the veil. I tried to clear the green hue from my gaze and reached for the beast’s ki, but that wall blocked me one more time. Trees whirred by us now as the creatures super human speed picked up even more momentum. I was probably several miles away from the temple with every moment adding a mile or two to the distance. I frantically forced my ki to make some kind of connection with the nekomata’s, but all I got for my efforts was some mental whiplash from the strength of the wall and a low chuckle of disdain from my captor.

“What’s so funny?” I shouted.

“You can’t connect with my ki, Healer. It isn’t possible.”

Not possible? There wasn’t a single being on the planet I couldn’t connect to if I actually wanted to. Either this animal had no ki, which was impossible, or he had found a way to block me, an idea that deeply disturbed me, and not just because it meant I would have to take him down in physical combat. How many other nekomata had found a way to block my abilities?

I didn’t put up a fight after that. I thought it better to lull the beast into a false sense of security and then go all samurai on him once he put me down. He must have assumed that’s exactly what I would do because the minute he slowed to a stop and set me on my feet he leveled me with one killer punch to my abdomen that brought tears to my eyes and left me gasping for air. I sank to my knees with my arms wrapped around my stomach, positive I was about to vomit.

“Connect with him,” Amatsu said. His voice sounded like the rush of ocean waves as it echoed within my head.

“Already…tried that,” I said. I gasped in between words.

“Already tried what?” the beast asked. He leered over me. Smug satisfaction worked its way through his system.

“Why are you doing this?” I asked the beast. “Why kill me when I’m bonded to your master?”

He snorted and shook his mangy head. “You’re under the impression that everyone in the Underworld will go free once the veil is destroyed, but Amatsu is the only one who plans to leave that hell hole.”

“Everyone will be able to leave it once the veil fails.”

“In theory,” he growled, “but Amatsu is not stupid enough to believe that the land of the dead cannot exist. There must be a place for wicked souls to dwell, and it must be separate from the living. He intends to free himself, but leave us all to rot in hell.”

“I thought he needed all of you to accomplish his plans. I thought by merging the living and the dead he would be capable of ruling the world.”

“This is bigger than ruling the world. The Earth is not enough.”

My stomach plummeted at the thought that I might be headed for another twist in this already precarious road. The nekomata pulled a slim black knife from a sheath at his hip and held it over me.

“With you dead, the veil will eventually fail, and you won’t be around to strengthen it or force us all back into the Underworld for eternity. We’re all getting out. Not just Amatsu.”

I scooted back on the balls of my feet, getting ready to spring into action. I studied the way his weight was distributed forward on his right foot. 

“And with you dead, Amatsu’s other plans will fail.”

More plans?

The Earth is not enough.

Amatsu was interested in permanently taking on the role of our First Parents and assumed I was somehow the key to his end game.

He gave me far too much credit. I was in no way capable of taking on our First Parents, and I had absolutely no desire to.

The nekomata dove forward on his left foot, but I was prepared for that. I darted to my own left and grabbed the beast’s wrist as it came snaking down in an arch. I torqued it at an angle and smiled at the satisfying sound of cracking bone. The knife dropped from its hand, but the nekomata was hardly incapacitated. With its other fist it threw a punch to my jaw which I deftly shifted from, bringing my left leg up and kicking him right in the balls. 

Old school. Not exactly something Tie ever taught me, but it had the desired affect. I moved out of its reach as the pain momentarily paralyzed it. I should have moved in with an upper cut to the jaw, but I hadn’t planned on the beast’s quick recovery time or its inhuman speed. It had me by the throat and dangling from its hand, strangling the life out of me. I struggled and fought, kicking my legs against its thick body, and yanking on its hands, but my vision blurred and black dots pebbled my green-tinged view. I had a sudden flashback to all of the many times the emperor had drowned me, only to revive me and start the process over. My fear and panic barred all rational thought.

A tiny voice of reason suggested I simply wait it out until Tie reached me. He always sensed me. He knew my exact location and was probably on his way to help. I would survive being strangled. I just didn’t know if I would wake up fast enough to prevent the nekomata from stabbing me with its knife.

Let me in, Amatsu said. I can help you. 

No. I can fight this on my own, and Tie will be here soon.

Your one true love is busy saving the others. At this very moment, Kirby and Angie are in grave danger. Your father is fighting two nekomata at once. Tie cannot save them all and come for you. He will not make it in time.

With the fog settling in, I didn’t have the capacity to reason through what seemed a very valid, logical argument. Tie couldn’t save everyone and come save me. How could I expect that of him. 

He probably has no idea where you are. The bond between you two has grown weaker. At this very moment he is fighting to discover your whereabouts.

My fear spiraled out of control. If Tie had no idea where I was then this nekomata would kill me the moment I passed out.

Let me in. The insistence in his tone urged me to comply.

I don’t know how, I thought as the darkness began to settle in. 

I’m already within you, a small spot within the chambers of your heart. Locate me and focus on me. I will do the rest.

I barely managed to hold on to conscious thought as I focused internally on the darkness within my heart and allowed my ki to accept it as part of me instead of constantly rejecting it as some foreign entity. There were a few wisps of golden light preventing the darkness to spread, but I quickly pushed past those and broke open the dam, allowing the darkness to spread through me unchecked.

A surge of power, more tempting and heady than anything I had every experienced built within my core. My body was no longer my own as Amatsu’s presence took over my reason, my will, and even my physical form. My eyes opened and my right arm lifted palm forward and landed on the beast’s chest. The green hue intensified and burst from eyes and hand, slicing through the nekomata and burning him where he stood. The creature immediately released me, screaming and shrieking in agony as his body incinerated, bathed in green flames. Within moments its charred remains rested motionless on the forest floor.

You saved me. 

The thought hadn’t truly been directed at him, so I was surprised when he responded.

You are mine, Hope. I will always save you.

I didn’t want to feel gratitude for the demon of the Underworld, but I did. I did, and I knew it was wrong. I knew what I felt for him was unnatural and evil, and I knew what I had allowed him to do with my body would have severe consequences, but I wasn’t sure there had been any other choice. 

“Hope!” 

I turned my attention to the woods ahead as Tie came bursting through a thick brush. I nearly sagged in relief. Turning toward him I made to take a step, but my feet refused to comply.

“What—”

Tie stopped a few feet in front of me, his eyes widened, his jaw slack in horror.

“Your eyes are green, Hope.”

“Amatsu, what is happening? What have you done to me?” I yelled it aloud which made Tie take a step back, even more stunned than before. 

I helped you, my love. You allowed me to help you. It has strengthened our bond.

Hachiman broke through the thicket of trees, and came to a standstill next to Tie.

“Hope,” he said in a cautious hush. “You’ve allowed the demon access to your ki. He has control over your body now.”

Tie’s anguish was palpable and my guilt just as severe.

“I’m sorry.” I tried to reach for him, but Amatsu forbade any such movement. My anger spiked, but my body was no longer my own. A single tear slid down my cheek.

“I was coming, Hope. I would have helped you.” Tie sucked in a sharp breath, the pain in his voice conveyed sincere heartbreak.

“You still can,” I said.

Tie’s face melted in relief. I wondered if he assumed that I was so far gone, I wouldn’t want him anymore. He took a step forward, but my hand lifted without my permission and shot a blast of green fire in his direction. Tie jumped to the side, barely avoiding it as I screamed out a warning in my head.

Stop, Amatsu!

A soft chuckle filtered through my senses.

Please, Amatsu. Please stop this. Stop hurting the people I love.

The laughter abruptly broke off. I could almost sense him weighing the pros and cons of his next utterance. A quiet sigh escaped the silence and his hold on me lessened to the point where I could take a step without his will impeding my progress.

For you, Hope, I will stop, but the god of love must understand that you belong to me now. I don’t want him touching what is mine. Not now. Not ever.

Tie recovered and took another wary step forward.

“Don’t come any closer,” I warned. The tears kept coming, treading a silent path of despair as I said these next words. “Amatsu doesn’t want you to touch me.”

Tie’s anger spiked. His jaw tightened, and that scary look he gets when he decides to do something no matter the consequences took hold of him. I knew that look and didn’t know what I might do to prevent this disaster from escalating into something more tragic.

I stepped back and lifted my hand to warn him away. My hand flickered between the physical and spiritual pulling my attention from Tie.

Amatsu chuckled. 

Not that it matters either way. Within a day, you’ll disappear from them completely and become mine forever.

The distraction was enough for Tie to reach me before Amatsu or I knew he was there.

He pulled me close and looked me square in the eyes. Amatsu’s frantic attempts to take control of my body caused me to jerk in Tie’s arms, but his ki had already connected to mine and his presence overrode the demon god’s commands. 

With his eyes locked on me he said, “I’ll touch Hope any damn time I want to.”

His mouth descended and took control, administering a kiss filled with anger, desperation, and a possessiveness that did little to calm the frantic beating of my heart. It wasn’t a lover’s kiss but more of a call to arms as the golden strands of light became thick cords of fire and wrapped around the darkness that had spread throughout my system. They choked the inky essence and burned through it as Amatsu raged in anger within my head. His cries soon faded into nothing as Tie’s ki fixed the damage. Soon the kiss he gave me took on a whole new level of meaning. 

It was still possessive, but this time his love, his need, and his longing for me took precedence. His relief that I still belonged to him, that I was still here with him poured into every ounce of his kiss. Our need for each other’s souls generated a heat and power so strong I felt certain it would expunge the darkness once and for all, but once that small spot of black was the only thing that remained we soon realized we’d gone as far as we could go. There was nothing left to do and no way to find the root of the darkness and pluck it out.

Tie tried to pull away from me, his sadness and despair at the knowledge that he couldn’t get rid of Amatsu’s bond threatened to ruin the intimacy we shared. I didn’t want every kiss to be an attempt to save me. I didn’t want every affectionate exchange to be a way to force me to ascend. I just wanted to show him how much I loved him. How much I cared. When he tried to break away from our kiss, I refused. When he attempted to disconnect, I held him to me with a strength I don’t believe I’d ever shown him before.

Leave me?

I don’t think so.

He immediately responded, and crushed me to him, deepening the kiss and giving me nothing but his ardent selfless love.

This was Tie. Musubi. My soul mate. The man I loved.

For centuries I’d waited to be reunited with the man I knew to be mine, and even though our situation seemed absolutely hopeless, I wasn’t about to allow anything or anyone to take him from me, including the man himself.

“I love you,” I said once we came up for air.

His blue eyes glowed warm and bright as we gazed at each other. 

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he said.

“You saved me. You have no reason to apologize.”

“I’m talking about our last conversation, and the idiotic things I spouted off. I’ve done a fair bit of sulking over this situation, and I’ve been avoiding you because of how ashamed I am that I got you into this. This was a wake-up call for me. I almost lost you just now, and it nearly broke me. Even if I wanted to let you go out of a sense of guilt for my past sins, I can’t do it now.” He stroked my hair and placed a gentle kiss on my forehead. “I’m not going to stand back and allow Amatsu to take control over you, take you from me, while I sit back and punish myself, feeling as if maybe I deserve that. As if my happiness is destined to be ruined. It’s like a self-fulfilling prophecy I’ve never been able to see my way out of. Almost as if I can’t do anything to prevent your eventual loss.” He stroked my cheek with his finger and pulled me closer to him. “It’s my choice, though. As you said before, I either sit back and decide losing you is inevitable or I fight for you like I’ve always fought for you. You and I belong with each other, and I won’t accept anything less.”

I blinked back a few tears and rested my head against his shoulder. His solid presence and support, his willingness to finally confront the distance that had grown between us let me know that somehow we were going to see this thing through together. My permanent bond with Amatsu wasn’t a foregone conclusion. Not so long as Tie believed in us.

Hachiman cleared his throat to grab our attention. His grimace conveyed his reluctance to interrupt.

“I’m afraid we are too exposed out here. There is a very good chance Amatsu has sent some of his minions to penetrate the shrine now that it has weakened.”

“How did they break through?” Tie asked. “We stood guard over Hope’s statue for centuries, and not once did Amatsu and his followers manage to break through the enchantments. What went wrong?”

Hachiman’s sorrow blindsided me as he said, “The enchantments were not breached from the outside, my friends. They were attacked and weakened by someone from within. We either have a traitor amongst us, or a nekomata disguised as a monk.

Tie’s rage simmered just under the surface. “We need to discover which it is before we map out the details of our palace break-in. We don’t want this traitor to communicate our plans to Amatsu.”

I looked between Tie and Hachiman. “How do we find out if the traitor is a real monk or a nekomata?”

“Perhaps I can assist you with that,” Bishu said, startling us all.

I looked past Hachiman and found Bishu and Angie approaching us.

Angie broke into a run and nearly tackled me before I broke out of Tie’s embrace.

I returned her fierce hug, grateful she hadn’t been wounded like last time.

“You’re not allowed to go flying out of a bedroom window with an ugly, hairy cat the size of Tulsa,” she said. She choked off some emotion and pulled back to look at me. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears and her bottom lip trembled. “I couldn’t get to you fast enough. You were right there and then you were gone.”

“Enough of that,” I said. I held her tight as she burst into tears. She rarely cried, which made this all the more heart-wrenching to witness. I hated to think for one second that she blamed herself for any of this. “There was nothing you could do, Angie. Stop berating yourself for something you couldn’t control.”

She nodded, but kept her head buried in my shoulder as her cries turned into hiccups. I raised my eyes and met Bishu’s. He made it a point to push as much emotion toward Angie as he could, knowing full well I would feel it. I was enfolded in a love so pure I nearly wept on Angie’s behalf. 

Dear heavens above, this kami was not going to make Angie’s life or her future choices easy to deal with. He would pursue her. I was certain of it. He was also communicating in no uncertain terms that if anything terrible should happen to me, if I couldn’t be there for her, he most certainly would. I didn’t know whether to feel grateful or apprehensive. In my experience, loving a kami had not been a walk in the proverbial park, but I wouldn’t go back and choose an easier path. Angie would have that same choice to make soon enough.

“How can you help us root out the traitor?” Hachiman asked.

Bishu approached our group in two easy strides. I was never going to get used to how massive he was as a nekomata.

“Line all of the monks up in front of the temple. I will change into each of them one at a time. If one of them is a nekomata it will not be able to hold its form when I appropriate it.”

“Really? Nekomata aren’t able to take on the same form at the same time?” I asked. Angie finally released me and turned to face the group.

“It’s because of their energy, right?” she asked. “In order for a nekomata to transform into the human it has killed, it has to absorb the human’s energy. If you steal its human form you steal its energy and it can’t sustain the illusion.”

Bishu gave her an appreciative nod. “That is correct. Angela is a quick study.”

Angie bent her head to hide her deep blush.

“Let’s return and put this theory of yours to the test,” Hachiman said.
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I didn’t bother counting the monks lined up several rows deep in front of the temple. I had no idea how Bishu was going to manage this. From what I understood, changing your form without absorbing someone’s ki was exhausting, and he wouldn’t be able to absorb anyone’s until he came across the real culprit, assuming we were actually dealing with a nekomata.

I needn’t have worried on his behalf. Once he started down the front row of monks, changing into the exact replica of each one and startling the crap out of everyone present, a lone monk in the back got very fidgety. I kept my eye on him and inched to the left away from our group, hoping to get a better look at his facial expressions since I couldn’t get a read on his emotions. Not that this signified anything. Most of the monks were very good at blocking me out, but I felt literally nothing from this guy. Just as Bishu started in on the second row, the nervous monk broke from the line and made a mad dash for the outer boundary toward the Holy Cherry Tree. His movements blurred as his form changed into that of a very muscular panther. A huge cat with two tails.

Before I could blink, Bishu used his inhuman speed to catch up with the traitor. Leaping through the air, his foot made direct contact with the nekomata’s back. The creature screamed and hissed as Bishu’s clawed feet found purchase and left deep gouges in its back. It went down fast. Bishu pulled out his sword and cut its head off before the beast had time to recover.

As he turned around, blood dripping from his sword, hairy chest heaving from the exertion, the angry grimace on his face made me take a few steps back. 

“So Bishu’s kind of scary,” Angie whispered next to me.

“Yeah.”

Then I noticed the blood staining his chest and the large cut across the pectoral muscles.

His knees collapsed and he went down hard. 

Oh, crap. It got him. 

That damn nekomata clawed him before it died. Angie and I were in a race as to who could get to him the fastest. Shouts followed behind us, but I kept pumping my arms and legs, afraid Bishu would be dead before Angie and I got to him. He slumped all the way to the ground, laying on his side. When we finally reached him, a green substance joined the blood on his chest and coated the wound.

Getting clawed by a nekomata seemed to be as bad as getting stabbed by one of its swords. Angie grabbed his shoulders and rested his head in her lap as I placed my hands on his whiskery cheeks and connected with him.

The inky blackness had already spread to his heart. I knew how to fix it, but I realized that the blackness didn’t intend to kill him so much as it intended to attack the part of Bishu’s ki that had managed to remain pure and wholesome. If that happened, I wasn’t sure if we would be dealing with the same Bishu. The one who was on our side. The one who had fought against the demon god’s influence and managed to retain a large chunk of his humanity.

If he was completely tainted, could it influence his choices and his actions the way Amatsu’s bond influenced mine?

I wasn’t about to test that theory. If the blackness fought to make him a hundred percent evil then it was time to reverse the process the only way I knew how.

I pulled away from him, grabbed the small knife at my waist and made a large cut across my palm.

“What are you doing?” Angie asked.

Bishu began thrashing wildly, which sent Angie sprawling backward. Fortunately, Tie and Victor got on either side of him and grabbed his arms.

“Pin him down,” I shouted. They did as they were told, but even with kami as strong as Tie and Victor, I wasn’t sure any kami was a match for Bishu’s immense strength. Angie recovered and pushed down on the large cat’s shoulders.

“Angie, I need you to pry his mouth open so I can get this in his system,” I said. She nodded and worked to pull his jaws apart. That became tricky when he snapped his jaws shut, nearly biting her fingers off.

“You stupid, stubborn, hellcat, we’re trying to fix you, so hold still.” She grew impatient and landed a punch to the side of his jaw that left him too stunned to fight for a few seconds. Angie pulled his jaws open and I squeezed as much of my blood into his mouth as I could before his head began thrashing again. She gave him another punch to the side of the head, which forced him to choke down some blood. I squeezed more in and then shut his mouth and shook him a little to make sure he swallowed it.

His legs bucked to the side nearly knocking me over, and then he let out the most frightening, feral, growl I’d ever heard any of his kind make. We were running out of time.

“Now what?” Tie asked.

“Hold him still so I can bond the blood to his cells,” I yelled.

His eyes opened into green slits, the black pupils infused with hatred. I shut my eyes tight, grabbed his head and connected as quickly as possible. There was a single pinprick of light left within his ki. I frantically attached myself to its faint glow before it disappeared from me. Holding fast to the last vestiges of Bishu’s godlike identity, I wrapped my ki around it as a sort of barricade to buy us some time. Then I went to work on bonding the blood to his cells, making certain the healing properties within my blood coated them and then reversed the malformation within the nucleus. 

I paused in my instructions for a moment to expand my barricade around his ki as it began to grow in diameter and circumference. It was exactly what I wanted, but I was attempting too many things at once and couldn’t bond my blood to his cells while barricading his ki against the poison from his wound. As I debated how to better multi-task, the reformed cells took over and his ki’s energy exploded with light. It didn’t need my protection any longer.

His ki didn’t need my instructions either. The metamorphosis from within became so blinding in its intensity, I had to disconnect or risk being consumed by it.

I blinked open my eyes and took in his face, his human face, as the rest of his body slowly changed back into human form. The process continued on from his neck, to his chest, his waist, to his legs and down to his bare feet. 

He was completely whole, and I was completely exhausted. My shaky legs no longer supported me. Tie reached an arm around me and eased me against his chest, stroking my back and telling me how much he loved me.

Victor stared at Bishu in amazement and then raised his eyes to meet mine.

“Well, that was a hell of a thing,” he said.

Tie let out a loud chuckle, diffusing the current tension. Angie still had Bishu’s head on her lap, studying him with anxious eyes.

“Does this mean he’ll be okay?” she asked. “I mean, I don’t understand what you did or even what you saved him from.”

“The wound poisoned him and attacked the last pure part of his ki,” I said. “If it had succeeded, we would have lost him entirely to Amatsu. I had to bring him back completely, restore him to his original form and bond my blood to his, something I had planned on doing once we got here, I just hadn’t planned on doing it under such stressful circumstances.”

“You mean he’s not a nekomata anymore?” she asked.

“No.”

She nodded. I studied her, uncertain as to what exactly she felt.

“Well, I’m glad you were able to save him. For a moment there…” she paused and cleared her throat, “I thought he was dying. I thought…” she paused again to look at Bishu and then she brushed back some of his jet black hair from his face. She glanced up at Victor and caught him openly studying her reaction to the newly reformed god.

“Do you love him?” he asked.

Angie’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets.

“Do you care?”

Victor, aggravated by her response, shook his head. “You didn’t answer my question. Do you love him, Angie?”

I nearly opened my mouth to intervene and tell Victor to back off, but Tie’s soft squeeze on my shoulder stopped me. He wanted me to let them have this conversation, even if we were here to witness it. Not very private, but I guess if Victor was finally willing to communicate a little, it was best I didn’t interrupt.

Angie’s eyes searched his for some kind of hint as to why he was even asking her such a pointed, personal question. From the way her shoulders sagged and her eyebrows narrowed it didn’t seem like she’d received much clarity.

“I’m seventeen, Victor. I’ve never loved anybody before.”

“But you’ve…had boyfriends.”

“Yes.”

“So you’ve been in love before.”

“I can’t afford to love anyone or get close to anyone because any physical contact with them shows me how and when they will die. I accidentally bumped into Ben Taylor in sixth grade and saw him dying in a car accident. I asked him out and made sure he and his family came to my birthday party on the day they were all supposed to die. I convinced Dalin Richards to ditch the last half of school in eighth grade so he wouldn’t get hit by a bus in the pick-up area. I dated a few guys I witnessed dying from severe football injuries, and even had a long distance relationship with a foreign exchange student so he would miss his connecting flight home and not get shot during a terrorist attack in France.”

My mind flashed through all of the various, short-lived relationships Angie had been involved in over our middle and high school years. I always assumed she couldn’t stick to one guy because of all of her daddy issues even though I found it odd considering how much love Angie had to give. I knew she wasn’t truly flighty, and I knew she cared more fiercely about people than anyone ever gave her credit for, but this explanation put everything into focus. It made me realize just how selfless my best friend had always been, not just with me, but with everyone she had the unfortunate luck of making physical contact. My admiration for this girl new no bounds at this point.

Simply put, Angie was the most amazing woman I knew.

“My relationships revolve around keeping people alive. Falling in love with someone and then monitoring their mortality for the rest of my life would be exhausting. Making sure Kirby and Dr. Fairmont are going to survive this ordeal hasn’t been a cakewalk either. I’m not in love with anyone, Victor. I don’t want to be.” 

Victor grabbed her hand and held it fast. Angie gasped, her eyes going out of focus and then narrowing back in on Victor.

“All I’m hearing is that having a relationship with someone mortal is a no-go for you. What about someone immortal?”

Angie swallowed hard, and I held my breath. I wondered if all of this had been too heavy for her. I waited for her to make one of her notorious quips, lighten the mood, and pretend that Victor hadn’t hinted at his interest in her, but she maintained eye-contact and kept her jokes to herself, bless her heart. It couldn’t have been easy. 

“What do you see when you touch me, Angie?” he pressed. He lightly rubbed his thumb against the back of her hand.

She sucked in a sharp breath and bit her bottom lip, looking thoroughly out of her element. Considering Angie was the queen of guy/girl banter, her awkwardness was disconcerting on so many levels. Just when I thought Victor might succeeded in getting a serious response out of her, Bishu shifted a little and made a muffled groaning sound.

Angie released Victor’s hand and placed it on Bishu’s chest, shaking him a little.

His eyes popped open and then a grin spread wide across his face as he took in Angie’s face peering over him.

“A heavenly sight. I take it I died and entered paradise?” he said in a throaty tone.

Angie rolled her eyes. “You are a dork, Bishu. You’re also very much alive.” 

He groaned as he pulled himself into a sitting position. “I feel as if I’ve been pummeled repeatedly in the jaw.

I stifled a laugh as Angie bit the inside of her cheek in chagrin.

“It was for your own good. You kept thrashing around,” I said.

Bishu lifted a hand to scratch at his mangy hair, mangy hair that was no longer there. As his eyes registered the feel of his long, dark hair between his human fingers, he froze for a moment and then brought his hand in front of his face. He lifted the other one and flexed his fingers one by one. He patted his chest, looked at his legs, and then touched the high cheek bones and smooth contours of his face.

“I’m me,” he said in wonder. “You…you did it, Healer.”

“Just make sure all of the necessary parts are still there,” Tie said with a sly look on his face.

I punched him in the arm.

“Oh, my word, you are such a guy,” Angie said in disgust. “Hope just performed a miracle and all you can think about are Bishu’s family jewels.”

“I’d rather not have anyone worrying about my family jewels, but I think Tie’s point is valid,” Bishu said. “I might want to have children someday. I’d hate for them to be born with paws and fangs.”

“The god of war having kids, huh? Now I’ve heard everything,” Angie said as she stood. “Just make sure you discuss the possible mutations with your future wife.”

A teasing glint entered Bishu’s eyes.

Oh, no. He wouldn’t…

“But I am discussing it with you, Angela.”

He would.

A speechless Angie is about as uncommon as common sense. I decided to bask in the moment and continue enjoying these events unfold like I would a telenovella.

Coming on the tail end of Victor’s not so subtle play for Angie, I wasn’t surprised when his jaw clenched and his stormy eyes raised to Angie’s in a challenging stare down.

It’s like he was asking her, Who you gonna choose?

Victor had tried to get his head in the game, but Bishu totally cut him off.

Bishu: 2

Victor: 0

Okay, maybe I’d give him half a point for a valiant attempt.

Angie’s eyes bounced from Bishu’s suggestive gaze to Victor’s infuriated one before she turned on her heel and walked away.

My stifled mirth could no longer be contained.

“I never thought I’d see the day when Angie became flustered…by anybody…even a god of fortune,” Tie said, in amusement.

“Bishu, I think we should have a discussion concerning your intentions toward Angie,” Victor said.

Bishu looked to his left and took Victor in. “I would think I just made my intentions very clear. You, on the other hand, have been tip-toeing around your feelings for her, leaving her experiencing nothing but confusion. Since you have made no move to claim her, I feel justified in my pursuit.”

Oh, snap!

Tie rested his head on my shoulder, attempting to muffle his laughter. I wasn’t doing much better. Talk about a wake-up call and a kick in the pants. When Bishu wanted something, apparently he went after it. Couldn’t fault the god for being decisive.

Victor puffed his chest out, his eyes flashing his dismay. “I have every intention of making a move. I just did, in fact, but then you had to ruin everything by waking up.”

“Interrupt, you mean?”

“What?”

“I was already awake and thoroughly enjoying my resting spot in Angela’s lap,” he said. He gave Victor a smirk. “But I wasn’t about to lie there and wait for her to take you up on your offer. Don’t you remember anything I taught you, Victor? He who hesitates…” he drifted off and waited for Victor’s response, but all he got was a grudging nod from him.

Bishu stuck his hand out as a peace offering to Victor who reluctantly shook it, and then he gingerly stood on his feet, thanked me for saving him, and headed toward the temple.

Victor watched him walk away, a fierce determination hardening the lines of his face, morphing indecision into firm resolve.

“He who hesitates?” I asked him.

“Is last,” he replied, “and I do not intend to come in last ever again.” He stood up and followed Bishu toward the temple.

Now just Tie and I remained, seated on the grassy floor with a beheaded nekomata a few yards from us.

Terribly romantic.

“That was quite the show,” Tie said. “Can I tell you how happy I am that Bishu is the one at odds with Victor instead of me?”

I leaned my head against his shoulder. “Can I tell you how happy I am that we’re not at odds with each other? I know we still have Amatsu to deal with, but I’m glad you feel like I’m worth fighting for.”

He gingerly reached for me, pulling me snug into his arms and planting soft kisses along my brow, cheek, and jaw-line.

“I said a lot of things to you when you were trapped in that statue. I know you weren’t mentally present for most of that, but I’ll never forget the hours I spent sitting in front of your statue sharing my thoughts and feelings, the events of the day, begging you for your forgiveness, and hoping against hope that somehow, when you were reborn, you would remember us…me.” He buried his face in my neck and breathed in deep. “I wanted so badly for you to remember me.”

“I did remember you.” He pulled back a little, brushing some stray hairs from my cheek. “And I’m not talking about the coma that brought everything back. I had brief memories of us together, of you kissing me, all of those feelings resurfacing in a way that left no doubt in my mind, somehow we knew each other.” 

His eyes grew bright with emotion. His lips slowly met mine in a soft, sweet kiss.

“I wanted it to be you,” I whispered against his mouth. “It was always you.”

His kiss deepened this time. Filling my heart with all of the happiness, love, and peace we both deserved to share with one another. I allowed myself to forget every obstacle before us and fully immersed myself in this moment. I knew it would fortify me against the rough patches ahead. 

 

***

 

 

After checking to make sure no one else among their ranks was a nekomata in disguise, the monks went back to their various duties, and we all gathered together in the dining hall to discuss our next move.

The seating arrangement had shifted in a noticeable way. Ms. Mori and Kirby sat next to me and Tie. Kirby made it obvious he wanted his mom from another life seated right next to me. I got the impression that he desired more harmony between the two women he loved most, but I wasn’t so certain he truly understood how impossible that was going to be.

Victor and Bishu left a seat available between them, no doubt hoping Angie would be stupid enough to sit down and willingly submit herself to the tug-of-war likely to ensue. She wisely chose a seat at the end of the table where Daiki sat on one side and Hachiman on the other. She also avoided the two gods’ disappointed stares and engaged Daiki in conversation. My dad had absolutely no idea what was going on, and cluelessly planted himself in between Victor and Bishu, furthering their disappointment.

There were a lot of personal issues needing to be aired out, but I knew that would never happen. The only thing left to address at this point was our plan of action and route to the palace.

Ms. Mori and Victor began arguing the advantages of leaving tonight as opposed to waiting until tomorrow morning. My father thought it better for everyone if we actually had time to pack some provisions and get the sleep we never managed to achieve due to my impromptu kidnapping. 

For the record, not a fan of being kidnapped. That was getting old real fast.

“We can settle on a departure time in a few minutes,” Tie said. “What we really need to consider is how we’re going to mask Hope’s presence once we leave the enchantments. Amatsu has a bead on her whereabouts at all times because of that bond. We won’t exactly have the element of surprise when we arrive at the palace.”

Victor let out a grunt of dismay. “I didn’t even think about that. I’m sure they’re expecting us to make a play for the prophecy, but with Hope essentially playing the role of live homing beacon, they’ll know where we are and when we arrive.”

“Tie, explain to me how you were able to mask my daughter’s presence for so long,” my father said.

“I was wondering the same thing,” Angie said.

Tie’s brow wrinkled in thought. “I guess the best way to explain that is to discuss the energy housed within a person’s ki. Everyone operates on a specific frequency.”

“Frequency? You mean, like radio waves?” Kirby asked.

Tie nodded. “Your energy lets off specific patterns of frequency at a specific level that is unique to each individual. It can fluctuate according to your emotional and mental health, but for the most part, the core energy you possess remains the same. Those frequencies bounce off the veil and identify the owner. When I masked Hope’s energy signature, I interrupted the frequency her energy emitted.”

“So, it’s like listening to the radio and then losing the signal when you go through a concrete tunnel or travel through mountains,” Kirby clarified.

“Right. But Amatsu’s bond is at the center of her heart. I can mask what she emits as it comes off her body, but the demon god can’t be blocked from within.”

“Is it possible to place a barrier around the bond itself?” my father asked. “From what I’ve gathered, you’ve managed to prevent the black spot within her heart from spreading by barricading it with energy from your ki. Doesn’t the same principle apply internally when blocking her energy signature?”

“I’m not sure I follow,” Victor said.

“It’s like Kirby’s concrete tunnel.” He was really warming up to the subject now. “You just have to focus it internally. Use more power to form an impenetrable wall around the black spot and disrupt the signal.”

I had no idea how we could create something like that, but Tie nodded like it might be possible.

“It would take a lot of power to disrupt the signal internally. Especially since her core is where it all originates.”

“Then every immortal in the group must offer up some of our energy to overpower the demon’s bond with Hope,” Bishu said. “If we create it together, it might hold for a very long time.”

“I say we try,” Ms. Mori said. She touched my shoulder and gave it a squeeze, shocking the crap outta me in the process. “It may stop the growth of the bond, which buys us all more time.”

My look was speculative, but her smooth features gave nothing away.

From anyone else, that slight physical contact seemed normal, but from Ms. Mori it felt like a monumental gesture on her part.

“Let’s do it and see what happens,” Daiki said.

All of the kami at the table slowly rose to their feet. Tie helped me to a standing position and I allowed him to draw me away from the table where he, Daiki, Hachiman, Victor, Bishu, and Ms. Mori formed a circle around me. Then they each lifted their right hands and rested the tips of their fingers on top of my head.

“We connect with her at the same time,” Tie said. “Once we do so, find me at the center of her heart and slowly add your energy to the barricade I create.”

“Slowly,” Hachiman warned. “This is not a process any of us are familiar with. We can’t overload her system.”

Well, that was less than comforting. Not that I didn’t trust this group, but blocking energy and messing with frequencies didn’t sound like an activity you lightheartedly experimented upon. 

“Agreed.” Tie nodded. “Just to be certain we avoid that very thing, let’s connect with her one-by-one.”

Tie went first. His warm golds and amber colors, worked as a balm against my raw nerves. His ki circled around the black dot within the center of my heart and acted as a lighthouse for the others to follow. I didn’t see any colors with the other kami, no surprise there, but I felt their distinct personalities enter my subconscious as the energy from their ki connected and traveled along my veins, straight to my heart. 

With each new addition, an electrical buzz grew within me. The buzz built to a persistent humming sound, similar to the sounds of a hummingbird’s fluttering wings, providing there was actually an entire flock of them. Hot, white light burst forth, encasing my heart in a golden substance that looked like sunlit nectar. The buzzing noise receded into the background and one-by-one, each connection disappeared until Tie was the only one left. The warmth of his ki administered a gentle caress against mine before he too disengaged from the contact.

My eyelids fluttered and then opened. I stared straight into Hachiman’s curious glance and then looked at Victor. His eyebrows furrowed for a moment and then his expression lightened.

“I think it worked,” he said. “I can’t get a read on her ki at all, and I should be able to feel something bouncing off the veil.”

“It worked,” Tie agreed in a grim tone. “But we’re also going to be at a disadvantage now.”

“Why?” I asked.

“By blocking you internally, we’ve also blocked ourselves. If at any point during our journey to the palace, we are separated, I won’t be able to track you. None of us will.”

Nothing could ever be easy. Two steps forward, one step back.

I reached for his hand and he responded by pulling me into his arms. 

“Then we better not get separated.”

 

***

 

After a few more minutes of debate, we decided that leaving first thing in the morning was for the best. Hachiman’s argument that the demon god would still assume I was within the enchantments due to his inability to sense me bought us a little bit of time.

The organizational skills of the monks at the temple were off the charts. The next morning we had bedding, weapons, and food to last us a few weeks. According to Hachiman, it would only take a few days to travel through the forest and circle round to the west side of the palace. The travel sounded easy enough until Daiki began his lecture on the plants and animals we might encounter.

Soon we were all gathered together at the entrance of our sanctuary, waiting to take that first frightening step out into a world we probably weren’t ready to explore. Each of us carried our own packs of food and bedding, but the majority of our supplies were in an ancient looking cart pulled by a sturdy horse.

“A Yonaguni,” Tie said to me as he helped me with my pack.

“A what?”

“The horse is a Yonaguni. Used mostly in farming. There aren’t very many left in Japan, and I can’t remember the last time I saw one here in Kagami. I had one myself several centuries ago when I owned a small farm. Brings back some good memories.”

I gave him a quizzical look, realizing that I had more to learn about Tie than most girls did about their boyfriends. Several hundred years worth of thoughts, experiences, deeply rooted beliefs, and customs to come to understand. An eternity with Tie might never be enough.

“What was your horse’s name?” I asked.

He handed me a bottle of water with an enigmatic smile. “Hope, of course.”

I shook my head in amusement. “I’m touched.”

“You should be.”

“Okay, listen up everyone,” Daiki said. “There are a few rules we need to go over before we proceed. First, no one is allowed to wander off on their own. Anywhere we go, we must go as a group. There is much safety in numbers. Second, do not eat any plants within the woods. Due to the poison permeating the veil from the underworld, everything within the woods has been affected in some way. I have no way of knowing which plants are toxic to the touch or toxic to the stomach, so avoid them all to the best of your ability. Third, we travel quietly. Something we should do in order to avoid nekomata, but also necessary due to the aggressiveness of the forest predators.” He paused in his oratory to take us in. “Does everyone understand the severity of this undertaking?”

We all gave him solemn nods of affirmation.

His worry for the group as a whole made me wonder if the situation we were walking into would be far worse than simply facing Amatsu on our own and being done with it.

Hachiman deftly created a fissure through the enchantment, separating the vibrant beams of golden light and creating a pathway for us to exit through.  We filed out of the grounds for the last time, and with great trepidation, began our journey through the forest of Yanbaru toward the Ivory Palace. 
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For several hours we followed Hachiman single file, stepping where he stepped, falling into a hushed silence punctuated by the group’s intense paranoia. I kept Kirby directly in front of me. Angie’s warning concerning his inevitable death continued to crop up within my mind like a sinister shadow refusing to dissipate. His death and the unraveling of the veil happened the day after tomorrow. The pit in my stomach had become a wide chasm filled with anxiety and dread. Tie stayed right behind me, my father at his heels. Daiki, Hachiman, and Ms. Mori remained ahead of our party while Bishu and Victor flank us with Angie in their midst. 

I was pretty sure she didn’t care to be sandwiched between them, but considering the danger we all faced, I was happy to let her dangle there in awkwardness if it meant she had two warrior gods playing the role of beefy bodyguards. 

The morning and afternoon passed without a hitch. We took frequent breaks to rest our feet and snack on provisions, but only after Daiki and Hachiman scouted the area to make certain the trees and plant life were subdued. I was way too afraid to ask them what might happen if the trees and plant life were having a bad day. 

Evening found us with our sleeping bags arranged in a large circle. A small fire burned in the center. Ms. Mori and I boiled rice while Daiki and Hachiman prepared more ramen. A few vegetables were boiled as well, and soon our simple fare seemed like a feast. 

Angie sat down next to me and began stuffing her face with food. It wasn’t lost on me that she’d slipped her sleeping bag next to mine. Not that I was complaining.

“I think Victor was giving you the signal to sit next to him,” I said.

She paused before shoving a handful of noodles into her mouth and said, “What signal?”

“The one where he gave you a hopeful smile and patted the sleeping bag next to him.”

“Oh. That signal.” She ate the noodles and dug into her bowl for more. After a few more bites she licked her fingers and finally met my searching gaze. “I’m in avoidance mode.”

“I noticed. I thought Victor was who you wanted.”

“So did I.”

“And now?”

“We have other things to worry about.” She scooped more noodles into her mouth and vigorously chewed.

“You’re deflecting.”

She made a noncommittal sound and kept eating. It was probably all I’d get out of her at the moment. She had no idea how to address her feelings for either kami. She went from never believing she’d have a normal relationship to catching the attention of two hot gods who would never die. I figured if I were in her position, I’d be stuffing noodles in my mouth and avoiding eye contact with everyone too.

That night, I actually got some good sleep without a single interruption from Amatsu. The barrier surrounding my heart appeared to protect my dreams as well. I may have been sleeping on a lumpy, cold forest floor, but I was calling it a win.

The next morning we quickly packed up camp and resumed our travels. The early morning slowly slid into mid-afternoon, our careful steps and continued quiet becoming more monotonous than I thought I could handle. Angie had planted herself in front of me and Kirby this time, her intermittent mutterings the only thing breaking up the stifling silence.

“I’m all for safety,” she whispered, “but this jaunt through the woods is about as stimulating as Ms. Glespie’s lecture on the mating patterns of Canadian geese.”

“I don’t remember that one,” I said in a hushed tone.

“Be grateful. You owe me a spa-day, by the way.”

For the next few hours we continued our precarious trudge through the woods until we came to a thick grove of trees that appeared, for lack of a better description, scary beyond reason.

The bark of the trees was black and gray, looking as if they had been burned at some point and smeared with a thin layer of ash. They rose up taller than any redwood I’d ever seen in Northern California, and their spindly tree branches looked ready to reach down and snatch us from the ground.

Hachiman paused the line and turned to address us in a whisper.

“This particular patch of forest is quite dangerous but necessary to cross through if we want to reach the palace.”

“What exactly are we looking at here?” my father asked.

“The trees remain dormant so long as we are quiet and refrain from disturbing them,” Daiki said. 

“That sounds easy enough.”

“The real challenge lies in our ability to block their mental assault,” Hachiman said. “The trees, known as Vampers, are a bit like psychic vampires, forgive me the clichéd comparison. They zero in on your deepest insecurities and use them to produce vivid hallucinations. Your emotional response feeds their appetite. Your anxiety, fear, anger, frustration, basically any negative emotion you experience will nourish their systems. When a Vamper is replete with negative energy, the ends of its branches will ignite and burn with green fire.”

“What does that mean?” Kirby asked.

Daiki and Hachiman exchanged grim looks.

“The tree is no longer dormant, and your energy will not be enough,” Daiki said.

“The trees are going to eat us?” Kirby asked. 

I wasn’t sure which was more disturbing. The fact that Kagami’s forests had become the equivalent of a movie set for The Blaire Witch Project or that Kirby’s question had smacked of morbid interest rather than outright terror.

“They will use their branches to penetrate your skin and drain your body of blood.”

“Sick,” Kirby exclaimed in awe.

“I’m assuming there’s a way to avoid this?” my father asked.

“Think happy thoughts,” Tie chimed in.

“You can’t be serious.”

“He’s quite serious, Dr. Fairmont,” Ms. Mori said. “The very best way to get through this forest unharmed is to focus on one happy thought, one positive experience, and push that positive energy outward as a type of repellent shield. It will not appeal to the Vampers’ palate, and they will mentally retreat when they come up against it.”

“You’re gone a thousand years and the place goes to hell. Literally,” Angie muttered.

“Why can’t we circumvent the Vampers?” I asked.

“They span the entire width of the forest. It would take us weeks to reach the end of it and several more to circle back.” Hachiman locked eyes with me. “From what I gather, your bond with Amatsu and the ever-thinning veil will not permit us this precaution. Time is not on our side.”

“How far do we travel before we get through?”

“Two miles.”

“So the Vampers are like a vicious tree barricade, preventing everyone access to the rest of the forest.”

“It is a line of defense that Amatsu’s evil has concocted.”

“An effective one.” I let out a frustrated sigh. “Okay. So we all think happy thoughts, huh?”

“Channel your inner Peter Pan, folks,” Angie said.

“Just think of me in board shorts with my six-pack abs on display and you should be just fine,” Tie teased.

Angie reached across me and smacked him on the shoulder.

“Idiot. We’re facing a grove of lethal vampire trees and you’re cracking jokes.”

Bishu let out a soft chuckle behind us. “I only wish I’d thought to say it.”

Angie’s eyes slightly widened as she made eye-contact with Bishu. She quickly turned and faced the front of the line.

Hachiman unhooked the horse from its cart, and slapped it on the rump. The horse shifted and then took off in the opposite direction.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“We can’t take him through the Vampers. The poor horse would never survive it,” Hachiman explained.

“What about our supplies?” Angie asked.

“Load your packs with all the provisions you can carry. That’s the best we can do.”

Everyone followed his instructions. Within minutes we were packed and ready to proceed.

“All right, everyone. Step where I step, remain completely quiet, and use all of your mental energy to focus on the one thing that makes you the happiest. Do not allow any other thoughts or feelings to distract you,” Daiki said.

One-by-one we followed Daiki past the first few ominous looking trees and straight into the grove of Vampers. My happy thought was a mental snapshot of those I loved. Mom, Dad, Kirby, Angie, and Tie. I knew thoughts of Victor would lead to guilt, and thoughts of Ms. Mori would lead to anger, bitterness, and confusion. I kept my eyes focused on the tricky roots snaking over and under the dark earth as I continued my mental focus on my loved ones.

I drew a picture of Tie’s eyes, starting with their rich cobalt color, heightened by flecks of green and gold. I started in on the soft curve of his brows when a wisp of unease slithered against the happiness of my thoughts like an unwelcome intruder picking the lock on a back door. I focused harder on reconstructing Tie’s face from his nose to his high cheeks bones, firm jaw, high forehead, and short cropped, blond hair. The unease continued its repetitive jarring against my mind, but I doggedly persisted in ignoring it, recognizing it as an attempted mental assault against my perfect, impenetrable, happy thought.

Once I finally finished the reconstruction of a face I knew and loved so well, I took a mental step back to look at it as a whole and nearly tripped over a large tree branch, my mind skittering to a stop. The person I’d recreated in my mind wasn’t Tie.

It was Amatsu.

My distress disarmed me so badly the unease, which had been a simple nuisance before, swooped in and descended upon me as if there had never been a locked door blocking it in the first place.

Guilt slammed into my system. How could I have painted a picture of Amatsu when Tie was the man I loved? How could I have allowed him to kiss me? Allowed myself to feel that kissing him was as necessary for me as breathing? How could I betray Tie like that and fall in love with someone so evil and so despicable he was literally labeled Demon?

My thoughts turned to the veil and how weak it had become. I had played a part in that. I just had to save everyone without any thought to the consequences, weakening the veil each time I did and allowing more nekomata to break through. Even Amatsu’s influence had grown stronger, his bond with me even greater now that the veil’s thin wall was riddled with holes.

And what kind of healer was I if I couldn’t save everyone? What was the use of these stupid powers if there were limits to what I could do?

And what would I do if Kirby was fatally wounded again? According to Angie his death had to happen, his future was sealed, and there was a possibility that any one of my companions could die on this journey. What if I wasn’t there to save them? What if my bond with Amatsu grew so strong that I failed to care whether any of them lived or died?

My anger, unease, and anxiety became an angry cacophony of disconnected lines of thought, circling round one another with no sense of resolution and no end in sight. I nearly tripped over a blackened root, ripping it from the ground. Stumbling forward, I reached for Angie’s arm to steady me, but the root managed to wrap itself around my ankle and a burning sensation scorched my skin.

I grunted in pain and ripped my ankle out of its grasp.

“Faster,” Hachiman said urgently. “They’re starting to wake-up.” 

Our group picked up the pace, but out of the corner of my eye I noticed the tree to my right burst into green flames.

Not good.

Hachiman broke into a run and the rest of us followed as the trees proceeded to burst into green flames the moment we passed them. Tree limbs slithered forward, attempting to block our path. A branch pierced my skin and jerked me sideways, but Tie caught me around the waist and Victor came up behind us, pulling his sword out and hacking away at it. When the branch was sliced in two, the trees shrieked in outrage as a red, slimy liquid pulsed from the stubby end.

Our group moved into a more circular formation since being in a straight line made us easier targets. We continued our hurried escape, while everyone hacked away at every branch, limb, and root that ventured near us.

A rumbling sound reverberated through the trees, and then a huge, black limb shot out to my right, knocking Victor down and sweeping everyone else to the floor. It swiftly latched about my waist and lifted me off my feet while more limbs and branches secured my arms and legs in place.

“Hope,” Tie shouted. 

He regained his footing and reached for my leg, but the limb lifted me higher out of his reach. He let out a frustrated scream punctuated by desperation, pulled back his arm and launched his sword as hard as he could. The whiz of the blade sliced past my face, barely missing my nose and landed with a thunk in the middle of the tree’s trunk. The tree made a wounded hissing sound. I looked to where Tie had embedded his sword.  The blade had cleaved an actual face in two. Red liquid gushed through the angry wound as the limb holding me violently shook and then loosened its grip. I screamed and plummeted several feet to the ground, bracing myself for a jarring impact. 

Tie caught me as I came crashing down, and barely grunted with the effort. 

Immortals. Geez.

“Hope.” He buried his face in my neck and breathed me in as his arms clamped me to him.

“I’m okay,” I said. 

I tried for reassurance, but the chaos surrounding us undermined that attempt. Our group hadn’t managed to gain any further ground, the path blocked off by a circle of trees engulfed in flames tinged in iridescent green. Human faces pushed their way through the black bark with mouths open wide in a frozen scream.

“Get back to back,” Victor shouted. Ms. Mori dodged a menacing branch and chopped it in half as it went for Kirby. The sliced ends sprayed her with noxious, red liquid. She cried out in pain. Kirby grabbed her arm as she slumped to the ground and dragged her closer to our group. 

I ran to her side as everyone rallied around her. 

“Keep them in the middle of the circle with your backs to them. We can defend ourselves better like this,” Bishu shouted.

I wanted to help them fight against the malignant Vampers, but the left side of Ms. Mori’s face looked like it had been dipped in acid. Kirby sat with her back against his chest, telling her everything would be okay as she did her best to keep her whimpers in check, but it was obvious she was in agony.

Not wanting to cause her added pain, I avoided touching her head and went for her hands, connecting with her to make certain her kami powers would allow her skin to regenerate. Just as I feared, the poison from the red liquid was tainted by the Underworld. There was absolutely no way she could heal herself, and there was absolutely no way I was going to sit there and allow her to suffer.

I gently nudged her ki aside and burned through the wisps of darkness permeated her energy while ordering the intelligences within her tissue to regenerate. The healing took very little time, but every moment in this hopeless situation was costly. We were horrifically outnumbered by a forest filled with Vamper trees thirsting for our blood. 

It was like a horror scene from a bad B-movie, but the reality was even worse.

I opened my eyes and grunted in satisfaction as the last of her burns healed up and the pain in her eyes gave way to a resilience I grudgingly had to admire.

With a swift nod, she disentangled herself from Kirby and stood. He followed and grabbed her by the waist, unwilling to let her go, sobbing into her shirt while the rest of the group circling us sliced, hacked, and blocked every gnarled, blackened branch that came near them.

I watched Kirby as he clung to Ms. Mori and hoped she understood how lucky she was to have earned his love, much less his trust. I didn’t understand it fully, but there was no denying he needed her, and I would never begrudge him that no matter how numb I felt toward this woman.

My gaze locked with hers and I was shocked to note that her eyes held unshed tears.

“You’re his mother now,” I said. I hoped she understood the full implications of that.

“I know,” she said.

I gave her a nod and then looked toward the direction of our exit. My heart sank with the knowledge that we were nowhere close to getting out of this grove of Vampers. Our circle was completely surrounded and the Vampers were tightening their ranks. More faces came to life, fighting their way through the blackened bark.

Hachiman was taken first. A thick branch coiled around him and lifted him high as more branches reached for him. Angie screamed as a branch knocked her over, grabbed her leg, and tugged her away from the group. Bishu dove for Angie, but another limb caught him square in the stomach sending him flying backward into Daiki. They both went down and were immediately set upon by the relentless onslaught of black arms.

I moved forward, but tripped over a stealthy root. Ms. Mori kept Kirby close to her as she continued to deftly outmaneuver our adversaries.

Victor and Tie attempted to cut down the limbs, but roots rose up to block their path, sending them crashing to the floor. I pushed myself to my feet and rushed over to help, but a root shot up from the ground and latched onto my wrist. I closed my eyes and imagined sending a blast of power through it like Amatsu forced me to do when he possessed my body, but I honestly had no idea where that power had come from and didn’t have access to it. What I did have access to was the life force of the tree this root belonged to. For a few seconds I sensed its agony. It was a chronic illness incapable of receiving relief. I wrenched my wrist from its grasp and stumbled back in shock.

The Vampers were sick with an illness I couldn’t get a handle on and their desperation for our blood made me wonder if that’s where I might find a cure. Maybe I could heal their disease before we lost this battle.

Without giving myself time to consider the possible downside to my decision, I broke through the circle and ran straight for one of the Vampers, dodging limb and branches as I went. When I reached the trunk, I placed my hands on its bark and tried to see if there was anything I might be able to connect to. A branch slithered around my waist and squeezed just as my mind latched onto a blackened, filmy intelligence. It was a sentient being in terrible torment. The evil from the Underworld had taken what was once natural and whole and twisted it into something vile and grotesque.

The purity of our blood and the energy within it, quenched the disease ridden Vampers’ thirst for light, for health, for a return to what they used to be. So that’s exactly what I gave it. I engulfed the blackened energy with all of my soul and allowed it to feed off the light I could give it. When a thin tree branch pierced my skin near my neck I allowed the invasion so I could channel more healing power through my blood and bond it to the tree in the same way I bonded my blood to Bishu’s cells. 

I willed my ki to blot out the evil from within and offered the tree everything it wanted and needed to restore it to its natural state. Then I showed it how easily it could share the restorative properties of my blood with its fellow Vampers through its root systems, spreading the golden properties of my blood through their connection and making the interconnections of these organisms a pathway that delivered healing particles made up of my ki and blood. The filmy darkness of the Vamper’s ki soon morphed into its original brightness, taking what I gave it and sharing it with its fellow plant life. An entire ecosystem was put to rights with the healing elements from my immortal genetics. A mental picture of each healed tree sprang forth as each one connected with the next one and then the next, creating a complicated matrix of golden light that spread out farther than it was possible for me to visualize.

My legs shook from the blood loss and exertion of power used to bond the properties to the root systems. As my legs gave out on me, the limb wrapped around my waist, gently lowered me to the ground, and cradled me there as the sentient part of it assured me it would take care of me as I regained my strength.

I drifted off into an easy slumber.

 

***

 

“You healed the Vampers,” Amatsu said. His tone was incredulous and his look held a hint of admiration. “I hadn’t even realized you left the enchantments of the shrine, and now I sense your power in the middle of Vamper territory.” He moved closer and eyed me suspiciously. “The bond allows me to track your movements outside of the shrine. It troubles me that I had no knowledge of your whereabouts.” 

I blinked weary eyes at him, sensing the pull and attraction I usually felt in his presence, but relieved to find it muted, more easily dealt with and easier to resist this time around. I figured the gold barrier encasing my heart had a little something to do with it, but I had hoped it would prevent any more visits to the Underworld. Apparently, the barrier could only accomplish so much.

Amatsu’s words finally registered. He knew we had left the enchantments. 

Now what?

He needed a distraction from his current train of thought before he figured out where we were headed and how the bond had been blocked.

“Your evil poisoned the forest. The Vampers suffered for centuries under the burden of so many heinous sins committed by others within the Underworld. It wasn’t fair to make them pay for crimes they never perpetrated.”

His lips twisted into a troubled frown.

“I suppose I never thought of it quite like that, but I can’t control the evil escaping this realm. The fissure in Kagami is widening, and the two worlds are merging.”

“You see how dangerous that is, don’t you? The Earth will be completely destroyed if the veil comes crumbling down.”

“No,” Amatsu said, slowly moving his way toward me. “The Underworld may hold evil within, but I am not evil. Together, you and I can heal the veil once I am on the other side and seal up all of the evil it contains.”

“You’re delusional if you think there’s nothing wrong with you. You’re delusional if you think the world will function as it always has if you’re a part of it. Our First Parents gave you your assignment and you rejected it. The consequences of that choice landed you in the Underworld. Now you have this assignment, and you can’t run away from it.”

Amatsu’s eyes lit with fury, but his voice came out deceptively calm as he stood directly in front of me.

“We have our assignments, Hope, but as you just stated, we make our own choices. I cannot pretend that I would rather live apart from the evil that surrounds me rather than monitor it, rule over it, and control it. Can it be so wrong to want to live a normal life surrounded by beauty, and goodness, and light…with you?”

I let out a stuttering breath, but kept my arms in check and my feet in place.

“You had a chance to be surrounded by that. You had the role of ushering everyone on to the next phase of their journey, not just those who are evil. You were given the honored responsibility of taking care of every soul in the afterlife. It could have been an amazing adventure for you.”

His eyes darkened and his shoulders slumped. “Well, that is no longer an option now, is it?”

I scrutinized his expression, wondering if what I actually saw was remorse or simply a show for my benefit. 

“I can’t help but wonder if that’s really all you’re after. Do you want to be a part of my world or do you want to rule over it? Would simply existing within it be enough for you?”

“Yes.” It sounded as if even he was surprised at that admission. “It would be enough.”

“I don’t think I can believe you. After all of the centuries you’ve planned for the moment you break free from this place and use your power to take control over everything you felt our First Parents denied you, how would simply existing in my world be enough?”

“It would be enough if I had you, Hope.” He gave me a self-deprecating smile. “I planned for every contingency and reworked my plan when new twists and turns to the puzzle of your soul mate surfaced, but in all the centuries I plotted to bond you to me, and planned how that bond would affect you and help me in my quest, I never once considered how the bond might affect me. There was simply no preparing myself for what I’ve experienced now that I’m in love with you. Since I’ve never loved anyone but myself, I had no way of knowing how thoroughly that love would change everything about me, including all the things I thought I wanted.” 

This admission took me by surprise. He planned for everything, everything except me.

“But your love for me is fake. Can’t you see that?”

“I think it started out that way, but there’s no denying it is every bit as real as what anyone else feels.”

Sadness overshadowed the soft lines of his face as he lifted his hand to trace fingers down my cheek. Disappointment lingered in his gaze when he found no purchase there.

“We’ve digressed,” he whispered. “I thought for certain the next time you came to me, you would never leave me again.”

“I love Tie,” I said.

“But you love me too.”

I shook my head in vigorous denial even though the tight aching in my chest validated his words.

Not love. Just an unnatural obsession that doesn’t actually come from me. 

“You healed the Vampers without any thought to yourself,” he said, breaking me out of my thoughts. “Being bonded to you has shed some light on patterns of behavior and thought I’ve never understood throughout the centuries.”

“What do you mean?”

He considered me carefully as if he were studying a rare gem under a microscopic lens.

“I feel your worry for others through our bond. I sense your pain when you fail to heal people, when you disappoint others, or when you fail to meet certain expectations, perceived or otherwise. You’re hard on yourself, you’re demanding of yourself, and you are ready to sacrifice your life for your loved ones. It truly fascinates me.”

“I suppose you’ve never felt the need to sacrifice anything for anyone.”

He shook his head in response and kept his searching gaze locked on mine.

“You talk about the love we feel for one another as unnatural, but I experience every ounce of love you feel for those people in your group and recognize it as illogical even though I can’t help but experience it and relate to it because it comes from you.”

“I don’t understand what you’re getting at.”

“I care for Kirby because you care for him. I care about what happens to the people you love because I can’t bear the pain you experience when you feel you’ve let them down. It’s been a maddeningly horrific education on my end and one that at times makes me wish I’d never come up with the idea to bond you to me in the first place.” He paused for a moment and raked his fingers through his hair. “It’s caused me to experience quite a bit of remorse for centuries worth of deplorable behavior. Behavior I’ll never have any hope of redeeming myself of.”

“Sounds like you need the help of a healer.”

His lips quirked in a rueful half-smile.

“Are you offering your services, Hope?”

“The first step toward redemption has to come from you. Do you really want to change?”

“You make me want to change. Isn’t that what all of those sappy movies and love songs pontificate upon? How one person’s very existence encourages another to be a better version of themselves?”

“In other words, my bond has taken you from narcissistic sociopath to someone who actually cares about the wants and needs of others? Are you saying you want to be good?”

His amused smirk tugged at my heart a little.

“I wouldn’t go that far. I still want to get out of here, and I still plan on stealing you from Tie and making you mine forever.” He let out a soft chuckle when I folded my arms and glared at him. Then his gaze softened as he said, “But I care about your wants and your needs. I genuinely care about you, Healer.”

“I think you’ve come a long way in understanding what love actually is, but you’re far from an expert if you think taking me from Tie is a way to prove your love for me.”

His anger spiked at that, but he didn’t say anything as I continued. “If you care about my wants and my needs then you’ll sever this bond and allow me to be with the man I truly love even if it hurts you. When you love someone, you want them to be happy.”

“I can make you happy.”

“You can’t make me or force me to be or do anything.”

“Of course I can. I’m one of the most powerful beings in the Universe.”

“But is force really going to net you the results you want?”

His angry voice rang through the cavernous space. “I’m a god. Force is all I understand.”

“And you’re trapped in the Underworld because you’ve never grasped this important lesson.” I reached my hand out and formed my palm against the curve of his cheek even though I felt nothing underneath my skin except a light buzz of energy. He closed his eyes, appearing to relish in the almost physical contact. “Love is sacrifice. Life is sacrifice. Choice, in many cases, is fraught with sacrifice. We all have important roles to play which benefit the world as a whole, and by fulfilling these roles we are often called upon to sacrifice our time, our emotion, and our energy. It is our choice to accept or reject what is best for us all. But to force any individual to choose anything robs that person of growth, knowledge, experience, and even the best possible outcome. The only outcome that will give us true happiness. Isn’t that the goal, Amatsu? Don’t you want to be happy?” 

He cleared his throat and placed his hand over my insubstantial one. The buzz of energy heightened.

“I do. With you.”

“I’ve already found my happiness with someone else.”

He took a step back, eyes flashing, a dark shadow passing over his features.

“Then let me make my choice very clear. I choose to be with you. I choose to break out of this prison forever, and once I do, I will never allow anyone to place me in it again.”

One step forward two steps back. The feeling was nauseatingly familiar.

“Amatsu, our First Parents are not going to stand back and allow this to happen.”

His smile held a secret I wasn’t sure I wanted him to reveal.

“Your powers are able to do more than just heal the veil, Hope. And once your powers are bonded to mine, our First Parents won’t be able to stop me.”

In desperation, I threw out the only threat I thought I could make good on.

“Then I’ll stop you.”

He stepped right in front of me and lowered his lips close to mine.

“From you, I expect nothing less.”

He dipped his head low for a kiss, but failed to make contact. I closed my eyes as a warm hum of energy slid across my lips. Knowing I was seconds away from returning a kiss I never should have yearned for, I stepped away and threw my spirit form backward, praying the movement would somehow jerk me out of this realm and plunge me into my physical form. 
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Tie’s lips were what woke me eventually. His soft kisses along my jaw-line and down my neck created delicious spirals of heat curling within my stomach. It was exactly what I needed after another encounter with the demon god.

I’d very nearly felt something akin to sympathy for that man, and I didn’t think it advantageous.

“Hope,” Tie murmured against my neck. “Honey, it’s time to wake up. You’ve been asleep for a several hours.”

I bolted upright at his words, causing him to pull back in astonishment. Several hours? In a forest filled with dangerous beings? The end of the world was happening tomorrow and I was sleeping?

“I swear your kisses are filled with some kind of stimulant,” Angie said. “I’ve never seen her do that with anyone but you.”

I surveyed the little cot I sat on and the small camp beyond Tie’s shoulder. The rest of our group busied themselves with food preparations.

“You haven’t had any other problems with the Vampers?” I asked.

“What Vampers?” Tie said, grabbing my hand and giving it a soft kiss. “You healed them all, and you saved us in the process.” His words were filled with awe and wonder, and his eyes held so much love and pride. I loved that he could still look at me like that after everything we’d been through.

I leaned into him and pulled his face to mine. I needed his kiss more than anything at the moment, if only to be rid of the sorrow I felt on Amatsu’s behalf. What a waste of an existence. Amatsu could have been so much more.

Tie seemed to read my thoughts because he held me still and searched my eyes before saying, “You visited him again, didn’t you?”

“I can’t control it.” The defensiveness in my tone made me cringe. “I’m sorry—”

He lifted my chin and brushed a soft kiss against my lips.

“I told you I was done sulking about our situation. I’m not going to sit back and just let him take you from me. If you need me to counteract whatever it is that he does to you when you visit him, I am more than up to the challenge.” He kissed me again and deepened it to the point that my toes curled just a little. When he pulled back, his eyes held a salacious glint. “As I recall, it’s never taken much to make you putty in my hands.”

Perhaps I should have pretended outrage at his cocky attitude, but there was nothing about that statement that rang false.

“Do you remember our first kiss?”

“Remember it?” He snorted like I’d just asked an incredibly stupid question. “I dreamed about it on an endless loop when you were in that statue, and then it became pure torture for me to even think about it once I finally saw you again in mythology class.”

“Because you thought I belonged to Victor.”

“Because I knew I was the only one with any memory of it. There were so many moments during that conversation I wanted to pull you into my arms and reenact that very kiss in those ruins with you desperately begging me to acknowledge what was between us.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Chinatsu watched us like a hawk, Victor would have killed me, and you didn’t remember me.”

“Sounds like torture,” I said.

“That kiss was one of the best and worst moments of my life,” he said.

I ran my finger along the line of his eyebrow and softly kissed his cheek.

“Worst moment? Why?”

“You gave me all of you, and I pushed you away. I hesitated. I had a plan that didn’t involve falling in love and possibly feeling things that might take away the one thing that had been driving me for so long. I wasted so much time, fighting what I felt for you, and all I could think about once you were dead was how much I regretted all of that wasted time.”

I thought back to that moment with perfect recall, the anguished words he’d said when I tried to reason with him.

“The right kind of love can soften the hardest of hearts, Musubi. I would hate for you to miss out on such a glorious experience.”

“What if I’m never destined to have such an experience?”

“The right kind of love,” I said aloud.

“I held everything when I held you. Letting you go is not a mistake I will ever make again.”

He lowered his lips to mine, but the lecherous glint in his eyes was gone, replaced by a heated passion I wanted and needed more than anything. When his mouth took mine in a demanding exchange, I was more than lost to him, connecting to him in a way I hadn’t for centuries. The golden substance around my heart pulsed with power and I drank from Tie’s affections as if I’d been thirsting for weeks on end.

When we finally came up for air our eyes locked and that distance that had grown between us was no longer there blocking what had always been right and real.

I finally remembered we weren’t exactly alone and turned my eyes to Angie who currently perfected the Cheshire Cat’s smile.

“Don’t mind me,” she said. “I am a silent, avid follower of your epic love story.” She settled back in her curled position and regarded us with amusement. “There’s no Netflix out here, you know.”

“So happy we’ve managed to entertain you,” I said.

Kirby approached with a bright smile on his face and offered me a bowl of rice and some roasted meat. I decided to avoid asking what kind of meat he proffered.

“Thank you,” I said, taking his offering.

He sat down next to Angie and said, “Glad you’re awake. We were a little worried you hurt yourself when you healed the trees.”

“I didn’t.”

“We know,” my father said as he came up to stand behind Angie and Kirby. “Tie connected with you and checked your cerebral functions. It’s like having my own personal MRI machine. Oh, the things I could do with that kind of ability.”

He gave me a smile filled with love, but also with a weary sense of acceptance. He didn’t feel up to the task of protecting me, and was finally starting to realize that he probably couldn’t. Not if I kept doing things like healing evilly mutated trees or launching myself at sword-wielding nekomata. He wasn’t happy about it, but he’d certainly come a long way from that father who was ready to take me to Germany at the first whiff of danger.

“What’s the plan now?” I asked him.

“We’re moving again just as soon as you finish your meal. Most everyone got a little rest in.”

We had just lost the rest of the afternoon because of me. The sun would be setting soon. Not great for travel, but travel we must. And with fissures in the veil randomly cropping up, it made that loss of time unacceptable.

“You should have wakened me,” I said as I stood with Tie. Angie and Kirby scrambled to their feet.

“We tried, Hope,” she said, “but for once it was you who slept like the dead.”

I shivered at how close I had recently come to joining the Underworld. I couldn’t risk another encounter with Amatsu. I just didn’t think I’d escape the next time.

“Amatsu knows I’ve left the grounds, but he doesn’t know where we’re headed,” I said. 

Tie groaned in frustration. “How did he manage to figure that out? I thought the power encasing your heart would withstand him.”

“He sensed me when I healed the Vampers. I had no idea it was possible for him to do that.”

“It makes sense,” Hachiman said as he approached our group. “The Underworld has such a strong foothold here, it is probably impossible to use your power without his notice.”

“So he knows we’re coming now?” Kirby asked.

“Since we haven’t yet made the loop back toward the Palace, he might assume we’re looking for the prophecy somewhere else,” I said, even though I hardly dared hoped that Amatsu would be that stupid.

“No.” Bishu’s grim look appeared even more intimidating as he walked up to stand behind Angie. “He knows we’re coming. We’ll have to be extra cautious as we get closer to the palace.”

I noticed Angie’s back stiffen a little as she sensed Bishu’s nearness. It seemed like Angie had been far more comfortable around him when he was a nekomata. Of course, the first thing out of his mouth once he turned human was a proposal.

Idiot.

Angie was easily frightened away by serious topics such as marriage, commitment, and love.

“Then we don’t have anymore time to waste,” Victor called out. He shoved a few more provisions in his pack. “It’s going to take us two more days to reach the palace at the rate we’re moving, and the veil doesn’t have that kind of time left.”

“What do you suggest?” Tie said.

“We run.”

My eyes widened at the thought of them running while the rest of us mere mortals fought to catch up.

“You mean, you guys will carry us while you do that superhuman speed thing?” Kirby asked. He was entirely too fond of this idea.

“It’s too risky,” Bishu said. “That kind of a run will deplete our energy and leave us defenseless for several hours. What if something attacks us during that interval of time?”

“But I’ve seen Tie and Victor run like that before. It didn’t seem to affect them,” Angie said.

“That’s because the run to your school and your house encompassed a few miles,” Tie said. “Covering two days’ worth of travel in a few minutes will be rough. More distance equals more energy.”

Victor shook his head, “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think Angie, Hope, Dr. Fairmont, and even Kirby can handle themselves if they have to.” Victor pinned me with an inscrutable look. “Hope singlehandedly saved us all from the Vampers and healed the trees. I’m inclined to never underestimate her abilities again.”

I mouthed a silent thank you at this unexpected praise. He nodded and stepped close to Angie. I got the feeling she would always find herself stuck in between her two gods.

“We agreed that Hope would never be put in a position where she had to face off with a weapon from the Underworld again,” Tie said. He took a deep breath through his nose as the tension in his body wound itself tight. “We do everything we can to protect her from that.”

“Then we need to make certain we find a safe place to hide while we recover from our run.”

My eyes lit with the beautiful memory of a hidden cave nestled underneath a waterfall. Tie met my gaze and automatically knew just where my thoughts had taken me. He slid an arm around my waist and pulled me to his side.

“I believe Hope, and I know just the place.”

 

***

 

I kept my eyes tightly closed as Tie flitted through the woods at a speed that thoroughly nauseated me. I had no idea how they could handle that kind of movement without making themselves throw up, but I guess being immortal gave you a stomach of steel. Within a few minutes we arrived at the river I’d spent so much time dreaming about while trapped within my stone prison.

Tie stopped at the edge of the bank and held me steady against him until I felt able to stand on my own two feet. I didn’t bother to take in my surroundings since I went down hard the minute my feet touched the floor.

“Oooh,” I moaned, grabbing at my head and lowering it between my knees. “My equilibrium needs a minute to catch up.”

“Sorry about that,” Tie wheezed. He sunk down next to me and leaned his head against my shoulder. “I haven’t done a run like that in a very long time. That’s gonna cost me.”

Before I could ask him just how bad it was going to be for him and the other kami, Ms. Mori arrived next with Kirby on her hip.

I lifted my head, feeling much better and stared at Kirby in surprise as he curiously surveyed his surroundings as if he hadn’t just covered two days’ worth of ground in a few minutes.

“That. Was. Awesome,” he said.

Ms. Mori let out an honest-to-goodness laugh and kissed his forehead before letting him down. She caught my shocked look, and the carefree smile on her face slowly melted away into a more reserved expression.

Geez, Kirby was good medicine for just about anyone.

My father arrived next on the back of Hachiman with Daiki and Angie following close on their heels. I already knew my father would be on the ground for a while. He couldn’t handle rollercoaster rides, let alone an immortal jaunt in the woods. The sounds of his dry-heaving got me moving. I reached over and connected with him to help him steady his equilibrium and his queasy stomach. 

Angie was just as bad off, but Daiki was already smoothing her back and forehead, allowing his own ki to quiet hers. It didn’t surprise me at all that he was willing to use up some of his power to help her. She leaned against him and took in a few shuddering breaths, thanking him for his help.

“Where’s Bishu and Victor?” I asked.

For the first time since I’d met him, Hachiman pushed out some seriously annoyed vibes.

“Those two morons started arguing over who was going to carry me.” Angie was equal parts irritated and mortified if the deep blush on her face was any indication. She was an attention hog for sure, but with two guys she actually had feelings for, there was much more at stake here, and more issues she had to face.

“I offered my services to your best friend when Victor challenged Bishu to a sword fight,” Daiki said. He held back a chuckle, but his lips twitched.

“For reals?” I asked. 

Ludicrous. 

Our gods of war were fueled with superhuman testosterone, apparently.

“They probably don’t even realize I’m gone yet. I hope they maim each other good,” Angie said, refusing to meet my gaze.

Just then, Bishu arrived, with Victor one second behind. Each one sported a few cuts on their arms, and Victor already had a colorful bruise forming just under his right eye. Angie only had a moment to appreciate the maiming that had indeed taken place before their bodies healed right before our eyes.

“Angie, why did you leave before Bishu and I settled the matter?” Victor said, offering her his hand.

She swatted it away and stood on her own.

“Like I wanted to stick around and possibly get killed by some wild beast while you two fought like Neanderthals,” she said.

Bishu let out an amused chuckle.

“I do believe the young lady has made a most unflattering point,” he said.

Victor’s chagrined smile made the entire group laugh, something I think we all needed.

“We better get to the cave fast before I pass out,” Tie said. His face was pasty, and sweat trickled down his cheeks. Ms. Mori showed visible signs of fatigue, and I figured the rest of our kami would soon follow.

“This way, everyone,” I said. 

The group struggled behind me as we made our way down the side of the riverbank and down a small hill where rocks jutted out at the base of a beautiful waterfall. The crystal blue liquid didn’t appear quite so blue as before. A green tint infused the water. I didn’t like the possible significance of that, but we had to walk through the waterfall to get to the cave, so I pushed back my reservations and parted the water with my arms, ducking through quickly and still getting soaked in the process. I’m not sure how I thought I’d avoid it.

The rest of the group followed suit and soon we were all straining our eyes within the cave’s dim lighting, dripping water on the stony ground.

Tie was the first to slink to the floor with the rest of the kami following his lead.

“How many hours will it take for your ki to replenish its energy?” I asked as I sat next to him and placed his head in my lap.

“I haven’t done this in a long time,” he said. His words began to slur. “It might take all night.”

Great. There was a distinct possibility they wouldn’t wake up until tomorrow morning.

“And we’re only a few hours’ walk from the palace now?”

He was barely able to mutter in the affirmative before his eyelids fluttered with fatigue.

“Okay. Get some rest, and we’ll watch over you all.”

“Starting with a fire,” my father said. “Hope, why don’t you come with me to gather some wood along the riverbank. We’ll leave Angie and Kirby to keep watch over everyone.”

I nodded and gently rested Tie’s head to the stone floor. I set my pack down, grateful that it was waterproof. The small blanket within was dry and comfy. I hoped it would be enough to keep him warm until we had the fire going.

After we helped Angie and Kirby cover up the other kami with their pack blankets, my father and I headed back through the waterfall.

When I came out into the morning sunlight, I gasped at the blackish-green color staining my skin.

“We’re both completely covered in it,” my father said in a wary tone. “Can you sense anything from it with your ki?”

I paused long enough to close my eyes and concentrate, but I couldn’t sense anything malevolent from the discoloration.

“I’m not sure if this is going to be something to worry about, but at the moment I’m not feeling terrible side effects from it.”

My father’s lips thinned into a deep frown. We gathered up what little driftwood we could and then ventured further into the forest for more substantial fare.

“How are you holding up, Dad?” I kept my voice soft, still unsure as to what types of dangers we might face within the forest.

“When you disappeared off our airplane, I’ll admit to operating in crisis mode. I’m used to playing the role of your protector, Hope. It’s been difficult for me to constantly allow you to be placed in harm’s way like this, but I know the only way you’ll be truly safe is by healing the veil, which means all of the harm’s way stuff is a necessary evil.” He let out a defeated sigh as he bent to grab another piece of wood. “Your mother is probably railing at me from heaven.”

“Do you think she really is close to us? Daiki says he can feel Hatsumi, but I’ve never once felt Mom.”

“Daiki can sense the veil, Hope, and from my spotty memory of him, he was always fairly intuitive before he became a kami.”

I titled my head and really studied my father. The tension and stress of our situation was there in the lines of his forehead and around his eyes, but there was also a strange sense of peace I wasn’t accustomed to seeing in him.

“Your normal reaction to any and all change is usually pretty volatile,” I said. “You don’t like things unpredictable because you can’t control how it effects me, but your memories of your previous life have really grounded you.”

My father smiled.

“I would hope that all of those years of sword training would have instilled within me the patience and levelheadedness that medical school most certainly did not.”

I chuckled.

“Interesting how different experiences and upbringings can produce so very different versions of ourselves.”

“Yet the core of who we are remains the same. Our ki never changes, but I think our choices do. I’m just a dad with two different life memories, trying to do what he thinks is best for his daughter.”

“You’ve got my vote for world’s greatest dad.”

He shook his head, flashed me another smile, and grabbed another piece of wood.

“I think I know another father who definitely deserves that title.”

“Daiki?”

“Yes.”

“Do you remember much?”

“Enough to wish I remembered more.”

I nodded.

“I can make that happen.”

He handed me some of his load and we turned around to head back to the cave.

“I think we focus on the most pressing needs of the group first. Let’s help you heal the veil and save the world before you decide to give me back my other life.”

“Okay, but I think Daiki is anxious for you to remember.”

My father nodded. “I think he is too.”

Once we got the fire started and unpacked a few more provisions, I sat watch while everyone else got some sleep. After all, I was the one who’d slept after the Vamper debacle.

I suppose it was too much to hope that the rest of the evening might go smoothly. About an hour into the group napping session, I heard a sound just outside the entrance to the cave that made my skin crawl.

Click click.

My eyes jerked to the large silhouette hovering on the other side of the cascading waterfall. It was not human, and it was most definitely not friendly.

The nekomata’s head titled to the side as if it sniffed the air. It suddenly snapped to attention and walked right through. I knew his eyes would have to adjust to the dim lighting of the cave, and I took advantage of that small window of time by silently sliding over to Katsu’s side and retrieving the Grass Cutter Sword. My foot made a slight scraping noise against the stone of the cave. The nekomata’s ears flicked up and his head turned in my direction. I held my breath and stayed crouched low with the grip of the sword clasped in my left hand. 

Kirby’s still form was the closest to the beast. My impulse to protect him waged a war against the more prudent route, which was to remain still and wait for him to spot me.

But he never did.

The beast swung its head left and right, sniffing the air, and at some intervals, staring directly at the sleeping members of our group and even me in my terribly uncomfortable position. Yet in the ill-lit cave, I never did detect a hint of recognition in the cat’s eyes. It was as if he was completely blind to our presence, and I hoped to hell no one decided to wake up and change that scenario.

“Yang! Where did you go? Did you find something?” came a voice just beyond the waterfall.

Yang turned back and yelled, “I smell them. They were definitely here, but they’re gone now. They can’t have gone too far. There’s still a fire burning low.”

My eyes nearly bugged out of their sockets. This brute named Yang really had no idea we were here. Was he blind? Could nekomata not see very well in the dark? 

No. From everything I knew about them, these beasts’ sensory development was far superior to anything I had ever encountered. It was what made them so difficult to hide from. So difficult to run from, but he had no idea we were mere feet away from him.

My stomach did flip flops when Yang took a step forward and gave the air another sniff. His foot was mere inches from Kirby’s left leg.

Don’t move, Kirby. Don’t even breathe.

Now there was no doubt I could take on this stupid nekomata easily enough. I could probably even handle its partner outside, but I didn’t have any idea if there were more with them. If I gambled wrong, blew our location, and several more nekomata ran into the cave, I’d never be able to defend everyone on my own. The nekomata would plunge their swords into every single person I loved without a second thought, and then they would either kill me or cart me off to Amatsu.

The brute inched its foot a little further as it leaned in and sniffed again.

“They can’t be far,” he shouted. “Their scent is too strong for them to have traveled more than half a mile.”

“Then we turn back and head in the other direction,” his companion barked. “We’ll capture them soon enough.”

The hellcat took one more excruciatingly long sniff and then turned around and exited the cavern, the inky shadows of the waterfall swallowing it whole.

I didn’t dare move a single muscle for several minutes, too afraid that Yang would hear me or that he might have doubled back. Once I felt it safe to move, I collapsed onto my fanny hard.

He couldn’t see us. How was that even possible?

“Is it gone, Hope?” Kirby whispered.

“You were awake the whole time?” I asked.

“I was too,” Angie said, slowly getting into a seated position. “I thought it best to follow your lead and defend everyone once you made a move.” She lifted one of the swords Victor had gifted her from the Underworld and placed it before her feet. “Any idea why that thing had no clue we were still here?”

“None,” I said. “I have no idea what was preventing it from seeing what was right in front of him.”

“How much longer before these guys wake up?” Kirby asked.

“Too long. Probably another four hours. Once Yang loses our trail he’s sure to double back with his friend and how ever many of his fellow minions he has with him. They’ll be back here trying to puzzle out this mystery, and I have no idea if we’ll be able to go undetected again.”

“I think we will so long as we stay wet,” my father said from his prone position on the floor.

My eyes widened in surprise. “Did no one get any sleep?”

“I slept fine until I heard that clicking sound. It’s not exactly something you forget,” Angie said.

I tried to piece together my father’s comment and asked, “What do you mean we need to stay wet?”

“This is just a theory.” He sat up and rubbed the stiffness from his neck. “I think the green substance in the water is masking our presence.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. It’s not exactly camouflage.”

“I think we blend into the area because the taint of the water is covering the goodness of our ki. The cats may be able to smell us, but they can’t see the goodness or power of our aura if it is being masked by something tainted and evil.”

I shook my head. “I get what you’re saying, but their eyesight is sharp, Dad. They may not be able to see or sense our aura, but they should be able to see our physical bodies.”

“Says who?” Angie asked. “Do we actually know how nekomata are able to see things? What if your dad is right? What if they hone in on their prey based on the presence of an actual energy signature.”

“Then how do they maneuver around inanimate objects?” Kirby asked.

“Good point,” I said.

“Hope, you’ve said many times that everything emits a certain level of frequency.” My dad stood and walked over to the opening of the cave. He lifted his hand and allowed the water to cover it completely. “We have no idea exactly how their eyesight works, but I’m willing to take the chance on the idea that the wetter we are the more invisible we are.”

There was certainly no harm in testing his theory since there was no way we could move five kami to an entirely different area. The best we could do was slide them all to the back of the cave where they would be out of harm’s way and stand guard in front of them.

Which is exactly what we did.

Once we made them as comfortable as we possibly could, my father grabbed one of the empty canteens and filled it with the tainted water. He doused every single kami from head to toe and made us step into it, soaking us all the way through.

For the next few hours we stayed relatively soaked due to the lack of sunlight and the damp moisture in the air.

Unpleasant, but necessary.

At least we hoped it was necessary. We also hoped we wouldn’t have to find out.

Unfortunately, it was just going to be one of those days. Three hours later, that hauntingly familiar click click of nekomata’s claws on the stone ledge near the other side of the small waterfall bled through the rocky cave’s entrance and echoed all the way to the back.

Like nails on a chalk board, I cringed at the jarring sound.

Two nekomata stepped through the water and into the entrance of the cave. They hovered there for a few seconds, sniffing the damp air while their ears twitched and flicked upward as if searching for something out of place.

“I don’t understand,” Yang said. “The smell is the strongest in this area, but they aren’t here.”

“Maybe there are tunnels at the back of this cave that lead to other places of refuge.”

“Our comrades spent years searching this cave and the surrounding areas for lone rebels after Amatsu overthrew Fukurokuju. They never found any tunnels.”

“Then how do you explain the trail they’ve left behind? It clearly leads further into the cave. There must be some type of false wall or hidden chasm.”

The nekomata took several steps forward, inching closer to our location. I was almost certain there were only these two to worry about at the moment, but that didn’t mean others were unaware of their location. If we disposed of them here, more nekomata would come looking for them. We needed our kami to wake up and we needed it now.

“Let’s just scrape our swords against the walls and see if we find something telling,” Yang suggested.

Great. A confrontation with these hellcats was inevitable.

Angie tensed at my side, and my father took hold of Kirby’s hand on my right as the two beasts walked straight toward us without seeing their prey standing right in front of them.

I signaled for Angie to take the cat on the right. We sprang forward before they made it halfway through the cave. I didn’t want them any closer to our slumbering group. 

I spun in the air and brought my left leg around kicking the neokmata square in the head, sending it snapping back. He let out a muffled grunt of surprise laced with pain and hit the ground hard. Angie was already on top of her quarry. The nekomata couldn’t see her, but had adjusted to this new threat by reaching out and grasping her around the neck in a choke-hold. I rushed to help her but had my feet kicked out from under me. I went down, slamming my knee, but ignored the pain and instinctively brought my right foot up, hitting the nekomata squarely in the chest when it dove forward with its jaws open. The force of my kick sent it back a few paces, but it quickly rallied, crouched on all fours, and sprang forward with its jaws gaping open, ready to sink its gnarly fangs into me.

 I reached my hand high and waited, deciding the moment I made contact with its chest I would connect with it and cause it an excruciatingly painful death. I never got the chance. A black knife circled in front of the cat’s neck and sliced it clean through. The rest of the body’s momentum carried it forward, landing on my legs. I scrambled backward and gave my dad an incredulous look.

“I am never going to get used to seeing you wield a sword like that,” I said. 

He appeared super irritated.

“You and Angie need to quit doing this silent communication thing. I had no idea you were planning on charging these beasts. That should have been my job.”

“But, Dad—”

“I’m not kidding, Hope. You may be the savior of the world, but I am still your father and you need to ask permission before you go off attacking hellcats, delivering roundhouse kicks, and using your powers to cause strokes and heart attacks.” He stuck the end of his bloody sword on the stone floor and rested the other hand on his hip. “I can still ground you, you know.”

“We totally had this, Dr. Fairmont,” Angie said. “Not that Squirt over here didn’t help.” She mussed up Kirby’s hair a little and stepped away from the nekomata lying dead at her feet.

“We need to do something with the bodies,” Kirby said. “Their scent will probably bring other nekomata straight to us.”

 Soft moans came from the back of the room. I turned around and nearly wept in relief at the sight of Tie struggling to get himself into a seated position. He wiped the sleep from his weary eyes.

“I feel like I’ve been run over by a meteorite,” he croaked out. “What time is it?”

“Probably one in the morning,” Kirby said.

Tie’s eyes took in the nekomata at our feet and suddenly he was at my side, looking me over and checking for injuries.

“What the hell happened?”

Kirby and my father took turns detailing our most recent events as the other kami slowly came to themselves.

“Bishu, is their theory correct?” Tie asked. “Do nekomata see based on energy signatures?”

“Yes,” Bishu said as he came to stand next to Angie. I noticed him anxiously take her in and assessing her injuries or the lack thereof. “That is how Amatsu described it to me.”

“You never experienced sight that way as a nekomata?” Angie asked.

“I never chose to be evil. I never chose to live in the Underworld. My vision was never skewed, my eyes never blinded.”

“Interesting,” Victor said. “If your theory is correct, it would make reaching the palace a much faster endeavor. There are going to be hundreds of sentries from here on out. Pausing to hide ourselves and our trail will waste time we don’t have. If this green substance makes us invisible, we should take as much as we can with us and use it as we approach the palace.”

“Everyone empty their canteens and pack as much of the tainted liquid as you can,” Hachiman instructed.

I walked over to my pack, ready to do exactly as he instructed when a fissure the length and breadth of my body ripped open before me.

“Hope,” Tie screamed. His arms grabbed me around the waist and pulled me back, but the force of the Underworld jerked me forward and I nearly fell through the gap.

More hands grabbed me and hauled me backward, everyone fighting against the bitter pull of the evil realm. A second fissure opened up to our left, lifting Ms. Mori off her feet and sucking her nearly halfway through. Kirby grabbed her hands and pulled her back while Victor went to help them. Our two different groups fought for supremacy over the powerful tug that emanated from the world of the dead. A deafening boom shook within the cavern, crumbling dirt and rocks showered down around us.

“We have to get out of this place,” I shouted. 

I was slowly dragged back and pulled from the mouth of the fissure, but the walls of the cavern still shook. Kirby and Victor managed to release Ms. Mori from the Underworld’s grip, but the cave floor became wobbly, shaking and undulating from an enormous amount of pressure. We charged through the waterfall and out onto the bank of the river, getting way from the cave as swiftly as possible. Our group stood in awe as the cave folded in on itself and tumbled into a fissure that spanned the breadth and width of the actual waterfall. 

A dark abyss the size of a two-story building broke up the otherwise beautiful landscape of the riverbank, and the waterfall and cave were swallowed up in its darkness.

“We must leave now,” Hachiman said in a whisper. “The veil is failing. We’re running out of time.”
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We didn’t bother to move quietly since time was not on our side and there was a good chance we’d be easy to spot once we dried off. We had to get to the palace, find the prophecy, rescue the goddess held prisoner there—if she really was there—have her translate said prophecy, and save the world before the veil was completely destroyed.

Tall order.

It wasn’t like our plan was foolproof.

In fact, we had no plan once we actually got to the palace. Flying by the seat of our pants. Oh, how a rebel army would have come in handy right about now.

No matter how quickly we moved, there were still moments of waiting as we stumbled across different sentries and did our best to remain as still as possible. For the most part, the nekomata passed us without incident, but a few who actually paid attention to their snouts would pause and come closer to investigate our unique aroma. I was happy that Bishu and Victor were so eager to get in some head slicing because I was sick to death of killing these creatures.

The first real problem we ran into happened when we were about a mile out from the palace. We ran into sentries made up of reformed kami. There were six of them spread out around a small camping ground that appeared to be more of a look-out zone. They may have been restored to their god-like state, but their ki still remained tainted by the evil they had embraced. Unfortunately for us, the substance that blocked our ki made very little difference to these particular minions. The group saw us right away and barely had time to bring their swords to bare before our kami were on them like the NYPD on a bomb threat.

On the one hand, it was good to know there was a chink in our otherwise perfect camo. Reformed kami could see us. On the other hand, watching these soldiers get cut down right before our eyes was not an image I would soon be rid of. The killings were beginning to weigh heavily upon me, and maybe that sorrow was a good thing.

Things really began to look familiar when we arrived at the rear of the palace, especially the large hedges that circled around the expansive gardens in back.

They were heavily overgrown, and if I were being honest with myself, scared the living daylights out of me. They looked malevolent and evil, much like the Vampers. I wasn’t even sure if my kami blood would work to part them as it had so many hundreds of years ago. I had no way of knowing if that spell was still in force.

I reached my hand up, pulled my dagger from my waist, and brought it to the palm of my hand. I hesitated as memories of what happened the last time I entered the palace like this invaded my thoughts. I had let Musubi and Akane go. They entered the palace to find the gods of fortune, just as we were entering to find at least one if not more. I’d entered to save them all once I discovered Aiko’s betrayal, and my father had been there waiting to greet me within the gardens. 

I had this perverse fear that even now he waited for me on the other side of this hedge, ready to strike me down if I so much as set foot on the palace grounds.

Tie slid an arm around my shoulder and pulled me to him. I relaxed into his hold and rested my head against his shoulder.

“I know this is probably bringing back memories you would rather forget, but I’m right here. We’re all right here, Hope. We’re gonna be able to do this.”

I nodded, took in a fortifying breath and quickly made a small cut in my palm before I could change my mind.

The sting of the movement brought some much needed clarity. I dripped my blood on the spindly branches and leaves of the tall hedges and watched in awe as they shook ever so slightly and then folded in on themselves, creating a space wide and tall enough for us to enter one-by-one.

As I walked through the brush and into the garden, I sucked in a shocked breath and did my best to take in the unfamiliar terrain. The garden was nothing like I remembered. In fact, there were no snow blossoms, statues, or cherry trees. Instead, large bushes rose to over ten feet in height on either side, branching out down different paths. It looked a lot like some of the mazes described in my mythology class, and just as creepy. I didn’t need anyone to tell me that the garden we just entered was very much alive and pulsing with malice. 

Tie insisted on taking up the lead. I could hardly object since I had absolutely no idea how to get to the back of the palace where the entrance to Saigo’s rooms had been. I didn’t even know if there still was an entrance after all these years. This plan had been so stupid. Did I truly believe the palace had stayed exactly the same for over a millennium? The emperor had to have remodeled more than just the gardens, although I thought this had more to do with the evil from the Underworld.

Tie took us down a few left turns and then a right, his strategy always seeming to be that of taking the path that drew us in as much of a straight line as possible toward the palace. After about fifteen minutes of this, I was beginning to feel as if the maze was enchanted and leading us away from the palace even though we kept the turrets in sight. 

“Stop,” I whispered. “We need to figure out how to beat this maze because its obvious we’re being led astray by it.”

“Maybe you guys can give me a boost and let me climb on top of one of these walls,” Kirby said.

“It’s not a bad idea, but I would feel better if someone else volunteered for the position,” Victor said.

“Naturally, that volunteer should be me since I’m the next lightest person in the group. No offense, Hope,” Angie said, then she turned to Chinatsu. “Feel free to take serious offense, Ms. Mori.”

“Angie, I was not suggesting you should—”

She ignored him, backed up a few paces, ran at the leafy wall and jumped up high, making it about halfway up before she was forced to climb. I was impressed with her upper body strength and the way she scaled the wall like a monkey in search of a ripe banana. She hated tight spaces, which gave her lots of motivation.

Our plan backfired once she reached the top. The wall trembled and shook, swayed to the left, and then launched her off the wall. She let out an undignified shriek and would have landed flat on her back if Bishu hadn’t sped directly under her and caught her around the waist. The force of her momentum sent them flying back into the hedge behind us which broke their fall, but I felt bad for Bishu since he took the brunt of the impact. I had to hand it to him, though. He never once dropped Angie. He kept her body cushioned against his chest.

Chivalrous. 

Victor was probably pissed that he hadn’t made the assist.

Bishu: 3

Victor: Seriously, was he even trying anymore?

We hovered around them to help them up, but Bishu already had them in a standing position with Angie’s back pressed against his chest, holding her upright around the waist. She looked too shaken from her fall to recognize the compromising position he held her in, and you better believe Bishu was taking full advantage of that, complete with a competitive wink in Victor’s direction. He added insult to injury by placing an affectionate kiss on top of her head.

Victor visibly bristled.

“Are you all right, Angela?” Bishu asked in a sultry voice just next to her ear.

Have mercy!

Someone fan me. 

I had a soul mate….two apparently…and I was still swooning on Angie’s behalf.

At the sound of his voice next to her ear she scrambled away from him and adjusted her clothing, refusing to make eye contact.

“Yep. Fine. Obviously, wall climbing will no longer be a part of today’s activities.”

I let out a frustrated sigh. “So we can’t go over the blasted shrubs, and we probably don’t want to risk going under them. I’d hate to have any of us experience death by hedgerow asphyxiation.”

“Can we hack our way through it?” Tie asked.

“I’m willing to test that theory,” Victor said. 

He carefully unsheathed his sword and encouraged us to give him some room. He then began cutting away at the leafy layers of the wall at shoulder level, creating a large hole the breadth and width of a full sized bookcase within seconds.

“There,” he said. He studied his handiwork and stepped back. “We should be able to walk through that.”

Before we were able to walk through anything, the leaves surrounding the opening violently shook and then slammed into each other with so much force it made me shudder to think what would have happened if any of us had been caught in the crossfire.

“So we’ve gone from being launched like a football to getting eaten alive” Angie said in a strained voice. “I hate to be high maintenance here, but I will begin to scream hysterically if I don’t escape this killer maze within the next few minutes.”

Bishu moved to her side with a look of concern. His questioning gaze flicked to me.

“Angie doesn’t do small spaces like this.”

“The walls are closing in on us,” she said. 

Bishu placed a comforting arm around her shoulder.

“Just breathe. I know it seems like that right now, but it’s only fear getting in the way of your perception.”

“No, I’m dead serious. I’m pretty sure the walls just moved in like half an inch.”

I looked at the spacing of the two walls trapping us and realized she was absolutely right. They were slowly moving toward each other.

“Run,” I said, shoving Tie and Kirby in front of me as the walls made a groaning noise and the leaves began to rustle with menacing intensity.

Our group launched into a sprint as the walls began to zip shut behind us. 

It really was like the mazes in mythology class, only there was no guarantee we would be getting out before we became plant food. Each immortal grabbed a mortal and took off into a super human dead run, taking a sharp left and then sprinting to the right before we were moving so fast I couldn’t figure out my left from my right or the difference between up and down. Tie finally broke out into a clearing with a large fountain in the center. The rest of the group arrived right behind us and set their charges on the floor just as the walls behind us closed with sickening force.

My recovery wasn’t quite so bad since we hadn’t traveled nearly the same distance we had earlier that morning, but I was still a little shaky on my feet.

I took in the fountain, but didn’t remember it from my previous life. I did, however, remember the winding staircase leading up to Saigo’s rooms a little beyond the fountain. I nearly cried in relief and went to take a step forward when Tie grabbed me by the waist and jolted me back, preventing me from stepping into a patch of some inky, black substance.

“That’s not something any of us want to get stuck in,” he said.

“What is it?” Kirby asked.

“Black sand,” Ms. Mori said. “You find it mostly in front of the palace as a deterrent for breaching its gated walls. Apparently, Amatsu has placed it here for anyone suicidal enough to enter these gardens.”

Kirby grabbed her hand and took a step closer to her.

“But what does it do?”

She pulled him in for a side hug and squeezed him tightly to her. “It’s like quicksand, except there is no escaping it once you touch it. Even if you can be pulled out, the black sand remains glued to you and slowly swallows you whole, transporting you to the Underworld.”

“We are going to have to be extremely careful as we make our way around the fountain and this small clearing,” Daiki said. “I will go first. Everyone steps where I step. Agreed?”

We nodded and muttered our agreement. I couldn’t help but think we were all too eager to let Daiki lead the way. He stepped around the black pool of goo that I’d almost plunged into, and slowly circumvented the front of the fountain, pausing to turn and take one or two steps to the left, forward two, then right one as we all followed suit. 

As far as booby traps go, this one didn’t seem so bad. I mean, all we had to do was walk around the patches of black sand and we were fine. The process was tedious, considering how slow everyone in the group had to move in order to completely avoid the various pockets scattered before us.

Daiki made it to the foot of what was once Saigo’s stairs with the rest of us close behind when out of the corner of my eye I thought I saw a flash of black right next to me.

“Hope, wait,” Angie yelled from behind me. She shoved me to my left where I stumbled into Tie’s arms, but whatever she’d saved me from hadn’t been something she could avoid. Horrified, I watched a black film of sand slowly curl its way up her right leg.

“Seriously?” she grumbled. “Nobody said these patches of sand were capable of moving from one location to the next. This thing totally cheated.”

Bishu grabbed her arm and tugged her toward him, the panic on his face matching that of Victor’s as they both carefully surrounded her and attempted to pull her out of the sand with one kami on either arm. It didn’t matter that they moved her. The black sand was now crossing over her knee and up her thigh.

“What can we do?” Victor said. 

Panic gave way to desperation as he paced back and forth in front of her.

“Everybody stays exactly where they are,” I said. “If these things can travel, then I don’t want anyone else getting trapped in one of them.”

I took a careful step toward her, but Tie tugged on my arm.

“Hope, I know that look. What’s your plan?”

“It’s a sentient being, just like the Vampers,” I said. “I need to see if I can communicate with it.”

“You can’t touch it,” Victor said. “You’ll be in the same predicament as she’s in.”

 Bishu was shaking his head, still holding tight to Angie’s arm.

“What if she connects with Angela? If this substance is used to transport people to the Underworld then it must use some form of communication with the veil and Angie’s ki.”

“That’s quite a stretch,” Hachiman said. His voice was grave and his eyes appeared defeated. He’d already given up on her. I could tell.

I pulled away from Tie and reached Angie in two strides. I heard him grunting something about the effects of modern thinking on a stubborn women, but I completely ignored it. There was no way I was losing Angie now.

No. Freaking. Way.

I placed both hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eye. I think I needed the grounding of that eye contact and reassurance more than she did. I checked her ki to see if there was any noticeable differences within its energy signature. 

Darker energies snaked their way slowly through her system, shutting down various functions throughout the body. The black sand didn’t just transport the victim to the underworld, it killed its victim first and then sent its spirit through the veil, only to be trapped in purgatory regardless of the life that soul had led.

It was a vile piece of magic, and I had no idea how to push it from her system. I tried to attack the darkness in the same way I did whenever someone was injured with a weapon from the Underworld, but the blackness was composed of an entirely different substance, and I had no clue how to burn it out of her system. Creating internal light from her energy didn’t do anything to stop its progress. Angie’s shoulder’s shook underneath my grip, the only sign of her distress.

It was almost as if her ki couldn’t accept the help I offered in exactly the same way my ki had refused Victor’s aid so long ago.

I was running out of time and drawing a blank. Sweat beaded between my shoulder blades and dripped along my spine.

I couldn’t lose Angie. Not like this, but I had no idea how to help her. 

I dropped my hands and stared at Angie in shock as a thought crossed my mind. 

Could it be that simple? 

I had two kami who might be able to accomplish what I couldn’t. If I didn’t get it right the first time, there wouldn’t be time for a second. Based on what I knew of Angie’s history and her own personal reactions to the war gods, I made a decision and hoped to hell it was the right one.

“Bishu, you need to kiss her.”

“What?” Victor shouted.

Angie’s eyes widened. Her fear popped up a notch as she looked down at the gooey substance that now covered her up to her waist.

“Her ki won’t take direction from mine, but I know she isn’t meant to die or I would have already tried to break through the veil.” I ignored the disapproval emanating from the rest of the group and went on. “She might recognize your ki, Bishu, but we can only find out if you connect with her and it has to be through a kiss.”

“This is insane,” Victor said. “She’s dying right before our eyes, and you’re suggesting a make-out session is in order? We don’t have time for this.”

“What do I do once I’ve connected to her?” Bishu asked.

Angie looked absolutely terrified, but I couldn’t tell if it was from the black sand or the thought of being kissed by Bishu. Knowing Angie it was probably a toss-up.

“Once you connect to her ki you need to prevent the darkness from stealing her energy and shutting down her internal functions. Create colors and light from your connection and use it to internally purify her.”

“But, for this to work I would have to be—”

“I know,” I said, before he could finish that sentence and freak her out even more. “I have no idea if you are, but I’m going with my gut here. Now, are you going to do something about this or just let her die?”

Bishu carefully cupped her face in his hands, making sure the rest of his body didn’t touch the inky substance spreading over her abdomen.

“Just this once,” Angie whispered.

Bishu’s lips turned up in amusement before he lowered his lips to hers and gave her an achingly soft kiss.

Since I wasn’t the one doing the healing, I had no way of knowing if a soft kiss or a deeper kiss was in order, but the substance was now over her chest. I hovered between freaking out and going completely insane. Just as I was about to tell Bishu to quit being bashful and get his head in the game, a bright light shimmered from the contact of their lips. Bishu finally deepened the kiss into something chick flick worthy. The light washed over Angie’s face and slowly spread from the top of her head downward, traveling over her body in the same way the black sand had traveled up. The minute it made contact with the inky substance at her chest, the sand swiftly retreated. In fact, I could have sworn I heard it shrieking in dismay as it gave ground beneath the silvery light of Bishu’s healing power.

The light slid from her chest, down her waist, thighs, knees, and all the way to her toes, making her appear like some angel from heaven. The patch of sand disintegrated and disappeared from sight, leaving Bishu and Angie in a bubble of light as he pulled her flush to his chest, wrapped his arms around her and upped their kissing to a whole new level of sizzle.

Yummy. I wasn’t about to interrupt that action.

I couldn’t believe it had worked.

I couldn’t believe Bishu actually had a claim on her.

Angie was gonna be pissed.

Though at the moment, she seemed to be quite happy.

Tie startled me when he grabbed me around the waist and spun me to face him. His lips captured mine and my legs buckled. The darn kami didn’t play fair. Our colors soothed and calmed my nerves while simultaneously making me wish I could go take a very cold shower. I was certain once he finally let me go, I was going to need it. 

When we both came up for air I said, “What in the world was that for?”

He gave me a lopsided grin and kissed my forehead.

“I felt left out.”

“This is ridiculous. Kissing is now a preemptive measure for avoiding death?” Victor asked. 

He pointed to Bishu who still had a firm grasp on Angie—not to mention her lips— and didn’t appear too interested in letting go any time soon.

Smart man.

Bishu: 4

Victor: This was pointless, really.

“This is not something I thought possible,” Hachiman said as he watched Angie and Bishu’s exchange with raised brows. “Gods of fortune aren’t generally tied to humans…or anyone for that matter.”

“Angie shouldn’t be tied to anyone,” Victor said. “Didn’t you say she was the first woman you met who was untethered?” He looked at Tie, hoping my boyfriend could offer up an explanation that might give him a fighting chance with Angie I’ll bet.

“She was untethered as Edana. I never read her ki as Akane, and I’ve never bothered to read her ki as Angie.”

“Different lives wouldn’t signify a difference in ki. Her soul is still the same,” Daiki said. “I’m inclined to believe it is more likely she is tethered…to more than one person, which is why you couldn’t get a read on her, Tie. She has options.”

“Say what?” I asked. “What do you mean she has options.”

“It will be Angie’s decision to align herself with one of the gods she is tied to,” Hachiman said, staring at Angie and Bishu in fascination. He’d clearly never come across this kind of phenomenon.

“Who else is she tied to?” Tie asked.

Hachiman looked at Tie and then turned his attention to Victor, whose jaw dropped at Hachiman’s subtle hint.

“Who else indeed,” he replied. “The whys of this situation are far more interesting to me.”

She must have had an inkling of our conversation through the passionate fog Bishu had submerged her in because she broke from their kiss—yep, they’d really been kissing each other this whole time. Awkward for a few of us—and planted two firm hands on his chest, pushing him back a step.

“Uh, that was…um.” She cleared her throat. “I actually have no idea how that particular action managed to save me, but I appreciate you…taking one for the team.”

Bishu’s eyes glinted with mischief.

“Taking one for the team? It was a sacrifice I am anxious to make again and again. You’ll find that I’m quite the team player.”

Wowzah.

“What a line,” Victor grumbled.

Daiki choked back some laughter which caused my father, Hachiman, and even Ms. Mori to let out an indiscreet cough or two to cover up their own mirth.

Honestly, we were standing in the middle of an evil garden that was just aching to kill us while we discussed Angie’s love life. The veil was about to fail, we still hadn’t found the prophecy, and my bond with Amatsu threatened to take over at any moment. Yet here we were just shootin’ the breeze.

I found it hilarious that some tasty PDA had saved my best friend from the depths of the Underworld. It could have been an epically romantic moment, but the evil garden was kind of a mood killer.

Angie ran an unsteady hand through her frizzy curls and took a few equally shaky steps away from him. 

As she passed me she muttered, “Next time, I’d appreciate it if you’d just let me die.”

“A handsome god literally kissed life back into you,” I hissed as I fell into step behind her and followed her and the others up the stairs. Bishu took up the rear closer to us so I lowered my voice even further. “Next time, I think you ought to put a little more effort into it.”

“Hope, you are so dead to me.”

I couldn’t help the satisfied smirk that made its way across my face.

Oh, how the tables had turned.

 

***

 

Saigo’s room looked exactly the same. I had to stop the minute I entered because a flood of memories came bubbling to the surface, threatening to drown me in their wake. This was the room we had spent hours in with Kenji, discussing history, philosophy, and anything else Kenji could scrounge up to give us both as well rounded an education as possible. It was where I’d escaped to again and again after surviving one more round of the emperor’s physical abuse.

It was where Saigo had nearly died, and where I had saved him before we joined the rebels.

It was where I’d been most happy of all the places in the palace.

“Nothing has changed,” Victor said as he made his way further into the room. “That seems a bit…”

“Creepy,” Angie said. “I know it used to be your home, Hope, but the eerie quiet of this place is making me a little nervous.”

I nodded. “The palace is alive and aware of us just like the Vampers and the garden. Do not, under any circumstances, take the vial of kami blood off of you,” I said, directing my comments to my father, Angie, and Kirby. “And no one can get lost in this place. I will take the lead and everyone must follow close behind me.”

“Shouldn’t we split up and cover more ground?” Victor asked.

“I don’t think it wise,” Daiki said. “We have no way of knowing if the emperor’s study is in the same place. The palace may have changed its blueprint since it is certainly capable of that, and it wouldn’t surprise me if Fukurokuju or Amatsu did this on a regular basis.”

“We need to stick together. If we get lost at least we are lost together and can aid one another should we run into any nekomata,” Hachiman said.

“Fine,” Victor said, “but you’re not taking the lead, Hope. I am. Just tell me where to go, and you and Tie follow close behind me with the others following close behind you.”

I thought for a moment and then relented, realizing that Victor wanted to place himself in between me and any possible weapons from the Underworld.

“Thank you,” Tie said to him.

Victor nodded. “I would feel more at ease if Angie were right next to you and Tie.”

“That can be arranged,” Angie quickly stated before Bishu had a chance to argue. The look of relief on her face as she reached my side was almost comical. I caught Victor’s small smirk of victory as he turned to face the sliding door.

Sneaky devil. Maybe I did need to continue keeping score. It appeared Victor was going to be a contender.

He slid the door open, barely making a sound, looked to the right and the left and then took a right turn at my direction.

The next several minutes were quite possibly the most anxious I’d ever experienced. The atmosphere seemed still and watchful. Far too quiet. It felt as if the palace was simply biding its time, waiting for us to slip up or possibly take a wrong turn, waiting to lead us to a pocket of nekomata that were already prepared for our party.

What if the palace was capable of steering us into an ambush no matter which direction we chose to travel in?

Victor reached the end of the first hallway and signaled us to keep quiet as he carefully peeked his head around the corner.

He turned back and spoke in a whisper, “Either way is clear, which doesn’t make much sense. I thought we’d encounter more guards by now. Fukurokuju never left the hallways unattended, and I can’t imagine Amatsu would either since he knows we are here in Kagami and that we need the prophecy.”

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

“I’m thinking the castle for the most part is abandoned. If the emperor is indeed a prisoner, then I doubt he is free to roam about the palace or give orders to Amatsu’s minions.”

“Then we keep going,” Tie whispered. “We don’t have any alternatives at this point.”

I chanced a glance down the hallway and saw the coast was clear.

“I agree. Let’s continue on to the emperor’s study and pray it is still where I remember it to be. Two more rights and then a left. Then we will come to a grand foyer. The study is behind the double sliding doors on the right.”

Victor didn’t waste any time after that. In fact, we weren’t even moving as stealthily as before. If anything, I would have called our search for the study one crazed group run. If we could at least reach it before becoming engaged in conflict of any kind, our chances of success were much higher.

Within a few minutes the foyer opened up and the emperor’s doors loomed to the right. Our entire group cautiously approached, barely breathing as we listened for a hint of sound or movement from within.

Nothing.

This was too damn easy. I didn’t like it.

Victor quickly motioned us to either sides of the doors and then Tie and Victor grabbed a door and quickly ripped them open.

Silence greeted us.

Nothing but silence.

Tie scanned the room before allowing us to enter. Once we gathered inside, he swiftly slid the doors closed, locking them in place. I wondered if that course of action was wise. We didn’t want to get ourselves boxed in.

“Where is the door to the dungeons, Hope?”

I pointed to the back of the room where those same samurai adornments were affixed along the wall.

“The healing room,” I muttered under my breath.

The moment the words were out, a wave of nausea hit me so hard I doubled over and dropped to the ground. I felt Tie at my side almost immediately, but my mind played a barrage of hideous scenes as I remembered the various torture methods my father had employed on not only me, but the soldiers he’d held down in the dungeons. Healings were repeated only to be undone by more torture from the emperor.

Each victim’s screams replayed over and over again building into a barrage of unending noise. I stopped breathing for a moment as I lived through the first time the emperor drowned me to punish me for not saving one of his tortured prisoners before the man died.

I surfaced again from that moment only to live through yet another beating and another grotesque moment of torture after I failed to save another one of his soldiers.  The memories were endless, running on a macabre loop that prevented my mind from escape. 

Just when I thought I would lose hold of my sanity, a soft voice broke through the chaos and gave me a small moment of clarity, something to focus on. It was soft, sweet, low, and melodic.

 

Look up to the starry skies

Where blossoms float in waves of light.

You’ll find me within their blooms

Come follow me and I’ll make room.

 

I recognized the song as one that I’d heard many times when I was left in my room after each beating. Aiko would bathe me and sing to me. At least, I assumed she had. It usually took some time for me to recover emotionally, and her tonics always put me to sleep. This voice sounded just like the one that had soothed me after each horrible beating during my younger years. Though she sang it in Japanese, I understood every word and translated it in my own mind.

 

Sleep safely in my embrace

The world is cold with little grace

But Heaven is where we’ll stay

Where love can chase the frost away

 

I took a few deep breaths and allowed my body to relax into Ms. Mori’s arms as she rocked me back and forth in time to her lullaby, the one I always thought had been sung by Aiko. I swallowed down the bile, the violent emotions and burgeoning memories, and focused on the song and the melody that had brought me back from the very depths of my despair so many times in my first life. It was easier to sing it in Japanese. So I softly joined in when she began to repeat it.

Ms. Mori lifted a shaking hand to my brow and smoothed away the hair along my brow-line just as tenderly as any mother. I’m not sure how long we sat there in silence after that. It had to have been the most reckless, unreasonable thing to be doing at the moment. Much like discussing the possibility of Angie having more than one soul mate while nekomata hunted us. It was the worst time ever for one grand panic attack, but Ms. Mori, the woman who had done nothing but keep me at arm’s length for both of my lives, had managed to understand my circumstance and situation better than anyone and knew exactly how to bring me out of my downward spiral.

When I finally opened my eyes, the rest of our group sat in a large semi-circle facing me with concern evident in their anxious gazes. My eyes flicked to Tie. He looked ready to spring forward and grab me at any second, but he held back on my behalf, most likely sensing that what I needed at the moment, ironically, was Ms. Mori.

“None of us considered what this place might do to you, Hope,” my father whispered. “You don’t have to continue on if you don’t think you can handle it. Tie will stay with you while we go into the dungeons and search for Benzaiten and the prophecy.”

I started to speak, but choked on some remaining emotion fighting for supremacy. His offer was more tempting than I cared to admit, and in that moment I realized how incredibly tired I felt. But I didn’t know what they might face down there without me. I didn’t like the idea of splitting up our group. A terrible strategy, considering we’d breached a palace ruled by Amatsu and quite possibly Fukurokuju.

My own failings aside, this mission had gone off without a hitch since we’d entered, and I wasn’t about to let them go on and possibly encounter their first hurdle without me. I hadn’t come this far to let memories from a past life cripple me when I’d overcome so much just to get here. I had to deal with this, and I had the feeling that I wouldn’t be dealing with it on my own. Ms. Mori had her own demons to fight where the emperor was concerned.

“I can do this,” I said. I bit my bottom lip at how weak my voice sounded, but at least I’d gotten it out. “I need to do this.”

“You’re sure?” Tie asked.

“Yes.”

Without a word, Ms. Mori released me and allowed me to stand on my own, something I suspected she’d always had to do in my first life. I didn’t know how to thank her or what to say, and I didn’t think she expected me to address it at the moment. So I merely offered her a word of thanks to which she gave me a soft nod and then we moved forward toward the back wall while the others followed close behind.

Just as I lifted my hand to pull on the elaborate gold sword, Ms. Mori grabbed hold of my other hand, offering me some extra support. I looked at her for a moment, finally seeing exactly what it was that had won my little Kirby over so completely. I squeezed her hand and then pulled on the sword.

A soft whirring noise drifted through the thin wall and a door opened to our immediate right.

“Once we enter through that door, we’ll come across a spiral staircase leading down into the bowels of the palace. This is going to be tricky as far as defenses go. We’ll most likely be sitting ducks down there,” I said.

“Well, we certainly can’t go back,” Daiki said.

“Then it is a simple matter of going forward, no matter how ill-advised the idea may be,” Hachiman said.

“If we are descending to our certain demise, I think it best that I go first,” Victor said.

“Glory hog,” Tie teased. “I’d expect nothing less from you. I suppose you’d like the honor of bestowing upon Fukurokuju the blessed reprieve of death.”

Victor gave Tie the first genuine smile I’d seen on his face in a long time. His aura of excitement at the thought of this much-anticipated confrontation made me want to roll my eyes. 

Men.

Then he strode forward, drawing a dagger from the Underworld as he approached the entrance.

“Hachiman, I’d appreciate a written tribute to my efforts should you ever get the chance to record our adventures in your histories,” Victor said.

“Duly noted,” the monk replied dryly. “Should be a riveting read.”

Victor’s grin grew even wider as he stepped through the door. Tie reached for my hand, and the rest of us followed the warrior god down into the depths of the Ivory Palace’s dungeons.

“Did it always smell like this?” Tie asked as we reached the bottom of the stairs.

The damp mustiness of the place was made even more unbearable when mixed with the cloying smell of decay.

“Always,” I said. 

I shivered a little at the images threatening to rise to the surface, but Tie’s warm hand on my shoulder and soft kiss to my temple gave me the courage to put one foot in front of the other. Steel bars lined the various prison cells on either side of us. All of them were empty, but I knew the dungeons to be vast. We had a very long stretch of walkway to traverse before we reached the very end.

Prison cell after prison cell we discovered empty, and with each passing moment, I worried that the goddess had been killed and the prophecy completely destroyed. If the veil was ready to go at any moment now, it made more sense for Amatsu to simply destroy it rather than risk the chance that we would find it.

I worried he might have done just that since the last time I spoke with him he’d made it clear he literally had nothing to lose.

Our party finally reached the end of the aisle turning up nothing in the process.

“I’m not sure where else she may be,” I said. “And trying to figure out where Amatsu hid the prophecy within this constantly evolving edifice will most likely be next to impossible, especially if the palace has been instructed to hide it from us.”

Victor grunted in discouragement. “This doesn’t seem right. Amatsu, at the very least, should have Fukurokuju down here, rotting for the rest of eternity.”

“He’s very vindictive that way,” Tie said. “You’re right to think it odd that the emperor wouldn’t be experiencing some type of misery at the moment.”

Kirby waved a hand above his head to grab our attention.

“Did you hear that?” he asked.

“Hear what?” Ms. Mori said.

We all paused in our conversation and nearly held our breath in order to identify the sound.

After a few moments, I figured it was probably a rat, until a soft scraping sound floated across the unnatural silence. I pushed through our group toward the stone wall at the very end of the dungeon.

“Hello? Is someone there?” 

The scraping sound became more frantic. A loud thump followed after a few more moments. It sounded as if someone was hitting a metal object as hard as they could against the other side of the stone wall.
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“Ms. Mori, is there another room behind this wall?” I asked.

“It’s possible,” she said, pushing through the men to reach my side.

“Do we really want to know what might be on the other side of it, though?” Angie asked.

I looked over my shoulder, getting ready to give Angie a reassuring pep-talk when Victor put a supportive arm around her.

“Nothing’s going to hurt you, Angie. Not while I’m by your side.”

In the dim lighting, her mouth dropped open in a shocked oh.

“What a line,” Bishu muttered behind them.

“I think we need to figure out how to get to the other side of this wall,” Tie said, getting us back on point.

I thought about it for a moment. My hands glided along the wall, feeling the outline of the stones with the tips of my fingers.

“The emperor was a bit obsessed with false walls and hidden rooms. It’s very possible there’s something built into this wall that will be the key to opening it.”

Kirby nudged himself under my elbow. He ran his fingers along the bottom edges of the stone wall with a determined grimace. I appreciated his enthusiasm and went to work, pushing on different parts of the wall, hoping there might be something that might cause it to open. The scraping and tapping against the wall grew louder, which caused me to move faster. Kirby stood, looking frustrated and then folded his arms and leaned back against one of the barred cells. 

I heard something click and the stone wall slowly swung inward, revealing an enormous, unnaturally bright room filled with hundreds of books, scrolls, and ancient texts. A large rectangular table took up the middle of the room, and standing before it, armed with what looked like a fire poker, was none other than my old friend and tutor.

“Kenji?” I whispered. 

At the sound of my voice a warm smile adorned his lips.

“The face is different, but I’d recognize your ki anywhere,” he said. He dropped the poker to the floor and took one step forward. “My dear child, what took you so long?”

I took one step forward then another, feeling as if this was some kind of joke. I may not have seen Daiki’s death, but I was positive I had witnessed Kenji’s. How could I be so lucky as to have lost everyone I loved in my first life only to gain them all back in the next?

“You’re not real,” I said. “You couldn’t possibly be…”

“Alive?” His look held warmth and understanding as he nodded. “I could say the same thing of you.”

I quickly closed the distance between us and fell into his warm embrace, crying more tears at this unexpected gift.

“How on earth did you survive your injuries?”

Tie stepped next to me.

“You were still alive when we had to leave you behind, weren’t you?” He sounded guilt-ridden.

“Don’t blame yourself. For all intents and purposes, I was most definitely dead. There was absolutely nothing you could do for me with poison from the Underworld riddling my system, but one of Amatsu’s carefully placed minions posing as a soldier recognized me and thought Amatsu might have need of me. The demon god forced Fukurokuju to not only heal me, but turn me into a kami.”

“Impossible,” Ms. Mori said. “The emperor would never have sacrificed some of his power to help you ascend.”

“Your highness,” Kenji said as he bowed at the waist. “It is truly amazing what the threat of certain death will motivate one to do.”

“Wow,” I said. “The emperor must have hated that.”

“I assure you, I did.”

The hairs on my neck rose at the sound of such a familiar yet loathsome voice. I turned to my left, seeing Fukurokuju seated at an entirely different table. He looked completely at ease, amused even.

Ms. Mori radiated hatred and disgust. She was fairly vibrating with it. I didn’t blame her.

“Of course, my current incarceration with this insufferable scholar has merely added insult to injury over the last thousand years, but Amatsu always has narrowed down his own forms of torture with pinpoint precision.”

This moment was so surreal. I had zero desire to see the emperor again but had known it might happen. Now that the moment had arrived, the fear and paralysis I was so used to whenever I’d found myself in his presence were completely gone, leaving me with nothing but complete and total indifference. 

I didn’t know if that was healthy or not, but it certainly helped me look him dead in the eye when I said, “You look like hell, Fukurokuju.”

He stared at me for a moment and then threw his head back, letting out a crazed cackle that made me wonder just how certifiable he had become over the centuries.

“You’ve all been locked up in here for a thousand years?” I asked.

“Yes,” Kenji said. He pointed to Fukurokuju. “Although, the emperor has played the role of jailer on Amatsu’s behalf.”

“Oh, come now, Kenji,” the emperor said. “You know I’m just as much a prisoner as you are. It’s not as if I’m allowed to leave the palace.”

“It’s not as if you ever left it before,” I shot back.

He gave me an appraising look and then an approving nod.

“Too true, but at least I had the choice to leave if I saw fit. Unfortunately, as Amatsu’s lackey, I’ve been forced to babysit these two for centuries in the hopes that they might translate what so many scholars before them have failed to make sense of.”

“These two?”

“That’s right,” said a soft, feminine voice from behind one of the many bookcases just past Kenji’s shoulder.

A beautiful Asian woman with jet black hair to her waist came out of her hiding spot behind a bookcase to our left, carrying a small scroll in her hand. She wore a light blue kimono and her hair was decorated in several tiny cherry blossoms. She appeared absolutely ethereal. How she managed to look as if she’d just been visiting paradise was beyond me.

“Benzaiten,” Bishu said in a relieved tone. He moved past us and into the welcoming embrace of the goddess. She received him with happy tears. “How are you, dear sister?”

They were related? I didn’t remember anyone ever mentioning that.

“Bored to tears. The only thing to do around this place is read tomes I penned myself.”

“I don’t mean to interrupt this reunion between you two, but I have to admit that I’m finding this situation far less harrowing than I’d imagined,” I said.

Her chocolate brown eyes zeroed in on me with interest.

“You were expecting the palace to be heavily guarded, weren’t you?” she asked.

“Of course we were,” Tie said, drawing her attention to him. “We made a lot of assumptions here, I suppose, but some of them included armed guards, impossible odds, and finding you beaten and tortured. Aren’t you being held prisoner by Amatsu and your jailer here to translate the original prophecy for the demon god?” 

“I got the impression that the emperor’s job was to extract that information from you,” I said.

“Oh, I did,” Fukurokuju said in a lazy tone.

I couldn’t get over how bored he seemed with the entire affair. I was expecting someone angry, frustrated, violent, even volatile, but this version of the emperor was downright perplexing.

He must have noticed my confusion because he let out a tired sigh.

“Apparently, all I had to do was ask nicely and Benzaiten and Kenji were more than happy to hand over the pure translation of the prophecy to me.”

My eyes widened in shock. “You…” I turned to Kenji. “You translated it already?”

“Within the first few months of our incarceration,” Kenji said, giving Benzaiten a fond look.

“Then why on earth would you hand it over to the emperor?” Victor asked. His voice shook with outrage.

The emperor let out a quiet chuckle, giving Kenji and Benzaiten amused looks. He shook his head in chagrin.

“They handed it over to me because they knew once I read it, I would never willingly hand it over to Amatsu, not that I’d planned on giving that foul creature what he actually wanted. I’ve played quite the part all these years, pretending to have tortured and browbeat the both of them. Assuring Amatsu that everything was being done to translate the prophecy so he would know how to combat The Healer’s destiny and his own in the process.” His smile grew wide, mercenary even, before he spoke again. “That stupid kami may have played me for a fool when he used me to build his army, but he’s been the biggest fool of us all.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

The emperor’s eyes turned to Victor. “I believe my fuzzy memory recalls a time when I stabbed that man standing behind you,” he pointed past Victor to Daiki who to his credit appeared completely unaffected by the emperor’s presence. “Do you remember what you were willing to do for my precious daughter at that time?”

Victor looked confused but answered anyway. “I saved Daiki on her behalf. I couldn’t bear to see her suffer the loss of someone she loved.”

“Why?” the emperor asked. “What feelings motivated you to risk your immortality for a simple human peasant who would never matter to you.”

“Love,” Victor whispered. He gave me an uncomfortable look and shifted on his feet.

“Love,” the emperor said with great disdain. “When taking on tasks such as world domination, the rending of the veil, or possibly the healing of it, love will be your greatest weakness because its power to purify even the most ambitious and evil of us all is absolute. I warned you not to fall in love with your future wife, Victor. Too many men have fallen prey to that power, and the demon god is now no exception. The idiot walked right into it.”

Into what? This god was crazy. Nothing he said made any sense.

He rubbed his face with his hands and his mirth was replaced by an ancient sorrow that almost made me feel sorry for him.

“You met with no resistance once you breached the palace walls because, unbeknownst to Amatsu, I still have full control over its sentient abilities. I’m still the emperor and, therefore, I still possess the full power of our First Parents in ruling Kagami, however evil and hideous it’s become.”

“You cleared a direct path for us,” I said. Emboldened, I walked over to the table and placed my hands on top. “Why? I understand that you hate Amatsu, but you also wish to do exactly what he planned to do. Isn’t that why you built a kami army in the first place?”

He leaned back in his chair and studied my features for a moment before responding. “I’ve had a thousand years to prepare for the moment when you would return. A thousand years to decide if I would willingly hand over the translation to Amatsu, and a thousand years to try and figure out how the breaking of the world and Amatsu’s release might be beneficial to me in any way, and the bottom line is this: if Amatsu is freed of the Underworld absolutely no one wins. We may be greater gods, but he is by far more powerful than any of us save one person. If I give him all the answers, he wins and we all lose. I lose.”

“Who is more powerful than Amatsu?”

He gave me an enigmatic look, his slow smile revealing one of his more calculated expressions.

“Don’t you know, daughter?” He didn’t bother to hide the low mocking tone. “Do you still remain so utterly clueless.”

“You’re not my father so don’t use that familial title as if you actually have the right, and I haven’t had the benefit of a correctly translated prophecy to work with over the last millennium. Forgive me if I’m slow with the logistics of this situation.”

He stared at me for a few more moments, taking my measure and obviously approving of me in some way, something I couldn’t remember ever having achieved with him in my first life.

“Kenji, Benzaiten, show her the prophecy.”

Kenji ushered me over to the table and Benzaiten moved to the other side, spreading the scroll she had across the table so I could read it. Then she unrolled another scroll right next to it. The rest of my party gather around us.

“This,” she said pointing to the scroll on the left, “is the correct translation, and this,” she pointed to the one on the right, “is the incorrect translation. I want you to look at both and note the key differences, Hope.”

 I leaned over a bit and read the incorrect translation first.

               

Once strong and firm the veil grows thin

Amatsu, with his vengeful heart

Will rend in two and tear apart

The earth and all therein

 

One warrior god will not suffice

His sword cannot undo this fate

Unless he meets his true soul mate

And love unite, but for a price

 

For only she, half mortal born,

Can heal the one that’s turned to stone

A kami father, a royal throne

Where mother sits, a kingdom torn

 

Her gift to heal is only part

Of when and where she must become

The Healer, but to heal the one

Death she must overcome    

 

Then I switched my attention to the correct translation and noticed it was much longer than the first.

 

      His pain is strong and tears apart 

The love that binds each soul to mate

And with no love to seal the gate

The future soon grows bleak and dark

 

Once strong and firm the veil grows thin

Amatsu, with his vengeful heart 

will rend in two and tear apart

the earth and all therein 

 

One warrior god will not suffice

His sword cannot undo this fate

She must meet her true soul mate

And love unite not once but twice

 

Yet only love, its power hold

A gift to share, and knowledge gained

For he who cannot feel but cold

Must come to understand its pain

 

For only she, half mortal born

Can heal the heart that’s turned to stone

A kami father, a royal throne

Where mother sits, a kingdom torn

 

Her gift to heal is only part 

of when and where she must become

The Healer, but to heal Death’s heart 

Her will is overcome

 

Then second chance will all be given

With Evil stayed and Goodness wrought

And now accept what once he fought

Eternal love heals Veil and Heaven

        

“There are three extra verses in this thing,” Tie said. “And the ones that are similar have some significant changes.”

“Let’s just go over each verse one by one, and see what we can make of it,” I said. “Kenji, will you read it out loud for us?”

“Of course, Princess.” He cleared his throat before continuing. “His pain is strong and tears apart the love that binds each soul to mate, and with no love to seal the gate, the future soon grows bleak and dark.”

“That first verse has to be talking about Tie,” Angie said. “He spent centuries dealing with the pain of never having someone to love.”

Fukurokuju snorted behind us.

I turned to look over my shoulder. “Did you have something to add to this discussion?”

He shook his head. “Keep going. I want to see how far left you take this before I tell you what it’s really all about.”

“I just don’t understand the part about there being no love to seal the gate,” Kirby said. “What gate? What does Tie have to do with creating enough love to seal a gate?”

I thought about it for a second. “Maybe, Tie’s ability to bond souls together for eternity has something to do with helping to heal the veil, but he didn’t have a love of his own and couldn’t know what true love felt like.”

“Well, the very last part of that sentence is correct,” the emperor muttered.

“Why wouldn’t the first part be?”

“Just keep going. You getting everything wrong for the next few minutes will be more entertainment than I’ve had in centuries.”

I gave him a glare and turned back to the prophecy.

“I think the second verse is exactly the same and pretty self-explanatory. But the third verse changes in the last two lines,” I said. “It’s talking about me and my need to find my true soul mate instead of the warrior god’s need.”

“That’s because Victor never needed to find a soul mate to heal the veil. It wasn’t his destiny. It was yours and Tie’s,” Kenji said. “And I believe you found each other not once, but twice, in your previous life and in this one.”

“I’ll give you high marks for that translation,” the emperor said, “but do you truly understand the significance of it? Why is it so necessary for these two love birds to actually find each other twice, and then to actually love each other?”

“To heal the veil,” I said.

“A correct answer, but slim on the details. How are you supposed to heal a veil that is failing due to lack of love in the world if you have never experienced love yourself? You must understand that kind of self-sacrificing love to be able to make the necessary sacrifices required of you in healing said veil. And why would you need to be separated from your soul mate once in order to accomplish this?”

“You’re saying my death had to happen?” I asked.

The emperor smiled. “Of course, but the way it happened and the consequences of it are really the details that matter. You’re not the only one who has had to learn the importance of what true love really means.” He gave me an expectant look, like what he had just revealed should tell me all I needed to know. My blank expression must have graced the faces of everyone surrounding me, because his expectant look turned to one that made me think he felt as if he were suffering fools at the moment.

He let out a heavy sigh. “You’re all imbeciles.”

“We haven’t had a thousand years to come to understand the full meaning of the prophecy,” I said.

He waved my comment off. “Next stanza, if you please. Hopefully, you’ll understand what I’m talking about once you read it.”

Annoyed, I turned back to the table and studied the next stanza. 

“Yet only love, its power hold, a gift to share, and knowledge gained. For he who cannot feel but cold must come to understand its pain.”

Daiki turned to the emperor. “This is what Angie was talking about. It was important for love to heal Tie’s heart. And now it is important for him to understand its level of pain.”

The emperor finally lost his temper and in grand Fukurokuju fashion leaped to his feet, sending his chair flying behind him.

“I swear, I’m surrounded by the most simpleminded group of people to have ever walked the face of this earth.” He stomped over to Benzaiten’s side to which she glared at him, but refused to cower as he inched in next to her. Then he pointed to the next stanza. “Read that, you moron,” he said as he glared at Daiki.

“It’s exactly the same as the other translated part. She has to heal the heart that’s turned to stone, and Tie’s heart was tainted, blackened by the blossom Amatsu gave him.”

Fukurokuju let out one frustrated hiss.

“A heart of stone would suggest a heart that’s never before felt anything good or kind or wholesome or…well, anything that might be dubbed heartwarming in any conceivable way, and we all know that Tie didn’t always have a blackened heart. You all continue to circle back to him, but this prophecy isn’t just about Tie although he is central to helping Hope play her part in all of this. The crux of the veil’s problem has always been a lack of love, a lack of fulfillment, on one grand specific scale.” He pointed his finger at the next stanza. “Read it out loud, Hope.”

I took in a deep breath, feeling certain that whatever this prophecy was going to require of me, would be something I couldn’t do. 

“Her gift to heal is only part of when and where she must become The Healer, but to heal Death’s heart her will is overcome.” I paused for a moment, taking in the glaring mistake in the other prophecy. It hadn’t been talking about Tie. Not completely. It was just as the emperor said. Tie was a main player, but someone else was the key player. The key to all of it.

“To heal Death’s heart,” I repeated. My eyes lifted and locked with the emperor’s. His penetrating gaze narrowed as he realized I finally understood.

“You see, Hope. This has always been about Amatsu. You had to learn how to love and sacrifice. How to recognize Tie’s soul as a part of you, and you had to die so you could be connected to the demon god. As The Healer, it is your job and your destiny to teach that screwed up kami how to love.” He let out a low chuckle. “And the idiot gave you the tools to do it.”

“But if I teach him how to love, I will have to accept all of him…all of his flaws and faults…I’ll have to accept the bond and be his forever.”

“Yes. ‘Her will is overcome,’” he recited. “Our First Parents never stopped loving their second born son. It would appear you’re meant to heal more than just the veil, Hope.”

“But in the end, I’m supposed to be with Tie. He and I are supposed to heal the veil together,” I protested. 

“Yes, but the prophecy never suggested that you two would be standing on the same side of the veil when you healed it.”

My jaw dropped. “What?”

The emperor let out a maniacal chuckle that had me backing up. Tie gently nudged me behind him.

Then the emperor lifted his fingers to his lips and let out a whistle. Nekomata and kami alike came flooding into the room behind us, creating a thick, menacing barrier between us and our way out.

“Fukurokuju, what are you doing?” Benzaiten hissed. “You agreed that you would assist us in helping The Healer. You agreed that we would all be free from Amatsu.”

“And we shall, of course, just as soon as I do this.” Fukurokuju lifted his hand toward me and with a flourish brought forth the darkest piece of magic I had ever had the misfortune of encountering. The Black Blossom floated above his hand.

“How do you have access to that?” Tie said.

“Amatsu’s last instructions when he found out you were headed this way, was to send you to him as quickly as possible. He has no idea that you’re actually his demise in more ways than one could possibly fathom, but the moment you’re his, we will all be free forever.”

Tie pulled a dagger from his hip and stepped in front of the emperor.

“Seize them,” the emperor said in a bored voice. Our group of kami drew their swords, but Fukurokuju quickly pulled a black knife from his side and held it to Kenji’s neck, the other hand still allowed the blossom to float just above it.

“I wouldn’t make any foolish decisions at the moment. Your interference will not only get Kenji killed, but be the means of our entire world falling into Amatsu’s hands. The demon god is her destiny.”

“According to your interpretation,” Tie hissed.

I panicked, knowing full well that no one in my party was going to put their swords down and allow me to be sent to Amatsu, even if Fukurokuju had interpreted the prophecy correctly. I would have to stand there and watch Kenji die all over again. And just as I feared, Angie was the first one to make a move. With the flick of one lightning fast wrist she sent a shuriken, a ninja star, flying into the emperor’s wrist. He dropped the dagger, letting out an expletive while Kenji dove for Benzaiten and got them out of harm’s way. The minions surrounding us jumped into action. 

I couldn’t help but take one irrational moment to lament the fact that a highly destructive sword fight was about to take place in this expansive library filled with a treasure trove of ancient texts. 

Tie and I moved back-to-back and circled as the rest of our group split off and dealt with their various attackers. Tie lunged behind me and ducked away from the arms of a fully reformed kami, spinning to my left and bringing his hand around to jab the side of it in its throat. I  accidentally bumped into him as a nekomata dove for me. The contact was a bit jarring and knocked me off balance, sending me tumbling to the floor. I grabbed the table and pulled myself up when a hand clamped down on mine. I looked up and glared at the emperor as he stood over me with a gloating smile. Totally familiar and just as terrifying as I remembered.

“I’ve never met anyone more intent on defying their destiny than you except one other individual. You’re as bad as Amatsu, my dear.”

He grabbed my hair and hauled me to my feet, spinning me around and using me as a shield.

Tie dispensed with a nekomata and came running for me when two others grabbed him by the arms and pulled him back.

“Do not do this, Fukurokuju,” Tie said through gritted teeth.

The emperor gave him a pitying smile. “Love,” he said. “One of the most powerful forces upon the face of this earth. How lucky I am to never have suffered from its crippling side effects. I do, however, enjoy the benefits of the other greatest power our First Parents gave to us.” 

“And what power is that?” I said.

“Choice.” 

With that, he slammed the Black Blossom into my chest where the stem immediately embedded itself within my heart. The pain was ten times more excruciating this time around. My heart stuttered within me and latched around the stem, pulling in the dark magic it had to offer until it sucked it dry. The blossom shriveled in on itself and puffed out of existence. My tie to Amatsu increased ten-fold. 

I watched with blurry vision as Tie fought off the nekomata to get to me, while the rest of our party remained fully engaged with an enemy that seemed to be numberless. No sooner was a hellcat cut down then another one emerged to take its place. At first, I fought the blossom’s power and the bond it tried to solidify, but in my mind, I knew it was futile and selfish to fight what had always been my destiny. 

Deep down, no matter how much I disagreed with our First Parents’ methods or their designs, I recognized that choice was most definitely one of the most powerful forces in the world, and if I fought this, I would be choosing to destroy the veil and everyone I loved. What good would it do to choose Tie if in the end, we were all doomed to suffer the tyranny of the demon god and his wrath upon this Earth? Fukurokuju had made his choice, not quite so noble considering his motives, but it was definitely time for me to make mine.

I closed my eyes and allowed the pull of the blossom to overtake me. A burst of air exploded around me and then sucked me backward. I opened my eyes just in time to see Tie break from his captors and leap for me, but I was already falling under, into the black void of the Underworld. I lifted my hand and barely managed to brush the tips of his fingers before I disappeared out of his reach forever.
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I stood shaken and disoriented within Amatsu’s throne room, or whatever it was he called the place. As my eyes adjusted to the dim lighting of the cavernous space, that same overwhelming pull I’d fought so hard to overcome threatened to consume me. It was far more powerful than I’d ever experienced.

“You’re here,” a disembodied voice said. I scanned the room until my eyes landed upon the perfect and pristine form of Amatsu seated upon his throne like a regal and majestic king.

“Not be cause I want to be here,” I said. I choked back a sob at the agony of being ripped away from Tie and the agony of fighting against the bond forced upon me.

“You are unhappy,” he said. He stood and quickly moved to me, but stopped just a step away. “I know I wasn’t your first choice, but I can make you happy.”

How ironic to have fought this for so long when this very moment was now something I had to accept as my fate.

Heal the heart of stone. Heal the veil.

I allowed a single tear to slip down my cheek, just one more thought for Tie and all we had felt for each other before I lost that love forever. Then I took that last step between us and accepted his outstretched hand. His eyes widened in surprise and heated with love, wonder, and joy.

“I have no choice, Amatsu. I never did.”

His look of joy slowly faded to sadness.

“That’s not true, Hope—”

I didn’t allow him to finish his sentence. I didn’t want to hear whatever falsehood he planned on using to endear me to him when the decision had already been made thousands of years ago. I initiated our kiss this time, taking him completely by surprise. He quickly responded, pulling me into his arms and kissing me so tenderly I almost believed someone like him might actually be capable of the love Tie had always given me.

As my body and heart responded to the bond, I pushed thoughts of Tie away and gave myself over to the darkness within my heart, shattering the golden barrier protecting it and allowing its inky tendrils to fully consume me as our tender kisses turned more passionate by the second. The very last connection to my soul mate tugged at my heart, refusing to let go, but I knew I had to be the one destroy it. With one final command, I instructed my ki to snuff it out and allow the darkness in.

Then there was nothing but Amatsu, the god I loved, the one I lived for, breathed for, would give my life for. I couldn’t remember why I had been so resistant to the idea, but now that I was here and his, nothing would ever have the power to keep us from one another again.

Amatsu pulled back for a moment, love evident in the lines of his face, the softness of his eyes, and the sweet smile upon his lips. My heart filled with overwhelming affection for him.

“I love you,” he said through a throat choked full of emotion.

I smiled and wiped the tear trickling down his cheek.

“And I love you.”

His smile was so heartbreakingly happy. I wanted to make certain I was always the cause of that smile, but then his smile slowly melted to that of concern, then fear.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Your eyes, Hope.” He lifted his thumb and brushed at my cheekbone. “They’ve changed color. They’re turning black.”

What did my eye color matter? I was finally with the man I loved, and I never wanted to be parted from him again. I leaned in for another kiss, but tensed at the sudden pain in my chest.

“Hope, what is it?”

My breathing became shallow and the pain in my chest increased.

“I don’t know. I—”

Knifing pain hammered my back and I screamed out in agony, crumpling against his chest. The walls around us began to crumble and rubble fell to the stone floor.

“What is happening?” Amatsu shouted.

“It’s the veil,” I said, barely able to manage it. Another pain stabbed my heart, and I let out a tortured whimper. Amatsu lowered us to the ground and cradled me in his arms.

“But what is happening to you? It’s not just your eyes that have gone black. Your lips are black now too.”

I lifted my hand, finally understanding my situation.

“The veil is failing. You’ll finally be free.”

“Not if I can’t have you,” he said. He pulled me closer to his chest and tried to soothe me as I let out another cry of pain.

“I think…I’m dying,” I said between gasps of air.

“No. That can’t be right. This isn’t right. I want you with me, by my side. We’ll rule together, you and I. I don’t want to be without you.” He kissed my forehead and rocked me back and forth in his arms as the Underworld crumbled around us.

I tried to speak but couldn’t put much volume behind it. The pain in my chest made breathing difficult, next to impossible. He put his ear next to mine so he could hear me.

“Amatsu,” I said, “I’ve accepted our bond with all my heart, but the darkness within it is killing me. Once…once the veil fails, I will be gone, but you will be free.” With strength that felt nearly impossible to muster, I lifted my hand to his cheek and gave him one last kiss. “When you join the world of the living, please remember to be kind, be good, help others, and heal them if you can. Please, remember me.”

“No, Hope. I’m your soul mate. Whatever ails you I can fix with my ki.” The tears in his eyes made tiny rivulets down his cheeks.

Tears leaked from my own when I said, “It’s your ki that is killing mine.” I sobbed into his shoulder as another round of pressure constricted my heart, making it feel as if it might burst. “You can’t hope to heal me if you want to be free of the veil. You have to let me die. You have to let me go.”

“No,” he sobbed, burying his face in my neck. “I can’t let you go.”

“Then you’ll never be free of this place.”

His shoulders shook and then stiffened. As he lifted his face and searched my eyes I saw the purest love and the deepest sorrow swirling within their depths. He seemed to come to some kind of decision. Steely resolve replaced his sorrow as he gathered me in a cradle hold and quickly stood. Another quaking of the earth nearly threw us off balance, but I barely took notice as I curled myself tight against him.

“I can’t heal you, my love, but I know someone who can, and with the veil as broken as it is, I believe I shall have no trouble finding him.”

Amatsu focused his eyes on a space ahead of him and mumbled a few words that I failed to catch. A fissure in the veil opened up to reveal the secret room I had recently been taken from. My group of family and friends knelt around a figure on the floor that I could barely make out due to my blurred vision. Focusing on them was simply too much for me, and I rested my head against Amatsu’s shoulder, praying for the pain to end one way or the other. The veil shook and the room we stood in quaked in response.

“Hope,” a familiar voice shouted.

I had one lucid moment where I remembered the owner of that soothing voice. The one god I had loved for over a millennium.

Tie.

I wearily opened my eyes only to see that I was staring at myself. Feeling disembodied, I turned a little and realized I was floating above my body and Amatsu. We were on one side of the fissure while Tie stood directly across from us on the other side. Fear and panic overtook me. I remembered what had happened to me the last time I died, and I didn’t want to spend another thousand years in a stone statue.

“What did you do to her?” Tie yelled. He reached his arms forward to grab me but another earthquake shook both sides of the veil.

“Our bond is killing her,” Amatsu said. The tears continued to stream down his face as he grappled with his next big decision—one that I was sure would cost him everything he held dear. “I can’t heal her, but I know you can.”

Tie looked at the demon god in shock.

“You do realize that you’ll have to completely sever your bond with her. I can’t heal her completely if even an ounce of darkness is present.”

Amatsu shook his head in impatience.

“You have to help her ascend, Tie. She won’t survive this if you don’t.”

Tie’s anxiety and concern for me overrode any shock he might have felt for the demon god’s abnormal behavior. He reached forward to take me, but Amatsu held on as well, both of them cradling me in a joint hold.

Tie looked up at him in frustration.

“You have to let her go.”

“I will,” Amatsu said, “but I have to break the bond first.”

His eyes focused on my heart. I felt inky parts of myself being stripped away, pulling me closer to my own physical body. Amatsu’s eyes turned ebony and blackness spread from his face throughout his entire body, turning his white robe to black in the process. As the last bit of the bond was severed, I felt a sudden disconnection with everything. I realized with startling clarity that my soul, for the first time in my creation, was completely untethered. 

I didn’t belong to anyone.

Amatsu breathed in deeply and let out a huge exhale as his skin and robes went back to their normal color. He slowly released me into Tie’s arms. A hand on Tie’s shoulder brought his gaze to the side. I’d been so absorbed with Amatsu’s transformation and my own untethered state, I hadn’t noticed the others gathered around Tie or what lay behind him.

“You must hurry, Tie, she doesn’t have much time left,” Hachiman said.

Tie took in a deep breath, closed his eyes and attempted to connect with my ki. I sensed him reach for me, but I wasn’t in my body, and I wasn’t tethered to him. His ki couldn’t find me.

“I think she’s gone,” he choked. “Hachiman, I can’t access her ki.”

“She has to choose,” Hachiman said. “All bonds have been broken. It’s her choice to either live or die, and should she choose to live, she must also determine whom she wishes to spend the rest of her life with.”

Tie swallowed hard and stifled down a sob.

“What if she doesn’t choose to live? Or what if she doesn’t choose me?”

Amatsu reached forward and placed a hand on his shoulder. The look on his face made me truly love him in that moment.

“She has always chosen you, Tie. Even when she chose me, she did it to save you. She did it to save you all.”

“Try again, Tie,” Hachiman said.

Many might call it destiny, and others might call it fate, but in that moment I simply called it the single most wonderful decision I ever had the opportunity to make. I slowly drifted into my body and reached for that warm light I recognized so well. The moment Tie’s ki found mine, our colors collided with so much force it nearly brought me back to consciousness. The warmth of his love burned brighter than anything I had ever before experienced. 

When his lips covered mine, the gold colors encased my spirit, strengthening it and purifying it to the point that it changed altogether. My energy shifted into something more everlasting and soon my colors and energy matched his on every level. Heat shot from my chest and I arched my back, breaking from his kiss to cry out in pain and then to cry out with joy as I fully ascended and all of the pain I had previously experienced disappeared without a trace.

I blinked my eyes open and stared up into the deep pools of blue.

“Tie,” I said.

His full lips gave me one of the happiest smiles of his life.

“I thought I’d lost you there,” he said.

“Me too.”

Angie and my father pulled me from Tie’s arms and embraced me, tears streaming down their cheeks. I laughed and hugged them back before remembering who was responsible for getting me the help I needed. The room quaked ever so slightly and my eyes found Amatsu’s sad ones as the fissure between our realms started to close.

He slowly backed up and moved to turn away, but I stepped forward and reached through the fissure before he got too far.

He looked back at me in surprise, but gripped my hand and squeezed it.

“I’m sorry for the pain I caused you,” he said.

“I’m sorry for the pain you feel right now,” I said. “Thank you. You saved my life, and I have no idea why.”

The corners of his lips turned up in a sad smile.

“Don’t you, Hope? I believe you were the one who talked about love and sacrifice. Did you think I wasn’t listening?”

I blinked in surprise. “No, I didn’t.” The fissure grew smaller and I had to back up, but I still held tightly to his hand. “You could have been free.”

He lifted my hand to his lips and gave it a soft kiss.

“I am free, Hope. Love did that for me. You did that for me.”

He released my hand and smiled bravely with tears glistening in his eyes as the fissure slowly sealed the realm between our worlds.

“I understand what Fukurokuju meant now,” Hachiman said. “The most powerful being in the world ended up being you, Hope.”

I stood staring, barely seeing anything as I realized that the prophecy had been right. Death’s heart had to be healed. He had to be willing to sacrifice everything…but the veil still required healing. I could feel it despite the enormous sacrifice the demon god had made and despite the fact that he had learned to love someone other than himself.

Now that I had ascended, it was time to heal what I had always been meant to heal.

“Hope, there’s something we need to tell you,” Angie said in a hushed voice.

I turned around and finally noticed the figure on the floor, the one Ms. Mori was huddled over.

Kirby.

I immediately rushed to her side and noticed the blood pouring from a large wound in his chest. He wasn’t going to make it. Not with the Underworld’s poison circling his system.

I connected with him and immediately tried to push out the blackness encasing his heart, but the veil wouldn’t allow it. I sensed that it was weak enough for me to push through, but I also knew that as The Healer it was my job to strengthen and fortify it completely. I couldn’t save him, and I finally understood that it had never been the right thing for me to do. No matter how much I loved and needed this sweet boy by my side, I had to push away my own selfish desires and surrender my power back to the Universe.

Hope. I’m ready. You can let me go now.

Amatsu sacrificed his happiness to save me, and I knew I had to sacrifice my own happiness to save not just me and my friends, but all of humanity. The veil couldn’t take anymore breaches, and just one more from me would leave it crumbling into oblivion. Amatsu may have finally come to accept his role in the Underworld, but there was far too much evil pressing against the veil at the moment. We couldn’t let it escape.

I had to let him go.

I love you, Kirby.

I know.

I released his ki into the warm folds of the veil and listened as his body let out one last sigh. When I opened my eyes Ms. Mori was sobbing into Kirby’s hair, pulling him close to her and rocking him in her arms. The sight of her so undone pained me. All her defenses came crumbling down with the loss of a son she’d loved for so long. She hadn’t begged me to save him. Instead of feeling angry with her, I finally understood the level of sacrifice she had always made in order to save this world, even at the cost of her own happiness.

I would never be able to look at her and label her cold and unfeeling again.

It hurt to witness Ms. Mori’s pain. I had to focus on someone else, and who better than my best friend. Angie’s eyes were blotchy, but she smiled at me.

I’m proud of you, she mouthed.

I looked down at the peaceful features of my sweet Kirby and felt grateful to have been given every single precious moment with him.

The floor shook again. and Tie dropped down next to me.

“We have to heal the veil, Hope. It’s now or never.”

Trepidation hit me.

“I still don’t know how to sense it the way you do.”

He grabbed my hand and gave me a reassuring look.

“Just connect with me and then reach for it. The veil feels like a long lost relative.”

“Like a dear friend you can’t wait to see again,” Victor offered. 

“Like loving arms welcoming you home,” Daiki said.

“The veil feels like love,” Hachiman said.

I looked at all of my friends supporting me in the wake of Kirby’s death, lending me love, hope, and faith even though I still felt so unqualified to accomplish such a task.

“Okay,” I said to Tie, “I’ll follow your lead.”

I closed my eyes and reached out to him, allowing his soft caress to guide me as I drifted higher and higher. I waited to feel something familiar, but struggled to feel anything other than Tie’s energy and presence within my mind. As I waited for something familiar to guide my senses toward the veil, I heard a soft voice in the distance.

It was indistinguishable at first, but I allowed it to guide me until the energy the voice belonged to enveloped me in a warm embrace. I recognized his love.

Kirby?

You’re here, Hope. Just lift your hand up and place it against mine.

I did as he instructed and felt a jolt of power rush through me. Tie’s hand enfolded over the back of mine at the place where I felt Kirby’s ki just on the other side of the veil. Our power mingled together and joined all of the ki on the other side of the veil. The power had been overwhelming when wielded with the Grass Cutter Sword, but this method was different and easier to channel.

Thank you, Kirby, I said.

I love you, Hope.

I know.

When I continued to explore the veil’s surface, I discovered the blackened areas of its essence as I communicated with hundreds of thousands of ki all at the same time. The world opened up to me. I had a bird’s eye view of every area that needed attention. I combined Tie’s energy with my own and then opened up a conduit that allowed our energy to spread over the entirety of the veil, healing darkness and damage as we went, pulling on a little energy here from others beyond the veil who were willing to come to our aid. It seemed every ki we encountered was more than happy to help, and Kirby never left our side, remaining that one focal point that allowed me to sense the veil and remain connected to it. I wasn’t sure if I could have sensed it without his familiar presence.

 I didn’t know how long Tie and I sat there connected to each other, the veil, and the hundreds of thousands of spirits who had passed on, but we didn’t stop our labors until every inch of the veil had been healed, fortified, and encased in a thick layer of golden light.

Just before Tie and I disconnected, I whispered one more thank you to my beloved Kirby and said good-bye for the last time.

Then I was in Tie’s arms, surrounded by his love as I sobbed and sobbed over the loss of my little brother. No matter how necessary his loss had been, I would feel it for the rest of my life.

The veil shook one last time as a fissure from the Underworld suddenly ripped open before us. Amatsu came striding through in a daze.

“Amatsu? What?” I sputtered.

“It would seem I’ve been promoted,” he said giving me a soft smile. Then he looked over at the table where Fukurokuju was currently tied up. 

I’d been so distracted I hadn’t even noticed.

 The demon god pointed at him. “I’m afraid your job security isn’t something you should have bet the farm on, old friend.” 

The fissure behind Amatsu closed, and one opened up next to the emperor. His eyes widened in horror as he lunged across the table, but the fissure moved forward and swallowed him whole.

We all sat in shocked silence trying to take in these many unexpected events at the same time.

Angie looked from Amatsu to the spot where Fukurokuju had disappeared. Then she turned to me.

“Man, karma’s a real treat to witness, wouldn’t you say?”

I chuckled through my tears and looked at Amatsu who studied Kirby in Ms. Mori’s arms.

“Amatsu, you said you were promoted. Are you no longer the ruler of the Underworld?”

His excited smile was contagious as he knelt down next to me and Tie. I failed to hide my smirk when Tie’s arm pulled me a little closer to him.

“Our First Parents are giving me the job I originally rejected. That of welcoming souls into paradise. I guess I finally made some good choices and gained their forgiveness in the process.”

“I’m so happy for you,” I said. “I hope this new calling of yours will give you as much freedom as Victor and Tie’s callings do.”

He nodded and then looked at Kirby’s lifeless form again.

“It gives me quite a bit of freedom, Hope, including the opportunity and power to do this.” He reached over and rested a hand on Kirby’s head. White light glowed brightly from his hand. “Young Kirby has earned a great reward for accomplishing his mission in this life.”

“What? What mission.”

“It was his job to help you sense the veil. Now that he’s done that, he deserves the life he’s always wanted, with the family he’s always dreamed of.”

Amatsu nodded at Ms. Mori with a show of deep respect and then stood. I remained speechless in Tie’s arms, too afraid to hope for more than what I’d already gained. As I looked at Kirby’s chalky white face, I noticed the color returning to his cheeks. His sharp inhalation was music to my ears.

Ms. Mori and I fell all over him as he opened his eyes. The hugs and kisses he got from us were exactly what he needed and wanted. Even Angie bent low and wrapped him in a big bear hug.

“Thank you, Amatsu, for bringing him back to us.”

“You’re welcome. How satisfying to be the cause of another person’s joy.”

He gave me one last look, a look that held the very depths of his love for me, and then he turned around and walked into a pillar of white light.
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Two weeks later…

 

Closure.

It’s what everyone needs.

A chance to make sense of strange, horrific, or even wonderful events. Moments to understand what seems inconceivable, yet actually happened. Time to process experiences that played their part in molding and shaping not only our futures but our perceptions as well

It took time for our group to recover from all of those…experiences. We remained at the temple for two weeks, getting some much needed rest and reveling in the time spent with people we had once thought lost to us.

Kenji, Daiki, Kirby, even Benzaiten and the surviving gods of fortune were alive and well. We were so very fortunate to have them. 

My father took advantage of the rest and relaxation by spending it with Daiki. I gave him back his memories. It put him in a coma for a week, but after that he and his father had quite a bit to catch up on. 

Kenji asked me all about the modern world, his eyes growing big at the descriptions of cell phones, airplanes, and space ships. He couldn’t wait to see it all for himself.

Tie and I visited old haunts, special places where we trained together, enjoying the beauty of Kagami now that the evil from the Underworld was no longer present. It felt like a fairy tale to be together without the fate of the world resting upon my shoulders. Without a single obstacle blocking our path.

I dreamed about Amatsu several nights in a row. That’s not to say I actually visited him in Heaven. I simply dreamed about him returning home to Heaven and welcoming souls into the afterlife. I sensed his happiness, but there was also an undercurrent of loneliness. Every once in a while he would whisper my name to himself as he went about his duties. I had to wonder if Amatsu would ever be given the opportunity to find a companion for himself. If he did, I hoped she would love him with all her heart.

I guess I had all of eternity to watch that aspect of his life play out.

Angie avoided Victor and Bishu during our stay at the temple. I thought it would be a great time for her to get to know them better, but she was in total freak-out mode. Victor was anxious to discover if he was tethered to her, and my bestie refused him the opportunity to find out.

“I’m not about to let him manhandle me in order to discover something I really don’t want to know,” she muttered one night before we fell asleep.

“Why not? You have feelings for him, for both of them. At the very least we know Bishu is tethered to you. Hachiman said your decision between the two would make for an interesting destiny.”

Angie harrumphed and turned her back to me. “I’m not getting into a relationship with either one of them, and if they follow me to Eureka, they’ll get the cold shoulder. I’m too damn young and good-looking to be taken off the market. I totally plan to play the field.”

I interpreted that to mean she still had lives to save and more inner demons to slay.

Her reasons for ignoring her destiny were her own. I wasn’t about to pry or judge. I loved her too much for that.

Victor and Bishu weren’t quite so understanding. Both gods petitioned me for help in getting my best friend to engage with them in some way, but when it comes to Angie, you have to sit back, be patient, and let her come to her own conclusions. 

I respectfully declined their requests.

They were not very appreciative.

Then it was time for us to leave. 

Ms. Mori intended to bring Kirby back to her home in Eureka and eventually adopt him. I didn’t know how she’d do it, but Kirby’s biological mother probably wasn’t going to put up much of a fight. I thought it funny she still intended to return to her teaching position at my high school.

“You like teaching mythology?” I asked, finding her alone in her room before we journeyed back to the states.

She sat on a small mat and beckoned me to join her. The gesture surprised me, but I complied anyway.

Her sad eyes made me wary.

“I think it will do Kirby some good to be in a place that is familiar to him. He needs schooling, friends his age, and he needs to be close to you.”

She looked down and grabbed my hand in both of hers. The contact felt foreign.

“I did not abandon you, Hope. I took your beatings for you for as long as I could.”

My mouth popped open. I hadn’t been expecting that.

She rushed ahead, almost as if she feared losing this opportunity.

“I begged the emperor to punish me when he was upset with you, and for a few years he did.” Her eyes grew weary and distant, focusing on unpleasant memories of the past before sharpening into focus as she looked at me.

“Once you were older, he refused to listen to reason. He refused to allow me to see you or take care of you after you were hurt. I disobeyed him, of course, but he found out. He warned me if I didn’t keep my distance from you, your suffering would be worse.” Tears welled up and trickled down her smooth cheeks. “He used you against me, forced me to do terrible things.”

I held my breath, hurting for her and her impossible circumstances.

“He wanted to isolate you, you see. Mold you into a weapon only he could control, but he didn’t count on your natural goodness, your strength, or your fighting spirit. He didn’t count on Hatsumi or Daiki, either. They kept your spirits from lagging and your faith in others high when Fukurokuju would have stamped that hope and love out entirely. As you well know, he liked to use the very things you loved as weapons against you. I knew if he got the chance, he would use me as a bargaining chip to get you to do his bidding as you grew older.”  She swiped at her eyes and stiffened her spine a little. “I kept my distance, Hope. It was very important that you hate me, and it was even more important that the emperor believe I was indifferent toward you, but I always loved you. I still do.”

All this time, I had read the situation wrong. Had she made mistakes? Of course. Had she been a terrible mother? In some ways yes, but in the end, not really. Not if she had been protecting me and loving me from a distance all along.

I didn’t think Ms. Mori would appreciate flowery words of forgiveness or an emotionally charged response from me. So I did the only thing I thought might be appropriate.

“It’s a good thing you’ll only be a fifteen minute drive away. Always nice to have family close by.”

Her smile barely lifted the corners of her mouth, but the sense of relief she felt loosened the tightness around her shoulders. Happiness and gratitude swept through her. From what I could tell, she didn’t feel those emotions very often.

“It is nice, isn’t it? We’ll have to have you and your father over for dinner sometime.”

“I think that can be arranged.”

Closure. 

I’d needed that talk just as badly as Ms. Mori.

The next day we said our goodbyes to the monks and gods in Kagami, and crossed the ley lines into Okinawa. Tie came with us, of course. He was bound and determined to attend college with me after I graduated at the end of the semester, and my father was bound and determined to monitor our courtship like a bloodhound on steroids.

Apparently, marriage was still not up for discussion.

Neither was cohabitation. 

Tie planned on getting an apartment close by. After everything we’d been through, I was pretty sure we could live with that.

Daiki and Kenji promised to visit often.

Victor and Bishu threatened to visit daily. 

Yep. Their plan was to follow Angie to the ends of the earth. She was seriously pissed-off.

I was eager to watch the carnage unfold.

On the plane ride home, Tie reached for my hand and gave it a gentle kiss.

“Did you ever envision us sitting on an airplane, planning our future, and fighting over which university we should attend next year?” I asked.

His sweet smile turned salacious as he lowered his lips to mine.

“Actually, I envisioned us doing something entirely different. No offense to higher education.”

His lips gently brushed mine, a precursor to a kiss so full of love and fulfillment it literally took my breath away.

“I’m so glad I chose you,” I said, once we came up for air.

“You, Hope Fairmont, are the best choice I’ve ever made.” He came in for another kiss, but a gleeful sound in front of us caught our attention.

Angie’s eyes peeked just above her headrest, watching our latest make-out session unfold in blissful satisfaction. She let out a wistful sigh.

“A perfect ending. Did I call the inevitability of you two or what?”

“You’re planning on taking credit for this?” I asked.

“Of course,” Angie said. “Did it never occur to you two that my important and illustrious role in saving the Universe was that of matchmaker?”

Tie and I chuckled as she gave us a saucy smile. I was pretty sure Angie was destined to accomplish far more than that.

Choices and destiny.

I’d finally made peace with both.
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Tie and Hope’s Love Song

 

As some of you know, I was a songwriter long before I started writing novels. As a result of this, I truly enjoy writing love songs for the characters in my books, and of course, Tie and Hope’s love song would need to be epic. The lyrics below are for them, and hopefully I’ll get it recorded soon. Once I do, you’ll be the first person to find out how to get access to it so long as you’re on my mailing list. You can get on it here if you haven’t done so already. Or you can visit this website at: https://cjanaya.leadpages.co/my-fair-assassin/  You’ll also be getting a free book in the process. I hope you enjoy their song.

 

How We Fell Together

(Hope's Verse) 

How do I know you when I've never met you? 

Oh what is this slow steady burn? 

Why does your smile or the light in your eyes 

make me feel like the sun has returned?

More than familiar this dance that together

 we've waltzed on and never known why, 

I turn away but in truth I'm afraid of the longing I feel deep inside

(Pre-chorus) 

I know I should leave you alone, 

but your love keeps calling me home.

(Chorus) 

Come meet me in my dreams.

Help me remember how we fell together. 

I'll keep you safe with me. 

Help me discover a love like no other.

Oh, give me forever 

A romance that never gives up the fight. 

A love that never dies. 

(Tie's verse)

You look at me and I swear I can see 

A faint memory a flicker of light. 

I walk away but I wish I could stay 

just to hold you and make it alright.

You can't be mine though I've waded through time 

just to find you and help you to see 

This love is real and I'll risk pain to feel 

you reach out and remember me

(Pre-chorus)

I swore I would leave you alone 

But your love keeps calling me home.

(Chorus) 

I'll meet you in your dreams 

Help you remember how we fell together 

I'll keep you safe with me 

Help you discover a love like no other

I'll give you forever a romance that never gives up the fight 

A love that never dies

(Bridge) 

Every moment every kiss 

Every step we took like this

Every touch and every glance 

Just to have that second chance

I'll be waiting...waiting...waiting 

(Chorus)

 

 

 

 

 

 

Are you interested in finding out what happens to Angie? Follow her journey in this new companion series, Confessions of a Psychic P.I., ready to hit the scene in 2017. Read the prologue of the first book below.

 

 

Troubling Trifecta

 

 

Prologue

 

 

Thirty minutes.

That’s how long it takes me to run to the store, grab a few groceries, and head back home. 

Thirty minutes.

I left my hubby and two children playing Yahtzee at the kitchen table, promising to join in the fun once I returned with an acceptable amount of junk food.

Just thirty minutes, and I arrive home.

With two grocery bags in my left hand, I place my right on the rounded knob to the front door and immediately feel a chill transfer from the cool metal to the tips of my fingers, traveling up and over my arm, sending an uncomfortable shudder through my body. I’m compelled to look over my shoulder, searching for the source of my discomfort. 

I turn my eyes back to the knob again. Is it my imagination or does the metal grow slightly darker as I turn the handle? It appears intent on sending me a specific warning. 

It’s metal. What does a doorknob know, anyway?

I step into the family room and glance toward the adjoining kitchen further back, proudly displaying my assortment of junk food and expecting my family to be seated at the kitchen table. 

But they’ve relocated to the large sofa shoved against the left side of the room. The blinds are drawn with only slivers of light filtering through the cracks, appearing hesitant to shed light on the scene before me, making it difficult to come to terms with what I see. They’re lined up in a neat little row with backs flat against the sofa, heads facing straight ahead and eyes open, unblinking, staring unseeing at the other side of the room. My eyes travel to where I think their attention is fixated, but the TV screen is silent and empty, devoid of life or color. 

My unease unfurls within me as I take one step, then two, toward the eerie stillness of my loved ones.

Then I see the blood on their foreheads. So much blood colors the wall behind them, filtering out and creating haphazard patterns like a toddler might with a collection of finger paints.

Another step, and then another, and soon I stand directly before them, willing their eyes to come into focus, to lock upon the figure standing before them, waiting for a sign, any sign, that life still beats within the breasts of my sweet children and loving husband, but the disconcerting tableau remains the same. I blink once, then twice, and reach down, deciding all they need is some light contact, a simple touch from someone who loves them, a little warmth to ignite some spark of life within their corporeal forms.

John’s hand is still slightly warm to the touch. I thought it would be cold. He looks cold. Of course, only thirty minutes have passed since I went to the store. It takes a little time for a body to become cold after the life has left it. I know this all too well.

But maybe, with his hand still warm, there’s a chance he might come back to me. Maybe they will all come back to me. I reach for Amy’s hand, and then grab Tim’s strong fingers. My children don’t seem to be responding, but they should be. I’m their mother, after all. They’re supposed to do what I say and realize I know what’s best for them.

“It’s time to wake up.” 

My voice sounds dull and leaden in the quiet stillness of the living room, but the chill in the air is still present.  I wonder what else took up residence here in the past thirty minutes. 

I hear a slight creak in the kitchen and turn my head to the right. A tall man in a dark suit with black sunglasses sits in one of the table’s chairs facing me. My reaction is not what most would expect simply because I have none. The horrific reality of my situation forces me to experience my surroundings with dull and faded senses. The colors aren’t quite right and my focus becomes blurry before I am able to right myself and take a step back from my family. I must deal with this stranger before I can convince my family to join me for another game of Yahtzee.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” he says, referring to my earlier statement. “I assure you, Mrs. Krane, your family is quite dead.”

Dead. 

The word doesn’t make sense. I’m not entirely convinced he is speaking English, but everything else he has uttered has managed to translate as it hits my ear.

“Why?” is the only word I can muster.

He gestures to a seat at the table. I move as if through sludge, willing my limbs to remain still even though my body is now on autopilot and no longer taking any of my directions.

I sit across the table from him and set my groceries on the floor. Then I place my purse on my lap and reach my hand into the bag. I’m sure I have some chap stick in there somewhere. My lips feel much too dry to carry on a proper conversation with anyone. My hand wraps around cold steel and I remember my concealed weapon hiding within the folds of my purse.

“I’m embarrassed to admit that we’ve screwed up, Mrs. Krane.”

“We?”

“My colleagues and I. I received a call just a few minutes ago. Apparently, we hit the wrong family.”

“Wrong family?” 

I’m annoyed by inability to utter anything other than a repetitious onslaught of words morphed into defeated questions. Surely something should be bothering me, but I can’t wrap my brain around what that might be. 

Brains. 

Head wounds. 

My family. 

Yes. I need to take care of this mess and help my family get cleaned up. Maybe they’ll wake up once the blood is wiped clean.

I feel a little better now that I have a plan, but this gentleman at my dinner table needs to leave. It was rude for him to simply invite himself over. Unless, of course, John invited him over, which means John ought to apologize for ignoring our guest.

The man’s dark hair is peppered with bits of gray. The colors are clearly at war with one another, and I think the gray will most likely win within the next year or so. I ought to give him the name of a good stylist in town.

 It’s the polite thing to do.

He takes off his glasses and stares at me quizzically. There’s a question of his own lingering behind the steel blue of his soulless eyes. I inspect the solid blue orbs with a more intense interest only to discover that my first assessment had been correct. Not a hint of light within this man. Cold, dark, and empty is the best and most simple of ways to describe his soul.

“It’s why I decided to stay, something I don’t usually do after taking care of such nasty business.” His thin lips draw into an even thinner line as he studies me again. “You’re not screaming or crying. I’m assuming that’s the shock setting in. A good defense mechanism, Mrs. Krane. Your mind and body are working very hard to protect you right now.”

“Would you like some juice or water?” It’s the only thing I can think to say since I don’t quite follow this conversation.

His lips turn up at the corners, and he reaches over to pat my hand. The one resting on the table. The one that isn’t gripped around the handle of a gun. I recoil at the cold feel of his skin sliding across my knuckles. Like the rough leather of snake skin.     

“There was a hit put out on your family. I guess you folks were mistaken for plants. Russian agents placed here to gather intelligence, creating families and uncovering our own agents for your mother country. You work for the CIA, isn’t that right Mrs. Krane?”

I narrow my eyes. It’s difficult to answer his question when so many of my own come to mind only to flit away before I can process them.

“I’m an analyst,” I mumble automatically.

His lips thin as he contemplates my answer. “Well, at least that part of our intel was accurate. Unfortunately, you’re not the family meant to be eliminated. No doubt the couple we’re really after managed to throw suspicion your way once they realized my employers were onto them. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve already left the country.”

My thoughts zero in with sharp focus. It’s as if the picture I stare at stubbornly refuses to do anything but blur whenever I give it too much consideration. Now my new reality crystallizes with the lethal shock of a fifty volt charge.

“You accidentally killed the wrong family.”

“Yes. That’s exactly it.”

He is pleased that I’ve finally grasped the severity of my situation. I can tell he wishes to pat my hand again to reward my progress, but I pull it closer to me, allowing it to continue to rest on the table. I have no intention of putting this trained assassin on edge by hiding my hand in my lap. My other hand is working on a back-up plan.

“Why are you still here? What is your intent?”

His appraisal leaves me feeling like I’ve just walked through a shower of thick oil.

“Well, this is a first for me. I’ve never killed the wrong person before. I guess I assumed the polite thing to do would be to offer an apology.”

A slow burning anger ignites within my breast, but the numbness from my residual shock is acting as a bit of a buffer. The appropriate emotions I should be feeling at the moment are there, hovering in the background, waiting for the right moment to either save or destroy me. I can’t say that I’m too concerned about the outcome at this point.

The man shifts in his seat, clearly waiting for some kind of response from me, but all I can do is tighten my grip on the gun under the table and keep it pointed in his direction. I’m not sure it’s loaded. I should remember that, shouldn’t I? Are there three bullets left? Possibly four? I’m uncertain. I had to make a quick detour before making my way to the grocery store, and the amount of bullets I discharged over forty minutes ago eludes me. 

“But I’ve seen your face,” I argue. “Doesn’t that worry you?”

“Well, you’re more than welcome to discuss my appearance with the police, but once I’m gone, I’m gone. They’ll never find me. Now,” he reaches into his jacket and pulls a 9mm from its holster. “I consider myself quite the proper gentleman, Mrs. Krane. Certainly, I hate to see you have to deal with the fallout of this for the rest of your life. Wholly unfair for someone so undeserving. I can give you two options at this point, and by doing so, make this situation for you a little easier to handle.”

“How considerate Mr….”

“You can call me George if you like. My name really doesn’t matter in the long run.”

I look at him long and hard, deciding he couldn’t possibly be a George, but then I shrug my shoulders and continue to pretend that shock has mastered the whole of my mental and physical capabilities, though that assessment isn’t too far from the truth. Those emotions have nearly reached the surface, but I embrace the fog just a little longer. Long enough to see this through.

He places the gun on the table just in front of him and leans back. “I’ve decided to allow you to make a very important decision, you see. Something I’ve never allowed my other marks to consider. It will be difficult to continue on without your family by your side, and since I feel responsible for your loss, I think it only fair to offer you a way out by allowing you to join the rest of your family on their own personal journey to the spirit world…if you actually believe in that sort of thing.”

“You don’t?”

“We live, we die. Sometimes its better to hasten the end rather than prolong the suffering no matter what we end up finding once we do.”

“You’re a sociopath, aren’t you?”

He gives me a smile that doesn’t quite reach the steel blue of his eyes. 

“You know, I’d like to feel something akin to sympathy for you, but this is about as much as I can offer. You can either allow me to end your life or you can continue on living without your loved ones. If it were me, I wouldn’t care much either way, but then, I’ve never had much to care about when it comes right down to it.”

“That’s sad.”

“That’s science. What is our emotional reaction to loss except a series of chemical reactions to situations that we really have no logical, compelling reason to care about?”

“I think I’d prefer a third option.” The only option, really. Now that my family is dead, there’s really no reason to continue any of this. No point in scrambling to save those who have already been lost.

“A third option?”

His interest is slightly piqued, but he has no idea what’s coming. What would he care if he did? He’s a sociopath.

“Don’t you think you ought to pay for the mistake you made? Surely, there must be consequences for failure in your line of work.”

I quickly whip the gun out from under the table and point it at him.

His eyes narrow slightly, and he glances at it with little surprise. Does he think I have no intention of shooting him?

I do, of course.

The trigger on my gun folds under the pressure of my finger, and the explosive noise penetrates the stillness of the house. George recoils at the impact, his eyes wide at the pain that radiates from the wound I’ve just inflicted. A shot to the heart. No surviving that. I turn the gun on myself and place the tip against my temple. George’s eyes reflect a morbid curiosity as they begin to glass over from pain and blood-loss. He coughs up something red and lifts a bloody hand, possibly gesturing for me to continue…or stop.

But I can’t stop.

“Incidentally,” I say, “you did manage to find the right family, but for all the wrong reasons.” I pray that there’s one more bullet left as I pull the trigger. Just one more ticket home for me.

There is.
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