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 Chapter 1: The Rift 
 
      
 
    My name is Valaria Valentin, and I am one of the few beings left on God’s Island who remembers the day it ended, the day everything came crashing down. Or perhaps I should say, the day it all began. I guess it depends on how you look at things. Personally, I’ve never been a glass is half-full kind of girl and these are hard times. I am the last vampire in Division 12, and things around town have been getting rather…interesting as of late. But I’ll get to that later. Let me first tell you about how all this got started. 
 
    The people of Japan called it the Rift or the breaking of the world—the event that happened fifty years ago. Every big, world-ending cataclysm needs a fancy sounding, not particularly scary name after all. Landmasses split. Some sank into the sea while others rose. The world went from having hundreds of nations to having sixteen divisions walled off from each other by impenetrable dome-like barriers. What was left of Japan became known as Division 12. Twelve was my favorite number as a kid, but it isn’t anymore. 
 
    I was eight years old and toured downtown Tokyo with my parents when the Rift hit. My mother had a guest lecturer position in economics at the University of Tokyo, and that weekend was our first touring of the city since our arrival. The weather was beautiful—crisp, cool and perfect for walking. The sakura trees were in full bloom turning Tokyo and its surroundings into a pink, cotton-candy wonderland.  
 
    We’d planned to visit all the best hot spots—the Skytree tower with its expansive views of the city, the Imperial Palace, the indoor arcade at Joypolis (to please my gaming-obsessed brother), and the science exhibits at Miraikan. Tokyo Disneyland was on the agenda for the following day. My brother and I couldn’t wait for Disney. We’d heard Mickey and Minnie wore kimonos. For some reason, the idea delighted us. We wanted photographic evidence to send back to our friends in the States.  
 
    Our last day as a family was damned near perfect except for all the locals wanting to take pictures with us. You’d think they hadn’t seen people with red hair before. It was as if we were minor celebrities, which threw me for a loop. Back home I’d grown accustomed to a certain amount of invisibility at school and home. 
 
    ******** 
 
    The Rift began with a massive earthquake. I’d never been in an earthquake and imagined the earth only shook, the way our old house in Georgia sometimes did when my brother thundered down the hallway. But no, the earth did far more than shake. It jumped. It threw every member of my family in the air. I’m sure we looked like basketballs, only we didn’t bounce when we landed.  
 
    We were fortunate to be in Hamarikyu Gardens when the quake hit. At least there, the ground was soft, and there weren’t any skyscrapers to collapse and crush us. The storm came next with crashing thunder and pelting rain. The earth continued to shake, whether from aftershocks or thunder we couldn’t tell. Everything was bedlam as my father pulled us all into a tight, protective huddle. The quake brought down the power grids so when the sky turned black, so did the city. Day turned to night in only minutes, except for an occasional bolt of lightning streaking the sky. Boom. Crash. Sizzle. People cried. People screamed. My brother and I whimpered.  
 
    At some point, our parents grabbed us up and started to run, using the light from their cell phones to navigate. Around us was chaos. Complete and utter, loud, smoky, wet, scare-you-to-your-core chaos. “Get to higher ground,” yelled my dad. Was he worrying about a tsunami?  
 
    He was right to be concerned. The roaring wall of water was soon to come. I don’t know where they thought we could go, but my parents ran and ran and then ran some more. I remember the raggedness of their breathing. It was so dark I couldn’t see their faces, with only the light of their phones pointing away to help guide our progress. I couldn’t see how scared they were. But I could hear it. Those sounds are the last memories I have of my family before the wave swept us away from each other and swirled me into the arms of something new. Something far less…normal. 
 
    When I regained consciousness, I found myself under an assortment of debris, slumped against a traditional Japanese tiled roof, the house beneath it collapsed. The blackness of the sky was gone as was much of the water. A smoky twilight loomed over a broken Tokyo. The concrete and glass garden I’d marveled at only hours before lay in ruins. 
 
    As I stared out upon the disaster, I was numb. There were no tears to be had. No panic. I was empty. I didn’t know where my parents where. I didn’t know where I was. I didn’t know the Japanese language beyond konichiwa, sayonara, and domo arigato. The world had ended, and I was in Japan…of all places. Few locations would have left me farther from home. Why the world couldn’t have been polite enough to end when I was at home in Georgia, I didn’t know. I was truly a stranger in a strange land.  
 
    I didn’t shift from my position on the roof for hours. My mom had drilled into me that if I were ever lost, I was to stay right where I was. And boy was I lost. At first, I prayed to God that this apocalypse was all a bad dream. Then I prayed for my parents and brother to find me. After not seeing another living creature for three hours, I prayed I wasn’t the last human on Earth. I’d just started praying for my own death when they appeared.  
 
    A witch and a vampire.  
 
    Of course, I didn’t know they were a witch and vampire right then. They appeared normal, albeit a little too good-looking and put together to be out for a stroll during the end times.  
 
    Hana and Juro walked hand-in-hand as any couple in love. And at the time, they were. I’m not saying eyelashes were being batted and kisses being had—this was the apocalypse after all—but they were clearly there for each other. Hana was bereft as she called out to the emptiness. “Is anyone there? Hello? Hello?”  
 
    Some would think that after sitting alone for hours and wondering if I was the last person on Earth, that the normal reaction might be to jump up and make my presence known when two people arrived, but I didn’t. They spoke in Japanese and appeared foreign in more ways than most. It wasn’t that they were Asian. I had Asian friends in the States. What first struck me was their attire. I was a kid who’d grown up in a white, middle-class, American burb-clave. I didn’t know people like Hana and Juro who had piercings and tats. Hana’s hair was fluorescent blue for God’s sake. These were clearly cool, hip, twenty-somethings, and I was neither cool nor hip. Despite the current apocalypse, I was very aware of not wanting to overstep my position in the social hierarchy. I was mid-tier all the way, neither cool nor uncool. They might laugh at me if I approached. 
 
    I was a statue as they neared and thought I was in the clear when they walked past me. Then Juro’s head jerked back, his nose twitching as if searching the air for a scent.  
 
    His eyes landed on me, narrowed and predatory. 
 
    I sucked in a breath and was moments from fleeing as fast as my little girl feet could carry me when Juro’s eyes calmed, and a wide smile overtook his face.  
 
    Hana thwacked him on the arm. “You scared the poor kid,” she said, racing over to where I sat. She immediately engulfed me in a hug. “We were beginning to think we were the last ones left alive.”  
 
    At the time, all of this was said in Japanese, so I didn’t understand a word. It was only because of Juro’s retellings that I learned what had been said. Juro loved a good yarn, and few were better than how our strange little family of a vampire, a witch and an eight-year girl from Georgia came to be. Maybe the only one better would be how I came to be a vampire and how our little family fell apart.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    That was how the world I lived in began, fifty long years ago. Pretty nifty, right?  
 
    Now at fifty-eight years old, I didn’t know of anyone, not even the witches on Mount Fuji, who were as old as me. Not that I appeared old. There were few perks of vampirism, but always looking good was one of them. I’d been turned at eighteen so as long as I avoided a stake through the heart or having my head lopped off, I would forever portray the part of a youthful teenager.  
 
    Only my two closest friends in Tokyo knew I was a vampire, and they weren’t telling a soul. Most of Tokyo had forgotten vampires existed. It’d been thirty years since the great purge when the witches and Yakuza joined forces to eradicate what they called the oni, a.k.a. vampires. It was the vampires who were ultimately blamed for the Rift, you see. Rumor had it that a vampire tricked a witch into trying to break the vampire curse, and the resulting spell warped the magical fabric of existence. The Rift was the price we all paid for that folly. With life expectancy hovering at forty years old, most of those who fought in the purge were long since buried and with them the city’s fear of blood-seekers.  
 
    After Juro’s death six months ago, I moved to Tokyo, upping the vampire population of the city from zero to one. In addition to being the city’s only vampire, I was the only redhead and the only American. Woot. Woot. A trifecta of an oddity for the win. Before the vampire purge, there had also been a cleansing of foreigners. It was years before people learned what had caused the Rift, and during that time they needed someone to blame for their misery. I survived both genocides only because Juro, Hana and I lived in a remote village far from the chaos.   
 
     I now worked at the Tokyo Metropolitan Library and also called it home along with the two human friends I mentioned—Midori and her fourteen-year-old son, Kol. Midori and Kol handled everyday library business. Information was gold in those trying times as was any form of escapist entertainment. I had a sideline business in acquisitions that I ran through them. As with any society, there were two sides: the haves and the have-nots. The haves wanted all the pretty, shiny things, and I helped find them the best baubles. When the quake hit, most of Japan’s nuclear power plants melted down. Over half the island was toast including a large swath of greater Tokyo. Humans entering the fallout zones became sick and died. The radiation made me sick as well, but I healed quickly and took several trips into the zone each week for plunder.  
 
      Midori’s parents, the Takeyuchis, had been friends with Juro and Hana before the Rift and knew he was a vampire. Juro had mentioned them on occasion, and in a letter I found after his death, he’d suggested I seek out the family. Midori’s parents had died of the flu a decade before I showed up on the library doorstep. Fortunately, they left a very well-read daughter who was a fan of Anne Rice and Stephenie Meyer. As a result, Midori was ecstatic to meet a real, live vampire although that excitement waned when she learned I didn’t sparkle. I believed she was also disappointed I wasn’t a guy who could offer her epic romance. After losing Juro, I never thought I’d feel anything but alone in this world, but I quickly came to see Midori and Kol as my new family. I loved them as if they were my own children.  
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Returning home to Midori and Kol one night after a very fruitful expedition into the radiation zone, I sang an oldie from the before—Radioactive by Imagine Dragon. 
 
    It seemed apropos, and my body warmed with happiness. In addition to silverware and jewelry that would keep us eating for at least a month, I’d found three old photo albums. They weren’t the boring kind with pictures of babies and fluffy kittens. Whomever they’d belonged to had been world travelers and were kind enough to label all their memories with details of dates and locations. The taglines were in French. I couldn’t read the language, but it served no problem for Midori, a polyglot of the highest order. Some of the places in the photos I recognized as Moscow, New York, and London. Others would be a surprise once Midori was able to translate. Midori and Kol loved to hear about my life in America, and although the library had some travel books, new images were always welcome. In addition to the photo albums, I’d also found an old Polaroid camera and some film, and I couldn’t wait to put it to good use. 
 
    Nearing the library, I passed a group of men loitering outside a gaming den. I lowered my hood and sped up. Unfortunately, one of the men decided to show off his manly prowess. “Hey there, sweet thing. I’ll pay to play,” said the buffoon, grabbing my arm. Except for Kol and Juro before him, I didn’t especially enjoy those carrying the Y chromosome. Too many lacked any sort of manners. Juro had trained me in multiple martial arts including karate, aikido, and jujutsu. That training came in handy more often than I would have thought. I side-stepped the man and grabbed his wrist as he lurched forward off balance. I yanked the guy’s arm up behind him, sending him to his knees with an arm bar.  
 
    “Do you know what the number one rule with women is?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head, face growing red. 
 
    “You ask before touching. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    I released him, and he slunk back to his group. They called him kid names and howled at seeing their friend being bested by a woman. 
 
    “Thank you, Juro,” I whispered, glancing at the heavens and wishing more women knew how to stand up for themselves. The Rift had set the women’s liberation movement back to zero for those not magically gifted, and cavemen reigned over the city. Hello, Dark ages. 
 
    Five minutes later I skipped up the steps of the library, already taking the albums out of my bag to show Midori. I dropped them upon entering at the sound of a scream.  
 
    Kol flew across the room and slammed into a wall. His small form crumpled to the ground unconscious. I spotted three men dressed in robes, but no Midori. 
 
    In two bounds, I was across the room with my hands almost around the neck of the man who’d thrown Kol. Rage steamrolled my entire body, overtaking the Zen calm I liked to maintain. And with that rage came thirst. Walking the streets at night, I often had to defend myself. Men were pigs. But my encounters had always been quick and emotionless. I’d never felt angry. Only annoyed. I had fought like a human, albeit a skilled one and employed no more strength than a human would. By doing so, I’d kept my thirst in check. Not only did I need to hide what I was from the masses, but my thirst, which gave me inhuman strength, also gave me blinders. It became difficult to see through my bloodlust, making me stupid, which was why I didn’t see the danger until Midori shouted, “V, look out.” 
 
    My eyes landed on Midori just as I was thrown backwards without being touched. A woman in a green cloak held Midori while another in red glared at me, arm outstretched. A witch had come down off the Mount. “Why are you here?” I snarled, fighting to rein in my hunger so as not to appear inhuman.  
 
    “Run her through,” said the witch with a dismissive flick of her fingers. 
 
    I’d barely taken in her words when a sword appeared in my gut, pinning me to the wall. I stared down at my own blood gushing from the wound, trying to hold it in with my hands, to no avail. 
 
    Hopelessly, I reached for Midori as the red witch pulled her from the room. “No,” I screamed. “No. No. No.” 
 
    I fought to pull the sword from my stomach but couldn’t, my strength draining with my blood. 
 
    Red.  
 
    So much red.  
 
    With Midori gone, it was all I could see. 
 
    I was bleeding out and desiccating. My hunger grew rapacious as I battled to remain conscious. 
 
    Since my hands were covered in the blood I needed, I sucked on my fingers, lapping at the life force I was losing like some sick, demonic oni. At that moment, I understood the necessity of the vampire purge. My own need repulsed me, but still, I slurped my own blood. 
 
    And I would have kept drinking were it not for a small voice that somehow found its way through my fervor to feed. “V, where’s Mom?” asked Kol, his hands outstretched to help me. 
 
    I thrust out my arms to ward him off. I could hear the blood coursing through his heart, strong, steady and delicious. Oh, how I craved it. 
 
    Thump.  
 
    Thump.  
 
    Thump. 
 
    “No. Stay away. Stay away from me. I…I might hurt you.” I closed my eyes and turned away from him. I was covered in blood. My face. My hands. I didn’t want him to see me like this, acting like some feral animal. I was a beast. 
 
    “Run,” I yelled. “Run.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Sometime later I woke to find myself on the floor, the sword removed. Kol was shaking me, begging me not die.  
 
    “You came back,” I said, eyes blinking open. Sun streamed through the library windows, making me wince and sending throbbing pain streaking through my head. “I told you to run. Don’t you ever listen?” 
 
    Kol whacked me in the arm. “I did run. All the way to the docks. But then I got tired…and hungry. I was crazy scared and knew I needed to help you, so you could help me find my mom. Lucky for me, you were passed out cold, just hanging up there on the wall when I got back. 
 
    I cringed at the ghoulish mental image. “Don’t sugarcoat it, kid. What time is it?” 
 
    “Almost eight. What do we do now? What’s the next step? Are you hungry? Your stomach has healed, but you look blue, like an alien.” Kol lay down beside me on the floor.  
 
    I thought he needed a hug since his mom had been kidnapped and all, so I threw an arm over his shoulders, trying to ignore the fact I was covered in dried blood and hungry as hell. “We’ll find her,” I soothed. 
 
    “No. Stupid.” He pushed away only to come close again, arching his neck. “I don’t need a hug. Eat,” he commanded. 
 
    I pushed him off and lurched to standing. “Are you crazy? I don’t drink the blood of children, and I never feed off anyone directly. I might lose control.” 
 
    Kol rolled his eyes. “I need you to help me get my mom back. We don’t have time for pleasantries.” 
 
    I grabbed Kol by the shirt and hauled him to standing. “Never do that again,” I yelled. “No matter what. You don’t think we have time for pleasantries, but we do.” I shook him to drive home my words. “We can slow down so I won’t rip your throat out and suck you dry. There is always time for me not to do that. Do you understand?” 
 
    Kol nodded, his chin quivering, as I set him back down. “You’re a mess. Go get changed. I’ll do the same. Meet back here in ten.” 
 
    He backed away, clearly scared, which was fine with me. The farther away he was, the safer he was.  
 
    I retreated to my quarters at the back of the library and slammed the door. The room was my sanctuary with its walls covered in pre-Rift postcards, family Polaroids, shelves full of books, and worthless trinkets from my scavenging forays. I grabbed a half-full bottle of sake off a shelf and downed it, hoping to diminish my thirst. Feeding had become necessity, and soon. I pulled up my shirt to check out the place on my torso where I’d been driven through and stared at the reflection in the mirror. Kol hadn’t lied. My skin was blue, and I appeared as some sort of savage, red she-devil, covered in blood, hair flying free of its braids. The wound had healed. No scar, nothing to account for all the blood that painted my skin.  
 
    Always considerate, Midori had filled my wash basin while I was out. She’d even left a cloth. I peeled off my clothes and started to wash. The water quickly became a deep crimson. As much as it disgusted me, I knew I would drink the basin dry after I was finished with the cleaning process. Such was my need. The sake had taken the edge off, but it wouldn’t be enough…not if I was to go out and walk among the masses during the light of day. So many heartbeats would call to me, so many bare necks beckoning.  
 
    Clean, I pulled on a pair of black pants and a shirt and took out my winter cloak, securing it around my neck. Glancing in the mirror, I cursed my garish red hair, as I undid the old braids to begin weaving them anew. My fingers shook with nerves. Daylight. I was to go out in daylight. It couldn’t be avoided if I were ever to get Midori back.  
 
    I liked the dark.  
 
    Darkness was safe. 
 
    My physical body could withstand sun, but in all honesty, there wasn’t much I wanted to see in the brightness of day. The night was far better at hiding squalor and decay. 
 
    To the right of the mirror hung a drawing of a red-haired girl I’d found in an old leather-bound book during one of my scavenging trips. The drawing was the only mark inside the book. All other pages were blank, so I’d ripped it out and tacked it to the wall, keeping the rest of the book for use as a diary. Not that I’d ever written in it, but maybe someday. The woman in the drawing resembled me when no one else in my world did, and for some reason that gave me a small bit of pleasure. She even wore her hair in an elaborate assortment of braids like me. Or maybe I’d started wearing my hair that way after I’d found the drawing. Whatever the order, somewhere in some other Division, were my people with crimson hair and ghostly skin. Someone had drawn a picture that proved people like me must exist. I wasn’t a real anomaly, only one in Division 12. The girl in the drawing was fierce, a warrior, and I placed my thumb over her heart to draw strength from it. I could do daylight, no problem. No problem, whatsoever.  
 
    Returning to the mirror, I pinned up the last of my braids. “Why take Midori?” I asked myself. Kidnappings weren’t uncommon, but Midori was only a librarian and mother. She wasn’t Yakuza or someone showing any latent witch powers, and as far as I knew wasn’t involved in any illegal activities. Witches rarely came down off the Mount. They were seen as Kami or gods by the people because of the magic they possessed. Their seclusion on the mountain only added to their godly mystery, securing the deference of the people. Yakuza paid a tithe to the witches and were left to rule Tokyo while the Kami and their priests on Mount Fuji did whatever gods do with their free time. Laze around, I guessed.  
 
    I jumped when the door banged open and Kol entered. Dressed in fresh clothes, he held a glass of blood. “I forgot that Mom tapped a vein for you last night. This was in the kitchen,” he said, holding the glass out to me.  
 
    I accepted the glass of sweet liquor and shoved Kol back out the door, securing the latch this time. I never let myself be watched while drinking. “I’ll be with you in a minute,” I called. 
 
    “It’s already been fifteen minutes. You said ten,” answered Kol, fist punching the door. “What are we going to do? What’s our next step?” 
 
    I ignored his questions and slid down onto the floor, folding into a pile, cup in hand. Kol had lied. This wasn’t Midori’s blood. It was his. Blood was like wine. Each person’s had their own individual bouquet and top notes. Kol’s smelled fruity.  
 
    When I glanced at the wash basin full of old watered down blood and then at the glass of still warm blood in my hand, there was no question which I desired more, or which I needed more. I closed my eyes and downed the liquid in the glass, hating myself for drinking the blood of a child, hating myself for needing blood at all. Yet my self-loathing evaporated as the plasma snaked down my throat sending a euphoric warmth to every cell in my body. It felt as if I’d bathed in the fountain of youth.  
 
    I even scraped at the insides of the glass with my finger, stealing every drop, then stood and gave myself a once-over in the mirror, wiping the corners of my mouth clean and pulling up my hood. At least my skin wasn’t blue anymore. “You can do this,” I said out loud to my reflection. “Midori is your family and you can do anything to protect family. Who knows, maybe the daylight isn’t as bad as you remember?” I nodded and moved into the Wonder Woman warrior stance my first mom had taught me. She’d read somewhere that five minutes in warrior stance could psychologically alter your mind and give you confidence. She had been all about such mumbo jumbo. “You are strong and powerful. You’re not the weak girl you used to be, the one who was preyed upon. Thanks to Juro, you can protect yourself. You can protect your family.” I nodded one last time then marched over and opened the door. “Ready?” 
 
    Kol blew out a long breath, sending his bangs flying skyward. “I’ve been ready for the last ten minutes. Where are we going?” 
 
    “To have a chat with Mr. Tanaka.” 
 
    Kol’s jaw dropped. “You think that’s a good idea?” 
 
    “When you’ve got Yakuza problems, you go pray to the witches. If you’ve got witch problems, and I believe we do, you see the Yakuza. That reminds me…” I turned back and perused one particular shelf searching for something I’d scavenged when I first arrived in Tokyo. I’d hoped to keep it, but desperate times called for desperate measures. Finding what I wanted, I grabbed a satchel and stuffed the treasure inside.  
 
    Kol nodded to the katana in the corner of my room. “You bringing your sword?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s wise to visit the Yakuza armed. We wouldn’t want things to escalate.” 
 
    “Really? The Yakuza have guns galore. It’s the only reason witches leave them alone.” 
 
    “If they want to kill me, they will. My katana will only delay the inevitable. You don’t bring a sword to a gun fight, and we don’t have any guns. You’ll be fine. The Yakuza don’t kill kids. Hell, maybe if I die, they’ll adopt you.” I pulled out the treasure from my satchel to show him. “Besides, I’ve got something they’ll want. Probably…at least I hope so. Let’s go.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Is it always this bright?” I asked Kol as we wove through the streets. I made a mental note to look for sunglasses next time I scavenged. 
 
    “Yes. When’s the last time you went out in the sun?” he asked. 
 
    I pulled my hood farther forward. “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “You should get out more. Vitamin D is good for you.” 
 
    “I don’t think I need vitamin D, kiddo.” 
 
    Merchants worked in booths everywhere, hawking their wares. The smell of fish and seaweed was almost overpowering. Before the Rift, the streets of Tokyo had been filled with the bold fabrics of fashionable clothes, flashy cars, and glowing neon. Now everything was muted and grey except the sky, which was a brilliant azure and made the decay nestled below it seem all the worse by comparison. It was mid-March so the sakura trees should have been loaded with pink cherry blossoms, but they rested leafless and craggy. I hoped they were merely dormant and waiting for better times and not dead like so much of the vegetation. 
 
    Mr. Tanaka’s house was on the eastern edge of Tokyo. He lived in a traditional Japanese dwelling of bamboo and wood with a sloping tiled roof in the ancient style. No windows existed, only Shoji or sliding panels made of translucent paper. Two guards with machine guns flanked the entranceway.  
 
    I squeezed Kol’s hand. “Ready or not here we come.” 
 
    When I squared my shoulders, Kol gulped in a breath. “I don’t want to be adopted by the Yakuza,” he whispered. 
 
    “And you’re not going to be. We’re going to get your mom back. I promise.”  
 
    Hand-in-hand we marched to the door. “We’d like to see Mr. Tanaka, please.” 
 
    One guard with a young babyface laughed. “And who might you be?” 
 
    The taller sentry with a goatee, reached out to finger my hood. “Who’s hiding under there?” 
 
    I knocked his hand away. “We’re from the library.” I opened my satchel, so the two men could see inside. “I believe we have something Mr. Tanaka would like to acquire.” 
 
    “Is that real?” they asked in unison, hands reaching out to touch. 
 
    I let the flap of the satchel fall back into place. “Of course, it’s real. I wouldn’t be here otherwise, now would I? Is Mr. Tanaka home or do we need to come back?” 
 
    “And who should we say is calling?” asked the bigger of the two guards, opening the door. 
 
    “You can tell him Valaria Valentin and Kol Takeyuchi are here.” 
 
    Mr. Goatee ushered us inside to the genkan where we deposited our shoes. To wear shoes into someone’s home was akin to spitting on their floor. In our socks we padded silently across the tatami floors made of rice straw. The inside of Mr. Tanaka’s home was exquisite with beautiful artwork displayed on the walls along with gleaming swords. Because of Juro, I’d developed an appreciation for swords and often studied their history. I recognized several styles from around the world including a Carolingian Viking sword, a Scottish dirk and a German zweihänder. I also noticed several items I’d retrieved during my excursions and realized Mr. Tanaka was responsible for much of my income. Midori sold everything for me, so I hadn’t realized. This was good. Mr. Tanaka clearly appreciated antiques and Midori was a valuable supplier. Hopefully, he’d want to help us find her. 
 
    We were led down several hallways to another entry with two guards stationed outside. One opened the door, and before I knew it Kol and I were standing in front of Mr. Tanaka’s giant desk as he peered at us with clear interest. “Sir, they have an item for purchase,” said Mr. Goatee. 
 
    “It is very rude to shield one’s face when invited into someone’s home,” said Mr. Tanaka, his head cocked to the side, hands steepled atop the desk. His words weren’t uttered in an unkind manner. More curious. 
 
    I brushed my hood back then pulled the treasure out of my satchel. “I brought—” 
 
    One of the guards gasped. The one closest to Mr. Tanaka drew his gun. “It’s the red ghost,” said another. 
 
    Red ghost? I glanced at Kol. He shrugged. 
 
    “My name is Valaria Valentin. I work at the library with Midori Takeyuchi. She was taken last night by a witch, and we need your help.” With a bow, I laid my treasure upon his desk.  
 
    “I’ve heard tales of the red ghost,” said Mr. Tanaka, ignoring my offering, “the cloaked phantom who prowls the night hurting unsuspecting men.” 
 
    I stared at him dumbfounded then had to fight my anger. Phantom? Prowls? Unsuspecting men? “Sir, I did not hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it. Those men wished to take liberties. A woman should be able to walk the streets unmolested no matter the time of day.” 
 
    Tanaka proffered a wicked grin. “We have a feminist among us, men. Do take care not to offend.” To the guard holding his gun at the ready, “Lower your weapon, Li. You see she is no ghost but a mortal woman.” 
 
    “If not a ghost, then perhaps a demon, sir?” said the guard, gun still raised. 
 
    “She is merely of another land. Europe or the Americas. It appears a few foreigners fell through the cracks during the cleansing. You’ll excuse my man, Ms. Valentin. It’s hard to find good help these days. Li, if you’re so afraid of this young woman, you may leave.” 
 
    Li holstered his gun. “I…I am fine sir. I will protect you.” 
 
    “Good then. Now let’s see what Valentin-san has brought me.” Tanaka reached for the frame and immediately smiled. It wasn’t wicked like his previous grin…more amused. “Hasta la vista, baby,” he growled, then laughed. 
 
    “I am sorry, Tanaka-san, but I am confused?” I replied. 
 
    He turned the frame around to show me Arnold Schwarzenegger, a.k.a. The Kindergarten Cop. I’d only lived in Japan for a couple weeks before the Rift, but I’d seen Arnold in many Japanese commercials. They loved him in Japan and his popularity hadn’t waned. A local playhouse had even been dedicated to his works.  
 
    “The Terminator,” said Kol, with a grimace as if I was embarrassing him. “Do you live under a rock?” 
 
    I glared back. “No, Kol. You know where I live, and it is not, in fact, under a rock. Don’t be rude.” 
 
    “This is a possession to be much prized,” said Tanaka. “Are you sure you wish to part with it?” 
 
    “It is yours with my compliments if you agree to help us locate our friend. She was taken by a witch last night, and you are the only one possessing enough experience when dealing with the Kami. Perhaps you could find who took her and negotiate for her release? I can secure more items of value to pay.” 
 
    Tanaka frowned, his brow furrowing. “I’m afraid the lines of communication with the Kami are currently broken. I do not—” 
 
    Bile rose in my throat as my stomach twisted. “Broken? What’s happening? Have others been taken?” 
 
    Tanaka waved my words away and plastered a not entirely believable grin on his face. “My, my you’re an anxious one. Aren’t you? This is normal. The Kami are mercurial on the best days.” 
 
    “So you can’t help us?” I reached for the photo of Arnold. 
 
    Tanaka slid it out of my grasp. “I didn’t say I couldn’t help. I only stated I didn’t have a direct line to the Kami. But seeing as you were kind enough to bring me this treasure—” Tanaka broke off to open a drawer and place the photograph inside. “I will lend you one of my best men to help you find the boy’s missing mother.” Tanaka stood and motioned for us to follow. “I’d hate to think of a lone woman getting herself into trouble out there on the streets. Even if she is the red ghost,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
    “She isn’t alone,” Kol bit out, his chest puffing wide.  
 
    Tanaka shot a glance over his shoulder at Kol, one eyebrow raised. “Feisty. I like it. Perhaps you will work for me one day Takeyuchi-san. I could use a brave man like you.” 
 
    Nearing the end of a long hallway, we could hear grunts, groans, and thwacks, as if someone was being tortured. I pulled Kol close and prepared to cover his eyes if needed. “What’s going on in there?” 
 
    Tanaka opened the door. “Jujutsu practice, of course. My men train every day.” 
 
    Inside the room two men grappled, although the moves appeared almost fluid and balletic in their grace. Both were skilled, but I could easily tell which was the superior fighter. He was tall and lean with a blue dragon tattoo snaking up his back and over his shoulder. And sure enough, in an enviably elegant and nimble roll, the man pinned his opponent flat with legs over the neck and torso, then torqued the loser’s arm back in a beautiful arm bar, receiving a desperate tap out for his efforts.  
 
    I found myself clapping in appreciation. Juro would have loved to see this man in action. 
 
    “Kenshin, I have a job for you,” called Tanaka, waving him towards us. 
 
    Kenshin hopped up from the floor, snagged a towel from a nearby bench, and ambled over. I quit clapping as Kenshin eyeballed me up and down as though I were a piece of meat. “Is this who I think it is, Father?” he asked. “The red ghost.”  
 
    “This is Valaria Valentin and Kol Takeyuchi-san. Valeria works at the library where her employer, this boy’s mother, has gone missing.” 
 
    “She was kidnapped by Kami,” corrected Kol. 
 
    Tanaka ruffled Kol’s hair then stepped in front of him, blocking him from view. Children in Japan were to be seen and not heard. “You will provide Valaria assistance in tracking down the woman.” Tanaka held his son’s eyes for just a second too long, as if something extra had been said. Before I could comment, Tanaka turned to me. “My son is a liaison between the Yakuza and the people of Tokyo. If anyone can help you find your missing friend, it is Kenshin.” 
 
    “I thought you were a myth,” said Kenshin with a lopsided grin. “An urban legend. You are a very intriguing looking creature, I must say.” His eyes locked on mine and I thought he might be trying to see into my soul. Most Japanese people had brown eyes, but Kenshin’s were a golden topaz. He reached out to finger my hair. 
 
    I batted his hand away, still holding eye contact. “I’m not a pet to be fondled. I’m a person.” Technically the part about being a person wasn’t true, but Kenshin didn’t need to know that. He just needed to understand I wasn’t on his menu.  
 
    Kenshin’s hands went up in surrender, his eyes wide with wonder. “I’ve never seen hair like yours. It’s beautiful.” He bowed, repentant. “My apologies. I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    His father laughed, long and loud. “How very strange. You’d best watch yourself, Son. I do believe the red ghost is immune to your charms. She also seems very capable of teaching you some manners if need be.” 
 
    Kenshin’s strange eyes scanned me up and down again as if I had confused him greatly. He was detestably rude. “You may be right about her immunity, Father. Curious, isn’t she?” To me, “Let me shower. I stink. I’ll meet you at the chashitsu down the street in an hour. I have a few ideas where we can start looking for your friend.” 
 
    In a very uncharacteristic move by Japanese standards, Kenshin offered his hand for a handshake.  
 
    I was reaching out to comply when I saw it. 
 
    A blue oni tattoo on Kenshin’s right forearm.  
 
    The demon stared at me, a red rising sun in the middle of its horned forehead. 
 
    It laughed at me. It cackled.  
 
    The oni sank a blade into my insides and stirred as if I were soup. Like I was nothing. Double, double, toil and trouble. 
 
    My mind left the present, going back one year… 
 
    Two… 
 
    Ten… 
 
    Twenty… 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5: Thirty-two Years Before 
 
      
 
    The day started like any other. I’d had the same routine for almost ten years, ever since Juro and Hana had saved Ms. Yoshi from a band of deplorables and got us an invitation to work and live on the Yoshi soybean farm. The Yoshi family didn’t seem to mind that Juro was a vampire and Hana a witch. In fact, I think it helped them feel special to have such people protecting them. A little bit of blood for Juro and some psychic energy for Hana’s magic was a small price to pay. The work was tedious, but I couldn’t complain as I had a dry bed each night and a full belly. A middle-class white kid, I’d never appreciated the importance of food and shelter before the Rift. After spending months scrounging in the city and then the countryside, I’d learned to appreciate simple pleasures.  
 
    Each day began by feeding the chickens, then collecting their eggs. I helped Ms. Yoshi-san and Hana make breakfast before tending the horses. After work in the stable and lunch preparation was complete, my early years with the family were spent in lessons. Ms. Yoshi-san felt it imperative I learn not only how to speak Japanese but read it. I was also taught the traditional tea ceremony. Before the ethnic cleansing, I think Ms. Yoshi and Hana secretly dreamed of marrying me off one day. In later years, after my education was deemed sufficient, I spent my afternoons doing laundry or combing the forests for berries, herbs, and mushrooms—depending on the season—before returning home to help with dinner. Of all the tasks, foraging in the woods was my favorite. I could almost forget what had happened to the world inside those woods. Except for a few strange plants, I could imagine myself in the forest behind our house in Georgia. The woods felt spacious and free. The Yoshis were a lovely family, but including Juro, Hana and I, twelve of us lived crammed into their small house. Personal space wasn’t a luxury we had, and after the ethnic cleansing, the time in the forests were my only escape from the farm. 
 
    Having stumbled on a veritable bounty of wood ear mushrooms, the first of the season, I was happily humming to myself when an arrow struck the tree where I knelt. When I jumped up to run, I crashed into a mountain of a man wrapped in animal skins. I stumbled, turned, and collided into another man, then another. Six men surrounded me, laughing heartily at my panic as they groped and twisted me around from one to the other. “Please,” I begged, breathless, tears streaming down my face. “Let me go.” I doubted the hunters intended me as their prey when they’d started their day, but prey was what I’d become.  
 
    They each took a turn with me. I only remember the first of them and the last. In between, I went somewhere else. They took my body, but I wasn’t there. I was gone. I was in my room in Georgia watching Buffy reruns with my best friend. I was at Six Flags eating cotton candy with my family. I was sitting at my grandmother’s warped and weathered Formica table eating her chocolate chip cookies while she talked about meeting my granddad. I sat protected in my father’s arms watching movies on a cold winter day. 
 
    I came back to myself as the last of the six was finishing. I didn’t know how long I’d been there, lying among the mushrooms. One hour? Two? I had no idea how long a typical man took to climax. A virgin, I hadn’t even kissed a boy yet. Returned to my nightmare, I opened my eyes to be greeted by a blue oni with a devilish grin. A red, rising sun displayed prominently in the middle of the oni’s horned forehead. Japan was the devil’s country. A cursed world. The muscles and tendons below the oni tattoo vibrated and strained as their owner took his last fill of me.  
 
    When he rolled off and stood to zip his pants, I thought the nightmare was over. I believed the oni would leave. 
 
    They didn’t. 
 
    Instead, they gathered in a circle and ate a meal as I lay not five feet away. They laughed and joked and acted as if they hadn’t done anything wrong. Maybe they didn’t think they had.  
 
    I wanted to run but was afraid the entire group might give chase. Instead, I lay perfectly still…a scared little rabbit frozen with fear. I prayed for them to leave without taking another turn. I prayed to sink into the ground and become invisible. I prayed for mercy. 
 
    In hindsight, I wish I had tried to run. There’s a small chance things might have turned out differently if I had. Before the six men took their leave, they surrounded me once more and again took a turn, only this time they pierced me with arrows. Five arrows in all. The sixth missed, much to their mutual amusement.  
 
    And that was how they left me without a backwards glance.  
 
    A discarded, used-up toy. 
 
    Naked. 
 
    Bleeding. 
 
    Full of arrows. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    With my first sip of bancha tea, I set down a queen and a jack, knowing I was about to lose the poker hand. I was almost positive Kol held a pair of aces. He’d slightly flushed at the flop when one ace appeared and even harder at the turn when another was revealed. His excitement smelled sweet, like a ripe pear. With my heightened senses, I didn’t enjoy playing cards. There was no thrill with most people being so easy to read, but I wanted to keep Kol occupied as we waited for Kenshin. Given how spooked and anxious I felt at Midori’s abduction, I could only imagine how Kol was coping. A smoky smell underlaid his sweet bouquet of pear indicating a certain amount of fear…despite his brave face.   
 
    Kol slammed down his cards. “Read ’em and weep. Pocket rockets!” Kol did a little dance in his chair, then gathered up the cards to shuffle. “It’s been over an hour,” he said, glancing at the clock. “Maybe we should move towards the front? Kenshin could have missed us.” 
 
    “He didn’t miss us,” I said, hunkering down in my hood. We sat in the shadows of a vine-covered pergola, near a crumbling back wall bathed in morning glories. I liked our secluded spot. Giant pots of camellias surrounded us. “The Yakuza keep their own time, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll be able to help us?” asked Kol, dealing the cards. 
 
    I peeked at my cards—a two and an eight. I kept my face impassive despite holding one of the worst hands in poker. Today was not my day. Not with the cards and not with Tanaka. I’d gone to him hoping for some information, a place to start, not to acquire what now seemed to be a babysitter. A babysitter who probably thought I was pretty damned weird given the zone-out I’d done on seeing his blue oni. Kol had to practically knock me over to get me to snap out of it. My blunder didn’t provide a great first impression, and I vowed to make a better second one. With that in mind, I was half-heartedly bluffing Kol with my terrible hand, trying to make him think I held a flush, while thinking through how I wanted to control the parameters of my relationship with Kenshin. Did I want him to make a few key introductions then disappear, or should I keep him around for muscle?  
 
    I was distracted and noticed Kol tense a second too late as a pair of hands landed on my shoulders.  
 
    Reacting on instinct, I threw the full force of my body back against whomever was behind me. My head hit abs, and the chair toppled over onto the person behind me. Pinned underneath me, I rolled backwards up and out of the chair, ready to land an elbow on my assailant’s nose. 
 
    I barely stopped myself in time.  
 
    My attacker was Kenshin. The idiot. 
 
    I jumped up and yanked the chair off him. “Sorry,” I said, not really meaning it. Who sneaks up on someone they barely know? 
 
    A beautiful, petite, young Japanese woman dressed in a red silk kimono bent down to help Kenshin up, then proceeded to dust him off in a very familiar way. My hackles immediately rose at seeing her. I didn’t sign on for a partner—much less a partner with a girlfriend in tow.  
 
    Kenshin didn’t seem perturbed to have been toppled. Quite the contrary, he laughed, greatly amused. “I wanted to see if you lived up to the reputation of the red ghost. You do. In fact, I don’t think those rumors did you justice. Your reflexes are amazing.” 
 
    “Rule number one. Never touch me unless invited.” 
 
    “Duly noted. You don’t have many friends, do you?” 
 
    Kenshin took a seat along with the woman and reached for our pot of bancha. He took a whiff then chucked it out.  
 
    “Hey,” I yelled. “We were drinking that.” Where did this guy get off insulting my personality and then ditching my tea? I doubted he had many friends either. 
 
    He gestured to the server, “Shincha, please. And some food. The best of whatever you’ve got.” Turning back to the table, he eyed me up and down again. You don’t look poor enough for bancha tea. Stuff tastes like straw. Have whatever you want. My treat.” 
 
    “Really,” asked Kol, perking up. “Anything?” 
 
    “Sure kid, anything.” 
 
    Kol smiled, circling a hand around his belly. “Awesome.” Unfortunately, his smile turned to a frown only moments later. 
 
    Kenshin seemed perplexed at the change, but I understood. “You need to eat, buddy, to keep up your strength so we can find your mom.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. I know.” 
 
    Having Kenshin’s attention, I flicked my eyes to the unknown girl beside him. “I wasn’t looking for a partner, much less partners. More is not merrier. No offense, Miss.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” said Kenshin. “Which is why I brought my sister, Yuki. She’s great with kids and can look after Kol while we ask around about Midori.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t feel comfortable letting him out of my sight. Again, no offense to you, Yuki.” 
 
    “I can help,” said Kol. “No one knows my mom better than me.” 
 
    “He’s right,” I said, reaching for his hand. “I can protect him.” 
 
    Kenshin cocked an eyebrow. “One of the places we need to go is not child friendly.” 
 
    “I’m not a kid,” whined Kol, voice ticking up an octave. “And it’s my mom who’s missing.” 
 
    “Yuki is an excellent card player,” said Kenshin surveying our half-played hand of poker. He picked up the cards and gave them to Yuki. “You might learn a few things, Kol.” 
 
    Kol snorted, folding his arms. “I doubt that.”  
 
    Despite sounding unimpressed, Kol seemed to relax, which was odd because on a typical—your mom hasn’t been kidnapped—day, the kid was wound almost as tight as me. His eyes followed Yuki’s hands as she split the deck into two even piles of twenty-six cards, fanned the cards, then riffle-shuffled multiple times, followed by a split cut. Her shuffle took less than twenty seconds and resembled a skilled dance of cards. Next, Yuki sailed two cards to each of us. “Ante up.” 
 
    Kol and I hadn’t been playing with real money, instead using the stale rice grains littering the table. He gathered them into a pile and distributed the tiny kernels evenly between the four of us. “I’ll be the big blind,” he offered, throwing in four grains. This made me the small blind, and I pushed in three. Kenshin and Yuki each followed with one. 
 
    “Where do we need to go?” I asked, worry niggling me. In many respects, Kol was far more capable of dealing with day-to-day Tokyo than I’d ever been, seeing as I’d spent most of my time in my room at the library or a deserted radioactive wasteland. “Don’t tell me a flesh den because I don’t see how Midori’s kidnapping could possibility be related to anything happening there. She didn’t visit such places.” I glanced at my cards to find a pair of kings, and I wondered if maybe my day was turning around. I wouldn’t mind trouncing Kenshin at poker, especially considering my heart rate hadn’t quieted after his ill-fated sneak attack.  
 
    The conversation and card game paused as the server delivered a new pot of tea and a plate full of spicy edamame, yakitori, shumai, and shrimp. The food smelled delicious, and I didn’t hesitate to help myself. Kol’s blood had only partially sated my thirst. Human food could sometimes help with my cravings. What I really needed to do was meditate, but I couldn’t see time for that in the immediate future.  
 
    Yuki dealt the flop—an eight and ten of hearts and a king of clubs. It was Kol’s turn first, and he put in a single rice grain. I could tell he wasn’t happy with his cards by the aroma of disappointment radiating off him in waves. With three kings at the flop, I felt pretty good about my chances, so I raised his one grain with four of my own. Judging from Yuki’s floral bouquet and the slight upturn of her mouth, I guessed she had a decent hand and that Kenshin would bluff or fold as his aroma was a static oaky musk, indicating neither excitement nor despair. I was personally hoping he’d bluff because beating someone who folded at the flop wasn’t nearly as rewarding. As luck would have it, Yuki matched my four grains…as did Kenshin. Kol folded with a big harrumph.  
 
    “There are two places we should check out and yes, one is a flesh den,” said Kenshin, tapping his cards. “You’d be surprised at the people who visit those places. It’s why Masa, the owner, has his finger on the pulse of the city.” Kenshin paused to study me for a second as I plopped another shrimp in my mouth. He shook his head. “The second place…you’ll like. There will be an assortment of items to eat. I’ve never seen a woman put so much away.”  
 
    “The Yakuza run this city. I’d think they’d be the ones with their fingers on its pulse,” I said, as Yuki dealt the turn card—a jack of hearts. The card was of no help to me but judging from everyone’s reactions it was also of no help to anyone else.  
 
    Kenshin’s eyebrow popped up at my comment, his eyes twinkling. I might have found his topaz eyes beautiful if they weren’t attached to such a…a…smooth operator. “We have our fingers on the pulse of the city because of a network of informants. We don’t learn shit by magic or by reading library books. We actually have to go out and find it ourselves.” 
 
    “Did you just dis books?” I asked. “Because books are cool.” 
 
    “If you’re a bookworm, maybe,” shot back Kenshin. 
 
    “I believe you mean book dragon.” 
 
    “I need to pee,” said Kol, breaking into the conversation. He did a little pee dance in his chair. The kid was always waiting until the last minute. 
 
    “Let me finish this hand, buddy, and then I’ll take you,” I said, throwing in three rice grains. 
 
    “He’s not five, the kid can go to the shitter by himself,” said Kenshin, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Rule number two: Don’t be crude, especially around Kol,” I retorted. 
 
    “You’re the youngest, old schoolmarm, I’ve ever met. Lighten up. Have some fun.” 
 
    “His mother was just kidnapped. I’m not letting him out of my sight. And rule number three: None of this is supposed to be fun.” 
 
    Kenshin sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. “With your attitude, I’m pretty sure it won’t be.” 
 
    Silencing our repartee, Yuki folded her hand and stood, passing me the whole deck so I could deal the river card. “You’re hard to read, Valentin, but my gut says you have me beat. I’ll take the kid to the toilet. You two don’t get into a brawl while we’re gone. This is my favorite teahouse, and I don’t want to get blacklisted.” 
 
    Kol glanced at me to see if it was okay to go with Yuki. When I nodded, he bolted for the outhouse, Yuki on his heels. 
 
    “Looks like it’s just us.” Kenshin smiled, throwing in three rice grains to call. 
 
    “Lucky me,” I snorted. I dealt the final card, a king of diamonds. I normally found it easy to keep a poker face, probably something to do with being a vampire, but at seeing the river card, I had to work at not giving anything away. I had four kings which meant not much could beat me. I threw in ten grains of rice hoping to appear bolshy and seem as if I might be bluffing. 
 
    Kenshin peeked at his hole cards again and then at me, his eyes doing a little dance between us. His odor gave nothing away, neither good nor bad, which was strange, but my hand was awesome, so I wasn’t bothered. Finally, Kenshin threw in ten grains to match and another ten to raise.  
 
    At this point, I couldn’t help but smile. I matched his raise and then raised again with another five grains.   
 
    “Is there a rule number four?” asked Kenshin, pulling up his sleeves and planting his elbows firmly on the table, a high steeple over his cards. The blue oni on his forearm taunted me. 
 
    “Play or fold,” I said, trying to focus anywhere but at the evil oni. I stifled a shiver. 
 
    “No, really. Is there a rule four? I don’t want to be a rule breaker. I can tell you won’t stand for it, and I don’t want you laying me out again for misbehaving.” Kenshin blinked at me, his face revealing faux innocence. 
 
    I could tell he wasn’t going to let this go, so I nodded to his oni tattoo. “If you could keep that ugly oni covered and out of my sight, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    Kenshin cocked his head to the side. “That sounds less like a rule and more like a request.” 
 
    “Yes, I guess it is.” 
 
    Kenshin rolled his sleeves back down. “Okay then. But one day you’re going to tell me the story behind your hatred of the oni.” 
 
    I offered Kenshin my sweetest smile. “I highly doubt that. Now can we get on with the game? The flesh den awaits. You may have forgotten or maybe you just don’t care, but my best friend has been kidnapped.” 
 
    “Who won?” asked Yuki, she and Kol returning to the table. 
 
    “Guess what, V?” said Kol. 
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “Yuki is going to teach me how to use throwing stars. She said they might come in handy when looking for Mom.” 
 
    I gave Yuki the evil eye. “Really? You think they’ll come in handy?” 
 
    Yuki shrugged. “You never know. At least he’s excited to spend the afternoon with me now. Besides, self-defense is never a waste.” 
 
    “Fine. Go on then,” I said, waving them away. “But I want him back in the same condition he is now. No bumps, dings, or mental scarring, please.” 
 
    Yuki giggled, eyes flicking to Kenshin. “I like this girl. I think she’s going to be good for you.” 
 
    He dismissed her and Kol with a flick of his fingers and called my bid, adding another five rice grains. “All right, Ms. Valentin, what do you have? Please, tell me it’s not four kings.” 
 
    Glee spiked my system, giving me a pleasant buzz. “Sorry. No can do,” I said, laying down my pair of kings, a happy grin dancing across my face. “Four kings it is.” 
 
    Kenshin ran a hand down his face and shook his head in despair before flipping over his two cards—a seven and nine of hearts.  
 
    I shook my head, not believing what I was seeing. There was no friggin’ way. Few hands could beat mine, but a straight flush was one of them. Kenshin’s seven and nine of hearts was the perfect addition to the eight, ten, and jack of hearts on the table. Goddamn it, why was I so unlucky? I glared at Kenshin. I didn’t like him before and liked him even less now that he’d toyed with me. “So why did you say you hoped I didn’t have four kings?” I asked, trying to temper the vitriol I felt. I didn’t want him to know how much he was getting to me. 
 
    Kenshin reached across the table to pat my hand but jerked back when he realized his mistake. At least he was abiding by rule one. “I know you don’t like me. I didn’t want to make it any worse by trouncing your fantastic hand with an even better one of my own. Those hands are the hardest to lose.” 
 
    I popped the last few bits of food into my mouth and stood. What a patronizing asshole. He was treating me like a kid or maybe a silly girl. Either way, I hated it. “Rule number five: Don’t spare my feelings. Ever.” 
 
    Kenshin held his hands up in surrender. “Wow. Yeah. Okay. Good to know. Shall we get this over with, so maybe I can find someone a little less cantankerous to hang around with? You’re the youngest, crabby old-person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    I crowed with laughter. If only he knew how old I really was. I came by my cantankerous nature honestly. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “The den is around the corner. You nervous?” asked Kenshin, steering us to the right.  
 
    “Yes,” I admitted, not at all ashamed. “It makes sense that I’m nervous since I’ve never been to one of these places. The bigger question is, why are you nervous?” I grabbed his arm and pulled Kenshin to a stop right before the den. Several women in various stages of undress, stood in front of a decrepit hotel—an old, sagging high-rise covered in kudzu with most of the windows blown out.  
 
    I hadn’t detected any particularly telling odors coming from Kenshin during the poker game, but the closer we got to the flesh den, the more he smelled of sweat and moss. Nervousness expressed itself differently in people as far as scent, but eau de bog wasn’t an uncommon odor. Kenshin had a pretty good aroma compared to most nervous people, but I could tell he was on edge, which didn’t make a lot of sense because it had been his idea to come. 
 
    Kenshin’s eyebrow quirked in surprise. “I didn’t realize I was giving so much away.” 
 
    “You weren’t, but I can read people fairly well.” 
 
    Kenshin opened his mouth as if he was going to say something but then shut it. I imagined he was about to snark something snide about my poker skills, but then he thought better of it. At least he was learning. “So what’s the story? Why are you nervous?” 
 
    “It’s a long one.” 
 
    “Make it short.” 
 
    Kenshin’s mouth quirked in a half smile as he shook his head. “You’re something else, Valaria.” 
 
    Since I’m a vampire, you’ve got that right, I thought. “I want to know what I’m walking into. No way I’m budging until you tell me why you’re suddenly nervous about going to a place you suggested we visit.” 
 
    Kenshin hemmed and hawed before speaking. “Well…technically, the owner of this flesh den asked me not to come back. But it’s been several months, and I’m sure…well, I’m hoping he’s forgiven me by now.” Kenshin grabbed my eyes with his. “Most people find me very lovable and cute.” 
 
    I took two steps back, my anger flaring. “Did you get rough with one of the girls?”  
 
    Kenshin’s pretty face contorted as though I’d physically hurt him. “Oh God, no. The exact opposite. A patron was hitting my friend Miya. They expelled me for roughing him up. I may have gotten carried away.” 
 
    I stared at Kenshin, studying him for signs of lying. His mossy scent was gone, replaced with the spice of anger…indicating he’d done what he claimed. “All right then.” 
 
    Kenshin gestured towards the door. “Can we go in?” 
 
    I pulled the hood forward to hide my face and took a deep breath. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Kenshin nodded to several women we passed before entering, sending a few into flirtatious fits of giggles. “We’re so happy to see you back, baby,” cooed one. 
 
    “There’s a discount for pairs tonight,” said another, as she hung off a friend’s shoulder. Ugh. I wanted to barf.  
 
    “Not today, ladies. I’m here on business.” Kenshin winked. 
 
    “You come here often, I see.” 
 
    “People need their distractions. Some like yourself read while others of us prefer more active pursuits.” Kenshin opened the main door and ushered me inside. As broken down as the flesh den looked on the outside, the inside was rather opulent with gaming tables, plush red leather booths and a bar area with gleaming wood and shiny mirrors in the far back.  
 
    Almost immediately, a woman appeared all wide-eyed and flighty. “You’re not supposed to be here,” she said, talking to Kenshin, but eyeing me. She bent down low, trying to peer under my hood. I pulled it down even farther, nearly blocking all of my vision. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Miya, I’m here on business.” 
 
    “I will let Masa know, but I can tell you right now, he hasn’t yet forgotten the mess you made.” 
 
    “He still loves me, I’m sure. I paid for the damages, after all.”  
 
    “But not for the time it took to coordinate repairs.” Miya’s words were accompanied by a bow before she headed off into the fray of gaming tables.  
 
    “So Miya was your favorite girl?” I asked, fearing an awkward silence. I needed distraction, my vampire senses on overload. It wasn’t just the influx of smells and colors but also pheromones. The den, unsurprisingly, oozed sex. At the teahouse, food had helped quell my bloodlust, but it was now back with a vengeance. This place, crowded by so many excited bodies with ripe blood coursing through them, made it almost impossible to keep my fangs from protruding. 
 
    “You really want to hear this?” asked Kenshin, his brow crinkling. 
 
    No, not at all. “Yes, I really do.”  
 
    “Miya was my first. My father brought me here when I was seventeen to make me a man. I was a gangly guy until a couple of years ago when I finally filled out. She was very kind to me, and I often come here for her company.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. “Just to talk, right?” 
 
    Kenshin shrugged. “Sometimes. Not always, of course. I’m not a monk, but I also wasn’t lying when I said we were friends. Positioned as my father’s second, I don’t have many real friends, but Miya is one of the few.” 
 
    He seemed distracted by a man stepping out of an office, followed by Miya. Before I knew it, he reached up and yanked back my hood. “I didn’t touch you. I touched your hood,” he said quickly. “Masa loves pretty woman. He’ll tell us what we want to know and won’t kill me if you use your womanly wiles on him.” 
 
    “Womanly wiles? I don’t have womanly wiles.” He had said nothing about wiles on the walk over. Shouldn’t someone mention that when their life was on the line?  
 
    Masa, a grey-haired man with a slight stoop, was halfway to us and didn’t seem happy to see Kenshin.  
 
    I was trying to think of how someone with womanly wiles might act when Kenshin broke my train of thought with a completely uncouth question. “Are you a virgin?” His brows furrowed.  
 
    “No,” I blurted, a flush coming to my face followed by a chill as an oni danced into my thoughts to mock me. You’re not a virgin. No, you’re not. Many a man has had you. Yes, they have.  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, really. Not that it’s any of your business.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean offense. You’re not that old. What are you, seventeen or eighteen? It wouldn’t be surprising. There’s nothing wrong with the status.” 
 
    I held back a derisive snort. Try fifty-eight years old.  
 
    Fortunately, Masa had arrived, ending our conversation. Miya was gone and must have peeled off into the crowd. Masa, like Kenshin before him, let his eyes wander up and down my frame, drinking me in. I offered a smile and tried to make it look coy. Kenshin grimaced in response, so I guessed my coy smile came across more like constipation or something equally uncharming. I tried a bow next. “My name is Valaria Valentin, and we seek your help,” I announced with deference.  
 
    “What a rare beauty,” said Masa, offering his own bow. “I didn’t think there was any of your kind left in Japan. He reached for my hair, but Kenshin grabbed him by the wrist. “No touching. She doesn’t like it.” 
 
    “Such a shame for someone so unique looking. You could make a fortune working here. My girls and boys make fifty percent. It can be quite a good living if you have the right attributes and skills. I would be willing to teach you.” He offered with a devilish, eat-you-whole grin. My skin crawled.  
 
    Normally, I would lay someone flat for such an insult, but Kenshin’s eyes pleaded with me to maintain control. “Thanks for the offer. I’ll give it some thought,” I said dryly. A vein in Masa’s neck pulsed with each pump of his heart.  
 
    Clearly Masa is a low person. The world might be better if you took him out, whispered the thirsty devil on my shoulder. 
 
    Hide yourself. You must always hide. Thirst is only an illusion, murmured the angel on my other shoulder…an angel who sounded a lot like my maker, Juro.  
 
    “Masa, we’re here because a friend of Valaria’s has gone missing. The woman is the city librarian, Ms. Midori Takeyuchi-san. Have you heard anything that might be relevant in finding her? Missing persons? Kidnappings? Anything of the sort?”  
 
    Masa groomed his goatee as he pondered our question. I couldn’t tell if he was considering how to answer or if to respond at all. I prayed for the former. We needed something to go on.  
 
    “Please,” I begged. “I would be most grateful for any information that might help find my friend. She has a young son who needs his mother.” 
 
    “I know something that may be of use,” said Masa, licking his lips and resembling a hungry cat. 
 
    “I would be—” 
 
    “But I don’t give anything away for free. I would require payment,” Masa interrupted, his eyes slowly undressing me. 
 
    Kenshin side-stepped in front of me. “She’s not that kind of girl. You mind your mouth, old man.” 
 
    Masa let loose a cackle. “It is your mind in the gutter, Tanaka-san. I only want a lock of her hair. It is a rare and beautiful thing, and you know I am a collector of beauty.  
 
    I stepped out from behind Kenshin and pulled out my knife. “How much do you want?” I asked, freeing the braid with one hand. He could have it all, if he had good intel. 
 
    He smiled sweetly, “Only a lock, my dear child. I wouldn’t want to mar your beauty.” 
 
    “Fine.”  
 
    “Hold on a second,” said Kenshin. “Information first. Hair second, and only if what you give us is helpful.” 
 
    Masa bowed his head in acquiescence. “Your friend Takeyuchi-san is not the only person to have gone missing as of late. Two of the den’s regular patrons haven’t shown in over a week.” 
 
    “A week’s not that long,” said Kenshin, voice annoyed. 
 
    “It is for these two gentlemen. They visit daily.” 
 
    “Names?” I asked. 
 
    Masa held out a hand. “Hair first.” 
 
    Near my scalp at the base of my neck, I sliced off a long lock and handed it over. “Here. Now, who’s missing?” 
 
    Masa snatched the hair from my hand and fondled it, eyes dreamy. Kenshin and I glanced at each other and scowled. It was all very creepy.  
 
    “Names?” said Kenshin, reaching to pluck the hair away. 
 
    Masa pulled back just in time and stuffed the lock of hair into his pocket. “We haven’t seen a local doctor by the name of Hideaki Ito since last Tuesday. Also Jin Sato, who runs the cockfights, has been missing since Thursday. It’s all very unusual. Like I said, they are nightly customers.” 
 
    A librarian, a doctor and a cockfight warden? How were they connected, if at all?  
 
    “Did they have a favorite girl or boy?” Kenshin’s tone was polite but serious. 
 
    Masa shook his head. “For them, diversity was the spice of life. I asked my staff if they knew anything, but their disappearance is a mystery. I’m quite sad really. They were reliable income. Now, if that is all, I would like you to leave, Kenshin. Ms. Valentin-san, you of course are welcome to stay. Drinks are free for women and perhaps you would like to share some quality time with one of my boys?” 
 
    My patience with this lascivious toad was growing thin and the whisper of the thirsty devil on my shoulder had turned to a desperate yell. I needed to eat soon. A server passed with a tray of drinks. I grabbed one and downed it. It was poor quality sake and burned all the way down my throat. I tried to imagine that fire was the heat of blood. It almost worked. Finished, I handed the glass to Masa. “Thanks for your hospitality.” 
 
    Kenshin and I turned for the door without further ado. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “You okay?” Kenshin had waited a few blocks from the flesh den to start a conversation. “You look like you want to rip someone’s head off.” 
 
    I laughed. He wasn’t far off. The burn of the bad sake had already dissipated, and again I was feeling the call to feed. If the Kami hadn’t sunk a sword into my gut, I would have been fine for days after drinking Kol’s blood, but healing from an injury meant I needed more than usual to feel sated.  
 
    “I apologize for Masa’s behavior and the whole thing with your hair. That was…ghoulish.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault.” I was surprised by his concern. Maybe Kenshin wasn’t so bad. It’d been sweet the way he’d stepped in to protect my honor when Masa offered a job, albeit somewhat ironic given his own crude questioning of my virginity status. 
 
    “I know but—” 
 
    “Where to next?” I interrupted, wanting to get on with our mission. Masa’s behavior was the least of my worries. 
 
    Thankfully, Kenshin was willing to drop the subject. “We’re going to visit the mom of my old friend Akemi. He chose to serve the Kami and become a priest rather than join the Yakuza.” 
 
    “You don’t sound bitter.” 
 
    “I’m not. It’s his life to lead. I am sad though. He was a good friend.” 
 
    “And you think his mom might help us?” 
 
    “Watanabe-san is no fan of the Kami. She would have preferred the Yakuza for Akemi because she wanted grandchildren. If I need information on the Kami, she sometimes has something for me. Akemi smuggles her letters from Mount Fuji through an apple peddler.” 
 
    We reached the Watanabe residence after twenty minutes of walking. It was in a small village made entirely of pre-Rift shipping containers, with each container converted into a small home. The idea was ingenious really as the containers were steel, earthquake safe and offered great protection from the elements. Watanabe-san’s faded blue container was surrounded by a patchy herb garden. Kenshin knocked on the door.  
 
    A withered old woman with greying hair answered. She was probably in her late forties but appeared closer to eighty. Such was how time treated the living post-Rift. The woman gasped at seeing Kenshin, hands coming to her heart in joy. “Kenshin, it has been too long. I am an old woman and my only child is gone. You must visit more,” she chided. 
 
    “I took you to dinner two days ago,” said Kenshin with an affectionate shake of his head. 
 
    “Was it only two days? Yes, well, it seemed much longer.”  
 
    After a quick bow, Kenshin gathered the woman into his arms and gave her a kiss atop the head. “I have missed you too.” 
 
    It was very sweet and not at all what I’d expected. When Kenshin unraveled himself from the woman, she turned to me. “What brings you by with this mysterious friend? Have you finally found a special lady love?” 
 
    Thank God, I had my hood up because my cheeks flushed. 
 
    Kenshin chuckled like an embarrassed child. “No, Watanabe-san. Valaria is only an acquaintance. We met today.” He turned to me. “V, don’t be rude. Watanabe-san won’t try to flirt with you like Masa. You don’t need to hide in that ridiculous hood.” 
 
    “It’s not ridiculous,” I shot back, removing the cover from my head. “Anonymity is a gift.” 
 
    Watanabe-san shrieked, then bowed long and low. “It is an honor, Red Ghost. Such an honor.” When she rose from her bow, her whole face was alight. “May I touch you?” she asked.  
 
    Kenshin shook his head. “She doesn’t—” 
 
    I reached a hand out to take hers, and she bowed again, her forehead to my hand. “Women have received much more respect since you came to the city. The streets are safer.”  
 
    Kenshin’s brow furrowed. “I don’t understand. I thought you didn’t like—” 
 
    I shot him a look. “She asked. You didn’t.” 
 
    I was confused and delighted by Watanabe-san’s reaction to my presence and her assertion that the streets were safer since my arrival. Despite the direness of the situation with Midori missing, a brief happiness overtook me, and I smiled. It’d been a long time since I’d received accolades of any kind. For once, it felt good to be noticed. The women in Tokyo were safer because of me. Because I sometimes kicked ass.  
 
    “You can smile,” said Kenshin, a baffled expression on his face. “I’m….” He shook his head as if amazed. “I don’t know what I am.” 
 
    Watanabe-san gave Kenshin a swat upside the head. “You must respect the Red Ghost.” 
 
    Kenshin shied away when the old woman went to hit him again. “Sheesh. I do respect her,” he griped. He turned to me for confirmation. “Don’t I?” His eyes were pleading. 
 
    “Mostly. It’s okay, Watanabe-san. I’m getting used to Kenshin and his smart-aleck ways.” 
 
    She gestured to her small dining table. “Please, sit and join me for a meal.” The frail woman pulled out a chair for me. “What brings you here, Red Ghost?” 
 
    “Please call me Valaria,” I said, “or V.”  
 
    Watanabe-san proceeded to fuss over us as I told her about my missing friend and the men who’d disappeared from the flesh den. She served a delicious sencha along with an assortment of wagashi confections. The best was one made of anko or azuki bean paste. I tried to refrain from over-indulging as Watanabe-san clearly wasn’t rich, but it was hard. Really hard. The woman could cook.  
 
    “The Kami are up to something,” said Watanabe-san, shaking her head in dismay at my tale. “Did Kenshin tell you that my Akemi shouldn’t have been taken as a priest? Last year the Kami accepted twice the number of priests. My boy is kind and strong, a good lad, but he is not what you would call priesthood material. He is not a scholar by any means, but last year they took nearly everyone who applied.” 
 
    I’d only been in Tokyo for six months and hadn’t heard anything about the unusual number of people accepted into the priesthood. Midori had, however, mentioned that the Kami’s review of local children yielded no one with magical abilities. Powers were passed down within Kami bloodlines, but it wasn’t uncommon for a lay-child to be born with powers as well, at least until recently. According to Midori, there had been a dearth of exceptional children for the last decade. Many locals were glad as they wished to raise their own children rather than have them whisked away to the Mount. Although the Kami were revered, there existed an undercurrent of worry associated with them because of their power. They were seen as a hibernating bear that might wake up and go on a rampage. Given that Midori was taken by the Kami, and I had been stabbed, perhaps that bear was already awake. I shivered involuntarily at the thought and stuffed another wagashi down my gullet.  
 
    “What have you heard from Akemi?” asked Kenshin. “Anything that might be of interest to us?” 
 
    Watanabe-san retrieved several letters from a nearby drawer and took a seat at the table. “I received a letter just yesterday. As I told you at dinner a few days ago, I hadn’t heard from him in a while, which was very unusual.” 
 
    “Did Akemi say anything interesting?” asked Kenshin. 
 
    “It’s not so much what he said, but rather how the letter arrived.” Watanabe-san pulled her hand from the pile of letters. Most of them were neat, unbent and had been sealed with a wax stamp. The one on top, however, was crumpled and water-stained. “It did not come via the apple vendor, but rather a vagabond passing through Tokyo. He apologized for the delay and said Akemi had written from the Yamanashi prefecture. Hayakawa of all places.” 
 
    “That is very interesting,” said Kenshin, his eyes finding mine. “I haven’t heard of any Kami business in Hayakawa. Most of that zone is irradiated. There’s not much out that way except a few stalwart farmers.” 
 
    Watanabe-san handed the letter to Kenshin, so he could have a quick read of it, and he passed it to me. It said nothing in particular. He wrote about the weather, food, his general well-being and how much he missed his mother. “Does he normally say so little?” I asked. “There’s nothing here about what work he’s doing or what Kami he might be serving.” 
 
    Watanabe-san’s forehead crinkled as her eyebrows headed skyward. “You’re right, Valentin-san. I didn’t think of how little substance was included. I was so happy to hear he was safe and surprised he was in Hayakawa.” She handed me another letter. “Akemi does tend to be newsy and often talks about the Kami. I didn’t think it would suit him, but he quite likes serving them. He says he’s a favorite of Amaterasu and is given special projects. Of course, he never says what those projects are.” 
 
    Kenshin gave Watanabe-san a nudge. “You’ve been holding out on me. There is no higher honor for a priest than serving the Sun Goddess.” Kenshin shook a hand as if he’d been scorched by something hot.  
 
    Watanabe-san waved away his comment. “To brag is unseemly.”  
 
    Kenshin stood and leaned over to kiss the top of the old woman’s head. “You’ve been more than helpful. We will go out for a fine meal when next I see you.” 
 
    “If you go to Hayakawa…if you see Akemi…” The old woman’s words trembled. 
 
    “If I see Akemi, I will tell him his mother loves and misses him, but not too much because she’s adopted me as her new favorite son.” Kenshin paused to snake another wagashi off the plate. “And I’ll tell him how you feed me all the best treats. He will surely be jealous.” 
 
    Watanabe-san popped up from her chair. “I must send along food for Akemi, in case you visit. I just finished a batch of daifuku.” The old woman scurried around her small kitchen, plopping treats in a towel before tying it off. She handed it to Kenshin. “Kenshin, you are my second son. I will feed you more when you return. These are for Akemi.” 
 
    Kenshin threw his head back and laughed. “I would not dream of stealing my brother’s food. You can rest assured he will receive every crumb if we find ourselves in Hayakawa.” Kenshin glanced at me, eyes mischievous. “Although I may risk life and limb to do so, the appetite of the red ghost is voracious.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” said the old woman, giving me a wink. “It is hard work fending off the lascivious hordes. Here, let me send a small bundle with you as well, Valentin-san. Kenshin can find his own food.” 
 
    Kenshin stared at me aghast, then waved us both off and exited the container.  
 
    “Please, Watanabe-san, you do not have to do this. This food is too costly. You must eat it yourself.” 
 
    “Nonsense. I am old and have no appetite. I make these for the children in our small community. To see them happy is one of my only true joys now.” She handed me a small bundle of goodies before bowing. “It has been an honor.” 
 
    I returned the gesture. “Thank you for your help. When I come next time, I promise to visit you again and bring you gifts to repay your hospitality. I am in the acquisitions business. Perhaps I can find you something helpful for your kitchen or maybe a pretty bauble.” 
 
    Watanabe-san took my hands and bowed again. “I would be the talk of the village to receive such a gift from the Red Ghost, but a simple visit would be more than enough. The elderly are in need of few things but company.” 
 
    “It is a date then. And I will make sure Kenshin keeps his word and does not touch Akemi’s food.” 
 
    She smiled. “You needn’t worry. I was only joking. Few men are more honorable than Kenshin.” The corners of her mouth edged up farther as her eyes turned playful. “He would make a fine husband.” 
 
    Heat rose in my cheeks, and I had to clear my throat several times before speaking. “No doubt. Some woman will be very lucky one day.”  
 
    After a quick bow, I scurried down the sidewalk after Kenshin. Just not this woman. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    After visiting Watanabe-san, Kenshin and I tracked down the homes of the flesh den’s two missing men, Jin Sato and Hideaki Ito. Brief talks with neighbors revealed that neither of the men had been seen in days and no one had a clue where they were. Each kept to a well-worn routine and wasn’t the type to travel. Coming up empty on Sato and Ito, Kenshin and I decided that a trip to Hayakawa was our best chance at uncovering something useful. We knew the Kami had taken Midori and perhaps two other men—and the fact a group of Kami and priests was stationed out in the boonies of Hayakawa was unusual enough to raise questions. Maybe nothing was connected, or maybe everything was, but only a trip to Hayakawa would tell.  
 
    We planned to meet in two hours at the library after Kenshin rustled up some horses and camping supplies. After spending so much time out in the hustle and bustle of Tokyo during daylight hours, I was eager for a few hours alone to regroup. My eyes hadn’t experienced so much brightness in years, and a headache gnawed behind them. I entered my windowless room and flung the satchel on the bed.  
 
    I was very, very thirsty. So thirsty that the diluted blood left in my washbowl from that morning smelled positively divine. I didn’t bother lighting a candle before grabbing the bowl and chugging it down like a frat boy from the olden days swilling beer. I knew about frat boys from the books I’d read. What utterly stupid beings. Then again, I wasn’t too keen on the creature I’d become. Who was I to throw stones at the past?  
 
    With no blood left to be had, I lit a few candles and started adding items to a pile on the bed. The first was the katana Juro had bequeathed to me. I had no intentions of meeting the Kami unarmed and pulled the blade from its sheath and admired its long, sharp lines. Most of the time, I took better care of the sword than I took of myself. The blade gleamed. “Hello, old girl. Ready for an adventure?” I set it on the bed with a smile. I hadn’t had anyone to spar with since Juro, but Kenshin was likely good with a sword. Perhaps, after Midori’s return, we might have a match. I could redeem myself after the mortifying finish to our poker game. I didn’t know quite what to think of Kenshin. He was annoying and arrogant but also strangely sweet. His interactions with Watanabe-san were adorable, and I appreciated that he’d tried to help his friend Miya at the flesh den.  
 
     Next, to the katana, I set a few changes of clothes and a pre-Rift down jacket scavenged from the radiation zone. Spring was coming but Hayakawa was on the other side of the Kaishi Mountains. The temperatures would be much colder at elevation, and I wanted to preempt any suggestions by Kenshin that we cuddle for warmth before he made them. From my limited experience with him, it was just the sort of thing he’d suggest trying to be playful. I didn’t do well with playful. 
 
    I studied my floor-to-ceiling shelves chocked full of neatly curated books and treasures looking for what else to add. I had two full bottles of sake and grabbed one to add to the pile. The trip would take a day to get to Hayakawa and another to return. If we spent twenty-four hours there investigating, that meant three-plus days without blood. Normally that would be fine, but I wasn’t sure anymore. I took the second bottle and opened it, thinking it best to start the journey as satiated as possible. Vampires couldn’t get drunk, so I didn’t have to worry about being sloppy when Kenshin arrived.  
 
    I perused the shelves further as I drank from the bottle. Noticing old Polaroids of me with my second family of Juro and Hana, I remembered the scavenging bag I’d dropped during Midori’s kidnapping…the one with albums and the camera. All the detectives in the books I’d read used photos to document clues and evidence. When I’d found the camera, it had two rolls of unopened film. Surely I could spare one for our investigation. I’d save the other for later when Midori returned. We’d take a proper family photo to celebrate. If Kenshin and I found something in Hayakawa, we might need proof to show his father in order to rally the community against the Kami. Those witches were up to something. I could feel it.  
 
    I tracked down my discarded bag and pulled out the camera and film, putting everything but the katana into a large hiking backpack. With half a bottle of sake safely stowed inside my stomach, I was starting to feel warm and relaxed. I settled on the bed with the old photo albums and began to peruse. Before the Rift, I’d wanted to be a National Geographic photographer and travel writer. I loved everything about traveling. Planes, luggage, different cultures, weird foods, unforeseen adventures. I was game for all of it. Flipping the pages from Johannesburg to Istanbul, I wondered if the damned invisible dome trapping us all on God’s Island would miraculously disappear one day. Poof. Gone. What a thrill that would be. Other Divisions might still have vampires, and even if they didn’t, somewhere there were most certainly people who looked like me. I couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to not be an outsider anymore and to not want to hide away from prying eyes. I flipped through each of the three books in turn, then set them aside. Between the daydreaming and the sake, I finally felt calm enough to attempt meditation.  
 
    I folded my legs Indian style, set my hands on my knees and focused on clearing my mind of all things. Even though some forms of meditation allowed thoughts to float freely through the mind, Zen was the opposite. The purpose was to empty the mind of all things and let there be nothing. To attain a pure Zen state was to achieve true peace. I slowly began to work through everything my mind held, letting it go, if only briefly.  
 
    I let go of Midori’s absence… 
 
    My worry about Kol… 
 
    My annoyance at Kenshin… 
 
    My pride at Watanabe-san’s words of praise… 
 
    My feelings of isolation… 
 
    My grief at so many lost… 
 
    My fear… 
 
    My fear… 
 
    My fear… 
 
      
 
    Time passed with ease as I achieved the emptiness I craved. It was Kol cannonballing onto my bed that finally pulled me from meditation. He tackled me with a hug.  
 
    “I thought it’d be good to let the kid see you before we left,” said Kenshin, perusing the books on my shelf. Yuki stood at the door, which was where Kenshin should have been, waiting for an invitation inside.  
 
    “How long have you been here?” I asked, cracking my neck side to side. 
 
    “You mean how long have we been watching you sit there like a stoned zombie?” Kenshin smirked. “Not long. I wanted to see how many minutes it would take for you to notice us, but Kol said you might kill us, so I agreed he could shock you out of your stupor.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a stupor,” I replied. “It was a state of Zen.” 
 
    “Call it what you want,” said Kenshin, eyes turning back to the books. He fingered them one by one and pulled out the old leather-bound book I’d kept for a diary but hadn’t used. And thank God I hadn’t, or he’d be reading my innermost thoughts. The man had no boundaries. He set the book with the empty pages back on the shelf. “Which is your favorite?”  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “Which book is your favorite?” repeated Kenshin. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, sensing a trap. 
 
    “No really. I’m looking for a recommendation.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I was going to ask if I could borrow one for the road. We’ll have to stop at nightfall as the roads won’t be safe. I could use some entertainment since you don’t seem the chatty sort.” 
 
    “You insulted me for being a reader earlier today, and now you want to borrow a book for the road?” 
 
    “That wasn’t an insult. That was merely a statement. If you took it as an insult, that’s on you. Now…can I borrow one or not? I’ve read everything in my dad’s collection.” 
 
    “You’re standing in a library,” I replied, still wary. 
 
    Kenshin flung up his hands. “Fine, then. I’ll go grab something off a shelf. I’ll meet you outside in five.” 
 
    Yuki followed Kenshin, leaving Kol and I alone. “You okay staying with Yuki?” 
 
    Kol nodded. “Yeah. I really like her, and you should see her with throwing stars. She’s deadly. Are you okay with Kenshin because—” 
 
    “Because what?” 
 
    “Because you act really strange around him. Like really, really strange.” 
 
    I felt myself shrink at his words. “You’re just not used to seeing me with other people. I’m…socially awkward.” 
 
    “You were never awkward with my mom and me.” 
 
    I mussed Kol’s hair. “Yeah, I was. You just have a short memory.” 
 
    “Not that short. You’ll be okay with him? I can go with you if you need me.” 
 
    “I’d prefer your company. Trust me. But the mountain roads are dangerous, and we have no idea what we’ll find in Hayakawa.” 
 
    Kol fumbled with his hands. “Do you…um…need some more blood for the road? I can tap a vein. Kenshin and Yuki wouldn’t have to know.” 
 
    I chugged down the last of my sake. “Thanks for the offer. But I’m feeling much better now.” And I was. Between the warmth of the alcohol and the meditation, I felt almost human. 
 
    Coming to stand, I fastened the katana to my belt, shrugged on the backpack, then approached the bookshelf where all my favorite heroines resided. The Rift had sent Tokyo back to the Dark Ages, and now the only heroines on offer were the women in my books. I valued them beyond measure. They were all women who kicked butt in their own special way and made a difference, just like Watanabe-san said I was making a difference. The group included: Hermione, Katniss, Tris, Clary, Alina, Frankie, Milena, Veronica, and Celaena. I snagged the first in Celaena’s series, Throne of Glass, thinking she might appeal to Kenshin.  
 
    I found him scanning the books in the fantasy section and handed over my precious, in near perfect condition, still smelled amazing, copy of ToG. “Don’t say I never gave you anything.” I paused realizing my mistake, then re-clarified. “That’s not to say I don’t want it back, though. There’s a bookmark inside. Please don’t dog-ear the pages.” 
 
    Kenshin fought a grin. “Sheesh, V, I’m not a monster. I would never dog-ear your pages.” He bowed. “Many thanks for the loan.” 
 
    Outside, two horses were waiting for us—a black mare and a blood-red stallion with a black mane. I normally preferred females regardless of the species, but I was immediately drawn to the stallion. He was stunning to look at, and something about his smell was beyond appealing. I offered him my hand. 
 
    “Watch out for…” Kenshin’s words died away as the gorgeous beast smacked his lips atop my open palm.  
 
    “What’s his name?” I asked, scratching the stallion’s forehead and behind his ears as he leaned into me. 
 
    Kol was straining against Yuki’s grasp wanting to come over and meet the stallion. “He is a devil,” she whispered. 
 
    “His name is Ryuu,” said Kenshin, approaching, hand held out in a mirror image of mine. His eyes were full of wonder. 
 
    Ryuu immediately pinned his ears and bared his teeth, lunging for the proffered hand. Kenshin jumped back, nearly tripping on the curb and landing on his butt. He flailed and awkwardly managed to save himself. “He’s my father’s breeding stallion. Mean as sin. Our nicer horses were out of the stable or I would have grabbed a more suitable one.” 
 
    “Seems plenty nice to me,” I cooed into Ryuu’s ears. His name was Japanese for dragon and that’s exactly what he reminded me of. A wild, untamed, mythological creature that could breathe fire. I loved him already. 
 
    “He’ll turn on you,” warned Yuki. One arm wrapped protectively around Kol, she rolled up the sleeve on her other arm to reveal a mouth-shaped scar near her bicep. “He’s unpredictable and dangerous.” 
 
    I stuck my left foot in the stirrup and pulled up and onto the massive animal’s back. Once in place, I glanced over my shoulder and smiled at Yuki. “We’re a match made in heaven then because so am I.” 
 
    Kenshin mounted the mare, his body shaking with silent laughter. “Wish me luck, Yuki and Kol, because traveling with the red ghost is going to be interesting. Or deadly.” He paused to focus on the heavens and whisper a prayer. “I’m hoping for the former. If the latter occurs, please lay me to rest next to our mother, Yuki.” 
 
    Yuki nodded as Kol’s eyes went huge, and his chin dropped. “I will,” declared Yuki, bowing low and solemn. 
 
    I reined Ryuu away from the group and broke into a trot. “Oh, for God’s sake. You are all so dramatic.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Ryuu was a dream to ride as we set a solid pace heading out of Tokyo to the west. During my time with Juro and Hana, we’d kept to the south of Tokyo, which was the zone least irradiated. I hadn’t seen much of the west, and given how little of the world was available to see, I enjoyed the unique views. Sure, the landscape was a dystopia, but at least it was one I hadn’t seen before. We rode by new broken down temples and different abandoned neighborhoods, passing through strange areas of devastation as Kenshin quietly hummed and whistled old Japanese folk songs. On hour three we stumbled across a group of ten snow monkeys warming themselves in a thermal pool, steam partially obscuring their charismatic pink faces as it rose off the water.  
 
    “That hot pool looks pretty good right now,” said Kenshin, pretending to shiver. “Too bad we’re not far enough along to warrant stopping for the night. We could join the saru. They seem game for a party.” 
 
    The temperature had dropped markedly since leaving Tokyo, and a rare, early spring snow dusted the ground. Kenshin was right, it was too early to stop. We had hours of daylight left, but we could pause for a moment and enjoy the monkeys. Juro had taught me…no matter how bleak my day, there would always be something to appreciate. Something that made life worth living. Given all that had happened in the last twenty-four hours, the serenity offered by the snow monkeys was likely to be one of the few truly good moments available until Midori returned. “Water break?” I asked.  
 
    Kenshin nodded. “Why not.” 
 
    I pulled the leather satchel, scuffed and scratched from years of use, around to my front, but instead of digging out my water bottle, I grabbed the Polaroid camera. When I’d put new batteries in the camera, it showed that two pictures remained of the old film. The roll was probably worthless, but there was a chance it wasn’t. I didn’t want to waste any of my new/old film on documenting the snow monkeys but could spare one or two shots that might not even turn out. I held the camera up and looked through the viewfinder to frame a shot. The action seemed entirely too normal. So normal that I felt a pang of loss over what could have been. Valaria Valentin, photographer extraordinaire. 
 
    “What’s that thing?” asked Kenshin. “Some sort of weird binoculars?” 
 
    Binoculars? I burst out laughing. “It’s a pre-Rift camera,” I informed him, not unkindly. It wasn’t his fault he was young. In a way, I envied his never having known a different world. 
 
    “Wow. It still works?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m about to find out.” I reframed the shot, held my breath and clicked. To my shock and delight a Polaroid print slid out from the front slot. The film might be bad, but at least the camera worked. Kenshin sidled his mare up next to Ryuu to get a better look.  
 
    “It’s white,” said Kenshin, stating the obvious. 
 
    “Give it a second. It takes a bit of time for the picture to appear.” I shook the blank paper, waiting…no…praying for an image to appear. For some reason, I wanted to share with Kenshin the magic of it. Slowly but surely, the outline of the snow monkeys developed, followed by more detail until I finally held a somewhat hazy, but fairly good photograph. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” said Kenshin. “I would have loved to live back when tech like this was the norm. What an incredible world it must have been.”  
 
    “Indeed.” I smiled, my jealousy at his naivety evaporating. An old saying popped to mind—it was better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all. Perhaps, it was a blessing to have lived pre-Rift. It certainly gave me insights about how life could be. “I have one shot left. Hop off your horse, and we’ll take a selfie with the monkeys.” 
 
    “Selfie? That sounds vaguely sexual. I’m not—” 
 
    I swung off Ryuu in one fluid motion. “Don’t be stupid. It’s when we take a photo of ourselves with the monkeys. You know…to commemorate the moment.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay,” said Kenshin, stowing his water bottle and dismounting.  
 
    We gathered opposite the animals and squatted to try and get ourselves in frame. “You have longer arms. Hold the camera and click this button when you think we’re in frame.” Kenshin scooted closer but leaned away at the same time. “What are you doing?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m trying not to touch you,” he growled, inching still closer. “I don’t want you to knock my block off because I lost my balance and brushed up against you.” 
 
    I grimaced, regretting the selfie idea…should have just snapped a second shot so we could be on our way. Instead, I grabbed Kenshin’s arm and pulled him close. “Take the shot already.” 
 
    He did.  
 
    And we ended up with a pic of our foreheads, along with half a snow monkey in the background for the win. 
 
    I stuffed the camera back in my bag along with my first shot, handed Kenshin his selfie, and mounted Ryuu. “Let’s get out of here,” I snapped, feeling guilty for wasting time. What had I been thinking? They were just monkeys. And a selfie? Really? I wasn’t a kid anymore. 
 
    Once back in the saddle, I galloped away and didn’t slow until Ryuu was noticeably winded. “Sorry for getting carried away, boy,” I said, patting his neck. Ryuu was a lot faster than the mare, and it took Kenshin several minutes to catch up. He said nothing as he pulled alongside, instead whistling happily as if I wasn’t a total weirdo. The wind still and nature quiet…the clomp of hooves, the creak of leather and Kenshin’s sprightly tunes filled the silence.  
 
    “Can you sing?” I asked, wondering if his abilities extended beyond whistling and humming.  
 
    “Am I annoying you?”  
 
    “No. I just enjoy singing, but no one I know is very good.” Neither Midori, Kol nor Juro had any musical gifts, and I do mean any. Hana was a wonderful singer, but it had been decades since I’d heard her melodic voice. 
 
    Kenshin tapped his chin, thinking. “Okay.” He cleared his throat. Coughed. Cleared it again, then began to sing.  
 
    My jaw dropped. How in the world did Kenshin know a song from my youth half a world away? The kid inside me wanted to shriek with glee at hearing the sprightly, pop tune, but I managed to curb my enthusiasm and joined along instead, hoping my singing wasn’t terrible.  
 
    Kenshin whipped around so fast in his saddle, he nearly fell off. Tilting off to the side, he grabbed the saddle horn and scrambled upright. I grinned back and sang even louder, no longer caring if I carried the tune well or not. 
 
    I sang the next four verses alone and feared I’d lost Kenshin, but he soon joined back in, crooning as loud as me if not louder. He began a weird sort of seated dance that involved a lot of arm movements and very little rhythm. Ryuu’s ears flew back at seeing the dance, and he nipped at the air, prancing a nervous jig. 
 
    We laughed as we sang the final verses. “How in the world do you know that song?” asked Kenshin, still dancing in his saddle. 
 
    “I found an old iPod and jury-rigged it to work on a solar charge,” I lied. “And you?” 
 
    “My great, great grandmother who lived pre-Rift was a big Britney Spears fan and had pirated CDs of her work. My dad was into old tech as a kid and found a cache of batteries and an old CD player and became a fan. What’s an iPod?” 
 
    “It’s a Taylor Swift song, not Britney Spears. And an iPod is—” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    My stomach dipped and rolled as something inside me deflated. I waved away the question. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.” And it really didn’t. Kenshin might know a song from long ago…one that I’d loved, but he didn’t know that world or me, and never could. I was a vampire and would always have to hide my true self. 
 
    And that was why I worked so hard at maintaining privacy. Being around people and keeping up a facade of youth was exhausting. Lies were exhausting. They kept me from connecting, and that was even more exhausting. So why bother with conversation at all?  
 
    The sun—an anemic pink orb—set on the Rift dome as I broke into another gallop.  
 
    Before the Rift, Japan had been known as the land of the rising sun. The flag displayed a brilliant red sphere for a land that burned brighter than most. 
 
    Now Japan was gone and God’s Island, a shell of its former, proud self, remained in its wake. Instead of rising, its sun…its star…was setting. 
 
    Fleeing Kenshin’s camaraderie, I rode for all I was worth towards the plunging pink star.  
 
    We were the same that sun and I. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “It’s a ghost town,” I said peering down at Hayakawa from an outlook on a nearby slope. 
 
    “Which means we can’t ride through on our horses and hope to be unnoticed.” Kenshin slid off his mare. “We’ll have to go full James Bond. Stealth mode.” 
 
    James Bond? Stealth mode? “You’ve seen the movies?” 
 
    “I’ve read the books. All thirty-nine of them.” 
 
    “Wow, I didn’t take you for such a bookworm.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean book dragon?” asked Kenshin with an impish grin. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Yes, that’s totally what I meant.” 
 
    Kenshin slid the reins over his mare’s neck and secured them to a nearby tree, then slung his knapsack over a shoulder. I followed suit with Ryuu but added an apple to thank him for all his hard work.  
 
    “I’m liking Throne of Glass, by the way. Thanks for the loan,” said Kenshin, digging around in his bag. 
 
    To my surprise, he’d stayed up late reading by the fire once we’d made camp. “Glad you like it. You were up late. Don’t you need sleep?” 
 
    “Someone needed to keep watch. You were sleeping so soundly, I didn’t want to bother you.” 
 
    I stuffed down a grimace. With my preternatural senses, even if I was asleep, I would have heard someone approach in plenty of time to prepare for an attack. Kenshin needn’t have lost sleep.  
 
    He handed me a walkie-talkie as he brought a pair of old binoculars to his eyes. “I think it’s best if we split up. We have no idea where the Kami and priests might be. There’s a lot of ground to cover.” 
 
    I couldn’t see anyone below, but I could definitely smell them. Whoever was in town was holed up on the east side, but how I’d explain that knowledge to Kenshin I didn’t know. I crossed my fingers and took a flying leap. “From the layout of town, I think the east side would be the most obvious place for the Kami to set up.” 
 
    Kenshin cocked his head from side to side as he studied the town. “How do you figure?” 
 
    How did I figure indeed? Ugh. “Isn’t it intuitively obvious?” I asked, trying to sound self-assured. 
 
    “No. Not really. If anything, the west side with the old industrial warehouses feels like a more obvious choice.” 
 
    “My gut says east. Let’s go my way, and I’ll…um…owe you some money or something if I’m wrong.” 
 
    “Or we could split up and signal if we find…” 
 
    I was about to concede because I didn’t actually need a partner, and Kenshin might slow me down, when Kenshin dropped his binoculars down and turned to me with a quizzical look. “You’ve got a good gut.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    He handed me the binoculars. “Two robed Kami just came out of the big white building in the center of the east side.” 
 
    I didn’t need the binoculars but pretended to use them anyway. “My gut, it never fails.” 
 
    Kenshin snorted. “Probably because you feed it so well.” 
 
    Over the next hour, Kenshin and I skulked our way, James Bond style, down into Hayakawa proper and over to the east side where we found the big white building, an old hospital. “Thoughts on what to do next?” I asked, liking the option of a broken window on the second floor near a vertical drain spanning the height of the building. The drain pipe, if sturdy, would be easy to climb. 
 
    “I think we should wait to see if my friend Akemi comes out. If he does, we can grab him and find out what’s going on inside, and if he’s seen your friend. If we don’t see Akemi, we can go in at dark.” 
 
    This was not the response I was hoping for and countered with my drainpipe idea. 
 
    “That’s a good point of entry if we need it. The pipe shouldn’t be too hard to climb, even in the dark.” 
 
    “Why wait?” I asked, itching to get inside. “We can go now. Everyone will be asleep at night, and it’ll be harder to figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    Kenshin eyeballed me as if I were a lunatic. “First, we have no idea how many people are in there. There could be five or fifty-five. Second, we’re harder to see in the night. Third—” 
 
    I stopped him before he could continue. “I’ll give you one hour, but if your friend doesn’t come out, I’m going in.” There weren’t fifty-five people inside, but ten humans, each with a signature scent, and one animal of some kind. Unfortunately, none of the humans smelled like Midori. Still, something was going on in the hospital, and I wanted to find out what. I refused to return to Kol empty-handed. Maybe something here could lead us to his mother. 
 
    “You’re not very smart for a book dragon,” said Kenshin, frowning. “What if there’s a lookout we haven’t spotted, and they see you?” 
 
    I pointed to the opposite side of the building. “You can make a distraction over there. Some loud banging of some kind. I’ll scurry up the pipe while the lookout we haven’t seen yet is distracted.” 
 
    “That’s a terrible plan.” 
 
    “You just think that because I came up with it.” 
 
    “No. It’s because I don’t get to go with you in that plan. I didn’t come all this way to sit outside and be the diversion. If you would be a little patient then—” 
 
    “One hour—” I interrupted, voice firm.  
 
    “You’re a pain in the butt, woman.” 
 
    “Thanks for the compliment, man.” 
 
    Kenshin threw up his hands in disgust and sank down to the ground to watch.  
 
    For the next forty-five minutes, silence dominated except for the occasional huff of annoyance by Kenshin. As we neared my deadline, however, he decided to get chatty. Probably trying to distract me from my intentions. “You ever seen a real movie?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Me too. I went to the United before it burned down and saw Terminator.” 
 
    “High art, no doubt,” I joked, although I didn’t actually know because I wasn’t old enough to watch it pre-Rift. 
 
    “It was very entertaining. What movie have you seen?” 
 
    “Kindergarten Cop. It had Arnold, too.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Then in a non-sequitur of all non-sequiturs, Kenshin jumped from movies to the Kami. “Have you ever known a Kami? Like really known one, been friends or what have you?” 
 
    Without wanting it to, my mind spun back more than three decades to the last time I’d seen Hana. She’d been a mother to me for longer than my real biological mom but had left me without a word. Or a hug. I didn’t understand it then and still didn’t. She and Juro were so happy, but then out of nowhere Hana began to lose her light. She was short with Juro and easily angered. Then poof, she was gone. 
 
    Juro had said there was no note, but when he died, I found one among his things. 
 
      
 
    Juro my love,  
 
      
 
    This world is changing in dangerous ways. I fear for what might happen if I stay. Please, I beg you on our love, do not seek me out. Let me go. Forget me. Take care of Valaria and love her always. 
 
      
 
    Hana 
 
      
 
    Could Hana have left a more obtuse Dear John letter? I don’t think so. I never forgave Hana for leaving us and what it did to Juro. She was not the woman I’d thought she was.  
 
    “Nope, I’ve never known a witch and hope to keep it that way,” I replied, fighting to keep the bite from my voice. “You?” 
 
    “Same here,” said Kenshin. I could have imagined it, distracted as I was planning my break-in, but I thought I heard a note of sadness in Kenshin’s voice. 
 
    I rose to standing. “Time’s up. You go do something loud over yonder to distract the lookout, and I’ll find out what’s going on. If I’m not out by nightfall, feel free to come join the party.” 
 
    “Wait one damn second,” said Kenshin jumping to his feet. “I…I…” His eyes widened, and he leaned his ear to the left as though he was trying to listen carefully to something. I heard nothing and was about to protest when a loud noise somewhere went kaboom. Kenshin didn’t waste any time and made a run for the building.  
 
    Not knowing what in the hell had just happened, I followed on his heels. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “You’re really athletic,” said Kenshin, as I dropped down from the window sill into the hospital room. We’d lucked out and landed in a large closet used for storage—multiple old gurneys strewn across the space. 
 
    “Girls can do anything boys can do.” I smiled, adding a mental better onto the end. 
 
    “Guess so. Now what? You’re leading this suicide mission. When I die, I plan to blame you.” 
 
    “Happy to. And don’t be such a downer. You’re almost certainly, probably not going to die today,” I drolled, adding a wink. 
 
    “Your optimism on my chances is refreshing.” 
 
    I opened the door a crack and let the bouquet of the hospital wash over me, trying to envision where each of the scents originated. No one near, I moved out into the hallway. Since Kenshin wanted to talk with Akemi, I figured we could start by finding him. A male scent lingered at Watanabe-san’s house probably from Akemi’s old clothes, and I could smell that his and another man’s scent were the nearest to us, likely on the same floor and probably only a few turns away.  
 
    As I made my way towards Akemi, I hugged the wall trying to ignore Kenshin’s nearness and the warmth of his breath on the back of my neck. Its heat sparked odd, unsettling sensations.  
 
    Halfway down one hallway, I picked up the voices attached to the two scents we followed and pulled us into an empty room, closing the door. “Someone’s coming,” I mouthed. 
 
    Kenshin’s brow furrowed. “Athletic and with dog hearing.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. “Did you ever think that maybe your hearing was just particularly bad?” 
 
    The lines in Kenshin’s brow deepened as he thought this through. He shrugged. “You’ve got me there. It could be.”  
 
    Kenshin put his ear to the door and after several seconds smiled as he caught their voices too.  
 
    The two men must have paused at the T in the hallway two doors down from us. I knew because the strength of their voices had leveled. 
 
    “What is the problem with him?” asked one man. 
 
    Kenshin had his ear pressed to the door, straining to hear. “It sounds like Akemi. Maybe. I think.” 
 
    It smelled like Akemi too, but I couldn’t say as much. Despite being able to hear the conversation perfectly well, I put my ear to the door for appearances. 
 
    “I’m a doctor,” said another voice. His occupation explained the eau du formaldehyde I was getting. “I deal in flesh and bone, not the supernatural. The Kami who made him would be better able to answer that than me.” 
 
    “The patient has shown no improvement in cognition. It’s been more than a week.” 
 
    “That thing is…is…a beast. You should put it down.” At hearing of a beast, my senses strained to pinpoint the animal smell I’d detected outside. It was nearby and…Oh God, no.  
 
    I turned and put my opposite ear to the door, so I no longer faced Kenshin. My fangs drew down at the smell of blood. The beast, whatever it was, had started to feed, a human on its menu. I closed my eyes and sucked in a breath, trying to focus my attention on the voices outside the door. You are not hungry. You are not hungry.  
 
    “Traditionally the oni were known to have higher cognition. They were more like you and I,” said Akemi. 
 
    “Yes, and clearly the Kami went wrong in their making of that thing, now didn’t they?” 
 
    “I agree, but it’s your job to tell us how. We’ve rigged up the best tech of old to help you figure it out.” 
 
    The doctor’s smell grew spicy with irritation. “You’d need a doctor of old to understand what those machines are saying. I set bones, remove bullets, and create herbal tinctures for ailments. I can’t help you.” 
 
    “You’re not very useful to us then,” said Akemi, his own anxiety growing. 
 
    “Afraid not.” 
 
    “That’s very unfortunate for you.” 
 
    “What? I—” 
 
    The doctor’s voice cut off as a fist struck flesh followed by a crumpling sound as the medical man fell to the floor.  
 
    Kenshin leaned closer to the door trying to hear better. “What’s going on?” he whispered. 
 
    “I think your friend just cold-cocked the doc.” And unfortunately, he’d drawn blood. You are not hungry. You are not hungry. I fumbled in my backpack, pulled out the sake and took a very long swig. 
 
    As I drank, two new smells grew closer, accompanied by feet slapping the floor. “Put the doctor into the feeding rotation,” commanded Akemi. The two new recruits swore as they manhandled the limp and broken man up and onto one of their shoulders before retreating down the hall.  
 
    “Feeding rotation?” asked Kenshin, stepping away from the door to find me swilling a large bottle of sake. It wasn’t a good look. “What are you doing, drinking at a time like this?” 
 
    My fangs were still down. Retract, retract, retract, I commanded, bottle to my lips. You are not hungry.   
 
    With a disgusted frown, Kenshin tried to snatch the bottle from my lips. My hand shot out sending him flying. He landed on his derriere with a thump. Fangs down meant vampire strength. Not hungry. Retract. Retract. Goddamn it, retract.  
 
    My fangs finally obeyed as I took my last gulp. Nonchalantly, I wiped an arm across my wet lips and re-corked the empty bottle. Nothing to look at here. I gazed down at Kenshin as if my ability to send a grown man flying across the room wasn’t remotely strange. “You forgot the rules. No touching, unless you ask.” 
 
    Kenshin peeled himself off the floor with a groan and rubbed his backside. “I was only going to touch the bottle, not you. Sheesh, woman, overreact much? And how are you even standing right now? That much sake that fast and even I would be laid out flat.” 
 
    “Alcohol doesn’t affect me. Never has.” 
 
    “That’s not possible.” 
 
    “Says your medical degree?” 
 
    Kenshin’s eyes flashed. “Speaking of medical degrees. What do you think is going on here?” 
 
    The room fell quiet as we thought through all we’d learned. Each piece of information was part of a larger puzzle, and I reworked the pieces slotting them into different positions until I finally found something that made any sort of sense. When I finished assembling the puzzle, I didn’t like the picture that formed. No, I didn’t like it at all.  
 
    “Follow me,” I said, opening the door. I needed to see the beast. It could confirm everything I feared.  
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” snapped Kenshin. 
 
    “Later,” I popped back, following the beast’s scent down the hall. I could still smell blood, but it was older now and coagulated. The animal had finished feeding. Thank God for small favors…and large quantities of sake. 
 
    “What are you doing?” seethed Kenshin. “You’re going to get us killed.” 
 
    “If you’re so worried about your safety, why don’t you go back outside?” I said, praying he’d take me up on the offer. I really didn’t want Kenshin seeing the beast.  
 
    “There’s no way I’m leaving you in here alone.” 
 
    I stopped and turned to face him. “I’m a big girl. I don’t need a knight.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do. You just don’t know it yet.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Kenshin mimicked me and gestured down the hall. “Proceed then. Today is a good day to die.” 
 
    Ugh, Kenshin was so…so…infuriating. And gallant. But mostly infuriating. I quickened my pace wanting to put distance between us. Rounding a corner, the beast’s scent grew suddenly strong. Following my nose, I opened a nearby door. “In here.” 
 
    Kenshin and I entered a balcony room overlooking a surgical theater. Chains jangled below us, a figure hidden in partial shadow secured to the far wall.  
 
    “It looks human,” said Kenshin. 
 
    “It’s not,” I replied, pulling out my camera and snapping a shot of the beast. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    I stepped to the edge of the balcony—which had once been enclosed by a window—and pried loose a shard of broken glass and dropped it into the theater below where it shattered. The beast came alive at the noise, leaping to the edge of its chains and snarling. The shirt it wore was covered in blood, as was its face. “Still think it’s human?” I asked, handing Kenshin my developing shot and snapping another. I waved the second print in the air to speed development while Kenshin pocketed the first. 
 
    Kenshin shuffled back a few steps. “Nope. But what is it and why is it here with the Kami?” 
 
    I could have downed another bottle of sake. Such was the empty pit of dread in my stomach. “They haven’t succeeded yet, but the Kami are trying to make a vampire.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Kenshin studied the creature below us as I put the camera back in my bag. I could hear his heart go wild as he tried to process what I was telling him. “That’s a vampire?” 
 
    “No. They’re trying to make one. I didn’t say they succeeded.” I stared down at the creature, thanking a non-Kami higher power for not letting me turn into something so wretched. 
 
    “But vampires were killed off decades ago and at great cost. Why would anyone want to bring back blood-sucking oni?” 
 
    I pointed at his arm. “Says the man with an oni tattooed on his body.” 
 
    Kenshin was about to reply when I heard voices approaching the surgical theater from the lower level. I pulled Kenshin down into a squat.  
 
    Two men entered, one of them Akemi. The beast howled at their arrival and pulled at his chain. 
 
    “The doctor didn’t know what was wrong with it,” said Akemi, his voice showing distress. He smelled of peppery fear. 
 
    “I think it’s time to burn this place and start fresh,” said a new voice. The man behind it had a familiar odor and tone of voice. There was a side-note of…something…woody that could only be detected at close range. 
 
    “Perhaps the subject we picked for the transformation was a poor choice. He was a low sort of fellow. The guy was head of a cock-fighting ring. Maybe we should try a woman next time?” 
 
    My blood spiked at the mention of a female. Midori loved me, but that didn’t mean she wanted to be a vampire herself. Plus, what were the odds the witches would get it right, and she wouldn’t end up a hell-beast instead? 
 
    “No,” barked the second man. “We must find a suitable, virile male. Amaterasu has commanded it.” 
 
    “You know best, Sir.” 
 
    “That is what they say,” said the man, plainly not believing it himself. “You have ten minutes to clear the building.” 
 
    A door opened then slammed shut. The man who smelled and sounded familiar remained. Every fiber of my being wanted to pop my head up for a quick look. All I’d need was a nanosecond for my curiosity to be quelled, but I’d be putting more than myself at risk. From the deference shown by the priest, the man below was a Kami, and I had no idea what powers he might possess.  
 
    “We need to get out of here,” whispered Kenshin.  
 
    “No. We’ll need to wait until he leaves,” I murmured back. We were in an angled observation area and our only exit was in full view of the room below.  
 
    We listened as the Kami paced, his hard-soled shoes tapping out a beat. After a few minutes, a zapping sound joined the tap. Buzz. Whizz. Crackle. Then the Kami began to speak. “Sato-san. I want to apologize for what we’ve done to you. It was for the greater good.” The Kami paused, and I concentrated as another round of buzz, whizz, crackle filled the space around us. “At least I think it was for the greater good. I hope it was.” 
 
    The beast howled, chains jangling as he fought for his freedom.  
 
    “If we’d got it right, you would have been immortal. That would have been good for you, no? Even the Kami aren’t immortal.” 
 
    Tap. 
 
    Tap. 
 
    Tap.  
 
    I fought the urge to look. Be smart. Don’t do it. All Kami are the same. Bad news, whichever way it was spun. 
 
    For the next minute, the Kami paced the room. I pictured him striding in circles just out of the beast’s reach. What was he waiting for?  
 
    “I hate myself for this,” said the Kami, voice cracking.  
 
    Seconds later the room exploded in blistering heat. 
 
    I found myself propelled out of the hiding space as Kenshin grabbed my wrist and ran for the door.  
 
    I should have followed.  
 
    I shouldn’t have fought his grasp.  
 
    I shouldn’t have looked.  
 
    The entire situation would have turned out very differently if I hadn’t. 
 
    But I did turn back…and what I saw stopped me in my tracks.  
 
    I noticed his eyes first, their honey color, and the way his left eyebrow quirked up, breaking his perfect facial symmetry. Then came the mouth, nose and chin. “Juro,” I screamed, not even thinking what revealing myself might mean. 
 
    The Kami’s eyes found mine, his face contorting into a pained sort of bafflement. “Valaria? Valaria Valentin?” 
 
    My insides simmered with love…with hate. The man standing amid the flames below looked like Juro, but it wasn’t him. I knew that with certainty. Many strange things had happened in this new world, but headless men rising from the dead was not one of them. Of that I was sure. “Who are you?”  
 
    The question was but a whisper, but somehow he’d heard. “I am Miikio.” He said his name with such confidence, as though he expected it to answer all my questions. It answered none. Miikio. Who was Miikio? “Are you Valaria?” he asked again.  
 
    I nodded, too stunned to deny it. 
 
    “But you should be old…dead and…” Miikio’s words faded, his eyes ducking away as realization dawned. He ignored the fire surrounding him. The beast, Sato-san was already charred flesh and bone. The room wreaked of burned meat. Smoke drifted up to the balcony making my view hazy as Miikio’s eyes returned to mine, a smile tugging on the corners of his mouth. “You’re a—” 
 
    I leapt off the balcony, not wanting him to say the word. Vampire. Not wanting Kenshin to know. Such was my state of panic, it didn’t cross my mind that mere mortals didn’t dive off balconies. Fear breeds idiocy. 
 
    Miikio was unperturbed by my entry into his space. “I had no idea there was one left. This is perfect. The Kami need you.” 
 
    “No.” I seethed.  
 
    “Yes.” He nodded. “You are what we need.” With a flick of his finger, Miikio produced a cut along his forearm. It was shallow, but blood pooled at the wound.  
 
    My fangs immediately lowered. I had no control. The fire. Miikio. The blood. Chaos reigned, stoking my hunger. There was no controlling it.  
 
    I lunged for Miikio’s throat. I could already taste his blood. I could already feel its warmth slide down my throat. I was powerless. 
 
    Unable to control any of it, I was a hair’s width from tasting him when fire shot through my body, sending me stumbling away. Miikio’s hands were electric. 
 
    A shot rang out. I expected to feel the pierce of a bullet, but nothing came. 
 
    Miikio backpedaled, taking a bullet to the shoulder. We both stared up in shock to see Kenshin on the balcony, gun held high. He leapt down, landed in a squat, then rolled, coming up with the gun at the ready again. He’d shot Miikio, but his gun was leveled at me, his face warped with confusion and disgust. Now I was the monster in his eyes. 
 
    My fangs out, my feral nature revealed, I turned away from him. Blood poured from Miikio’s shoulder. I sank into a crouch with a vampire’s hiss, my need to feed outweighing all else. Blood. Give me blood. I am an animal, and I must feed. Yet, I wasn’t a stupid animal. I didn’t want another jolt from Miikio. I waited, watching for my opening. The room was aflame. He would need to turn and run, and that’s when I would strike.  
 
    But he didn’t turn, and he didn’t run. Instead, Miikio placed a hand on his shoulder, healing the gunshot wound in an instant, then the gash on his arm. Somehow he made the smell of blood disappear from the room, giving my senses and sanity back to me. He held out a hand. “Valaria. You must come with me.” 
 
    I shook my head no as I looked at the Polaroid of the beast I still held in my hand. In it, he snarled and foamed like a rabid animal. None of this was okay. Not Kenshin knowing I was a vampire. Not the existence of a Juro doppelganger. Not the witches trying to make their own vampires. This was not how my world was meant to be. 
 
    And so…I ran. I ran through the flames, letting them burn and bubble my skin. I ran blindly, feeling nothing. Mindlessly, I ran faster than my legs had ever carried me. 
 
    Out of the building.  
 
    Out of the town.  
 
    I ran until I could run no more. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    I woke in a fevered state to find myself covered in mud next to a creek. Rain pelted my skin, and I hurt everywhere. Between the burns and the fatigue caused by my endless escape, I could do nothing but lie still blinking at the dark, grey sky. “Juro, he had your face,” I whispered as the pain of remembered grief bubbled up from somewhere deep within. “He knew my name? How?” 
 
    I tried to figure out a reason for that resemblance, for his knowing my name, but I couldn’t. I ached with too much pain, both inside and out. I couldn’t think. My mind was turbulence…a muddy river after a downpour. I fought for purchase but found none.  
 
    Juro. Juro. Juro. Juro. 
 
    A thousand knives stabbed at me as his last day flooded back in a rush. 
 
    “Please,” I begged, my hand clutching his katana. “Don’t leave me. Give me another year. Another decade.” 
 
    Tears rushed down Juro’s face as he shook his head. “I can’t. My time has been and gone. I’ve already overstayed.” 
 
    My anger swelled at his callousness. “You owe me a year,” I wailed. “You made me into this thing, something everyone hates and fears, and now you want to die?” 
 
    Juro reached for me, but I shrugged off his hand. “You’ll understand one day, my daughter. Our minds and souls aren’t meant for eternity. There is nothing unique anymore. Nothing new. The world is grey. I have already seen everything there is to see. Life holds nothing for me here.” 
 
    I slammed Juro’s katana into the ground, and he flinched at my disrespect of the blade. “This world is grey for everyone. That doesn’t mean you stop living in it. Don’t be a coward.” 
 
    “The world won’t always be this way. It will change and get better, but I’ve served my time. I no longer sense the joy in life. All I see is the cruelty humanity inflicts. That’s how I know it’s my time.” He wiped at his eyes. “Please, let me go.” 
 
    “But I’ll be the only one, the last vampire in District 12.” 
 
    “You are stronger than you know. Perhaps one day you’ll find someone to love, and you can make another.” 
 
    “I would never curse anyone with this hunger,” I growled. Growing desperate, I mentioned a name I hadn’t in years. “We can find Hana. She’s what you need. She made you happy.” 
 
    Juro fell to his knees, hands rising to cover his features. “No, V. No. She is not what I need. Only death can bring me the peace I desire. There is nothing left for me in this world.” 
 
    My heart, the one barely beating now that I was a vampire, clenched with dread. “Not even me?”  
 
    Juro’s body wilted. “Not even you. I am old. I love you, but this is the way of it.” 
 
    Tears snaked down my face, becoming a torrent as anger gave way to sadness. “I need you.” 
 
    Juro dropped his hands from his face and found my eyes, mining to someplace deep within me. “I am sorry. So very, very sorry. I know I ask of you the one thing I was unable to give, but you are stronger than me. You always have been.” 
 
    We stared at each other for one heartbeat…two…three…four…and I remembered the pain of the day I was made a vampire. Juro had found me in the woods after the rape. I was dying. I had hours left to live, if not minutes. Juro cradled me in his arms, begging me to survive. He knew I had only one choice if I was to live. “Will you take the vampire’s kiss?” he asked. “Daughter, please say yes.” 
 
    I peered up at him, wanting to please this father who loved and protected me, but no matter how hard I tried to say yes, I couldn’t. I didn’t want to be a vampire. Our world was shit, but I wanted the best it could offer. I wanted children. Motherhood was the one blessing on offer to me, and if I couldn’t have it, I would rather have nothing at all. “Let me go,” I murmured, a blackness creeping into my vision. 
 
    But Juro didn’t obey. He loved me too much to abide my wishes, and now he asked for the one thing he hadn’t given me. Death.  
 
    I pulled his katana from the ground, my body still shaking. Anger and grief hummed like a swarm of bees inside of me. “I love you,” I whispered, voice cracking. 
 
    Still on his knees, Juro smiled up at me. “I love you, too.” 
 
    I swung the katana in a clear arc towards Juro’s neck. 
 
    I didn’t see it—Juro’s head leaving his body. But I felt it. 
 
    I would always feel it. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    I was in and out of consciousness for the next several hours as my body worked to repair itself, preferring unconsciousness when I couldn’t feel the pain or hunger. My body needed fresh blood to properly heal. Without it, I pulled energy for healing from unknown depths in an excruciating fashion. I felt myself age and wither and wished for a death I knew wouldn’t come.  
 
    Day turned into night, and the rising cold was bliss on my burned skin. As I faded into another round of unconsciousness, I caught the faint sound of hoof beats approaching. I was strong enough to fight the coming slumber, but I chose not to. Live or die, I didn’t care. 
 
    When I awoke, Miikio huddled over me, cradling my hand in his while he studied the photo I’d taken of the beast…the one I must have carried through the fire and into the woods. I’d captured the beast’s savage nature for all to see. Concentrating on the creature’s image seemed to tear at Miikio, as it tore at me. Miikio’s face twisted in dismay.  
 
    Seeing me awake, he crumpled the photo and tossed it in the stream. I went to grab for it but missed by a mile. My reflexes were slower than molasses. “Valentin-san, Valentin-san, you must not die.” His voice sounded urgent and needy. “I don’t even know if you can die. I’ve tried to heal you with my magic, but it won’t work.” 
 
    “Blood,” I whispered. 
 
    Miikio’s eyes went wide. I thought it was with fear, but then he shook his head as if annoyed. “Of course,” he said, offering his wrist.  
 
    I was hungry, so damned hungry that I couldn’t bow to my usual need for decorum. I grabbed his wrist and plunged my fangs deep into the vein. 
 
    And then I screamed in agony as Miikio’s blood singed my insides to match my outsides. I turned and spit out his blood, then made myself vomit before clawing at my mouth to purge every last drop. I plunged my head into the water nearby and drank, slurping and gulping the fresh liquid. The stream was full of sediment, but I didn’t care. 
 
    “What is it? What’s wrong?” asked Miikio hovering over me, his arms and hands searching for a way to help.  
 
    I couldn’t answer him for several minutes until the burning sensation within slowly abated. Having drunk enough water for five people, I fell onto my back and heaved for breath…each intake of air, a million tiny daggers.  
 
    “Your blood…hot…fire. What…are you?” I finally managed to ask. 
 
    “I am Kami,” said Miikio, as if it was too obvious.  
 
    I shook my head. “No. No, you’re not. You’re something else. A hybrid. Witch blood doesn’t burn.” I knew this because Juro sometimes fed from Hana. It caused a sharing of visions between the two and increased their bond. I’d never heard of vampires feeding off each other. Maybe what I’d just experienced was why.  
 
    Miikio waved away my words. “It doesn’t matter. Fate brought you to Hayakawa. We needed one of your kind, and you magically appeared. It means our mission must be on the sacred path.” 
 
    “Fate didn’t bring me to Hayakawa,” I said, voice craggy. “Midori did. The witches took her.” 
 
    “I know nothing of this,” said Miikio. “But I’m sure we can find her together if you’ll only agree to leave with me.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh. Agree to leave? I wasn’t in any position to protest. Miikio was afraid I would die if he threw me over the side of his horse and rode off. I wouldn’t, though. Beheading, a stake through the heart, and being burned to ash were the only ways I could die. I’d been burned but not to ash. I’d live, unfortunately. “How did you know my name?” I asked. 
 
    Miikio dug in his jacket pocket and pulled out the last thing I would have ever expected—a Polaroid photo.  
 
    My burned hand still shaking, I reached for it. It was old and faded, resembling those in my bedroom at the library. In it, Juro and Hana hugged, their faces to the camera with wide smiles. “My mother, Hana, talks of you and Juro often. She said you were her first child, and I was her second. She’s missed you terribly. Every year on your birthday, she takes a red rose and says a prayer for you, her crimson beauty.” 
 
    “Why do you look like Juro?” I asked, still confused. “Is it magic?” 
 
    Miikio laughed, “Isn’t it obvious, Valentin-san. Juro is my father.” 
 
    I barked out a half-laugh, pain preventing a display of what I truly felt. I could have laughed for days. Juro, a father—how ridiculous. “Juro was a vampire. We don’t make babies. We make other vampires.” 
 
    Miikio put a placating hand on my shoulder. “My existence proves they can. I look like him, no?” 
 
    “But you’re a Kami?” 
 
    “Yes. One of the few born to another Kami since the Rift.” 
 
    “Are you a vampire, too? 
 
    Miikio shook his head no, then yes. “I’ve got the physical strength of a vampire, but no need to feed on human blood. I’ve yet to develop vampire senses, but I’m hoping that changes in time, and I have no idea about the immortality factor. I’m pretty sure I can die, but I’ve not wanted to test that. I’ve been aging normally thus far.” When I offered no visible reaction or response to this, Miikio continued. “Magic is dying in Division 12. Few children of low families are born with any magic, and those who are, are weak. The Kami have grown infertile and—” 
 
    “That’s a good thing,” I spat. “They have far too much power.” 
 
    “It’s not a good thing,” replied Miikio. “Magic and the land are interconnected. As magic dies, so does the land. It’s why crops are failing. The Kami believe the radioactivity bathing God’s Island and the way it alters life’s energies is the cause for their loss of power. Between the radiation and the loss of the vampires, our world is off kilter.” 
 
    Had I heard him right? The vampire genocide was a bad thing? Surely not. “So vampires are good now?” I asked, dragging myself to a sitting position, a part of me wanting to be upright, at least partially, for this revelation that vampires were suddenly good. We weren’t oni or demons. We weren’t a mistake. We were valuable members of society who had been unjustly purged. The world needed us for some inexplicable reason.  
 
    “They must be,” said Miikio with a shrug that said he wasn’t actually convinced, despite having a vampire father. “A vampire and witch pairing has produced one of only a few powerful Kami in generations. The Kami want to try more pairings with male vampires in the hopes of saving the Division.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. You want vampires as breeding studs. My barren womb and I are of no use to you then?” Wanting to leave behind this ridiculousness, I rolled onto my hands and knees. This small action zapped all my energy. My arms quaked with the weight of my body as I fought the need to collapse. Seeing my precarious position, Miikio leapt to his feet, and in one graceful move set me on my feet.  
 
    We stood facing each other, him holding me up. He cocked his head and grinned at me as if I were some adorable kitten. “Don’t be silly, Valentin-san. You are of use. You can make us more vampires.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    I pulled back from Miikio and drew my katana. “Stay away from me. I won’t make another of my kind. Not now. Not ever.” The katana I normally wielded with ease was clumsy in my hands. My balance was off such that I walked backwards until I found a tree to prop me up. 
 
    Not the least bit worried by the sword I held, Miikio spread his hands as if opening himself up to me. “But why? Vampires are needed. The Kami have learned their mistake.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. A vampire’s thirst is…is…it’s not something you would want to impart on anyone, not even your worst enemy. We…I am dangerous.” 
 
    Miikio took a hesitant step forward. “You are an apex predator. That is all. Your thirst is entirely nor—” 
 
    A thundering crash stopped Miikio mid-sentence. Barely standing and with all my senses focused inward on the pain from my burns, I wasn’t aware of anything or anyone approaching. That was until Ryuu burst through the trees. The stallion charged for Miikio, sending him flying into a nearby tree. Miikio crumpled. Ryuu rose on his hind legs and reared over the top of him, striking out with his front hooves. I stared, my slow mind trying to figure out what the hell was going on. Ryuu was here, which meant that Kenshin was too? But was he here to help or hurt me? The expression on his face when he’d realized I was a vampire suggested the latter. 
 
    I didn’t wait long to find out because Kenshin and his mare came galloping into the fray. With Miikio distracted by Ryuu, Kenshin jerked to a halt and offered his hand to pull me aboard. I didn’t take it, instead peering up at him, looking for a hint of his intentions.  
 
    Seeing my fear, Kenshin smiled down at me. “Come on, vampire girl. There’s no time to waste.” 
 
    As ridiculous as it sounded, that simple, flippant sentence, like so many before it, made me trust him. He was him, and I was me, and that was how we communicated, certainly how I knew nothing important had changed between us.  
 
    Seated atop the mare, we rode away, leaving Miikio and the nonsensical needs of the Kami behind. We rode well into the night, but at some point I must have drifted off because when I awoke, we were inside an old, rundown wreck of a home that had probably been abandoned soon after the Rift. Kenshin dozed nearby in a half-broken chair. “Ryuu?” I asked, wondering about the safety of the stallion. I’d hoped to hear his thundering hooves follow us as we galloped away, but I didn’t and was worried he’d been hurt by the witch. 
 
    “That’s who you ask for?” said Kenshin, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “I helped save you, too, you know.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’re sitting right here. I already know you’re all right. Has Ryuu come back?” I asked again, my voice weak and craggy. I felt like the grunge on the underside of a shoe.  
 
    Kenshin nodded as he yawned. “About an hour ago. Damn near bit my arm off when I went to tie him up.” He paused to shake himself awake, the action nearly toppling the faulty chair. Rebalanced, he put a nonchalant foot up on my bed and folded his arms behind his head. “Now that you’ve ascertained Ryuu’s health and safety, you may thank me for my gallant rescue.” 
 
    I would have rolled my eyes, but it would have hurt too much. “Gallant people don’t normally need thanks, but thank you. Why did you come?” 
 
    “What do you mean why?” he asked, brow furrowing. “My partner fled through burning flames with a Kami on her tail. Of course I came after you. What kind of lout do you think I am?” 
 
    “I saw your face after you found out about me. There was disgust and—” 
 
    “It wasn’t disgust. It was confusion, and it was momentary. Ten seconds max.” Kenshin shrugged. “So you’re a vampire. You’re also kind, annoying, a book dragon, grumpy and—” 
 
    “You mean sassy.” 
 
    “No, I mean grumpy.” He paused to tick items off on his fingers, going through the list of my attributes again. “Grumpy, feisty, and…uniquely beautiful. Hmmm, how old are you? That might explain the grumpiness.” 
 
    Uniquely beautiful? I had no idea what to say to that. The idea that anyone found my uniqueness beautiful was not something I’d considered. Japanese women were so petite, graceful, and alluring with their shiny black hair and beautiful skin. I felt large and ungainly by comparison. That and really, really conspicuous with my bright red hair. Among a sea of dark-haired people, its garishness stood out. My mind scrambled for a reply to Kenshin. Should I say thank you? It’s what was said when someone offered a compliment, right? Why was this so hard? Why was I so flummoxed?  
 
    After an epically long pause, Kenshin waved a hand in front of my face. “Earth to Valaria. How old are you?” 
 
    “Fifty-eight,” I mumbled, still trying to think of what to say to the beautiful compliment. Say thanks or ignore it? 
 
    Kenshin slapped his thighs in delight, a grin overtaking his face. “Well that explains a lot. You lived pre-Rift.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Kenshin nodded. 
 
    We both nodded, like we were agreeing on something unsaid, only I didn’t know what. Finally, I made myself stop because I was getting a headache. 
 
    Kenshin stood and shook out his body as if preparing for something. “Enough chitchat. We need to talk about something, and if I know you at all, you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, putting up a mental barricade to protect myself. “What? Was Ryuu hurt?” 
 
    Kenshin’s eyes went wide. “No, it’s not the horse, you infuriating woman. It’s the fact your skin is positively crispy, and you need blood. I would have already tried giving you some of mine, but it seemed dangerous with you being unconscious. I worried you might drain me without realizing it.” 
 
    Oh God, he wanted to feed me. I did not want this. But now that I was more awake, I could feel my hunger grow with each passing minute. I needed to heal, so I could find Midori. We weren’t any closer to locating her than when we’d started out. Sure, we knew what the Kami were up to, but why they needed Midori was still unknown. And to heal, I needed blood. “We need to tap a vein,” I said, palpating my arm at the bend to demonstrate. “It’s the only safe way.” 
 
    “In case you haven’t noticed, we don’t have that kind of equipment lying around here. We’re going to have to do it the old fashion way, with fangs. I will let you know when to stop feeding and you will listen like the good vampire you are. You probably won’t need much.”  Kenshin winked. “I’m sure my blood is of premium quality. Is my neck or wrist better?” 
 
    I shook my head. “My body needs blood. It might not listen to me, which means I might not listen to you. It takes years for vampires to learn control when drinking from someone.” 
 
    “You’re fifty-eight. Surely, you’ve learned by now.” 
 
    “Rule number one, I don’t drink from people. I drink from a glass.” 
 
    Kenshin laughed, no, giggled. “That’s very prim and proper of you. I must point out, however, that that is not rule number one. Number one is about touching. You’re on rule six or seven, I think.” Kenshin held up his fingers as if to start counting the rules off. 
 
    “It’s got nothing to do with manners. It’s about safety.” 
 
    “Well lucky for you I’m addicted to danger. Wrist or neck? I trust you.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t.” 
 
    “I do. Now, don’t disappoint me,” said Kenshin, moving in so his neck was in reach. “There’s probably one last thing I should mention…” 
 
    “What?” I breathed, my fangs down and ready. I could already taste the meal to come. Kenshin was young, fit, and handsome. He would taste divine. 
 
    “I’m a witch.” 
 
    I pushed him away, knowing I couldn’t have heard him right. “Say again?” 
 
    “I’m a witch. My powers are few, but I wanted to let you know. I’ve heard witches and vampires sometime share visions and didn’t want to surprise you. 
 
    “You can’t be. The Kami take the gifted children each year.” 
 
    “My father hid me, hoping I might grow strong and be of help to the Yakuza. But I haven’t grown strong. At least not magically.” 
 
    “Was the distraction outside the hospital in Hayakawa your magic?” 
 
    Kenshin shrugged and nodded. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” I said, remembering my unkind words about the magically inclined.  
 
    “There’s nothing to say. I’m a filthy witch and you’re a filthy vampire. Now we are even,” said Kenshin, reaching a hand to my cheek. He paused a hair’s width away. “May I—” 
 
    I leaned into his hand before he could finish. “Yes,” I whispered, taken both by his tenderness and my own need to feed.  
 
    His touch was soft, sending shivers down my spine. I closed my eyes and let myself embrace him for the witch that he was. Being touched wasn’t so bad. In fact, it was nice. 
 
    I heard the pulse of his blood, the beat of his heart—life’s symphony. “You ready?” I asked, voice low and needy. 
 
    “I am,” he whispered back, breath catching. “I am.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The beating of our hearts entwined as I fed, the slowness of mine rising to meet the quickness of his.  
 
    One beat.  
 
    Two.  
 
    Three.  
 
    Visions came as soon as the first trickle of his blood trailed down my throat. It tasted just as I expected…dessert…whereas the blood of others was only an appetizer. I saw a gangly, young Kenshin in awe of his father’s strength. I saw him train so hard in the martial arts that his small, battered body fell asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow each night. I felt his father’s wilting stares of disappointment as Kenshin attempted magic and produced little. What good was floating a pencil when your opponent could hurl fireballs? I accompanied Kenshin to his rooms where he lay upon his bed and read books, hour after hour. Inspector Imanishi, Detective Chen, James Bond, and Jason Bourne. Anything with adventure, he devoured.  
 
    My body heated as I accompanied a wary Kenshin to the flesh den. I felt his anxiety as Miya led him to a back room, and I sensed his fear fade as she sat on the bed and began to talk. They talked for hours, sharing stories and laughing. He hadn’t lied. She was a friend. That said, he didn’t leave a virgin that night. After hours of talking, Miya coaxed Kenshin into something more. I felt like a voyeur, an intruder, watching events unfold, yet I couldn’t close my eyes to it. He touched her with tenderness. Such affection. She responded in kind, seeming to enjoy herself.  
 
    I was straining to hear what Kenshin whispered to Miya when his real voice forced itself into my dream, yanking me out. “Stop,” he yelled. “Stop. No. No. Please no.” 
 
    Mustering every ounce of strength I had, I raised my fangs from Kenshin’s forearm. “Did I take too much?” I gasped, pushing away and backing into the corner of the bed. 
 
    Kenshin slapped a hand over his bleeding wrist, but it was already starting to heal. “Are you okay?” he asked, breathing fast. 
 
    “Are you?” I replied, my confusion growing. I glanced down at my hands and arms, wondering if maybe his blood, like Miikio’s, hadn’t helped. I wasn’t one hundred percent healed, but my angry red burns had magically morphed into what appeared no worse than a sunburn. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Kenshin’s head shook, distress written in every line of his face. 
 
    My stomach dipped as panic rose. “Did I hurt you? I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m—” 
 
    Kenshin reached out to touch me but then pulled back as if burned. “I’m so very sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” I yelled, checking my body up and down. I touched my face thinking maybe I’d transformed into some kind of hideous monster. It felt the same. “What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    Kenshin got up to pace, his strides quick and jerky. After three lengths of the room, he reached the far wall and punched it, then drew up both sleeves and slammed it again.  
 
    “Are you mad?” I whispered, fearing his answer. “You don’t have to let me feed from you again. Did I hurt you?” I hated to think of bringing any sort of pain to the young boy I’d met in my vision. I liked him. A younger me would have loved to know him. And that was when it hit me. If I’d seen Kenshin in my visions, he’d seen me too. I cleared my throat, a brick of lead taking up residence in my stomach. “You saw it, didn’t you?” 
 
    He paused mid-stride and made a beeline for my bed. Tears sprang from his eyes. “I am so sorry. On behalf of my gender, I apologize.” 
 
    “Please stop saying you’re sorry. You didn’t do anything wrong,” I pleaded. 
 
    Noticing the oni tattoo on his uncovered arm, he gasped and yanked down his sleeve. “I’m so—” 
 
    I clapped a hand over his mouth. “No more.” 
 
    Kenshin’s eyes met mine with anger and sorrow. “I would kill those men if I could.” 
 
    “They are already dead. They were the first lives I took. The only lives.” 
 
    “They deserved it.” 
 
    “I know. I have no guilt or regrets. The world is a safer place without them.” 
 
    Kenshin sat next to me, laying a hand near to mine but not touching. It was there if I wanted to take it. “It’s not meant to be like that.” 
 
    “What isn’t?” 
 
    “Sex,” said Kenshin, voice sad. “I’m sorry about before. About asking if you were a virgin and telling you to use your feminine wiles.” 
 
    I ducked my eyes. “What did I tell you about saying sorry?” 
 
    Kenshin gave a halting half-laugh. “Note to self: rule number one thousand. Stop with this sorry business.”  
 
    Unfettered energy poured off Kenshin as his eyes darted about the room. He would pop up again for another round of pacing if I didn’t hold him down. I put my hand over his. Touching Kenshin was soothing—a salve on a wound I didn’t know I had. By the lines on his forehead and the quirk of his mouth, I could tell he had a question but was unsure of asking. I hadn’t known Kenshin long, but somehow understood the question he worried over. “The answer is no,” I said. 
 
    “No?” asked Kenshin. 
 
    “The answer to your question. It’s no, I’ve never been with anyone else.” 
 
    “It can be nice,” said Kenshin, a blush rising on his cheeks. “A union between friends, if not lovers.” 
 
    The heat on my cheeks became uncomfortable. “I know. I saw you with Miya.” 
 
    Kenshin nodded, flipping his hand under mine so they were palm to palm, our fingers entwining. “I’m glad you did. Now you know it can be different.” He pulled our hands to his mouth, kissing mine. “You are amazing, Valaria Valentin. And beautiful. And amazing.” 
 
    My stomach danced a happy flip-flop. “You said amazing twice.” 
 
    “I meant it twice.” He smiled, leaning in very, very slowly. So slow that I had an eternity to decide whether I wanted what he offered. I’d prefer to say it was an easy decision, but it wasn’t. One moment, the answer was yes. The next, no. I see-sawed between wonder and fear. I worried I was too broken inside. Another part of me craved my first kiss. The six men in the forest had taken my virginity but had left me with one important first; the question was whether I was strong enough to take that kiss for myself. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Deciding on yes—I desired this kiss and not wanting time to change my mind—I closed the distance between our lips. In my haste, I thought nothing of technique and planted the kiss with no grace or delicacy, our noses crashing together. Wham. Bam. Thank you, man. Realizing my mistake, I was horrified but didn’t know what to do except keep my lips puckered and plastered to his, hoping for a miracle.  
 
    And a miracle is what I received. Kenshin’s hand came to my cheek as another cut through my hair, sparking goosebumps. Tenderly, he guided my head to the side, freeing our noses. His lips were firm but soft as he nudged my mouth open and touched his tongue to mine. Electricity coiled down my spine when I sank into the moment, finding its rhythm, letting Kenshin teach me the way of it. Everything disappeared except for sensation.  
 
    There was no past.  
 
    No future.  
 
    Only now.  
 
    And now was good.  
 
    Very good.  
 
    Now was fire and flame but not the kind that burned and left a scar. This fire was only pleasure and warmth. It was peace. 
 
    I’d tasted Kenshin’s blood and it was sweet, but his kiss was sweeter still. Berries and mint. 
 
    Growing bolder, I let my hands find Kenshin and explore. They snaked under his shirt to discover a rippled abdomen. They rounded his neck and curled through his hair. He groaned with pleasure, causing more electricity to current through me, seeking the tips of my fingers and toes.  
 
    Kissing was…was…intoxicating. So intoxicating that my mind bullied its way back through the sensations to slam down a wall. Stop, it screamed. Stop! You’re not ready for what comes next. Not yet.  
 
    I pulled away, gasping for air. “I’m—”  
 
    Kenshin put a gentle finger to my lips, then kissed my forehead. “Don’t you dare say you’re sorry. That was the most amazing kiss of my life. Please don’t say you regret it?” 
 
    “No. No,” I said. “I don’t regret it. Not at all. I’m just not ready for anything else. I was starting to…to lose myself.” I paused, hands coming to my face. I hid behind them, feeling naked. “I hope I didn’t hurt your nose?” 
 
    Kenshin’s worried face transformed into something effervescent as a laugh bubbled up. It was slow at first, a small, hiccuping chuckle until it took hold and became a belly-shaker guffaw. “My nose is just fine. Don’t you worry. You’re a very good kisser.” 
 
    I studied my fumbling hands for several seconds before finally glancing up. “It was my first time.” 
 
    All expression left Kenshin’s face as he took in what I was saying. “Oh. Oh. Right. Of course. I should have realized.” He reached out to tuck a stray piece of hair behind my ear, his fingers lingering. “I hope I didn’t let you down.”  
 
    “It was everything I could have hoped for,” I said with a bashful smile. “I haven’t liked being touched since that day, but for some reason whenever you touch me I feel relaxed and at peace.” 
 
    Kenshin’s honey eyes widened in surprise. “Really?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I hope this doesn’t change anything between us,” said Kenshin, fidgeting. “But you know how I mentioned having magical powers, and me not being very strong.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I dipped my head, butterflies flitting about my stomach. 
 
    “Well, one thing I’m able to do is relax people. It’s only ever been with my voice, and I can’t make people do anything they don’t want, but I do impart a sort of peace that puts people at ease and makes them happy to see me. My father calls it the power of popularity. It’s why I’m his liaison to the community, and why I found you so interesting. You were wholly unaffected by my charms.”  
 
    “And you think you’re magically affecting me with your touch?” 
 
    “There’s always that possibility, but I don’t want you to feel I’m taking advantage of you.” 
 
    I smiled, finding his concern more than a little comforting. “Magic or that mythical thing called chemistry,” I said, leaning in for another kiss. “For once in my life, I’m willing to go all in and take a gamble with my old curmudgeonly heart.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    I perched in front of Kenshin on the mare as we rode towards Tokyo, leading Ryuu. Turned out Ryuu had been injured, although mildly, with a gash on his left rear hindquarter. Despite the added weight, the mare was making good time, and I was enjoying the solid feel of Kenshin behind me. We held the reins together, and I felt encompassed in a safe, warm hug. The scenery seemed different as we rode, and it was more than the change of direction. I was different, so the world I saw was different. In that kiss, I’d reclaimed something. I’d been a vampire for decades, and the red ghost since coming to Tokyo. Now I was also a woman, not just in anatomy and appearance, but in spirit. I liked this newly discovered womanhood. It was eye-opening and freeing and fit me like a second skin. 
 
    As I studied all the different wildflowers peeking up sporadically underfoot, pretty purples, pinks, and yellows…I started to sing a song from my youth, my father’s favorite. It seemed somehow apropos. 
 
    Kenny Rogers’ version of the song, “The Gambler,” held fond memories and a few valuable life lessons too. 
 
    Kenshin joined, and I didn’t stop to inquire about how he knew the old song, instead choosing to roll with it and enjoy. It didn’t matter how he’d learned it, just that he did. He was full of surprises. 
 
    After the part about dying in your sleep left our lips, our voices faded as we approached a narrow valley between mountains. If we were going to be ambushed by the Kami or their priests, this bottleneck would be the best strategic point for an attack. “Can you smell anything?” asked Kenshin. 
 
    “No. We’re upwind.” 
 
    “We can go around, but it will add time. What do you think? What does your gut tell you?” 
 
    “That gut I talked about was actually my nose, which isn’t coming in handy at the moment. All I know is Midori has already been gone four days.” 
 
    Kenshin nudged the mare to a quicker pace. “The direct route then. Fingers crossed.”  
 
    I strained my senses trying to smell or hear anything that might indicate an attack. 
 
    Grass. Birds. Mud. Those were the only aromas in this area so far. 
 
    I could hear birds chirp, a mouse scurry, and the clomp of horse hooves. 
 
    Almost through the valley, I thought we were in the clear when a gun echoed a microsecond before a searing hot pain sliced through my arm. Kenshin and I toppled from the mare. We landed in a heap, and I rolled to the side, unsheathing my sword as a half-dozen Kami priests swarmed the valley. Crazed with fear, the mare raced from the valley leaving Kenshin and I behind with the stallion. Ryuu, his eyes wild and rimmed in white, charged at one of the priests and trampled him before he could defend himself. I picked my own priest to attack when I noticed Kenshin was slow to get up, his shirt wet with crimson at the shoulder. The bullet that grazed me had hit him. “You okay?” I called. 
 
    “Yes,” he yelled, pulling out his gun and waving me onward. I didn’t waste time as I rushed for two priests shielded by a bush. I felled the priests within seconds of them firing their first shots.  
 
    Unlike when the Kami and priests had attacked the library, I was able to keep my bloodlust in check. The smell of blood was everywhere within seconds, but somehow I was able to think clearly as I zigzagged through the melee, dodging swords and bullets with super human speed. This clarity slowed my taking of more victims…prevented me from killing. I injured the priests. I broke legs and knocked others unconscious. But I did not kill. Something held me back. These were people with families—moms and dads and siblings they’d left at home—parents who would weep at learning they’d lost a child. I almost wished for the return of my bloodlust so I wouldn’t have to think about such things.  
 
    Another boom ricocheted through the valley, this one bigger than the first, and I spun to find its origin. I ground to a halt at the sight of Kenshin lying flat with a sword staked through his abdomen, Miikio standing by his side, hands coiling a fireball. “Perfect. Now that I have your attention, Valentin-san, I would like to discuss a proposition with you.” 
 
    I tightened the grip on my sword. Kenshin wasn’t dead yet, but he would be soon, all because of Miikio. Simmering with rage, my bloodlust rose. I didn’t care what face Miikio wore, I would end him.  
 
    Perhaps seeing the change in me, Miikio collapsed his fireball and stood with his hands in the air. “I can save him,” he said, “if you agree to come with me to Mount Fuji. Hana wants to talk with you.” 
 
    I dropped my sword, the pulsing pull of adrenaline, my will to fight, draining away. “Do it,” I said. “Save him.” 
 
    Miikio nodded to his priests. They approached. I threw out my hands to stop them. “Heal him first.” 
 
    Without preamble, Miikio pulled the sword from Kenshin, who screamed in pain. I echoed his anguish but in fear. Miikio knelt and laid his hands upon Kenshin. Had I not been there to hear and witness it myself, I might have thought a healing would be a peaceful thing, but it was not. Kenshin writhed with the agony of it. His pain was a knife to my own gut that kept twisting as if to dig out my core. After what seemed an eternity but was probably only a few minutes, Miikio stood. “It’s done. He will live.” 
 
    I eyed Kenshin on the ground, half expecting him to pop up and declare himself well. He did not. Instead he stared vacantly at the sky. “He doesn’t look okay,” I growled, barely keeping my anger in check. 
 
    Miikio offered a lazy half-smile. “He’s exhausted, as am I. He will be fine. You have my word. Now it’s time for you to keep yours.” Miikio nodded to his men. 
 
    They bound my hands, then heaved me atop a horse. I quickly scanned the area for Ryuu, but he was gone. No time now, but when my job was done, I’d search for him. The group of priests mounted their horses and prepared to move out. Yet, Kenshin lay abandoned on the ground, his expression still vacant. I watched the rise and fall of his chest, but there was nothing else, no other movement. Not the twitch of a finger or the blink of an eye. “Wait,” I shouted, trying to drop back off my horse with hands tied behind my back. “What about Kenshin? You can’t leave him here. We’re in the middle of nowhere. His horses are gone.”  
 
    Miikio rode alongside, pushing me up straight in the saddle. “That wasn’t part of the deal, my dear. He is healed. He will survive, or not, based on his strength of heart.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and spat at Miikio. I’d never spit on anyone in my life, but my aim was true. “You are vile, and nothing like your father. He would be ashamed of you.” 
 
    Miikio appeared startled but recovered quickly, wiping the smear of spit from his face. “It’s good that I didn’t know him then. Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Very,” I bit back, my mind scrambling for purchase. We were fifty miles at least from Tokyo, and some of the mountain passes were dangerous. I hated to think of Kenshin attempting the journey on foot, especially when I wasn’t sure exactly how healed he was. I’d fed off him, which meant he was low on iron and his food supply was meager. But was he any safer with the Kami? If Miikio knew his secret, that Kenshin had magical abilities, he would surely be brought back to the Kami. But then, what? Kenshin might be in even more danger there.  
 
    The band of men and horses at the front of the group began to ride. It was now or never. Leave Kenshin or take him? Tell his secret or keep his confidence? Would he forgive me for breaking his trust? 
 
    My slow vampire heart thudded in my chest…tick, tock, tick, tock. 
 
    I turned to Kenshin as my horse broke into a trot following the steed in front. What would you want me to do? In many ways, I felt as though I knew Kenshin well beyond what one might expect from only a few days’ acquaintance. Thanks to our shared visions, I’d seen him grow from a child to a man. I’d tasted both his blood and his lips and knew many of his questions before they were asked. But this was much bigger than that. It was life and death. 
 
    “He’s a witch,” I croaked, my voice barely above a whisper. The wind carried my words before anyone could hear them.  
 
    I cleared my throat and tried again. “He’s a witch.” 
 
    My voice was stronger, but still, I drew no one’s attention.  
 
    I closed my eyes and gathered my breath. “He’s a witch,” I screamed. 
 
    The line of horses ground to a halt. “What did you say?” asked Miikio drawing near. 
 
    “Kenshin is Kami.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    After a day and a half of riding, I was unceremoniously dumped in an honest-to-goodness dungeon. Three stone walls, iron bars and nothing else within sight. So much for being an honored guest. I would have thought they’d treat their vampire savior better, but apparently not. They shoved Kenshin next door where I could hear but not see him. He’d woken up a few times during our journey but was still dazed. I worried Miikio hadn’t actually done as promised and instead turned Kenshin into some kind of walking zombie.  
 
    While I was pacing my cage, giving Kenshin a pep talk, the door to the cell block opened, metal hinges shrieking. Midori’s sassy voice, berating a guard, echoed down the hallway. My heart leapt with joy. If there were room enough in my cell to do a cartwheel I would have done one. I was that excited. Instead, I bounced up and down on the balls of my feet waiting for her to appear and vowed that if she’d been marred in any way, heads would roll. 
 
    I tried to hide my excitement as the guard shoved Midori into my cell, but as soon as she was within reach, I snatched her into a hug. “I’ve missed you. Are you okay? Have they hurt you? If so, there’s going to be hell to pay.” 
 
    “Is Kol okay?” she asked, always a mother first. 
 
    “He’s safe,” I said, pulling back to look her over. “A friend is watching him. I apologize in advance if he’s acquired some interesting new skills.” 
 
    Midori frowned. “If I ever see him again…I don’t think I’m getting out of here.” She paused, surveying me. “Do you need blood? You look different.” 
 
    I stopped to assess how I was feeling. The answer was not too bad, considering. Apparently, Kenshin really did have premium blood. “I’m fine for now. Why were you taken?” 
 
    Midori ushered me into a corner of the cell. “They’re trying to make vampires,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know that,” I murmured back.  
 
    Midori’s jaw dropped. “You do?” She shook her head. “Of course, you do. You’re you.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means you’re amazing. Now tell me how you found out.”  
 
    “I saw one of their mistakes, a beast they created in Hayakawa.” 
 
    “You’ve been to Hayakawa and back? You have been busy.” She smiled. “It’s good to know you care so much.” 
 
    “Enough about how I’m awesome. Tell me why they took you.” 
 
    “Apparently, they needed help reading a spellbinder from an old pre-Rift witch. It’s something that was found after the Rift, and it’s what caused the purge of foreigners and vampires.” 
 
    “How?” I asked, confused. “What would an old grimoire have to do with the genocides?”  
 
    “Spellbinders aren’t just full of castings. They’re also a diary for each generation. The spellbinder they found belonged to a Romanian witch. How she ended up on God’s Island, I don’t know, but she was here and with a Berkhano vampire no less.” 
 
    “The Berkhano are the oldest of the old and incredibly powerful.” 
 
    Midori nodded. “That’s what I gathered from reading the book, and so did the Kami. The first half of the spellbinder is in Romanian, the second in kanji. It tells of their love affair and how he longed to be rid of his vampire curse so they might have children and grow old together.” 
 
    “And this has to do with the genocides, how?” 
 
    “The Kami have been in contact with the witches in other divisions. They have a long-distance radio that works sporadically if the weather beyond the dome is clear. The other witches believe it was a spell to end the vampire curse that brought the Rift upon us all. Whether it was cast by this Romanian witch for her vampire lover, is unclear. She wasn’t the first one of her kind to have a Berkhano lover. Legends say the Berkhano are drawn to witch powers.”  
 
    “So the witches blamed the Rift on the vampires and set out to rid this world of them?”  
 
    “In this Division yes, but maybe not in others. It’s also why foreigners were purged. The witch wasn’t Japanese, so she was to be feared…as were others like her, or so the reasoning goes.” 
 
    “How very Nazi of them. You still haven’t told me why they took you?” 
 
    “The Kami had trouble translating the Romanian portions of the spellbinder. It has a casting for what looks like the vampire curse, but they couldn’t seem to make a vampire with it.” 
 
    “And that’s where you and your love of languages come in?” 
 
    “Yep. Afraid so.” 
 
    “Did they tell you why they want to create a vampire?” 
 
    Midori shook her head. “I didn’t tell them about you, though. I would never do that.” 
 
    “Juro and Hana had a son. Vampires shouldn’t be able to have children, but something about the Rift changed the rules. His name is Miikio, and he’s powerful, supposedly the only powerful Kami produced in generations. The witches think they made a mistake killing the vampires and are trying to take it back.” 
 
    Midori crossed her arms over her stomach, hugging herself. “I don’t think that’s their only mistake. The magic in the spellbinder is dark. I’m not a witch, but even I can tell there’s something not right about it. But the Kami protect it as a Christian would treat the Bible or a Muslim the Quran. What the Kami have shown to the public is not a reality. Not even close.” 
 
    We stopped talking as dungeon doors shrieked open again. I smelled Miikio before he appeared. He seemed tired. Frayed. “It is time,” he declared. “I let you have a reunion with the friend you were worried about and now on to more important matters.” 
 
    “Time for what?” I asked. “Because I’m still not going to make a vampire for you. I agreed to come, but I never agreed to help.” 
 
    Miikio picked a piece of lint off his robe and flicked it away, as he tilted to see in Kenshin’s cell. “No. It’s not time for that. Not yet.” 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    Miikio pulled himself upright and found my eyes. Something was haunting about the way he looked at me and it sent chills down my torso. He was already sorry for something. “It’s time for your reunion with Hana, of course. She’s very anxious to see you again.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Wrists bound behind my back, Miikio ushered me out of the dungeon and down the hallways of the Kami’s compound, which was part temple, part hoarder’s closet. The floors, what I could see of them, were made of wood covered by traditional Japanese tatami woven mats and the columns lining the hallways were painted a rich red, with paper lanterns lighting the way. Marring what would have been beautiful, was a whole lot of clutter. Nice stuff but way too much of it. Priceless artifacts would be best displayed alone, not stacked right next to something equally as priceless. I recognized a few items I’d retrieved from the radiation zones and realized Midori must have been doing business with the Kami. It was probably how they learned she was a gifted polyglot. We passed many robed Kami and priests who shied away and hugged the walls to put distance between us. They wanted me to make more of my kind, yet not one dared look me in the eye. “The Kami doing renovations?” I asked, trying to understand the mess. 
 
    “What?” asked a confused Miikio. 
 
    I nodded to the floors. “What’s with all the junk?” 
 
    Miikio surveyed the scene, frowning. “It’s not junk. Most of these items are pre-Rift museum quality heirlooms.” 
 
    “Then why do you have it lining your hallways like junk?”  
 
    Miikio let out a long, steady breath, a bouquet of sadness wafting off him. “I don’t know. Ask Hana,” he said, quickening his pace.  
 
    My heart revved as we continued to walk. Hana. I’d spent nearly three decades missing her so much it hurt and furiously despising her for leaving. The schism between the two disparate feelings was almost as painful as the emotions themselves. I could say, with confidence, the internal confusion caused by loving and hating someone at the same time was not good for the soul. Now that I’d met Miikio and knew Hana left because of her unexpected pregnancy, I was even more confused. Juro would have loved being a father and me a sister. In fact, I was certain I would have been the best sister in the history of sisters.  
 
    Arriving at a heavy wooden door at the top of the compound, Miikio guided me inside. “Mother. I have brought her as you asked.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said a voice, a shadowed figure rising from a chair behind a paper screen. “Please, carry out my other orders. I will see you soon.” 
 
    “As you wish.” Miikio bowed, closing the door behind him. 
 
    My stomach did loop-de-loops as I waited for Hana to appear. She was in no hurry and seemed to be doing her hair. Meanwhile, I was bound and waiting like a servant. This didn’t feel like a reunion. Why the preamble? Why the mystery? Where was Hana’s smile for a daughter she’d not seen in years? More importantly, where was her apology for leaving? It didn’t help that the room smelled faintly of rot. I wasn’t feeling warm and fuzzy about my situation here. 
 
    It was five minutes before Hana deigned to appear. Five minutes of me sweating and worrying and growing increasingly angrier. I hadn’t laid eyes on Hana yet but already understood she wasn’t the woman I’d known as a child. She appeared with a flourish of satin robes and perfumed smiles. “My dear, it is so good to see you,” she said, sashaying over, looking almost the same as she had when I’d last seen her. The features were sharper, yes, but she seemed the same young mother I’d known. “First, you must tell me of Juro. Is this world still blessed with his presence?” 
 
    “No,” I said, simply. Because of you, I wanted to scream.  
 
    Hana cocked her head to the side. “How?” 
 
    “He reached his end and wanted to die. I took his life for him.” 
 
    “I suppose nearly nine hundred years is a good run. One would grow weary of this world. Now tell me of you. You are beautiful. Stunning, in fact. But why?” she asked, gesturing up and down the length of me. “A vampire. You wouldn’t have wanted this. You longed for motherhood.” 
 
    “How do you know? People change. You left,” I said, a sharp edge to my voice, despite Hana being right. 
 
    “I know because you were my daughter.” 
 
    “The daughter you left.” 
 
    Hana’s mouth grew thin. “This petulance is beneath you, Valaria. What is done, is done. I had my reasons.” 
 
    I almost smiled at that. Here was the Hana I knew. What is done, is done. A day wouldn’t pass without some nugget of wisdom from Hana. “I was dying. You were gone, and Juro couldn’t bear to be alone. You are right, I didn’t want this.” 
 
    Hana reached for a stray piece of my hair and spun it around her finger as she studied my face. “All for the best, my dear, because you are needed. Let me tell you—” 
 
    I ducked out of her reach, pulling some strands of hair out in the process. “Stop. You have asked your questions. Now I’ve got mine.” 
 
    Hana danced her fingers through the air. “If you must.” 
 
    I turned, presenting my bindings. I was not going to continue this conversation trussed up like an animal.  
 
    Without Hana touching me, the ropes fell away. Magic. “Ask your questions but do be quick. Miikio will return soon.” 
 
    I flexed and rolled my wrists as I paced the room, seeking hints as to who Hana had become in the thirty-plus years since I’d seen her. “Why did you leave?” 
 
    “You are wasting time, Valaria. You know the answer to that question.” 
 
    “I know you had a child, but not why you left. Juro would have loved being a father, and I would have been a good sister.” 
 
    Hana’s gaze became distant as if she were reaching back into her past. Her features softened, and she resembled even more the Hana of old. A tear bubbled up and hung on her lower lid before disappearing into thin air. It was there, and then it was gone. I realized that Hana was using a glamour of some sort. I peeked behind her screen as I passed it and saw a vanity with powders, perfumes, and a hairbrush so overtaken with hair it could have been mistaken for a small rodent. Definitely a glamour. The Hana I could see had thick, shiny hair. When Hana spoke next, her voice was brittle. “I was pregnant by a vampire, and such a thing was unheard of. The Rift changed our world somehow, and I didn’t understand it. I was scared and fled, to seek my own kind, to try and understand.” 
 
    “It was Juro’s child. He deserved to know.” 
 
    “I didn’t know what was growing inside of me. It could have been a demon. I worried when it was born it might be different. Look different. Juro would have been crushed.” The corners of Hana’s mouth tugged upward. “I needn’t have worried though. He grew to be a fine boy, and I have become Amaterasu, the Sun Goddess. 
 
    I tried to hide my surprise. Amaterasu was the highest of the gods. She ruled over all. “You have risen far,” I offered, not knowing what to say. 
 
    “Very. It is an honor to serve.” 
 
    Serve who? I wondered. Because it wasn’t the people. 
 
    Finding my eyes, Hana blinked at me coyly. “Have I answered the questions to your satisfaction? May we get on to the business at hand? Miikio will return in a minute.” 
 
    I held her gaze, unblinking. “Not yet. You stole my friend. One of your priests took a mother from her son and ran me through. If I were human, I would have died.” 
 
    Hana laughed, a melodic singsong. “Lucky you are a vampire.” 
 
    “Lucky indeed,” I bit back, stepping closer to a pedestal, on top of which was a leather-bound book. “Is this the spellbinder?” 
 
    “Your friend has been very helpful in its translation,” said Hana with a nod. 
 
    I placed a tentative hand upon the book. It was embossed with gold leaf, much like the diary in my room at the library. “She said it led to the genocides. That it is dark.” 
 
    “Those were dark times. People were scared and confused. The spellbinder didn’t cause the genocides. Our human fears did,” said Hana, placing her hand next to mine. Much has changed since I came to the Mount. The Kami are thinking a different way now because the Rift imparted a new set of rules, and it took time to understand them.” 
 
    “And now vampires are good?” I asked, bitterness taking root in my gut, thinking of how Juro and I had spent years hiding. We’d led half-lives, always afraid. 
 
    “Vampires are a necessity,” replied Hana, matter of factly. 
 
    I yanked my hand from the book. “A necessity? You were madly in love with a vampire for years. Have you become…so…so corrupted that you can’t remember what you shared with Juro?” 
 
    Hana grabbed me by the chin, long nails digging in, and turned me to face her. “Listen, little girl, not all vampires are good like Juro.” 
 
    “Neither are all witches.” I pointed to the brush behind the screen full of her hair. “Show me your true self. Drop the veil. Is there any Hana left in you or are you only Amaterasu now?” 
 
    “I am still me,” she replied, voice quivering. 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    “A veil means nothing. Only my words and my actions count.” 
 
    “What are you afraid of?” 
 
    Hana straightened. “I am afraid of nothing. I am Amaterasu.” 
 
    “Then show me the real Sun Goddess.” 
 
    She turned away as if to leave. “I was raped,” I blurted, wanting her to stay. Perhaps if I revealed something of myself, she would follow suit. I needed to see what lay beyond her veil. A part of me, beyond pure curiosity, felt it was critical to know. She hid something there, a secret. “It is why Juro turned me. It was six men. They took me for themselves then filled me with arrows.” 
 
    Hana cried out in despair. The whole of her body shook as she stumbled towards me and enveloped me in a hug. She caressed my back in a slow, steady circle, just as she’d done when I was child. I felt her frail bones as she hugged me. Hana was far smaller than she appeared. With a last kiss to my cheek, she stepped back letting the veil fall. “The spellbinder…it is only volume one. We have been going to the radiation zone looking for the other.” Hana ran a hand over her head of sparse hair. “I am able to bear the radiation more than most, so I venture out more frequently.” 
 
    “What is so important about the second volume that you would risk yourself like this?” I asked, my voice wavering from the flood of contradictory emotions. Compassion. Disgust. 
 
    “The Romanian might have been the witch who brought the Rift upon us. If so, her casting would be in her second volume, and if we know what she did, there’s a chance we could reverse it. Our Division is dying. The domes keep the radiation sequestered. The Kami have been desperately trying to mediate the effects of the radiation for years through magical means, and it worked for a while, but it has weakened us. Our fertility has diminished. We bear few children, magical or otherwise, and we are not immortal like you. In Shinto, the Kami are symbols of fertility and growth, so you can imagine our dismay at the barrenness cursing us.” 
 
    “You need to stop, or you’re going to die,” I replied, trying to keep my facial expression impassive. Hana had been shriveled and burned by the radiation. The room smelled like decay because she was rotting from the inside out. 
 
     “A few sessions with Miikio and I will be as good as new, but he has been away.”  
 
    “Away, tending to the beast,” I noted. Miikio was powerful, but I didn’t know if anyone was capable of fixing what ailed the woman before me.  
 
    As quick as the veil fell, Hana put it up again, perhaps sensing my shock. “The beast was—” A knock at the door interrupted her thought. “Unfortunate,” she finished.  
 
    With a flick of her hand, the door opened.  
 
    “Valaria,” cried a voice. A sound that stilled my heart. Nooooooo. Not here. Not now. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Kol entered the room gulping air, with tears and snot racing down his reddened face. My stomach plummeted at seeing him so terrified. When I spotted the graze on his cheek, it took everything I had not to vamp out, as raw, unadulterated rage crept through my body. Only the worst of the worst would hurt a kid. Kenshin walked next to Kol, bent low to whisper in his ear, using his magical voice to calm him. Behind the two was Miikio, his expression blank, as if none of this was a big deal. I tried to capture his gaze, but he refused me, instead ducking his eyes. From the attention he gave it, something on Miikio’s shoes was utterly fascinating. “What’s the meaning of this?” I screeched. “Why did you bring the child here?” 
 
    With Miikio refusing to meet my eyes, I turned to Kenshin…desperately wanting to know what was going on. He shook his head and shrugged, his face painted in deeply creased lines of worry. This was not good. Not good at all.  
 
    I nearly jumped when a hand came to my shoulder. Hana. She stood behind me, and although I was inches taller, it somehow felt as if she towered over me. Her breath radiated on my neck. In. Out. In. Out. “We must make sure you can create a vampire, Valaria. We have brought two friends to help you.” 
 
    Ideas ping-ponged around my head as I tried to understand what she was saying, but nothing made sense. Where was the person she wanted to be turned? Kenshin was Kami and Kol was only a boy.  
 
    Hana signaled to Miikio with the flick of her hand. The blankness fell from his face, replaced by fear. The action was so swift Miikio must have known what was coming. Standing rooted in place, he shook his head almost imperceptibly, and Hana groaned theatrically in response.  
 
    Hana closed the distance between her and Miikio with far more speed than I would have thought her capable and landed a swift smack on his cheek, instantly turning it red. She held out her palm. Refusing to look Hana in the eye, he put a gun in her hand. “You are a disappointment, dear boy. This world was not made for the weak.” 
 
    “I know, Mother,” he replied, voice barely audible. 
 
    Hana ran a proprietary hand through his hair, then licked a finger to remove a smudge from his face as though he were still a child. “You’re lucky you’re beautiful,” she said, then turned. 
 
    Then fired. 
 
    Kenshin fell to the ground.  
 
    Kol and I both screamed. 
 
    Miikio slammed his eyes shut and refused to look.  
 
    “Turn the boy into a vampire,” said Hana, “now, or your friend dies.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, not believing my ears. My heart raced. My fangs descended. Blood perfumed the room. I dug fingernails into my arm to distract myself with pain. “Kol’s only fourteen. He will never grow up and never grow strong. If he survives the transition, he’ll be weak.” 
 
    “Sounds delightful,” said Hana. “He’ll be easy to control.” 
 
    “But…I…I th—th—thought you wanted vampires for procreation?” I stuttered. Adrenaline steamrolled my entire being. I could hardly hear with all my sensory focus falling on my sense of smell. Iron. Copper. Salt.  
 
    Hana stared at me quizzically. “He’s of sufficient age.” 
 
    I gasped, darting a glance at Kol who looked impossibly young. He shouldn’t have to feel this almost uncontrollable need to feed every time a drop of blood falls. “No, he’s not. What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “There are many his age in the flesh dens.” 
 
    “I don’t care what they do in the dens. What you’re talking about is rape. You plan to force your Kami, who are deathly afraid of vampires, to mate with males of the species who will more than likely be unwilling?” 
 
    Hana cocked her head to the side and tapped a finger against her lips. “I doubt my Kami will be afraid of someone so young.” 
 
    “You are sick.” I seethed, kneeling next to Kenshin. I tore off a piece of my clothing and used it to put pressure on his wound. My vision tunneled until all I could see was red. My every sense was attuned to the blood flowing from Kenshin until his hand crept over mine, pulling me back into the room. 
 
    Our eyes connected. “I am at peace with death,” he wheezed. “You can let me go with a clear heart.” 
 
    “No,” I cried. “No, no, no.” I looked to Hana, ready to beg for his life. “Please, don’t do this. Kenshin is one of you. He’s a good man.” 
 
    “He is weak,” she said, preening her glamour of hair. 
 
    “For the first time, I’m glad Juro is gone from this world,” I spat. “The Hana he knew is dead.” 
 
    “That is because I—am—Amaterasu,” she replied, pausing at each word for effect. 
 
    “I liked Hana better,” I bit back, wishing I had my own magical powers with which to fight Amaterasu. My eyes darted from Kenshin to Kol and then back again as I wracked my brain for some grand idea about how to get us out of this mess. 
 
    I jolted at Miikio’s voice. “Mother, what if we turn Kenshin instead? A Kami has never been turned. Who knows what we might create. Is it not worth a small experiment?” 
 
    “Do you hear yourself?” I said, glaring at Miikio. “Experiments? These are people’s lives.” 
 
    “No, we mustn’t,” replied Amaterasu, voice worried. “To mix such powers in a forced way could be catastrophic. Natural birth is the only way.” 
 
    Kol wrestled himself from Miikio’s grasp and came to my side. “Do you want this?” I asked, hoping Kol had secretly wished to become a vampire.  But there was to be no miracle. Kol shook his head no as he wiped snot from his face with a sleeve. “But I will accept it, if I must.” 
 
    Kenshin squeezed my hand. “It’s okay. Let me go.” 
 
    “But I’ve only just found you,” I whimpered. I didn’t know what I had with Kenshin, but after years of cutting myself off from the world I really, really wanted to find out. Not caring that my enemies might see, I leaned down and planted my lips on Kenshin’s. Thankfully, I did a better job than the first time we’d kissed. My lips only caressed his as tears trickled down my cheeks. “This isn’t okay.” 
 
    When I next looked up, I found Amaterasu standing over us, an imperious puppetmaster. “Embrace your nature,” she commanded. 
 
    I wanted to laugh. “It’s not my nature I’m worried about. It’s yours. The Kami may have started out trying to help the people, but it’s become something else. You’ve become someone else.” 
 
    Amaterasu shrugged. “Maybe. But I am what I am.” She focused on the ceiling as if asking for patience. Apparently, she didn’t find any because she declared, “This is taking far too long.” Her eyes fell to Kol. “You want to fully understand why I brought the boy here when I could have asked for another to be changed?” 
 
    I didn’t have time to answer before my nightmare imploded. Amaterasu raised her gun and fired.  
 
    Kol fell to the ground next to me. 
 
    Blood poured from a wound square within his chest. 
 
    Kol’s eyes blinked at me, not understanding. 
 
    I didn’t understand either. Not really. A woman I’d once thought of as a mother had shot a boy I’d treated as a son. It was incomprehensible.  
 
    Horror. 
 
    My heart stopped. 
 
    My world ceased to turn. 
 
    “It was so I could raise the stakes,” said the she-devil. “Now you will lose two people if you continue to defy me.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    I screamed but no sound came out. I was struck with such disbelief that my voice was stolen. “Mother,” cried Miikio, falling to his knees next to Kol. He moved to place his hands over the wound, to heal him. 
 
    “Don’t you dare touch that boy, Miikio,” commanded Amaterasu. To my horror, he obeyed.  
 
    No way could I let this stand. I wouldn’t. I grabbed Kenshin’s hands and forced them down on his wounds, and then I was airborne. In one giant leap, I sailed across the room and landed on Amaterasu, wrapping my hands around her neck. It was pencil-thin and fragile. I felt the weakness of her bones underneath. But as my fingers twisted to snap it and rid this world of her evil, something underneath my hands began to build.  
 
    Heat.  
 
    Electricity.  
 
    Power.  
 
    Without laying a finger upon me, I’d been hurled across the room, slamming into the pedestal holding her beloved spellbinder. We both crashed to the floor. Undaunted, I returned to my feet to make another run at her. I grabbed anything and everything within arm’s reach and lobbed it as I made my way back towards Amaterasu. A chair. A vase. A mirror. Another vase. A golden Buddha. More. More. More. I was fast and landed solid blows. Then I was on her, squaring a punch before being catapulted across the room again. Before taking another breath, I was up and moving again after falling flat. I wanted blood. Her blood. I didn’t want to drink its putrid filth. I wanted it to flow. I envisioned it seeping out of her, releasing her evil. I was halfway to Amaterasu when an invisible punch to the gut sent me sliding across the floor until I was pinned to the wall. “You cannot best me,” screamed Amaterasu. But as she spoke, her veil fell.  
 
    Enraged and hysterical, I laughed. “Look at yourself. You are a frail old crone.”  
 
    Seeing herself in the fractured panes of a nearby mirror, Amaterasu’s grip on me tightened.  
 
    “You’re a weak, old hag,” I baited. 
 
    With a twist of her wrist, she snapped the long bone in my arm. Regardless, I would not be silenced. “You’re the wicked witch from the storybooks,” I shrieked. 
 
    A demented howl exploded from Amaterasu.  
 
    My other arm fractured. 
 
    “Mirror, mirror on the wall.” 
 
    Amaterasu’s elbow came up to deliver another blow, but instead, she crumpled into a nearby chair, breathing hard. 
 
    “Your sun is fading,” I shouted, seething. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me. “Yours is fading faster.” With what power she had left, Amaterasu sent imaginary razor blades slicing down both my cheeks. Once her wounds were delivered, her grip released, and I collapsed on the floor.  
 
    Close by, Kenshin rolled onto his stomach and crawled towards me, commando style. He stopped just shy and reached for my foot. At contact, my mania eased, but only slightly. “Don’t let all of us die,” he begged. “That’s not the answer.” 
 
    He was right. His touch calmed me enough, and I could see my folly. But how could I get us out of this? I knew the answer wasn’t to bend to Amaterasu’s demands. She was corrupted, whether by the spellbinder or the radiation, I didn’t know. However it happened, the Hana I knew was lost, and although Amaterasu was frail, she was also powerful. I would need an army to defeat her and her Kami, and all I had was two injured friends. I needed more time. But how could I dissuade Amaterasu from her current path? What did she want more than vampires? It certainly wasn’t my love and affection? 
 
    I pulled my thoughts inward, shutting out the pain of my broken bones, the smell of blood, the sight of my two dying friends. Time. I needed to buy us some time. I stared down at my lap to block out the room and pushed off Amaterasu’s glare. Time. 
 
    Time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Amaterasu’s breathing slowed. Soon she would attack again. Time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Amaterasu stood. Her feet shuffled across the floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Another invisible razor blade sliced down from the tip of my forehead to my nose, covering my face in my own blood, red, warpaint. Inside, I screamed in frustration. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Valaria, what will it be?” she asked, reaching down to pick up the spellbinder. “Your friends will be dead soon.” 
 
    And that was when time stopped. When the clichéd lightbulb clicked on. 
 
    I looked up, finding her eyes, no longer fearing them. “What if I can give you something better than more vampires?” I asked. 
 
    “And what would that be, my dear?” she asked, voice ripe with disdain. 
 
    “A way to bring down the domes separating the divisions.” 
 
    “That’s impossible without the second spellbinder.” 
 
    I smiled up at her and may have even batted my eyelashes. “When I saw your book, I recognized it. I didn’t want to tell you, given that you’re, well, evil, but you’ve left me no other choice.”  
 
    I paused for effect. Amaterasu knew where this was leading, and I wanted her salivating with need. Feel my pain, bitch! 
 
    One heartbeat.  
 
    Two.  
 
    Ten. 
 
    I watched Amaterasu fight to maintain control. The veil of her glamour rose and fell multiple times. Her hands balled in frustration. “Yes, my dear. Go on.” 
 
    “Volume two, I know where it is. Heal my friends and I’ll take you to it.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Miikio was wan and unsteady as he ushered Kol, Kenshin, and I back to the dungeons. He smelled of fatigue. Two priests had to carry Kol and Kenshin who were in a post-healing stupor. By some miracle my ploy about the second spellbinder had worked, and I’d bought us more time. Now, I just needed to figure out what to do during the stall. My broken arms were already healing, thanks to Amaterasu forcing one of her priests to feed me. I’d left the poor woman with plenty of blood, but her fear was so great I doubted she’d mentally recover anytime soon. Because of my healing arms, I walked the halls unbound. I pondered making a run for it. If I could reach the Yakuza, I could ask for their help. They would want Kenshin’s release. But they might negotiate instead of fight unless I told them the whole story about the Kami’s experiments and their desire to create vampires for breeding. The story was so ludicrous, I doubted they would believe me. I doubted anyone would. Besides, I might need to show them I was a vampire, which was treading on dangerous ground without Kenshin to vouch for me. If only I still had the Polaroid photograph that Miikio had discarded. The one where the beast appeared as a feral animal. Kenshin probably had the first photo I’d taken, but that only showed a man in chains. It meant nothing without the second photo. All my allies were in a dungeon. Running would only put me farther from them. Deep inside I knew going to the Yakuza without Kenshin was a mistake. Plus, the Mount wasn’t close to Tokyo. Escaping when they brought me to the library for the book was a far better choice. Items in my room included weapons, and I knew the streets of Tokyo well.  
 
    Not knowing what my plans might entail, I decided to work on Miikio. He hadn’t been fully onboard with what his mother had done and seemed a weak link. If I could make Miikio see reason and turn him to my side, getting out of this nightmare with all my friends alive would be a lot easier. I accelerated my pace until I was at Miikio’s side. “She’s not right,” I said. “I know you realize that. I saw how stricken you were when she shot Kol. You don’t believe in her cause.” 
 
    “She’s my mother,” he replied, with a what-can-I-do shrug. 
 
    “You had a father, too. A father she never let you meet because she was afraid of you. She thought you might be a demon curse. Such was her so-called mother’s love.” 
 
    “She does love me,” he replied, scowling. 
 
    “If she does, I didn’t see it. I saw a dog and a master.” Miikio didn’t reply but after several meters, I continued. “Do you honestly think what she just did was okay? What she’d planned for Kol was okay with you?” Miikio again remained silent. It was almost as if I were talking to a wall, but I kept at it. “What do the other Kami think? Do they want to breed with vampires? Will it be optional?” 
 
    Still no reply.  
 
    I decided to change gears. “Did she tell you anything about your father?” 
 
    Miikio said nothing but his head subtly moved side to side. 
 
    “Let me tell you then. Juro was kind and hadn’t fed from an unwilling soul in nearly eight centuries. He rescued me after the Rift. I was out with my biological family that day sightseeing, and we got separated when the tsunami hit. Juro and Hana found me and took me in. I was a kid who needed parents, and that’s what they became—a mom and a dad. Juro was a really good dad, too. Super funny and smart. He enjoyed telling stupid dad jokes and showing me card tricks. And he loved history. With eight hundred years under his belt, I’d guess he’d have to love it since he’d experienced so much of it first-hand. He adored giving history lessons, but they were never boring. Hana called him a natural bard. He loved sushi slathered in wasabi, ramen, unagi and hated sesame seeds…of all things. Oh, and books. He devoured books. Especially those by Kazoo Ishiguro and Haruki Murakami.” I touched Miikio’s arm. I wanted to look him in the eyes to drive home my next words. He gestured to the priests carrying Kenshin and Kol, telling them to continue on to the dungeons. I didn’t speak again until the taps of their shoes on the floor faded into nothing. I held Miikio’s eyes. “Juro was the better of your parents, and he would have loved to know you. In fact, I can say without a shadow of a doubt that if Juro knew you were alive, he would still be in this world today.” 
 
    “He sounds like a good man,” said Miikio. “Thank you for telling me about him.” 
 
    “You seem like a good person too…if I ignore the part about you stabbing Kenshin.” 
 
    “I would have never let him die.” 
 
    “I realize that now, after seeing you today.” 
 
    “If you think I’m good, what would be wrong with making more of my kind?” 
 
    I reached for his hand, but he withheld it. “Nothing, if it happened naturally between two people who loved each other. What’s wrong is the idea of breeding slaves.” 
 
    “But this Division is dying. Breeding slaves might be the only way to save it.” 
 
    “Something evil cannot create something good. Who says what this world needs is more Kami? Maybe the world needs fewer Kami. Less magical interference. The Kami aren’t supposed to be separate from nature, but of nature. Maybe if the Kami heal themselves, the Division will heal as well.” 
 
    “That’s a very big if,” said Miikio, resuming our march to the dungeon.  
 
    “And the idea of mixed Kami and vampire children saving us all isn’t?” 
 
    His eyes squinted and his posture faltered as he ground to a halt and turned to face me again.    
 
    He stared into my eyes. Drilled into them. 
 
    I stared into his. 
 
    And then he grabbed my arm roughly and yanked me down the hall to my cell. No further words were spoken. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    When I arrived back at the dungeons, I found Midori hugging Kol as if she might never release him. Except every few seconds she did let him go, in order to scan him top-to-bottom, checking for injuries. Midori repeated the same routine at least three times in the moments it took Miikio to unlock the door and usher me inside. I was surprised to find Kenshin in the same cell with us…but also thankful. With Midori taking care of Kol, I rushed over to Kenshin to give him my own once-over. Without worrying about decorum, I yanked up Kenshin’s shirt and checked for wounds. His body was completely healed, with no scars from the sword wound delivered by Miikio or the gunshot. His rippled stomach was as beautiful as it had always been. “It’s dangerous to be around you, V,” laughed Kenshin. “That’s twice now I’ve almost died. And I don’t even have any cool scars to keep for my trouble.” 
 
    “Well, you’re recovering faster from Miikio’s healing this time, so maybe you weren’t as close to dying as we all thought.” 
 
    “Yeah. Maybe I was hours from dying instead of seconds. You certainly took your time coming up with a plan to get us out of there.” 
 
    I was about to object when Midori butted into our conversation. “Who is he, and why are you sharing glances as if you’re in love?” she asked. I stifled a grimace and glared back at her. She shrugged in reply, oblivious to the embarrassment her words caused. “What? I call them like I see them.” She pointed at Kenshin. “Who is this guy?” 
 
    “Firstly, I’ve known this guy for a total of four days. I am not in love. And secondly, his name is Kenshin, and he’s been helping me look for you.” I went on to explain how Kol and I had asked the Yakuza for help and ended up where Amaterasu wanted me to turn her son into a vampire. I whispered the part about stalling with knowledge of the location for the spellbinder’s second volume.  
 
    “What’s your plan to fix this? Is the book real?” asked Midori, hugging Kol tight enough that he struggled against her embrace. 
 
    “You might want to let your son breathe,” I noted. 
 
    Midori seemed puzzled for a second, but then she lessened her grip, still not letting him go. “Is the book real?” she repeated, notes of desperation in each word.  
 
    “There’s a real book,” I replied, avoiding her eyes. 
 
    “So the answer is no.” 
 
    “Well, it might be the book they’re looking for. Doubtful since it’s blank, but it’s old and leather and looks very similar.” 
 
    Midori’s whole demeanor deflated as she pulled Kol down to the ground with her. “It’s blank?” 
 
    “Maybe the writing is hidden for all but the magically inclined,” I offered with a shrug. Didn’t Midori realize how close to disaster we’d come? I’d bought us time. 
 
    “It’s definitely blank,” said Kenshin. “If it’s the one I flipped through in your room.” 
 
    I shot him a look. “You’re not helping.” 
 
    Kenshin cocked his head and shot me his own look. “We need all the information we can get. I’m magically inclined, and I’m telling you the book contains no writing.” 
 
    I sighed, long and loud. “The book doesn’t matter. Getting out of here matters. The book is only a means to an end.” 
 
    “We need a plan,” said Kenshin, brows furrowing. 
 
    “We know that,” said Midori and I in unison. 
 
    “Jeez. Okay. I was just thinking out loud.” Kenshin frowned. “Clearly the best escape option for V is when they take her to get the book. Her odds of escape improve dramatically if I’m along as well. Now, if we can somehow figure out a way for that to happen…” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be too hard. I can pretend to be manic with worry about handing over the spellbinder, and you can deploy your magic hands to calm me down. They’re afraid of me. They’ll want to take you along to ensure their safety. We need a plan to get past the Kami and their priests once we’re off the Mount though. I have some throwing knives stashed in my room. I wish I knew how many of the Kami would accompany us. If it’s only Miikio, we have a real chance, but if Amaterasu comes, our odds fall drastically. I could barely hold my own with her today, and Miikio hadn’t even healed her.”  
 
    Kenshin nodded and kept on nodding as though some great plan was forming.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked.  
 
    His eyes caught mine and zeroed in. “I have an idea.” 
 
    “Yes?” I asked, a storm of butterflies taking up residence in my stomach. 
 
    “You’re not going to like it.” 
 
    “Yes?” I asked again, that storm of butterflies turning to a hurricane as I caught on to his line of thinking. I’d only known Kenshin for a few days, but I knew him. Unfortunately. 
 
    “It’s pretty much our only option.” 
 
    I backpedaled away from Kenshin. “No. Not happening.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, reaching out and snagging my hand. 
 
    “But we don’t know what will happen. Amaterasu said no.” 
 
    Kenshin smiled wide, displaying a roguish side I’d yet to witness. “And that’s why I say yes. She’s bad, so the opposite of what she wants must be good, right?”  
 
    “Your logic is appalling,” I replied, trying not to roll my eyes. This was serious business and Kenshin’s attitude was flippant at best.  
 
    “It’s worth the risk. Our odds suck, but they improve exponentially if I’m a vampire witch.” He paused to tap a finger upon his lips. “A vitch…vatch…vampitch. Yes. Vampitch. I like it.” 
 
    “That sounds like a fungus,” said Kol. “What about a witchpire?” 
 
    “I’ll take it under advisement,” said Kenshin, flashing Kol a wink.  
 
    While they were making jokes and coming up with pithy name blends, I broke out in a cold sweat. I’d barely avoided turning Kol into a vampire and now Kenshin wanted to be one. I hadn’t chosen to be a vampire, but that didn’t mean I hated my kind. Sure, I’d only met one vampire, but Juro was an exceptional man and easily handled the thirst that came with vampirism. He’d made good use of his extended lifespan by helping others. Apart from his questionable sense of humor, I knew Kenshin to be a good man too. That wouldn’t change if he was a vampire, but I wasn’t convinced he understood what he was giving up. “Immortality and youth may sound like a blessing, but it’s not. You’ll watch all of your family die,” I said, trying to make him understand. “And you may not be able to have children. Juro could have been an anomaly. And if you don’t get turned into a breeding slave, you’ll spend your life hiding what you are.”   
 
    “I know the risks, and maybe if our backs weren’t up against a brick wall, I would take more time to think this through, but I want to help you…help us…and this is the best option.” With great effort, Kenshin pulled himself from the wall where he was sitting propped up and crawled over to me, taking my hand. “I think you are amazing. It would be an honor to become like you.” 
 
    His touch was a calming salve to my worry but couldn’t negate it completely. “I know we share something now—but us, you and me—may not last. I’m really messed up. I’ll push you away.” 
 
    Kenshin’s lips settled on mine in the lightest of kisses. My body tremored in response, unknown parts of me coming alive. My mind whirled at how something so small, so brief, could stir me. “I am well aware this world holds no certainty,” he whispered, the heat of his breath sending shivers down my spine. “I’m willing to play the hand we were dealt. I’m all in. Are you?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    I was stiff as a board as I sat next to Kenshin, preparing to do something I would have sworn only days before that I would never do. Midori and Kol stared at us wide-eyed from across the room. I shot Midori a look. “You can’t possibly expect me to do this with both of you watching?” 
 
    Midori gasped, slapping a hand over her mouth. “Of course. What was I thinking. Kol, honey, let’s turn around. Close your eyes.” 
 
    “Why do I need to close my eyes if I’m turned around, moaned Kol?” 
 
    “Because I said so,” said Midori, biffing him upside the head.  
 
    The duo no longer facing us, I relaxed. A little bit. Kenshin squeezed my hand, offering up one of his dazzling, self-assured smiles. “I want this. I want to help us,” he said. His hand found my cheek and I leaned into his touch, savoring its warmth. A warmth that would disappear when Kenshin became a vampire. His touch felt good to me. Calming. Peaceful. It made me feel that we fit together. Like I belonged somewhere. Like I belonged with Kenshin. What if becoming a vampire destroyed his magic? What if it destroyed us? As if reading my mind, Kenshin said, “If we are to have a chance at a future, we need this. We have to live through the next couple of days, and this will improve our odds.” 
 
    He was right. My worries didn’t matter. We had far more pressing concerns. I sucked in a breath trying to envision what was to come. This would be the closest I would ever be to becoming a mother. I tried to embrace the idea. I could and would do this. It would be fine. Totally fine. Maybe nice, even. 
 
    “You’re crying,” said Kenshin, wiping at my cheeks. “Don’t cry.” 
 
    I hadn’t realized. 
 
    “Are you done yet?” asked Kol from his corner of the room. 
 
    Kenshin grinned at me and laughed. His laugh tugging my own free. “Not yet,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Quiet,” ordered Midori.  
 
    Still laughing, Kenshin leaned close, his lips meeting mine. The kiss was chaste, at first, as if Kenshin was holding himself back. But then he let out a low moan and swept his arms around me, lifting me onto his lap. “I want this. I want you,” he whispered, playfully nibbling at my ear, his hot breath sending shivers racing down my spine. My body felt alight, thousands of pins pricking me awake in a most pleasurable way. Kenshin’s manhood hardened under me. I froze for a heartbeat, remembering the woods and those men, but then that memory passed. My heart rate calmed, and I was back in the present with Kenshin. A good man. An honorable man. I melted into his body and the kisses he offered. I opened myself to Kenshin and let my defenses fall, becoming vulnerable. And it felt good. It was freeing somehow.  
 
    “Let’s keep this PG-13, please,” said Midori. “We may not be watching you, but we can still hear you.” 
 
    “Mom, that tickles. Don’t cover my ears. I’m not a little kid.” 
 
    And boom, I was sucked back into the real world. I burst into laughter as did Kenshin. “Sorry,” said Kenshin. “It’s easy to lose myself with Valaria.” Finding my eyes, “She’s just so damn…” 
 
    I didn’t hear the end of what he was saying because the smell of blood suddenly perfumed the room. I tore my eyes from Kenshin’s to find his fingernails digging into his wrist, causing four tiny wells of claret to rise. 
 
    “To help you,” he whispered. “I’m not afraid, and I don’t want you to be either.” 
 
    Something about Kenshin’s touch kept me present in the room, even as the smell of his blood grew stronger. Yes, I wanted to taste him, but that hunger didn’t drive me. It was a need I could control. It almost made what I was about to do feel okay because there was no desperation behind it. I slid my hand in under Kenshin’s bleeding wrist and slowly brought it to my mouth. I licked the blood clear and Kenshin shivered, not in fear, but desire. “I know it’s ridiculous since I hardly know you, but I think I might be falling in love with you,” whispered Kenshin. 
 
    “I feel the same,” I answered back, my fangs drawing down.  
 
    I kissed the tip of each of Kenshin’s fingers, lingering at each, fortifying my resolve.  
 
    I kissed his palm.  
 
    I kissed the wrist that would soon feed me. 
 
    And then I pierced his skin with my fangs. 
 
    As before, the visions came immediately. I didn’t resist and let myself be carried into Juro’s world. These would be the last visions we shared. Once Kenshin became a vampire, if what happened with Miikio was any indication, we would not be able to feed from each other.  
 
    I saw Kenshin playing Janken, the Japanese version of rock, paper, scissors with his mother. I witnessed games of tag with Yuki. I was there at his mother’s funeral and felt his tiny heart break at her absence. I sweated through hours and hours of martial arts training alongside Kenshin. I became strong. Nearly invincible. Then came a day that started like any other but would end very differently. First there was a breakfast of rice, miso, and salmon, followed by an hour to read before calisthenics and sparring. Kenshin ended his fourth and final sparring match with a hard-earned victory and was thinking of food when his day took an unexpected turn. Kenshin’s father appeared accompanied by a red-haired girl and a young boy at the training room door. Kenshin’s pulse quickened and his manhood thickened at the sight of me. His desire for me was immediate and only increased when the charms he often relied on had no effect. I was an enigma he hoped to unravel. And unravel he did.  
 
    I knew Kenshin was slightly anemic as I fed. It was no wonder as he’d been wounded twice in two days and had lost a lot of blood. I pulled myself away at the earliest possible moment when his heartbeat became irregular—the cue enough blood had been drained. By the time I closed his wounds with a lick, Kenshin was pale and disoriented. I knew when I would pull away, but he didn’t, and was ripped from whatever vision he was having. I hoped it was better than the last. I’d seen Kenshin as a young child and wished he got to visit me in America and meet my first family. What a fantastical world pre-Rift America must seem. 
 
    “Return to me,” I said, cradling Kenshin’s face with both my hands. At first his eyes flitted about the room…but slowly they met and held my own for longer and longer until he was back with me.  
 
    “I saw a giant mouse and a huge duck and a castle with princesses,” he said, breathless. “And you locked into a little seat plummeting down giant mountains, smiling and screaming with your hands aloft. You were terrified, but you loved it. How can that be?” 
 
    I giggled, running a finger along his razor-sharp cheekbones. He was beautiful. “That was Disneyworld. Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck. 
 
    “It looked magical.” 
 
    “It was the most magical place on earth…or at least I thought it was until I learned witches and vampires were real.” 
 
    “Thank you for letting me see it.” 
 
    “Are you ready for what comes next?” I asked. 
 
    Kenshin cocked an eyebrow. “What exactly happens now?” 
 
    “I fed from you. Now you feed from me. Then voilà, you are a vampire.” 
 
    Kenshin nodded, his eyes fading in and out. He was losing consciousness. I swept myself behind Kenshin and laid him in my lap. Breaking the skin at my wrist, I set it between his lips. “Drink deep. Feed and become strong.” 
 
    The visions came again but these were different. I didn’t see Kenshin’s life. To my shock, I saw Kenshin and I walking the streets of Tokyo hand-in-hand. We were at the shore feeding peas to the gulls. I felt a frisky bird nip my finger. The next scene was a picnic under the sakura trees, a pink petal landing in my tea. We were in bed, waking to rumpled sheets and the early warmth of the sun’s rays. Kenshin gave me an Eskimo kiss before finding my lips for something far more intimate. Each part of these images was peace and happiness. Was this my future? Could I be this lucky? An eternity of happiness with a good, noble, sexy-as-hell man. Vignettes continued to role, our own movie.  
 
    Continuing to feed, Kenshin reached for my other hand. I gave it willingly and bowed my head to his. I’d never experienced something so…so…sensuous. This was more than a kiss. It was more than I believed sex could possibly be. It was a making, a binding, a sharing of something so sacred I couldn’t fully comprehend what was happening until more images flooded my mind. Different images. Dark images. I saw myself cradling Midori as she died, Kol already dead some distance away. In what might have been hallucination more than vision, I screamed as Amaterasu ripped Kenshin’s head from his body. Heat radiated from Amaterasu’s searing glare as I stood before her, among a sea of bloodied bodies, holding a stake to my heart. “You cannot have me,” I screamed, before plunging the stick into my own chest.  
 
    And I screamed again. This time for real in my cell on the Mount as I felt myself vanish, disintegrating into ash to exist no more. Mine wasn’t the only scream. Kenshin’s almost drowned my shouts with his own, dropping my wrist and curling into the fetal position. I didn’t know if he’d experienced his own death or if it was the beginnings of the change. It would be a long night for him. The change wasn’t easy. His body would remake itself into something new, but it came at a cost and that cost was pain. I curled in beside him, hoping my presence would be a salve. My body shook from the visions, from the blood loss. I’d long imagined death and what it might feel like. Now I knew. I also realized I couldn’t let it happen. I’d seen two futures, which meant one very important thing…  
 
    We had a chance. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Kenshin was suffering from sensory overload in his new vampire body and was barely coherent enough to help me convince our captors that I needed him to accompany us to retrieve the book. He was almost as manic as I was pretending to be. Much to my relief, he slowly calmed as we rode down the mountain in a horse-drawn carriage. “Everything is so bright and beautiful,” he declared over and over, hugging my hand to his chest as he peered out the window. He was a small child taking in the wonder of the world for the first time.  
 
    “Wait until we get into Tokyo where everything is dull and ugly,” I warned, wanting to prepare him. Vampire senses were heightened to experience everything ten-fold, good and bad. 
 
    “Really?” he gasped. 
 
    “Really? Still glad you decided to become a vampitch?” 
 
    Kenshin pulled his head back into the carriage and leaned close for a kiss, his smirk both wicked and dazzling, “Oh definitely. But I think Kol was right. It should be witchpire.”  
 
    The kiss that followed was long and luxurious and made me ache for something I didn’t understand. The woman in me yearned to take Kenshin to bed and have him teach me the way of carnal pleasures. I was positive Kenshin would be an excellent teacher. Diligent. Thorough. Demanding. His kiss paid no heed to the danger soon to come. Daydreams and firelight.  
 
    The carriage ground to a halt, breaking our embrace. “We’ve got this,” said Kenshin, popping quick kisses on my lips, nose, and forehead, then squeezing my hand. We weren’t sure what his vampire transformation meant for Kenshin’s magical abilities, but the effect of his touch on me hadn’t diminished. If anything, it had become stronger. I was fortified as Miikio opened the carriage door. “We walk from here.” 
 
    “I’m going to talk to Miikio,” I whispered to Kenshin.  
 
    “I’ll chat with Akemi,” he replied, seeing his old friend among Miikio’s entourage as we exited the carriage. I noted that Miikio’s retinue consisted of only one other Kami, which further improved my spirits. We could do this! Maybe. I gave us a fifty-fifty chance. 
 
    Kenshin, Miikio and I approached the center of the group, surrounded by priests. “I’m surprised Amaterasu is not accompanying us,” I said to Miikio, sidling up beside him. 
 
    “You no longer call her Hana,” noted Miikio, avoiding my question. 
 
    “She is not my Hana. I prefer to keep my fond memories intact. Is Amaterasu not feeling well? I noticed the damage caused by the radiation.” 
 
    Miikio gave me a side-long glance. “Your concern is heartwarming,” he said dryly. “She will recover.” 
 
    I took heed of the purple hew to Miikio’s skin. Whatever happened at the library, Miikio would not be at his fighting best. Yep, we could totally pull this off. I increased our odds. Maybe seventy-five to twenty-five. “When was the last time Amaterasu went out among her people?” I queried, wanting to plant more seeds of doubt for Miikio. “She’s not paid a visit since I’ve been in Tokyo.” 
 
    Miikio quickened his pace, but since he was surrounded by his priests, he couldn’t escape me. How ironic. You’re trapped, just like me, I thought. With Miikio unwilling to answer me, I turned my attention to Kenshin and Akemi. Unfortunately, there was nothing to hear because Akemi dutifully ignored Kenshin as he rambled about Akemi’s mother. I could smell Akemi’s conflict, a heady mix of salty on top of sour. It was a sharp contrast to the worried sadness wafting off Kenshin. His eyes darted around the city, taking in its grunge and foul odors. 
 
    Caught up in assessing everyone’s status in the entourage, we were well into Tokyo proper before I noted the dearth of people on the streets. The color drained from those we spotted as they caught sight of the Kami and retreated…all except for one poor woman who fainted in the street. Two priests from the back of our retinue ran forward and removed her from the road. “Where is everyone?” I asked. “Why are so many panic-stricken at the sight of you?” 
 
    Kenshin and I shared a lingering look as no one answered. We’d been gone less than a week, but the situation in town had definitely changed. Not knowing what happened, I put our odds back at fifty-fifty.  
 
    Despite our circumstance, my excitement rose as we neared the library. It was a safe place. What could be better than living surrounded by thousands and thousands of stories, many with gloriously happy endings? And that wasn’t taking into account all the knowledge in the non-fiction sections. I crossed my fingers as we marched up the front steps, hoping for my own happy ending.  
 
    Upon opening the door, I sucked in the exhilarating smell of old books. Hello, old friends. It’s been too long. My euphoria turned to anger as I took note of the remnants of my first battle with the Kami. They’d entered and desecrated my happy place, and now we were all doomed to another battle to come.  
 
    I led the group to my room in the back and gave a surreptitious nod to Kenshin indicating where my knives were stashed. He stepped to the right of the door. I shifted to the left. We let the rest of the group funnel in. “The book’s on my shelf,” I told Miikio as he entered, pointing to the corner next to my bed. Miikio didn’t seem to notice where Kenshin and I had positioned ourselves, so he apparently never thought to call into question why I wasn’t retrieving the book for him. Miikio was powerful, but he was no tactical mastermind. Then again, neither was I. I was winging this, crossing all my fingers and toes and hoping for the best. Believing Kenshin was no real threat, the priests stationed themselves near me. 
 
    Miikio ran a hand along the spines of my books until he reached the leather-bound volume. Taking a deep breath, he pulled it out with care. “I can feel its power,” he said with reverence. 
 
    I chalked his assertions up to a placebo effect. He wanted to find the second spellbinder, so thinking this was it, he thought it powerful.  
 
    Miikio continued to fondle the book for what seemed an eternity, running his hand over the gold embossing. “This triskelion was on the other spellbinder,” he said to the second Kami, indicating some barely legible embossing in the right corner. I knew what a triskelion looked like. It was a common Japanese symbol—three whorls extending from a central point—sometimes also called the triple moon. Personally, I thought the embossing in the book’s corner resembled a flower, but we all saw what we wanted to see.  
 
    I nodded to Kenshin as Miikio opened the book with shaking hands. Kenshin bowed and shut his eyes in reply. We were ready. Adrenaline poured into my bloodstream, stoking my fires. 
 
    Seeing the first page blank, Miikio frantically flipped through more. He stared up at me, eyes wide with disbelief. “It’s blank. I don’t understand. I feel its power.” 
 
    “Yes, a blank slate can be very powerful.” 
 
    Miikio rushed back to the beginning of the book where I’d torn out the first page. “There’s a page missing. What was on it?” 
 
    “Me,” I said, coolly, muscles coiling. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I walked casually, one careful step at a time, over to the mirror and unpinned the drawing. “This was all that was in the book.” I smiled, running my hand along the torn edge so Miikio could see I wasn’t lying. I held the picture up to my face. “My doppelgänger, don’t you think?”  
 
    I dropped the paper and let it float to the floor…and then I leapt, landing a strike on the knee of the Kami nearest me. 
 
    His knee shattered.  
 
    The man fell.  
 
    While he was still conscious, I delivered a swift punch to his head. Lights out. One Kami down. One to go. 
 
    Unfortunately, a slew of priests stood between Miikio and me. I destroyed the knee of one priest, then another, tossing them to the side. We didn’t want to kill anyone, only a clean escape. More bodies fell as Kenshin did his part. I fought with Zen focus, not wanting my bloodlust to rise. A sharp mind and speed would be required, nothing more. Hands grabbed for me. Knives raised to cut me, but I was too quick, and the room was far too small for swords or bows, which would have let the priests keep their distance. I had the advantage and planned to use it. 
 
    Our surprise attack had created chaos in the room. I felled four priests before I heard the crackle of Miikio’s electric hands. When a bolt of lightning streaked towards me, I ducked. “Enough,” he commanded. 
 
    Not yet, I thought. Not until we are free. Changing tactics, I flung myself onto another priest, slamming him against the wall. The blow was enough to knock him unconscious. Five down. Another priest came out of nowhere behind me and grabbed my neck. Foolish, I thought, reaching behind and flinging him to the side, then stomping down on his leg. His howls of pain ripped at me, but I couldn’t let my empathy control the situation. Today, he was my enemy. At least he would live until tomorrow. Maybe then, he could be a friend. 
 
    I’d almost reached Miikio when a bouquet of blood flooded the room. This was no scratch, but a gushing wound.  
 
    Time slowed. 
 
    Focused on my own fight, I hadn’t kept tabs on Kenshin. That was my second mistake. The first was not realizing a baby vampire wouldn’t be able to control his bloodlust. I certainly hadn’t been able to when I’d hunted down the men who’d raped me. Several priests lay unconscious and unbitten on the floor. Kenshin had stuck to the plan, at least at first. But then his adrenaline rose, and he lost control. One priest was obviously dead, blood still flowing from his neck. Kenshin held a second man who clawed at the air in a futile attempt to escape. Miikio was ready with his lightning but couldn’t get a clean shot.  
 
    A priest made a run at me and I grabbed him, tossing the large man at Miikio as I bolted for Kenshin. I heard the beat of the man’s heart Kenshin held, and the flow of blood as it circulated. I pushed aside its blare and the intoxicating aroma whispering for me to partake.  
 
    I put a hand on Kenshin’s shoulder, and he turned from me, guarding his prey, not wanting to share. “Let go,” I pleaded, eyes on Miikio as he picked himself off the ground. My bookshelves had come down on top of the pair. I could pry the priest from Kenshin’s grip but would likely rip out his jugular in the process. For the guy to survive, I needed Kenshin to release him on his own. “Let go.” I was begging. We only had a few more seconds until Miikio would be on his feet again and ready with more lightning. “Look at me.” The pleading hadn’t worked. This was a command. “Come back to me. You are stronger than this…this…need.”  
 
    His wild, golden eyes darted to me, then away. A low, feral growl emanated from deep within him. It said, get away. Mine. The mind of a feeding vampire was a simple one. Feed to live. Live to feed. Drain the blood then find some more. 
 
    I dug my fingers into his shoulder hoping pain would draw his true self to the surface. This time I screamed, “Kenshin. Stop. Stop now.” I shook his body, willing the savage beast he carried inside to sleep once more. 
 
    Kenshin’s eyes shot daggers in my direction as his mouth momentarily let go of the priest’s neck. He probably intended to growl, but I didn’t give him time. I socked him in the jaw, ripped the man from his grasp, and hauled him towards the door. 
 
    “Go,” I yelled. “Go, go, go.” 
 
    The remaining three priests tended to their wounded as they regarded me with unease. They were in no hurry to engage. On his feet, a mass of crackling electricity held between his hands, Miikio stared not at us, but my bed. On it lay the drawing of the red-haired girl with braids. “Who are you?” he asked, wonder on his face. 
 
    “Nobody,” I said. “Just a girl.” 
 
    Back to his senses, Kenshin yanked me out the door. A moment later, a lightning bolt struck where I’d been standing, then another. Boom. Sizzle. Boom. Sizzle. 
 
    Kenshin and I needed no further incentive. 
 
    We were off and running. 
 
    We were free. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    We flew through the side streets of Tokyo wanting to stay hidden as our preternatural speed would raise alarm bells. Side by side, driven by the hope of setting things right, our legs churned, and our lungs burned. Kenshin kept looking at his feet as he moved, marveling at their speed. His amazement brought memories of my first time running as a new vampire. I had sliced through the forest like a gazelle, leaping over logs and dodging trees. The ease of my movement felt grand, indeed. I’d never been a sporty child, and to suddenly be endowed with both grace and strength was a wonder. Athleticism without the sweat of daily workouts was a definite advantage of vampirism, a perk Kenshin seemed to appreciate. 
 
    After five winding turns, I checked for a tail. Smelling none of Miikio’s retinue, I slowed to a stop.  
 
    “Why are we resting? My father is only a couple of kilometers away.” 
 
    I yanked a shirt from a clothesline strung across the alleyway and handed it to him. “Trust me, you don’t want to see your father looking like this.” I pointed at the blood all down his front.  
 
    Kenshin pulled his shirt away from his stomach and withered at the sight, slumping against a wall. 
 
    “It’s on your face, too,” I said, unclipping a washcloth off the clothesline for him to use.  
 
    Paralyzed by what he’d done, I had to help Kenshin remove his shirt and replace it with the other one, wrestling his arms through the holes. “Come on. Help me out a little, will you?” 
 
    “Did I kill someone?” he asked, barely audible. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, knowing lying was futile. “But if it makes you feel any better, they wanted to kill you. It was them or you.” 
 
    Kenshin stopped me as I started to wipe his face. “I’ve killed before. Why does this feel different?” 
 
    “Feeding from a living body creates a bond. It’s intimate, which is why I drink from a glass.” 
 
    Kenshin took the rag from my hand and rubbed at his face, occasionally wetting it with his own spit to better clean the blood staining his mouth and cheeks. “More presentable?” he asked. 
 
    “Much.” I took the cloth and dabbed away the last of the dried blood. 
 
    “I’m sorry for what happened back there. I really could have messed things up for us.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. I should have warned you about the bloodlust you might feel and prepared you for it.” 
 
    “Will it always be like this?” 
 
    “Your control will grow, but the hunger will always be there,” I replied, my heart heavy. 
 
    Kenshin snatched my hand and raised it to his lips for a kiss. “Please, don’t be sad. I have no regret for what I’ve become. I only wish to understand it better.” 
 
    I nodded and was about to suggest we move on, when a gasp emanated from a nearby doorway, a small woman peeking out. “It is the red ghost. Have you come to save us from the Kami?” Two more women appeared in the doorway, each gasping in turn, before spilling out into the alley. 
 
    Kenshin jumped to attention and balled up the evidence of his recent carnage, tossing the bloody shirt and rag behind his back and into a sewer drain. He swiped at his face with his clean shirt sleeves, still worried about how he might look.   
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “What happened with the Kami?” 
 
    The oldest of the women arched an eyebrow. “You don’t know?”  
 
    Kenshin and I shook our heads simultaneously, and the frail woman marched over and took both our hands, leading us down a side alley and out onto Main Street. Now it was our turn to gasp. No wonder the people had fled as we sauntered towards town accompanied by two Kami. Destruction reigned supreme. Within a single block, multiple buildings had collapsed, smoke rose from a few that still burned, and two children covered in grime sat huddled and crying on front stoops. A few women milled about in the streets with others furtively peeking out their windows. 
 
    “Where are the men?” asked Kenshin. 
 
    “They took them. The Kami came into town and rounded them up, leaving only the young and disabled. Needless to say, our men didn’t go without a fight.” 
 
    “When did this happen?” I asked. 
 
    “Two days ago,” said the youngest appearing in the group. “Do you know why they would take my husband?” 
 
    “They are Kami,” said the third woman. “It is not our place to question. The men should not have fought. They should have gone peaceably. It is their fault our town is in ruin.” 
 
    I stared at Kenshin, not knowing what to say. They’d probably rounded the men up as soon as they’d learned of my existence. He shook his head, indicating I should stay quiet, but my gut revolted at the idea. These women deserved to know so they could take action. “My dad,” he said. “We need to find my dad.” Kenshin grabbed my arm and pulled me into the street, taking off at a run. “You’ll not find him,” called one of the women. “They are all gone. All but you.” 
 
    “I’ll be back,” I shouted. “I’ll explain everything.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Kenshin and I covered the distance to his father’s compound in record time. I tried to stop Kenshin before we reached the front door to come up with a game plan on how to tell his father about the Kami’s plans—it wasn’t the easiest topic to broach—but Kenshin ran headlong into the compound. The guards were missing from the front doors, and I braced myself for the worst. Fortunately, we heard voices in the far back. Kenshin yelled for his father as he exploded into his dad’s back office without preamble.  
 
    I released a breath I didn’t realize I’d held at seeing the old man sitting at his desk surrounded by ten men. The Kami hadn’t captured everyone.  
 
    Upon noticing Kenshin, Mr. Tanaka jumped from his seat and flew to his son, shoving the other men in the room to the side. “Kenshin, my dear boy, you’re all right,” he said, enveloping Kenshin in a giant hug. As a culture, the Japanese were rather staid in showing their affections, which made grand gestures like this one all the more poignant. “Thank the Gods. I feared the worst when Ryuu returned without a rider. Where have you been, my boy?” Mr. Tanaka released his son and stepped back. I watched closely as he inspected his son. The vampire transformation was subtle but noticeable for those who knew what to look for—clearer skin, brighter eyes, more graceful movements. Fortunately, nothing changed in Tanaka’s demeanor. He wasn’t suspicious. Yet.   
 
    “I was in Hayakawa searching for Valaria’s friend, then imprisoned on the Mount. What happened here? How did you avoid the Kami?” 
 
    “We fought them off, my boy. We fought them off. Took heavy losses in the process, however, and still have no idea why they came.” 
 
    “We can shed some light on that,” I said, with a side-long glance to Kenshin. Was he ready for this? 
 
    Kenshin nodded. “Do you want to do the honors, or shall I?” he asked, sucking in a deep breath. 
 
    I smiled and gestured for him to continue. The news would be better coming from someone close to Tanaka. 
 
    “The Kami are trying to make vampires for breeding,” said Kenshin, voice strong and uncompromising. He went on to explain the Kami’s loss of fertility and the existence of Miikio, a powerful Kami/vampire hybrid.  
 
    I studied Tanaka for clues as to how he was taking the news, but he gave away little, his poker face as good as his son’s. The responses of Tanaka’s men, however, varied widely, from incredulity to complete acceptance. 
 
    As Kenshin finished, Tanaka began to laugh. “You were always afraid of the boogie men at night.” 
 
    “Father,” said Kenshin in dismay. 
 
    “Son,” said Tanaka. “I’ll not believe such a ridiculous fairytale story. The vampires of District 12 are no more and—” 
 
    Kenshin whipped out our remaining Polaroid of the beast and thrust it at his father. Unfortunately, Sato wasn’t looking particularly beastly in the photo since it was our before picture. If only I hadn’t lost the after photo showing his fangs and foaming mouth. That one was a game-changer.  
 
    Tanaka leaned in to check the photo, then took it from his son to study it more closely. “I’m not seeing anything but a man in chains,” he said.  
 
    “Sato-san was taken as the Kami’s first test subject. Using an old spellbinder, they tried to turn him into a vampire, but failed. He may not look it, but they turned Sato-san into an animal. He can’t talk. All he does is snarl and feed.” 
 
    “On humans,” I added. “He feeds on humans.” 
 
    “You need to trust me fa…” Kenshin’s words fell away as his vampire senses caught a commotion outside. Men yelling. Someone moaning.  
 
    I grabbed Kenshin’s hand as my nose got its first whiff of blood. “Breathe through your mouth,” I ordered. “Relax. Think of your happy place.” 
 
    Kenshin went white, his hand tightening around mine. If I’d been human, bones would have broken, his grip was so tight. Tanaka gawked at us as if we were crazy, his human ears not yet hearing what was moments from barging through his front door.  
 
    One. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Three. 
 
    Four. 
 
    Bang. The front door of the compound flew open. Tanaka’s men raised their guns, then let them fall when they realized it was friendlies. Three of the men rushed to help their comrades.  
 
    I didn’t think it possible, but Kenshin’s grip tightened and was actually hurting me. “Relax,” I cooed. “Relax.” I leaned in and kissed Kenshin full on the mouth, ignoring the tumult around us as the bleeding man was brought into the office.  
 
    “What are you doing?” asked a shocked Tanaka.  
 
    I deepened the kiss, but it was already too late. I felt Kenshin’s fangs. I heard his heart gallop with need. Kenshin pulled me off with a hiss, folding into a predatory crouch. 
 
    Tanaka’s face morphed through a range of emotions in quick succession—shock, dismay, horror, revulsion. He pulled a gun from his desk drawer and aimed it at his son, safety off, finger on the trigger. 
 
    I pointed to the bleeding man. “Get him out of here if you want to live.” To Tanaka, “What were you saying about fairy tales and boogie men?” 
 
    With a flick of his hand, Tanaka sent the injured man away with a small group to tend his wounds. The majority of his men remained, guns at the ready, their faces showing revulsion equal to Tanaka’s. 
 
    I stepped in front of Kenshin, firmly planting my hands on his shoulders. “The blood is gone now. Kenshin, come back to me. Pull your hunger inward, and put a wall around it.” I sensed the tension in Kenshin’s shoulders fade. “Yes. That’s right. Contain it. Wall it away. Let your human self rise.” 
 
    Everyone’s eyes were on us as Kenshin fought off his hunger and returned to himself. As he wrestled through the last bit of his vampire feeding haze, tears ran down his cheeks in red rivulets. Vampire tears weren’t always blood tears, but sometimes at the height of our emotions, our blood would flow. I wiped at his cheeks wanting to take away his pain. Then I turned to his father. “Vampires aren’t the dangerous demons of lore. I am a vampire,” I said, surprised to find the words come so easily. I am a vampire. I am a vampire. Wow. It didn’t actually sound so bad. “I don’t know if the Kami are right and we need more vampires, but I do know that I’m a good person. So was the one who made me.” 
 
    “But you’re not a person,” blubbered Tanaka. 
 
    “I am a person and so is your son. Our pasts, the things that shaped our lives, didn’t change when we became vampires. I’m not saying there haven’t been bad vampires. What I’m saying is that there have been good ones.” I opened my arms and smiled at Tanaka. “I bet I’ve killed fewer men than you, and I’m far older.” 
 
    Tanaka glanced from me to his son, tucking the revolver into his belt. He stepped towards Kenshin, reaching out multiple times, wanting to embrace him, but pulling back before he made contact. 
 
    “He’s a new vampire,” I continued. “He will learn to control his hunger. You mustn’t judge him for what you just saw. It’s not how he’ll be.” 
 
    Kenshin reached a hand towards his father. “I’m still me,” he whispered.  
 
    Tanaka touched the gun in his belt again. “You did this to him,” he said, aiming it at me. 
 
    It was Kenshin’s turn to step in front of me. “We were captured. It couldn’t be helped. I asked for this. I needed her speed and strength in order to escape. You wouldn’t have seen me again if not for Valaria’s help.” 
 
    “What have you done?” cried Tanaka, waving the gun over his head as he turned away from us, tears rimming his eyes.  
 
    Kenshin scraped a hand down his face. He looked haggard. “We don’t have time for this, Father. We’ll deal with what you think of my choices later. The fact of the matter is that you need us to fight the witches. They took your city, and you won’t get it back without us.” 
 
    Tanaka choked out a laugh. “It will take more than the two of you to get the city back. We need an army, and almost all the men are gone. What do you expect me to do, round up the women?” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. “Women are powerful.” 
 
    “I love women, but they are the weaker sex,” said Tanaka, as if a fact. “That is why I found your strength so enchanting. It was unique. But now I understand why you are strong.” 
 
    “Human women may not be as physically sturdy, but it’s scientifically proven that women have a higher tolerance for pain. You’ve never had to push a baby out of your vagina,” I countered. “How much strength does it take to fire a gun? None. Women have been warriors all the way back to Viking times.” Tanaka blanched at my mention of the childbirth process, and I wanted to laugh, but the stakes were too high.  
 
    “They won’t do it,” said Tanaka. “The women will cower.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you they will not,” I said. “This is their city too. It is their fathers, husbands, and sons who were taken. You want to see something truly scary? Try coming between a mother and her children.” 
 
    “I agree with V,” said Kenshin.  
 
    “You do?” Tanaka seemed puzzled but checked around the room for confirmation from his men. A few bold souls nodded, supporting Kenshin. 
 
    “I do,” said Kenshin. “Is Yuki not a force to be reckoned with? Think of how good she is with the throwing stars.”  
 
    “That is true,” said Tanaka, wavering. The room fell silent as Tanaka stood in obvious thought, before finally shaking his head in acquiescence. “I really have no other choice, do I?” 
 
    “Not really, no,” said Kenshin.  
 
    “I guess we’ll have to wage war with a city full of women and two vampires,” said Tanaka, sinking into a chair. “I’m not liking my chances.” 
 
    “I think our chances are just fine,” said Kenshin. “In fact, I believe our odds are pretty great.” 
 
    I nudged him in the arm. “Let’s not get crazy. The possibility of us winning is iffy at best, but a slim chance is better than none at all.” 
 
    “I’ll leave it to you to gather our army,” said Tanaka, handing Kenshin a ledger. “Obviously, it’s better that someone who believes in them does the asking. Take Yuki and note in the ledger all who agree to fight and any special skills they might have. Guns. Horses. Blades. We need numbers. The Kami have the high position on the Mount and are fortified. This won’t be easy.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Kenshin, Yuki, and I spent that afternoon going door-to-door, asking all of the town’s women to meet on the second floor of the library at three o’clock to discuss plans on how to get the men of Tokyo back. The time was fast approaching. I’d spent the last hour rehearsing what I wanted to say as I gathered every book in the library featuring a strong woman…and set them below the second floor mural of Tomoe Gozen, a fierce, female Japanese samurai. I knew the women of Tokyo were capable of great things, but I needed them to believe it too. As the group filed in, I touched Gozen’s hand for luck. The room was filled with chatter as the crowd grew, and I heard murmurings of words like “red ghost.”  
 
    Breaking through the crowd, Kenshin appeared with a smile and a kiss as he delivered the last of the books written about women kicking butt. “Good luck and knock ’em dead.” After a quick hug, he went off to join Yuki who bowed before giving me a thumbs-up from the corner where she stood with Watanabe-san, Akemi’s mother. I smiled at the old woman, glad to see her present. 
 
    The clock chimed three. I shook myself and cleared my throat. “Thank you all for coming,” I said. “If you can please quiet down, I’ll tell you why we’ve asked you here today.” I was loud, but the room was louder. “Please quiet—” 
 
    A wolf whistle broke through the din and quieted the room as a wave of heads turned to see the whistler. To everyone’s shock, it was Watanabe-san. “We didn’t come here to gab over tea. Listen to the ghost,” she proclaimed. 
 
    The crowd remained quiet as I proceeded to introduce myself and explain what we’d learned about the Kami’s plan to turn their fathers, husbands, and sons into vampires in the hopes of breeding stronger Kami.  
 
    At the news, the room was no longer quiet, but I could tell by their tones that many of the women were disbelieving. The ripe smell of musk permeated the room. I glanced at Kenshin, and he nodded. We’d agreed on showing our vampire-selves to the group. First, we didn’t want to lie to them. After all, we were asking them to risk their lives. They deserved to know who they’d be fighting alongside. Second, we’d anticipated there being quite a few skeptics. The majority of women hadn’t lived during the time of vampires, and for many of them, vampires had been relegated to existing only in fairytales. Making matters worse, I had told them this far-fetched story. They knew me as the red ghost, but they didn’t know Valaria Valentin or whether I could be trusted. I wasn’t a member of their community. 
 
    I nodded to Watanabe-san, and she whistled again, dropping the room into silence.  
 
    “I can assure you that vampires really do—” 
 
    “What are you going to do to get our men back?” shouted one disbelieving woman, cutting me off. The crowd collectively nodded as many added in their own yes, hows, or what are you and the Yakuza waiting fors. 
 
    “It is not me or the Yakuza who are going to get them back,” I replied. “It is all of us. An army is needed, and an army is what you can be.” I pointed to the mural above my head. “Does anyone know who this is?” 
 
    The room seemed to sway as they all shook their heads.  
 
    “Her name was Tomoe Gozen, and she was one of God’s Island’s fiercest samurai. She fought during the 1100s pre-Rift, in the Genpei War. She was an archer and swordswoman known for loyalty, bravery, and courage. Historians said she was worth a thousand men in battle and was the favored captain of Yoshinaka, one of the greatest generals who ever graced the soils of Japan. Within the radiation zone, there is a bronze statue celebrating Gozen and all she accomplished.” I pointed to the books piled high under the mural. “All of these books tell the stories of brave, warrior women.”  
 
    “Those are only stories,” one woman shouted from the back of the room.  
 
    “They are not only stories. Before the Rift, women were powerful. Many were world leaders. The United States was one of the most powerful countries in the world, and a woman served eight years at the helm and went down in history as one of the country’s best leaders. Women ran companies. They were doctors, scientists, teachers, and lawyers.” 
 
    “You speak as if you lived during those times,” said someone I couldn’t see. 
 
    I paused, and sucked in a breath, then said a silent prayer to the heavens. You can do this, Valaria. You can do this. “I’m going to make everyone in this room a promise. I’m never going to lie to you. What I need to tell you is going to be a shock, but it’s the truth. If you decide to go into battle with me, I think you should know who leads your fight. I came to Japan with my family when I was eight years old. We were in Hamarikyu Gardens when the Rift hit. I saw it happen. I saw the city crumble. I am fifty-eight years old, and I am a vampire.” 
 
    The room erupted in loud chatter of which I could only catch snippets. Crazy. Brave. Dangerous. Strong. Oni.  
 
    “Quiet,” I roared, and for the first time, everyone listened. I sucked in another steadying breath and continued. “I lost my American family during the Rift. A tsunami split us apart. I was fortunate though and was adopted into a…different sort of family. My new mother was a witch and my new father a vampire. They took care of me like I was their own, and I firmly believe I wouldn’t have survived more than a few days without them.” 
 
    “Did you want to be a vampire?” asked someone.  
 
    “Why would your father turn you?” said another small voice nearby.  
 
    All eyes were on me. The crowd was riveted as if my story was the soap opera they’d all been craving. “You know me as the red ghost. The woman who puts roguish, impolite men in their place and makes the streets a little bit safer for the rest of you. But I wasn’t always so strong. When I was eighteen, I was raped by six men and left for dead in the woods. My father found me and made me a vampire to save my life. In my fifty-eight years, I have been weak, and I have been strong. Believe me when I say that being strong is so much better.” Murmurs broke out, and I shushed them. “I know what you’re thinking, but strength comes in many forms, and you needn’t be able to lay someone flat to be strong. Words can make you strong. Belief can make you st—” 
 
    “Words won’t win against the Kami,” barked a woman, muscling her way to the front of the room. “You want to lead us to slaughter.” 
 
    “You know what else can make you strong?” I asked, eyeing the woman. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “What?” 
 
    “Bullets.” I tapped my head. “Combined with smarts.” 
 
    Conversations again broke out across the room, but instead of shushing them, I let them talk. They needed time to process what they’d just heard.  
 
    After five minutes, I began to speak, and the room quieted. “I’m going to take it as a good sign that no one has fled.” Most in the room tittered in response, and the mood seemed to lighten. The women stood taller than when they had entered. They smelled different, too. Stronger…like one of Japan’s giant cryptomeria trees. Yet, there was still the corrupting, moldy odor of worry.  
 
    “I’ve never fired a gun,” said one woman.  
 
    “My aim will be bad,” assumed another. 
 
    I pointed to Kenshin and smiled. “Your aim will be good enough. Thanks to the Yakuza, we have enough bullets for hundreds of battles.” 
 
    The crowd chuckled, growing more jovial. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie. It will be a miracle if we win the battle without some lives being lost, but Kenshin and I have come up with a good plan that should minimize casualties.” 
 
    A mass of women flooded forward.  
 
    “Tell us.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Don’t keep us in suspense.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to laugh. “Amaterasu wants me, and that’s exactly what we’re going to give her.” 
 
    “We’re going to use you as bait?” asked Watanabe-san, stepping forward. 
 
    I nodded with a reassuring smile. “That’s the plan.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    With my hands bound loosely behind my back, a select group of the women, led by Watanabe-san, marched me towards the Mount. I was collared. Attached to it was a metal pole to keep me at a distance. The group consisted of thirty women, all with children in the priesthood. We wanted their sons and daughters to hesitate before taking orders from the Kami and hoped they would choose blood over duty.  
 
    Our walk to the Mount was amiable enough. Some of the women cracked jokes and asked about life as a vampire, but when we reached the mountain, I was gagged, and our theater began. Everyone had a role. Watanabe-san was the leader as the group manhandled me to my knees, many kicking dirt on me or spitting in my face. I cowered as if I were humiliated and broken. “We want to make a trade,” Watanabe-san shouted from a forward position. “We heard you wanted the filthy bloodsucker for some reason. We’ll hand her over if you give us back our men.” We’d rehearsed what she should say, not wanting to reveal to the Kami that the townswomen now knew the reason behind their men being taken. We chose to make the Kami believe them ignorant because it would give our enemies an inflated sense of power. 
 
    Miikio, followed by a slew of priests, walked down from their fortress to deal with the women. I said a silent prayer my entourage wouldn’t get spooked and would remember the plan. We needed Amaterasu to come out in person. She would bring another retinue of priests, leaving the interior of the fortress relatively unguarded and ready to be taken by the Yakuza who were climbing up the side of the Mount while we created a distraction. They would release the men being held, and voilà, our army would double in size.  
 
    Miikio gave me the once-over to assess my condition. I pretended to struggle. Turning to the women, he smiled. “Amaterasu wants to thank you for bringing us the vampire. The streets will surely be safer now.” Miikio performed a head count of the group. “I do believe we can come to some arrangement as to the release of your men.” He beckoned the group to follow him back up to the fortress. 
 
    “We aren’t going anywhere with you,” said Watanabe-san. “You are not the leader of the Kami. We will negotiate with the Sun Goddess or no one.” 
 
    “Negotiate?” questioned Miikio. “But I’ve agreed to give you everything you asked for. What’s there to negotiate?” 
 
    Watanabe-san flicked her fingers at Miikio as if he were an annoying child. Run along, little boy, run along. “You’ll excuse us if we aren’t so willing to trust the first Kami we see. Your kind did just raid the city and kidnap hundreds. I think we deserve an explanation from the Sun Goddess, don’t you?” 
 
    Looking flummoxed, Miikio didn’t respond.  
 
    “Well, don’t you?” asked Watanabe-san. “We risked our lives capturing this…this…” She turned and pointed at me with an expression of utter disgust on her face. Watanabe-san was so convincing…there was a moment when I actually got worried before catching her wink. “This thing and not all of us survived. She tore my friend Aiko’s throat out. We are due an audience with the Kami leader.” 
 
    Gathering himself, Miikio nodded, then bowed. “As you wish.” He gestured to one of his men to go get Amaterasu. 
 
    I crossed my fingers behind my back. The plan was working, and I could see the happy future from my visions coming to fruition. Please work. Please work, I prayed, wanting to live a life with a lot more of the happiness I’d already experienced with Kenshin. More sidelong glances. More fleeting touches that made me tingle. More kisses. More. More. More. For the first time in forever, I wasn’t afraid to want it all.  
 
    Almost everyone in our group stood around looking uncomfortable while we waited for Amaterasu. I noted three of the mothers waving surreptitiously at their children in Miikio’s retinue and glanced at Miikio to see if he noticed. He appeared unaware, and the knowledge made me giddy. It was working. Our crazy plan was working. Hip, hip, hooray. I only let myself celebrate for a moment, however. Cockiness rarely won battles, and I didn’t want to doom us. To distract myself, I started working the loose ropes binding my hands. I needed them free when the Sun Goddess arrived.  
 
    Finally, Amaterasu swept in with a retinue of about forty priests fanning behind her, Akemi included. She didn’t appear any different than the first day I’d seen her, and I wondered just how successful Miikio’s healings had been. If I’d had to guess, I would have said she was still using a glamour. Hana…Amaterasu appeared far too young. Miikio could heal, not turn back time. She opened her arms to the group as if to give them one giant hug. “Thank you, fine ladies, for bringing me the vampire. What a present indeed. You were very brave to have captured her. I do hope no one was injured,” she said, smiling graciously at her subjects, the benevolent ruler instead of the vile, child-shooting dictator she actually was. 
 
    “We want our men,” said Watanabe-san, strolling nonchalantly over to hug her son. “I’ve missed you, my boy. Akemi turned crimson but hugged her back and whispered an I love you into her ear. Releasing her son, Watanabe-san turned to Amaterasu. “It is a high honor for my son to serve. I am a proud mother.” She gestured to her comrades. “But the kidnappings of the husbands and sons of these women is unacceptable.” 
 
    Amaterasu nodded. “And as my son told you, you will get them back. They are unharmed. If you’d provide us with the names of your missing family members, we would deliver them forthwith.” 
 
    “And we want an explanation. Why did the Kami sweep through Tokyo, wreak havoc, and take all the men and boys?” asked Watanabe-san, drawing her sword and placing it at my throat. “Lore says that to kill a vampire you take their head. I’d be interested in putting that to the test.” 
 
    Amaterasu laughed as though her future plans to have me turn hordes of men into vampires wasn’t now in jeopardy. I had to hand it to her. She didn’t fluster easily. “It was a miscommunication with my underlings for which I am very sorry. You know how hard it can be to lead. If you want something done right, you need to do it yourself. I asked my people to draft an army as tensions were rising with the Yakuza. I had no idea they would go to such extremes.” Amaterasu shook her head indicating she was annoyed and saddened by the events that had taken place. If the Oscars were still a thing, she would have been sure to win a best actress statue for her dramatic performance. My Hana, who had once oozed authenticity, was definitely gone. It made what I needed to do next all the easier. I was free of my bindings and ready. The women who weren’t directly in our entourage, were working their way from our flank to encircle the Kami. Soon the Kami and priests would be surrounded on all sides. We waited for the whistle indicating they were in place. 
 
    “And why do you want the bloodsucker?” asked another in my group, buying more time. I wondered how many more questions we could possibly throw at Amaterasu before she grew irritated or started to suspect something was amiss. 
 
     “That, my dear, is an interesting question,” said Amaterasu, walking forward with her arms low and her hands spread wide, as if we were unaware her hands were deadly weapons she could use to lay us all dead. The line of women in front of me parted as Amaterasu approached and stopped a foot away from where I stood with Watanabe-san’s sword to my neck. “You see, this vampire used to be my daughter.” Amaterasu reached out to fondle my red hair and giggled. “Adopted, obviously. It happened after the Rift. She was an orphan. I only wish to have my daughter back.” She turned from me to address the group at large. “I know she’s dangerous, but she’s still my daughter. I will keep her on the Mount and safely away from the city. You are mothers, so I’m sure you understand.”  
 
    Around me, the entourage turned sour like spoiled milk. It was nearly instantaneous. “You said you’d never lie to us,” someone seethed under their breath.  
 
    I couldn’t reply without giving away our collusion. I hadn’t lied. Maybe I’d omitted some information, but that wasn’t the same as a lie. Amaterasu was not my mother, nor had she ever been. Amaterasu was not Hana. I would not hesitate to end her and free my friends from her tyranny.  
 
    Watanabe-san eyeballed me, one brow popped up in a question. I shook my head almost imperceptibly trying to convey everything they needed to know—stick to the plan, I’m on your side, nothing’s changed, this isn’t a trap. Please believe me. 
 
    My stomach dipped as I saw the future I wanted in jeopardy. I needed to hold on. I couldn’t let this happen. Think, V, think. 
 
    The sword held at my neck pierced skin as Watanabe-san’s arm shook, her fear mounting. Women surrounding me in the innermost circle took a step back. The sword cut deeper as I began to speak, but I had no other option. I needed to explain myself. “She is not my mother.” I laughed, glaring at Amaterasu. I paused to spit, showing my disgust. “A young witch named Hana was my mother. Amaterasu lives inside her body now, but the mother I knew is gone, replaced by this corrupted Kami trying to sweet talk you into believing her lies.” 
 
    Behind Amaterasu and her own entourage, I picked up the faintest rustle of feet on fallen leaves. The second wave of our army was almost into position. I just needed to hold it all together for a few more moments until that whistle sounded. 
 
    “Do you want to know why Amaterasu really needs me back?” I asked the women while maintaining eye contact with Amaterasu. I wanted to goad her into revealing her true self to the women. Sure, Watanabe-san and the rest of the women knew the real reason why I was needed, but Amaterasu wasn’t aware of their knowledge and wouldn’t want it revealed. It would ruin her standing, and because of her use of glamours, I knew that image and power was everything to her now. 
 
    Amaterasu’s face turned stony as she raised her hands. Her long fingers caressed my throat without actually touching me, ready to squeeze. “She wants to make an…”  
 
    My voice cut out.  
 
    My army gaped at me as I struggled to breathe. With everything in me, I wanted to claw at the invisible grasps on my throat with my unbound hands, but that would give us away.  
 
    I choked. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    Tiny, pitiful squeaks escaped. 
 
    And then came an ear-piercing blast…the whistle. 
 
    Watanabe-san hesitated for a second while studying me.  
 
    I lived a whole life in that one second. Past, present, and future. I saw my childhood in Georgia, our brief time in Tokyo before the Rift, Hana, Juro, my rebirth into a vampire, Juro’s death, Midori, Kol, the library, meeting Kenshin for the first time, our possible futures. I saw it all. I couldn’t change the past. The future was yet to come. But what future would it be? 
 
    My eyes pleaded with Watanabe-san. Please. Please. To infinity and beyond…please. 
 
    For another very long second, I thought I had lost her, but then she winked. “Kami only,” she screamed, pulling the gun from inside her coat. The rest of the group did likewise as I dropped the ropes behind me, ripped off the collar, and launched myself at Amaterasu. 
 
    Women flooded out of the woods with blood-curdling war cries. 
 
    Bullets flew.  
 
    Mothers called for their sons and daughters to join them in the fight. 
 
    Amaterasu was only a few feet away, but before I could reach her, she flung me back twenty feet. I landed with a thump that knocked the wind out of me. 
 
    The entire scene was chaos.  
 
    Kami fell. 
 
    Members of my army dropped as Kami used their magic.  
 
    It only took the fall of a few women for Tokyo’s sons and daughters to join their mothers in the brawl. There’s nothing quite like the bond between a mother and child.  
 
    Reunited, the women fell back into more protected positions behind rocks and trees where they could be partially protected from the Kami’s magic.  
 
    A bolt of lightning hit inches from where I struggled to my feet. Amaterasu was just as powerful as before, if not more so. A direct attack from me wasn’t going to work. Seeing my unplanned flight through the air and my not so graceful landing, Watanabe-san fired at Amaterasu from where she and Akemi stood behind a tree. 
 
    It was a great idea. Weakening Amaterasu would give me a fighting chance, but none of the bullets reached her. They fell to the ground only inches away. The other Kami, thankfully, didn’t appear capable of protecting themselves in this way. Many had already fallen.  
 
    In retaliation for Watanabe-san’s insolence, Amaterasu ripped the tree they were hiding behind from the ground by its roots. The massive tree must have been four feet wide and thirty feet tall. Everywhere around us the earth shook as she wrenched it free.  
 
    I didn’t see what happened next, but hoped Akemi and Watanabe-san scrambled away and found new cover. Using the distraction they provided to my advantage, I disappeared into the woods and raced around the edge of the battle, preparing for another attack on Amaterasu, this time from behind.  
 
    Screw honor. Amaterasu didn’t deserve it. 
 
    I wanted victory.  
 
    So focused on my intent, I was nearly at my new point of attack when a blur of speed caught my attention. Kenshin fell into stride beside me. “The men are released. They will be here in moments. Would you like a hand with Amaterasu?” 
 
    I wanted to say no. If I had been a character in a movie, I would have, selfishly thinking this was my battle alone. But this was no movie, and our chances for victory increased exponentially with Kenshin at my side. Like brains, two vampire fighters were better than one. “Yes,” I said, grinding to a halt and crouching low to assess the scene. 
 
    There was blood…everywhere, but I was different now and could ignore it. I grabbed Kenshin’s hand to steady him. “I am fine,” said Kenshin, knowing my concerns. “Several of father’s men offered me their blood before we breached the compound. I am sated. Stuffed as you might say.”  
 
    I squeezed Kenshin’s hand. He might not need me, but I needed him. He gave me strength.  
 
    We watched as Amaterasu wreaked her havoc, one by one removing the cover from areas where our army hid. She slung boulders as if they were pebbles. Snapped trees like she held a chainsaw. Still, our army unleashed a barrage of bullets.  
 
    “Ready?” I asked, muscles coiled.  
 
    “Ready,” replied Kenshin. 
 
    We launched in synchrony. Right foot, then left, pounding the ground.  
 
    One stride. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Five. 
 
    Almost there. Almost there. 
 
    Friendly fire struck me in the shoulder. 
 
    A magical push from one of the Kami caused Kenshin and I to collide and topple. 
 
    Saving us from disaster, our third army battalion arrived. The Yakuza and Tokyo’s newly freed men leapt into the fray without hesitation.  
 
    Distraction was our weapon. Kenshin and I were on our feet again. We were many, and we were mighty. Hear us roar. 
 
    And roar was what we did, Kenshin and I. Foregoing the last few steps to Amaterasu, we used our vampire strength to catapult towards our goal.  
 
    Too busy being the almighty Sun Goddess, Amaterasu never saw us coming. She held a tree in the air and was maneuvering it into position to do as much damage as possible. One of the strangest phenomenon about being a vampire was having great speed that came coupled with a slowing of surroundings. We could see as much, if not more, of the world than when we were traveling at a normal pace. It was because of this ability that I saw Miikio a split second before we landed atop his mother…ready to kill her. Miikio’s eyes were wide, his hands raised and ready to defend her. His complete focus was on her. There was no time to catch his eye or issue a plea.  
 
    For half a second, the fight was all in Miikio’s hands. If he saved his mother, our advantage was gone. We would not get another chance at a sneak attack. All of Amaterasu’s focus would be on us, and we would lay at her feet ready to be taken. Rather than become slaves to her, we would die. 
 
    I saw no past or future in those milliseconds. Only Miikio, the son of Hana and Juro. I was at his mercy. Having evolved into a fighter, I ached at the realization the contest was no longer in my hands.  
 
    I screamed in rage. 
 
    And then I landed. 
 
    No. We landed. Kenshin and I were in the air one second and atop Amaterasu the next. 
 
    Miikio stood not ten feet away, his hands crackling with lightning.  
 
    It was then, and only then, that his eyes found mine. He stood, paralyzed, as I snapped his mother’s neck. 
 
    The crackling in his hands turned from sparks to thick bolts of lightning arching like a rainbow from one hand to the other.  
 
    His face contorted with rage and sadness. 
 
    I grabbed Kenshin and yanked us out of the way of Miikio’s next strike, but it never came. Instead, Miikio slammed it into the ground at his feet. The boom echoed far and wide as Miikio fell to his knees, a blue haze of electricity crackling around him. “Stop!” His voice resembled a magical megaphone. Between the minor earthquake he’d just caused and his commanding voice, the battle ground to a halt, the Kami heeling to his command now that Amaterasu was dead. “Stop,” he repeated as if not seeing everyone had obeyed the first time. “Stop. Stop. Stop. Stop. Stop. I said Stop—” 
 
    I crawled over to Miikio. Tiny sparks zapped me as I reached for his arm. “It’s okay.” I gestured to the battlefield where everyone…Kami, priests, and townsfolk alike…stood unmoving. “Everyone has stopped. Amaterasu is dead. Tokyo’s men are free. It’s over, thanks to you.” 
 
    “Is it, really?” he asked, his head swiveling to take in the scene of carnage.  
 
    I knew what he meant. The battle was over, but what came next? Everything we knew about the order of life in District 12 had been destroyed. It was the day of the Rift all over again. The world we understood was gone and in its place stood something undiscovered. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    I was still battered and bruised when I woke with a yawn five days later, but I couldn’t have cared less. I’d slept in my own cozy bed with Midori and Kol nestled in their own rooms not far away. Instead of six o’clock at night, my normal waking time for more than a decade, it was six in the morning. Pushed out into the daylight in search of Midori, I’d grown accustomed to the sun’s radiant glow and found I quite enjoyed it. Tokyo was still in ruin with crumbling buildings, cracked streets, and a concerning radiation problem, but its people were not broken. Quite the opposite, they gleamed strong and vibrant. With the Kami out of power, we were all trying to find our new place in the order of things, including the remaining Kami, and I wanted to take that journey along with the community. The Kami had burned their fortress on the Mount and had come down into Tokyo proper and the surrounds seeking to integrate. Thanks to Miikio’s bold move during the battle, the hostility towards the Kami wasn’t as high as it might have been, but their journey to redemption wouldn’t be easy by any means.  
 
    The library wouldn’t open for another two hours, so I padded down the hallway in my pajamas and found Midori and Kol curled up on a sofa, reading books. “Wow, you’re up even earlier than yesterday. Who are you and what have you done with my friend?” said Midori, smiling. 
 
    “I have a date with Kenshin. Apparently, he has some big surprise in store for me.” 
 
    “You two are adorable,” she said, clapping her hands together. “I want to hear all about it.” 
 
    Kol made a retching sound, his face twisting in disgust. “Yuck.” 
 
    Midori biffed him upside the head then pulled her son close to hug and kiss him. He squirmed. “I’m going to remind you of this moment in a few years when your hormones kick in.” She turned to face me. “Thank you for this. It feels so good to be home.” 
 
    Midori had said something to the same effect every day since we’d returned. “That’s the last time you’re going to thank me, okay?” I said. 
 
    Midori shook her head and grinned wickedly. “Nope. Not a chance.” I was turning to continue on into the kitchen when Midori added, “When do you think you’re going back into the radiation zone? I have a growing list of items people would like to find.” 
 
    I didn’t respond right away, thinking over my meditations of the last five days. “I’m considering a new career path.” 
 
    “Oh?” asked Midori and Kol in unison. 
 
    “I thought I might teach self-defense to the women in the community and maybe volunteer at the school.” 
 
    Midori jumped out of her seat and dashed over to give me a hug. “That sounds truly fantastic. No one is better equipped to teach history than you.” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything about teaching history,” I said, hugging her back nonetheless. 
 
    “That’s what you’re going to do though,” said Midori, stepping back. “I have no doubt. We must learn from our mistakes lest we repeat them. We need this and—” Midori clapped her hands over her mouth. “Speaking of history, I forgot that Miikio dropped something off for you last night.” She held up a hand telling me to wait and disappeared into the main library. 
 
    Coming back a minute later, she gave me the old leather-bound journal I’d passed off as the second spellbinder. “Miikio wanted you to have this back. He says it holds power and is meant for you.” 
 
    I laughed. “Sometimes I wonder about that kid’s magical abilities. How much power could an old, empty journal hold?” 
 
    Midori waggled her eyebrows. “Time will tell, dear sister.” 
 
    My heart leapt at the word sister, and I remembered the Polaroid camera. It was scuffed and scratched but somehow had made it through our adventures. I’d found it among the treasures at the Mount that were removed before the burning. The same treasures that now littered the library waiting to find their perfect place. In thanks, many of Tokyo’s men were building display shelves and pedestals. Soon the building would be both a library and a museum. I told Midori and Kol to stay right where they were and dashed off to get the camera. 
 
    “We’re going to take a family photograph,” I said as I re-entered the room.  
 
    “We’re in our pajamas, and my hair is a mess,” protested Midori. 
 
    I grabbed her hand before she could smooth down her hair. “Bed head will make it more authentic.” 
 
    “Well, how are we all going to fit in the picture?” she asked, hands on hips. 
 
    “We’ll squish.” 
 
    “Or you could let me take the photo,” said Kenshin, ambling into the room looking devastatingly handsome.  
 
    “Perfect”. 
 
    Kenshin snapped three pics of our trio, one for each of us, then Midori returned the favor for Kenshin and I. Using a glue derived from fish, I pasted both photos in the journal Miikio dropped off, writing My Family over the photo of Midori and Kol, and My Love over the shot of Kenshin and I. Maybe I would use the journal now that I had a bounty of good things to report. 
 
    Kenshin followed me to my room to stow the book and camera and swept me up in his arms as soon as I placed the items safely on my shelves. In one graceful move, he had me on the bed and was nuzzling my ear. “God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered. “Inside and out.” 
 
    “Even with my bed head and morning breath?” I questioned. 
 
    “Even with.”  
 
    “And what about that other thing?” 
 
    Kenshin found my mouth for a long, deep, lingering kiss before whispering, “I can wait as long as you need.” He laughed. “We have eternity, after all.” He slid his hand down my thigh. “Besides, I’m enjoying all the build-up.” 
 
    “You’re wonderful,” I told him. 
 
    “I know,” he deadpanned before sticking out his tongue and crossing his eyes. 
 
    I giggled uncontrollably. “What about that surprise you had for me?”  
 
    Kenshin popped onto his knees and pulled me to a sitting position. “Oh, that. Don’t get too excited. It’s nothing special.” 
 
    His impish grin, however, told me the exact opposite was true. 
 
    I dragged him off the bed. “Let’s go.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    “What do you think the surprise is?” Kenshin led me by the hand down the front steps of the library.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure it’s either diamonds, a kitten, or a book,” I joked. 
 
    “Wrong on all fronts.” His stride was bouncy and quick. “It’s way cooler than diamonds.” 
 
    “I should hope so after all this build-up.” I noticed Emiko, an older woman I’d fought alongside and returned her wave. She beckoned us over. “You’re looking well. Having your daughter back agrees with you.” 
 
    “It does,” replied Emiko, clapping her hands together in delight. “Wait one moment. I have something for you inside the house.” She returned a few minutes later and bowed as she presented me with a handwoven textile, showing a red-haired woman flying through the air, a dragon behind her. “My daughter and I just finished it. It is our vision of the red ghost. Please accept it with our gratitude.” 
 
    I ran my hand over the fine fabric. The gift was precious but far too much. Yet, not to accept it would be rude. “It’s gorgeous,” I replied, bowing in return. I vowed to live up to and exceed Emiko’s expectations of me.  
 
    With hugs and promises of a return visit, Kenshin and I proceeded down the street. We hadn’t gone one full block before being called over by someone else, and it kept happening—Hachi, Kirika, Jona, Kana, Hisa, Maiya. We spent time talking with each one as they gifted me a textile showing their vision of the red ghost. In some of the homemade designs, I was a sword-wielding samurai like Tomoe Gozen…in others, I was a dragon or a fox. In all, I was a warrior.  
 
    “Is this your surprise?” I asked, after leaving Maiya’s house with another beautiful tapestry, my arms precariously full. 
 
    “Nope,” said Kenshin, taking my load. “If I’d known, I would have suggested you bring your old hood. I love that you’re being embraced by the community, but I’m dying to show you my own surprise.” 
 
    We quickened our pace and turned down a side street. Upon reaching a vacant green space with nothing but grass and bare sakura trees, Kenshin wrapped my gifts in his jacket and set them on the ground.  
 
    He gently took my hand and pulled me towards the tree. “You carved our initials into a dead tree?” I asked, half joking. 
 
    “No, but I like the idea.” 
 
    “Where is it?” I spun in a circle looking for the big surprise. 
 
    Kenshin held my shoulders and positioned me back to face the tree. “Look closer.” 
 
    And that’s when I saw it. Dozens of tiny pink buds. I inched closer, lowering a branch for a better look, worried that what I might be seeing was a mirage. “It’s amazing,” I said, turning to Kenshin. I jumped into his arms and showered him with kisses. “It’s the best surprise ever. How did you know I loved the sakura trees so much?” 
 
    “Our shared visions, of course. The other trees have them, too,” he said, twirling us around.  
 
    “What do you think it means?” 
 
    “Today is a good day and tomorrow might be even better.” 
 
    “I think you might be right,” I said, lowering my lips to meet his. As I sank closer to him, into the kiss, the last part of me that had held onto the past, cracked and thawed. My fear evaporated and the weight holding me down disappeared. Poof. “I’m ready,” I whispered. 
 
    “Hmmm?” he questioned, nuzzling my neck. 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    Finally catching on to what I was saying, Kenshin jerked back. “You’re ready, ready?” 
 
    I nodded, a girlish giggle rising from deep within. 
 
    He grinned and twirled me around again. 
 
    After one final look at the blooming sakura trees, we mostly walked, sometimes jogged, back to the library and my waiting bedroom. We traveled only side roads and alleyways. Our luck had turned. No one stopped us along the way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Acknowledgements 
 
      
 
    Much gratitude to Rebecca Hamilton for putting together the Berkhano Vampire series and allowing me to be a part of it and to Sarah Templeton for donating her spot to me.  
 
    A huge thank you goes to Kathy Lapeyre for your awesome editing skills and to Rebecca Frank for the incredible cover. 
 
    And finally, a huge hug and thanks to my family—Mom, Dad and Zac—love you lots and thank you, thank you, thank you for being so supportive! 
 
    


 
   
  
 cover.jpeg
TIFFANYaWWAYN E

T@KY@’S:» A sT

VAIPIRE
he

THE BERKATI® VAIMPIRE COLLECTION

Division 12






