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Chapter 1


          

          
            Cage

          

        

      

    

    
      “You must eat something,” Morning-Star encouraged.

      “I’m not hungry,” came Rachel’s empty reply. She clutched at her stomach beneath the blanket and bit down on her lower lip, staving off the groan of hunger that threatened to expose the truth. She didn’t know how much longer she could hold out on tea or the occasional slice of fruit she had somehow managed to shove in her mouth when no one was looking since the night of her fateful abduction. Though her body ached for nourishment, her heart longed for a different kind of fulfillment, now lost.

      Morning-Star set down the steaming bowl of soup atop a lacquered tray and veered back on tabi socked feet. The earthy scent of the miso stirred the atmosphere between the two women, tempting one and saddening the other.

      “I beg you, Rachel-san. If you continue this way, your body will give out.”

      Rachel turned away, the shadow of shame tinting her dark brown eyes, as she traced the rose-quartz sunset outside her window with an empty gaze. A false sun in a fake world. An illusion-scape of Thoma’s design that obeyed no earthly rules save for what he wanted, and now, in his fantasy world, it was approaching night. She wound a hand out from beneath the blanket she had swaddled herself in since she had been thrust into an ancient world to count the span of days. One. Two. Three. Four. Possibly five days since she had been dragged away from the Ancient’s Palace, kicking and screaming. Desperate to undo what she had done to the man she loved while Thoma laughed, dragging her through a dimensional portal.

      He wasted no time in reminding her that she belonged to him now and that sooner or later she would bend to his will. It was his promise of things against her will that set her to spiral into a place she imagined would simply swallow her whole. There was no way back to the Ancient’s Palace, to Auntie Chen, to the bright lights of Chicago—the city she called home. Now she was prisoner to a creature from an ancient world whose every whim was the law of the land.

      “You think I care what happens to me now?” Rachel questioned hollowly.

      “I think you care a great deal. You are afraid, and I understand how you must feel truly, but know that your situation will improve.”

      Rachel laughed as she shifted back and forth under the blanket. “You can’t begin to know how I feel, Morning-Star, so please, don’t pretend that you care about me. As far as I am concerned, you are just as guilty as to the how and why I’m here, and you know it. So, take your food and fake sympathy and get out.”

      Morning-Star raised an artful snowy brow to gauge the young woman her Lord Husband intended to bring into their fold from the modern world. A part of her connecting the reasons why he had taken such a sudden interest in a human woman from the West to start with. She was spirited, strong, beautiful, and a conduit for underworld magic of which she suspected her husband was eager to make use of for his own gain. The poor girl was little more than a beautiful ornament. She had every right to feel slighted, but there was nothing to be solved by wasting away, giving in to despair and death when she still had a life yet to live.

      “Very well,” Morning-Star concluded and pushed away from the floor, leaving the tray of food behind, “do as you will, but know that I spoke out against this, in bringing you here. But, as you are here now, you are under my charge. My care. I will see to it as much as is within my power to see to your protection.”

      Rachel scoffed. “Protect me? Why not just let me go?”

      Morning-Star sighed. “I am sorry, but that is not within my power.”

      “Hmm. Like I said before, you are just as guilty for keeping me here in this cage against my will.”

      “I am very sorry you see it that way,” Morning-Star continued sadly.

      “No. You’re not. If you were, you would find a way to get me out of here,” Rachel ushered back.

      “I am not your enemy, Rachel-san.”

      “Well, you’re not my friend, either. I thought I could trust you once, but now I know you are just like Thoma. Though what it is that bastard wants from me, I still don’t know.”

      Morning-Star turned her milky eyes away, and Rachel caught the silent deflection, a defeat of sorts, and slowly pushed away from the low windowsill.

      “But you do know, don’t you, why he brought me here?”

      Morning-Star nodded.

      “If you are any kind of ally to me, Morning-Star, then spill it.”

      “Very well,” Morning-Star finally whispered after a moment of quiet reflection. “If you want the truth, then I shall enlighten you. My Lord Husband is a collector of precious things, of finery and rarities. Silks, jewels, gold, silver, beautiful women, and above all magic. He was fulfilling an obligation by accepting a seat at council with the Society of Ancients … that is until he heard the truth about your Nogitsune’s sword, further sparking his interest. Just another ancient relic to add to his collection. It was the sword that attracted him first. However, once your connection to the blade was revealed, coupled with Nobu’s report, of your command to conjure the dead—well, I am afraid that only added to his already budding fascination and piqued his interest.”

      “He attacked me on more than one occasion.”

      “Nobu?” Morning-Star inquired.

      Rachel nodded and traced the bruise across her lower lip where Nobu had struck her when trying to flee his abduction.

      “I see, did he hurt you?”

      “Not the first time, no, because I got the better of him.”

      “Rachel-san, I warn you Nobu is fiercely loyal to my husband. He is cruel and cunning, so you would be wise to keep your guard around him at all times.”

      “You still haven’t told me what Thoma wants.”

      Morning-Star sighed, her milky eyes briefly fluttering shut, while she prepared to continue. The weight of the knowledge a burden she had no desire to share. Eyes wide, she stepped closer to Rachel to meet her hollowed gaze head on, ready to reveal all she knew.

      “He wants what strange power you have. That is all I can say.”

      “What?” Rachel questioned, near incredulous.

      “As I said before, my husband is a collector of rarities, and you are such a thing to him. I saw it for myself at the Ancient’s Palace what you are capable of, and it is a dark and dangerous gift you command. My Lord Husband intends to take possession of it from you for his own purpose.”

      “But how? Why?” Rachel whispered in question.

      “That, I cannot say. It is not my place to tell you, but soon, you will know.”

      “Then we’re right back to where we started, Morning-Star, and you prove my point.”

      Morning-Star shook her head. “I insist that I am not your enemy.”

      “And I know you’re not my friend, either.”

      “Such awesome power you wield,” Morning-Star lamented more to herself than to Rachel then turned to face the young woman, a flicker of fear in her milk white eyes, “yet curious that you have not utilized it to escape this place that is your prison not once since your capture here. I would ask⁠—”

      “I can’t,” Rachel whispered as emotion cracked her voice, and her eyes glinted with unshed tears.

      Morning-Star simply nodded and glanced over her shoulder to watch the sliding panel door as a slight noise caught her attention, eyes narrowed in suspicion. The moment passed, and a stony silence assured her that it was perhaps just imagination that struck her wandering attention.

      “Believe me, I have thought about it,” Rachel continued. “It’s all I think about, but I can’t after what I did to him. It makes me sick to my stomach. I can still remember what it felt like to pull him through,” she said and clasped her arms over her chest hard. “I can still see his face. The look in his eyes … all of it. Whatever it is I have now, this gift, it’s a curse. So, I can’t do it again. I can’t use it against anyone or anything. Do you understand? So, if your precious husband wants it, he can sure as hell have it because I don’t want anything else to do with it.”

      Morning-Star’s eyes narrowed, and her voice sharpened. “No, you must not say such a thing.”

      “What difference does it make? Maybe he will let me go once he has it,” Rachel concluded.

      “No. He won’t. He intends to keep you and will never let you go.”

      Rachel processed the elder woman’s remarks in disbelief for a moment then turned in on herself, clutching her chest, babbling incoherently the nightmare of Atsuhiko’s betrayal while under Thoma’s influence. Auntie Chen’s fate was still unknown.

      Morning-Star stood by solemnly and watched the young woman devolve into a pool of regret and loss. The sad truth of her actions, her confinement, of her future, revealed it was best to let her alone with it. To absorb the truth in her own fashion before the end came for which there was no escape. The soft swish of silk across the tatami floor followed Morning-Star as she headed for the room’s entrance, her hand hovering above the wooden checkered slat when she turned back to gaze at the young woman from a modern era whose heart had surely shattered. How she longed to let her go, but it was not within her power, and it was foolish to entertain such an idea, for she would never get far before Thoma’s hound Nobu tracked her down. Morning-Star slid the slatted door open and stepped out into the narrow cedar scented hallway then turned back.

      “You should live for him. The man you loved, the man you lost. Live for him.”

      Rachel turned hard swollen tear streaked eyes at Lord Thoma’s first wife as though the graceful woman had just uttered the greatest offense. Morning-Star did not need to say his name. It was quite clear to whom she was referring, and his name resounded in her mind non-stop. Hot tears flooded her vision. A slight blink unleashed the flood to course down her face in unbroken streams to pool at her chin. A slow pit pat followed as one by one the discarded tears struck the tatami mat like the prospect of rain on an otherwise sunny day.

      “Just leave. There’s nothing you can do for me,” Rachel muttered through her tears.

      “As you wish, but you should know that Lord Thoma intends to call upon you tonight at court. I will return before that time to make certain you are ready to receive him.”

      Rachel’s stomach hollowed at the mention of the Celestial Lord or what he had planned as Morning-Star’s proclamation that he would never let her go dug deep, and the rolling fear returned that she would never get back home to the place where she belonged, to the people she loved, and remain his prisoner forever.

      The wooden door clacked shut, and the shadowy shape of a child appeared in a drab moth-eaten kimono. His hollow eyes were sunken and dark endless pools of sorrow. Rachel turned toward the boy ghost, teeth clattering from the bitter cold emanating from where the boy stood, to meet his limitless gaze that sought for the fulfillment of a single promise she could no longer uphold.
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      Grains of dirt and the sour taste of ash filled his mouth as the world and sensation came back into focus. He spit out the foul mixture as it settled against his tongue. His stomach heaved as tendrils of earth and grime slid down the back of his throat, and he wretched at the brackish taste. He dug into frozen earth with clawed hands and dared to force his wearied body upright, out of the stream-bed, but the strain was too great, and he collapsed back into the dirt whence he came. He cleared his throat, a painful affair, as the muddy taste of the stream-bed overpowered him once again, and he lost the contents of his stomach. A series of desperate dry heaves wracked him until he was left as empty as a barren desert. The sudden attack sapped his strength as he lay defeated in the mud, somewhat comforted by the solidity while his head continued to spin in agony. Strands of his glossy black hair, filthy and caked with dirt, obscured emerald eyes like a curtain to hide his pitiful state from the world, and he was grateful. He rolled over in the mud to lay on his side as the slight scent of firewood drifted on the wind. Fresh cut and pungent, mixed with the salty scent of human sweat and in that moment, he knew that his sorry broken state had likely been discovered.

      “Father! I see him! He’s over here!” a girl’s voice rang innocently from the edge of the snowy forest’s edge, and Atsuhiko braved to lift his head, but the pulsing throb behind his eyes brought him right back down. The urge to lay eyes upon another living soul suddenly all consuming. That part of him that remembered what it was like to be human delighted at the prospect in the kindness of strangers and a means out of his unpleasant situation. The promise of a warm bath, a change of clothing, the quiet comfort of a crackling fire, and tea set his mind to simple pleasures. But there were greater stirrings within that over-shadowed the simplicity of mortal comforts, and he didn’t want to ignore it. A gnawing hunger of his Nogitsune self that was roused and near insatiable. Emerald eyes flickered crimson at the edge of control, and his mouth gaped wide with the promise of the girl’s approach. She was so close now.

      “Careful, Rin, do not get so close,” a cautious male voice erupted from the forest thicket.

      Atsuhiko’s lip curled in distaste as a second set of footsteps trod closer, snapping several fallen tree branches in the process, in a hurry to reach the frozen riverbed first. He lifted his head again, finding the strength, and braved a glimpse of the girl’s father. The hazy image of a man appeared in his vision to dance back and forth like heat from a blazing stove top. He fought to keep his eyes open to gain control of his perception. The woodcutter was of medium build with brawny hands built to grapple with the lumber of his trade. His bald pate suggested that his hair had thinned years ago, leaving his head spotted with moles and prolonged exposure to the sun. No doubt in his youth, he had been formidable, but now the muscles showed little prowess, which suggested that he would likely be easy to overpower should the need to do so arise, and Atsuhiko was confident it would.

      Nearby, the girl, Rin—as she had been called by her father—clicked her tongue defiantly at her father’s warning but kept her distance, content to keep the pitiful armful of forest timber she had collected in hand.

      “Do you think he’s a bandit?” Rin asked her father, a note of excitement in her voice.

      The woodcutter carefully set down his haul of firewood, allowing the thick bulky logs to roll away from him in a neat pile, and secured one in afterthought then approached the frozen riverbed and its sole occupant. “I don’t know. He could be. Bandits are well known to strip their victims and take whatever belongings they carry, and this includes the very clothes on their backs. The gods only know if he’s guilty of such a crime.”

      Atsuhiko almost laughed then caught himself before the sound could erupt from his throat. A bandit, he thought to himself bitterly. So, they think I’m nothing more than just some common roadside thief.

      “He doesn’t appear to be wounded,” Rin continued to scrutinize his condition in a manner that only served to heighten her unspoken fascination, “and he’s not armed, father—no katana. I don’t think he’s a bandit.”

      “Bandits carry katana they’ve stolen,” the woodcutter noted reflexively, much like an expert on an all too familiar subject, as he turned his head this way and that, “but Ronin, on the other hand⁠—”

      “I am no Ronin,” Atsuhiko finally managed to speak up for himself, his voice edged with spite. The sudden eruption of his gravelly voice surprised the father/daughter pair and sent Rin scouring to her father’s side to seek refuge as he had instructed her from the start.

      The woodcutter braved forward. “Who are you?”

      “Where is this place?” Atsuhiko shot back, eager for answers of his own.

      “I asked you first, stranger. Who are you to frighten my poor daughter?”

      Atsuhiko laughed and observed the shivering mouse-faced girl. “She has found her place.”

      The woodcutter gripped the rough bark of the log and narrowed his eyes, not at all deterred by the fallen man’s bravado and lack of good manners. A slight glance at his daughter reminded him that she was the most vulnerable individual in the scenario should the discussion slip from his control. For now, the stranger was fairly amiable, and he wanted to keep it that way; moreover, he felt compelled to set a positive example for his daughter. He turned back to the stranger with a more tranquil expression and evened his tone.

      “You are in the wood, stranger, no different than any other. That is all I can tell you. My daughter saw you stumble into the riverbed and, the concerned person that she is, feared for your well-being, so we came to help you. Be you a bandit, then, if not a Ronin?”

      Atsuhiko grimaced at the distasteful comparisons. “I am neither.”

      “A samurai?” Rin whispered slightly, and her eyes widened in wonder.

      “Hai,” Atsuhiko confirmed.

      “I see,” the woodcutter noted, and his grip on the log loosened, a modicum of respect surfacing. “Then what has become of your honor, samurai, that led you here to this forgotten part of the wood?”

      “It is a long and sad story,” Atsuhiko remarked.

      “Hmm,” the woodcutter noted, and an awkward silence stretched between the two men.

      The temperature dropped, and an icy wind skirted barren treetops. The first dizzying snowflakes of the evening wound out of the gray sky to blanket the muddy riverbed. Atsuhiko shied away from the crisp air to shield his chest and curled the length of his aching body into an almost fetal position. Biting cold seeped through an opening in his robe reminding him that he was ill prepared for deep winter.

      “The hour grows late,” the woodcutter quietly remarked more to himself then stepped away from the riverbed and began gathering the scattered logs that had been the day’s haul. The girl, Rin, kept her gaze locked on Atsuhiko with warm sympathy in her eyes, daring to offer comfort from where she stood but frozen in place by her father’s edict. Her dark eyes swelled in pity as she shivered against the frigid cold and followed in step behind her father to leave the tiny clearing and the withered samurai along with it.

      “Father, we can’t just leave that man to the cold,” she began.

      “How like your mother you are. Such pity for those souls who are less fortunate. It is admirable, but we cannot help that man. We have room enough in our cottage for the two of us alone, and there is far less food stocked this winter than the last. How will we see him back to good health if we can barely feed ourselves?”

      Rin thought about it then shrugged. “We will find a way, father. Please! That man will die!”

      “He is as good as dead already, and did you see his eyes? Very strange sort.”

      “That is not an answer, father. Please?”

      The woodcutter mumbled under his breath. “Rin, he is not a sick dog, but a man grown. He could be dangerous, as dangerous as any wild animal stalking these woods. I want to keep you safe.”

      Rin turned back toward the riverbed to find Atsuhiko still lying there. He somehow managed to crawl out of the muddy riverbed, tracking the filth along with him, but he was still as listless as when they had first discovered him. His wild black hair, so long it could have touched his hips, fanned out around him like a train of night, making her shiver despite her own assurances. Then she saw him peer up at her from beneath the dark train of hair to plead at her with beguiling emerald eyes. She blinked, and his eyes softened, becoming less intense than at first glance. She was spellbound. She couldn’t help the feeling that he needed their help, sorely needed it, and she wouldn’t relent until her father sanctioned her good will.

      “He told us he was samurai. If that is so, then maybe his liege lord will be grateful for his safe return. There could be a reward, and then we could stock more food for the winter.”

      The woodcutter stopped and turned to face his daughter. “How cunning you have become in your eighteen years on this earth, my daughter. I would say you are just as cunning as any politician at the emperor’s palace.”

      Rin beamed with pride and cradled the firewood against her chest. “Then we help him?”

      The woodcutter nodded after a long pause, still torn by his own decision but convinced in some manner by his daughter’s clever insight. A few generous coins from a grateful daimyo could only benefit their household, maybe even see them placed in service to the grateful lord. There would never be another threadbare winter surviving on scraps and living hand to mouth. He quietly set down the misshapen logs amidst the falling snow and returned to the dark-haired stranger, keeping a wary eye on him from across the distance.

      “The gods are looking out for you, stranger,” the woodcutter noted.

      Atsuhiko took advantage of the moment to garner more sympathy, to exaggerate his foul condition and wretchedness. Forcing the spasm at first, he then succumbed as the real thing erupted, and he lost the remainder of his stomach’s contents for all the world to see along with a dark patch of blood. The heavy crunch of snow underfoot caught his attention as the woodcutter approached.

      The woodcutter lowered to one knee. Atsuhiko blinked through a mirage of images while the woodcutter turned his near lifeless body over. Rough hands gripped along his shoulders, drawing him up from the forest floor much like the heavy boughs of lumber the woodcutter was already intimately familiar with as the tools of his chosen trade.

      The world turned upside down as a sense of weightlessness overcame him, making his stomach lurch, and he slumped rather helplessly over the woodcutter’s broad shoulder. He spied the woodcutter’s daughter in a passing glance. She was smiling, trusting, and his eyes dipped to crimson in a manner so brief, so quick, even he could have imagined it. She had pitied him, begged her father to show mercy, something he would be incapable of returning as the darker half of his soul crept toward the light. To crave her mortal soul and he knew, deep down, before the light of the new day dawned, he would.
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      The grim light from the Ding cast a series of shadows along the ceiling inside the Jade Dragon Antique Shop. The contents of the cauldron swirled about like the beginnings of the universe. A mixture of black, red, blue, and royal purple danced together in a kaleidoscope of vivid color, and within the depths, there was a world unknown.

      Sally Chen gripped the edge of the mahogany desk, a sigh escaping as she concentrated on the object of her quest and hoped that this time … This time, she would find a doorway. A connection point from the world of flesh and blood into a world of dreams and illusion. To find Lord Thoma, the Celestial Fox who had taken something very precious from her in the form of a young woman near and dear to her heart as the granddaughter she never had and whom she might never see again.

      At least, not without a fight.

      But the swirling blaze of colors in the Ding refused to offer a glimpse of the Celestial Lord’s hidden world, and once again, she cursed his name. A shifting figure in the cramped office space caught her attention reminding the shopkeeper that she was not alone, and with great reluctance, she tore her sleep worn eyes away from the depths of the Ding to face a young woman who was equally as important to her as the mortal she feared lost.

      “Is there something troubling you, Masami?” Chen asked as she pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. The high-backed leather chair creaked under the subtleness of her weight as she veered back against the puffed coffee stained cushions.

      “It’s almost midnight, and you’ve been at this for hours. Give it a rest,” Masami huffed.

      “Oh, I hadn’t noticed the time,” Chen noted in an afterthought then edged back toward the desk, blindly reaching for the edge of the table in the dark. Her hand slipped along the edge, and her whole body jerked forward out of control for an instant as she rushed to correct her balance at the last possible moment. She had been within inches of colliding with the three-pronged bronzed cauldron atop the desk and realized the near miss in a moment of clarity. She muttered embarrassment under her breath then attempted the gesture again with more focus and returned her grip alongside the desktop. A hiss of discomfort accompanied her next move as she closed her eyes, briefly fighting back a wave of exhaustion that had somehow escaped her will to control.

      “Look at you. You can hardly sit up straight. Stop this already,” Masami scoffed.

      Chen turned in her seat, hands firmly gripping the table. The dizzying mystic light from the cauldron cradled her face as she blinked back through the outer rim of darkness to behold her former Herald. Masami, the Jurogumo—or spider woman—crept out of the dark and into the drifting light to face her surrogate mother, revealing a host of arms, seven in all, while an eighth lay tucked close against her body, crippled and gnawed—the result of a nasty encounter with Jiro the Nogitsune. Light from the cauldron made a spectacle of her copper red hair, casting it in a myriad of unnatural fiery shades that traced her tall hourglass shape down to within inches of the floor. Four sets of onyx eyes blinked in unison as she stared down at her elder with unmasked irritation.

      “I will not stop, Masami. Not until I have found Rachel. Why can’t you understand that?” Chen replied, scarcely keeping the raw emotion from her voice. This was not the first of such conversations with Masami on the subject and nor, she suspected, would it be the last.

      “What I understand,” Masami continued quite venomously, “is that you are exhausted. Look at you. Half slumped in your chair, and you can hardly keep your face from falling into that thing on your desk. I don’t even know why you’re still looking. Once Thoma gets what he wants, he takes his sweet time with it, watching, waiting, bent on tearing it down from the inside out. That girl is as good as dead, or at least she’ll wish she was after he gets through with her.”

      Chen’s eyes fluttered closed, her mind filling in an instant with all manner of foul images of savagery, cruelty, and injury. Things she didn’t want to fathom inflicted on an innocent Rachel at the hands of the arrogant fox lord. An uncomfortable silence passed before she found the strength to open her eyes again as the nightmarish images slipped away.

      “See, you can’t even begin to imagine it, what he’s doing to her. You want my advice? Forget about that human girl. She’s caused you nothing but heartache since the moment she came back into your life.”

      “I will not abandon her, Masami, any more than I would abandon you.”

      Masami crossed her arms, a strange display given her tier of limbs. She tapped her left foot on the floor like some irksome teenager, startling Pono and Khan who had taken refuge in their puffy pet bed stationed beside the office door. The guardian lion dogs peered up at the spider woman in open distrust, cocking their heads this way and that, then slowly hunkered down to the bed they shared, keeping the tall red head well within their sights. Chen beamed with a smile, grateful she had their pleasant company to counter Masami’s doom and gloom.

      “When Lord Thoma sought for your head, I spoke out on your behalf. I begged him for mercy, mercy to spare your life. I would do this again, but there is no need to beg that monster for anything. Not anymore. When next I see him, there will be bloodshed.”

      Masami laughed.

      “You do not believe me?” Chen countered.

      “I don’t think you have it in you, so no. The time to have been so vicious has long since passed, and he has already won, you silly old woman. To start with, he has already snatched the Lore District right out from under you or at the very least left it in such a state that it’s not worth going back to for either of us, and you damn well know it.”

      “The Lore District can yet be saved,” Chen began, but her voice faltered.

      “I don’t see how, not with you sitting here. Gazing into that pot, filling it with sorrows, all in hopes that you can find some magical back door into Thoma’s palace. Accept the truth. Rachel is dead. Her Nogitsune is dead. The best we can do, you and I, is to get out of this town as quickly as possible.”

      Chen muttered a curse then continued. “Masami, I have no intentions of running, and I will find Rachel, come what may, even if,” and she paused in painful reflection then continued, “even if she is dead. I will see for myself. I will know. I will bring her back home where she belongs and take full responsibility.”

      “Why? You didn’t curse her.” Masami remarked.

      “Of course not, but it was through these very doors that she found herself connected to this world of spirits and all else. I should have known about that sword from the start. I should have been more⁠—”

      “This is useless. You are many things, Sally Chen, but you cannot undue the past,” Masami noted and suddenly grew very still as though she had just heard her own voice for the first time.

      The statement was not lost on Chen as she followed the unspoken logic of Masami’s meaning through to the end. She was right; there was no undoing the past. Just going forward, no matter what that really meant. But the guilt would not subside. In more ways than one as she watched Masami out of the corner of her eye. Her adopted daughter of sorts and a former Ancient, who had lied to her, betrayed her station, and usurped power, only to be returned to the frightened child she had rescued from a ring of smugglers a lifetime ago.

      Chen returned her attention to the bubbling Ding as swirls of chalky mist erupted over the sides, sending a plume of fog to the floor, coating it in a swampy gas that threatened to engulf the tiny room if she didn’t soon end her search. There just had to be a way inside Thoma’s hidden world, and she would find it, even if it took her from one night into the dawn or several. Giving up was simply not an option she could live with.

      A knock at the shop’s store front broke her concentration and sent Pono and Kahn tumbling from their bed, scrambling to the office door in a furious barking fit. Masami braved back into the cauldrons ring of light to exchange a fretful glance with the shopkeeper as they left unspoken the nature of their late-night guest.

      “Who could that be at this hour?” Masami finally whispered.

      Chen stepped away from the mahogany desk, rising to her feet in one swift motion, then reached for her walking cane, muttering incantations over her shoulder as she moved. The sputtering pot responded from within like a locomotive suddenly robbed of its gust of momentum. The wispy white fog that had spilled over the rim swept back in reverse, crawling up and over the desk’s edge, then crept back inside the Ding. The auric light emanating inside slowly faded, reducing the cramped office space to a cool black.

      “I don’t like this,” Masami hissed as she turned on the light. “It could be some of Thoma’s people.”

      “Perhaps,” Chen noted almost whimsically and shielded her eyes from the sudden eruption of light. She squinted several times, allowing her eyes time to adjust, then focused her attention on the storefront beyond the reach of their present location. “I have placed several protective wards some six blocks deep,” Chen continued, “but Thoma knows well where to find me, and you, too, for that matter. It is no mystery where I conduct my business in the city. But all the same, we must remain cautious of any soul who walks through that front door from now on.”

      Masami cursed under breath, clearly displeased. “I told you we should have left the city already!”

      “Be quiet,” Chen snapped then turned gently toward Pono and Khan. “Here, you two. Calm yourselves and tell me who you see at the door. Go on now. You can do it.”

      The two lion dogs posing under the façade of Pomeranians padded toward the inner office door and plopped down on their respective haunches opposite the other to perfectly mirror their stone counterparts outside the shop. Channeling the essence of yin and yang, each raising a paw in opposition to the other but as one. Their honey gold eyes filled with a mysterious power, turning white hot in an instant as a second sight took them. Auntie Chen blinked back as her eyes adjusted to fill with the same white light, and she narrowed her gaze as though to get a better look at the beyond. A single brow raised in question. Then she exhaled just as Pono and Khan relaxed, returning to themselves, and their second sight receded then faded away. Khan, the male and eldest of the pair, turned toward Chen, cocking his head, then whined in the most peculiar fashion.

      “Human,” Chen finally replied in sure relief.

      “So? Humans can be just as dangerous.”

      “Well, yes,” Chen replied sadly, “but not this one. I don’t think she has any idea what has happened. I doubt she even has knowledge of Thoma at all … or his schemes, but we shall know very soon.”

      “What do you mean? You’re not going to let her in, are you?”

      “Please, stay in this room, Masami.”

      “But why? You just said she was harmless,” Masami continued to complain.

      “Stay here. You might frighten the poor girl, and well, you are not exactly at your best right now to receive anyone. Please just do as I say and keep out of sight,” Chen noted kindly.

      Masami’s mouth hung open at the off handed dismissal then took stock of herself newly exposed under the light. The former Herald turned brothel owner was a frightful mess, her glorious red hair a tangled heap. Her ashen face revealed rosy hues of foundation that had wilted like a flower under the hot midday sun. Dried cherry lip stick clung to her lower lip that had smudged deep into the crease of her mouth. The jade green kimono she wore was half open in front and slunk against her body, revealing a malnourished frame underneath.

      “So, after all that we have been through, when it comes right down to it, you are still embarrassed by me,” Masami accused, and Chen froze, the question unanswered.

      The shopkeeper gently ushered Pono and Khan aside, leaving them behind, as well, as she hobbled for the storefront. Pulling the office door closed until it clicked shut. The main floor of the shop was empty save for three tall rows of shelving filled with everything from formerly prized tea sets to bronzed figurines that had long since lost their luster. Chen cleared her throat as the knock at the front door picked up again, and she rushed to pull the latches free, daring a peek outside as she did so, as though to confirm Khan’s projection all over again. Chen turned the doorknob, and a cacophony of chimes clanged overhead as the door swung open to reveal a tall blonde woman standing alone on the other side.

      “Oh, good, you are still here,” the tall blonde blurted then strode past the old shop keeper into the heart of the shop, headed for the front counter. Her stiletto heels clacked against the old wood flooring, scraping the surface before coming to rest beside the counter and unceremoniously dropping her over laden satchel of a purse beside the register.

      The melodious clang of the chimes died down as Chen closed the door, shaking her head while amazed by the blonde’s attitude, then latched the door, setting every bolt back into place before offering her late-night guest a proper greeting.

      “Good evening, Ms. Celine Belcourt, is it? If I had known you were coming, I would have put the kettle on for tea and made this meeting a bit more official.”

      “You know, Ms. Chen, if you want more patrons, might I suggest you rethink your shop’s location. The property value in this area has to be abysmal,” Celine offered, ignoring her elder altogether.

      Chen laughed then perched her hands atop her walking cane, centering herself. “It is something to consider, thank you. Now how may I help you?”

      “Alright, to the point, then. It’s been almost a solid week, and I haven’t heard anything from Atsuhiko. He and I do run a business together, as you well know. But we are partners, and I need him back at the gallery as soon as possible. I was hoping you could point me in his general direction.”

      Chen’s grip tightened on the cane pommel, and she held her silence.

      “I am sorry to call on you so late, but this is important,” Celine offered, reading the sudden confliction in Chen’s eyes. “I promise to keep this little visit brief, but it’s not like Atsuhiko to vanish so mysteriously and certainly not without telling me how long to expect him to be away.”

      “No, no, of course not. He is far too respectable to do such a thing,” Chen finally responded.

      “Yes, and far too honorable. I know that he came through here on some business with her.”

      Chen’s eyes snapped up at the inflection, and for the first time, she realized there was far more to the tall blonde than was initially revealed in their first encounter. There was a history between Atsuhiko and Celine that she had been fool enough not to have noticed, and she wondered how that was possible, but now it was more than evident from the tone of pure jealousy that Celine Belcourt had feelings for her business partner and perhaps had once shared something of a romance with him before Rachel McKenna had come into his life. The gravity of the situation took on more dimension than she was prepared for as she excused herself and headed for the shop’s front counter, carefully drawing herself up the short staircase, then stopped beside the register, docking the head of her walking cane along the counter rim.

      Celine watched the older woman with suspicion then tapped one of her perfectly manicured nails atop the counter like a spiteful judge with a weighty gavel.

      “Rachel, you mean?” Chen followed, and Celine nodded.

      “Of course. Who else could I be referring to? He told me he was coming here about a week ago to meet with Rachel and you for some secret errand or another, but since then, not a word. Please, just tell me you know where he is because your silence is starting to bother me.”

      Chen’s breath caught as she tried to answer, tried to find the words. But nothing came out. An icy chill slid down her spine as she recalled the handsome gallery owner who had captured the heart of her twenty-something assistant, causing the girl to fall head over heels in love. But he had not been so handsome or serene when last she saw him as he succumbed to Thoma’s influence. A curse? A spell? Whatever it was, it caught Atsuhiko off guard, turning him into the beast she had steadfastly warned Rachel against from the very beginning. How wrong she had been to judge him so, for he genuinely loved Rachel and sought to fulfill his role as Herald in service to her despite initial hesitation. But it was little comfort now as she recalled the reach of his black claws mere inches from her throat or the swing of his katana as he aimed to run her through if not for a bit of her own cleverness in casting a protective shield and in Pono’s quick thinking to drag her away or, worse yet, in Rachels heart wrenching decision between the man she loved or the death of a loved one.

      “Ms. Chen?” Celine questioned.

      Silence.

      “Ms. Chen?” Celine tried again her tone desperate.

      “Y-yes…”

      “Are you alright? Just now, you were trembling.”

      “Oh, pardon. I don’t know what came over me.”

      Celine frowned but backed down for the moment, allowing the older woman her space and time enough to regain her composure before pressing the conversation further, cutting straight to the heart of the matter.

      “I can tell something’s bothering you, and I think you should get it out. Now.”

      Chen shook her head, at the cusp of tears, still trapped under the shadow of her failed coronation where she lost two people nearest to her heart, quite possibly never to see again. Atsuhiko may be dead, indeed, she thought, but Rachel had to be alive somewhere. Surely Thoma won’t have wanted to kill her…

      “I don’t like that look on your face. Where is he? Where is Atsuhiko?”

      Before Chen could answer, the office door behind her cracked open. Pono and Khan came rushing out, growling and barking, making short work of the stairs as they headed for the main floor and thrust themselves at Celine’s feet, sniffing and generally doing what dog’s do with strangers. Scenting she was human, they backed off then headed for the front door and plopped down, their gazes focused on the world beyond.

      The light inside the office toggled off as a dark figure emerged, cloaked just so in darkness. Celine stepped away from the counter in suspicion of this new person whose face she could not equate with any familiarity.

      “I think you should leave now,” the shape from the doorway warned, revealing an airy voice soft and sweet yet filled with empty measure.

      Celine crossed her arms. Pouty ruby red lips pursed, accepting the challenge of sorts. She would not be brushed aside so easily.

      “I don’t know or care who you are, but this matter doesn’t concern you,” Celine scoffed.

      The figure in the doorway laughed. “I disagree.”

      “Who are you?” Celine snapped, rising to the challenge.

      “Masami! Get back! I told you to stay hidden!” Chen cried as she turned to glare over her shoulder.

      Masami kept to the shadows, but she was within a careless step from crossing over the threshold, exposing her true self.

      The briefest flicker of recognition flashed in Celine’s cerulean blue eyes as she edged back to the counter just as Masami crossed out of the dark and into the light to reveal her otherworldly self with a black hearted smile, eight arms and some six rows of ink stained black teeth, without fear of reprisal.

      “You,” Celine all but whispered, “he spoke about you once.”

      Masami’s smile widened, and more of her black needle-like teeth were yet exposed. “My reputation travels this city like a bad word. I’m not surprised you have heard of me. Human. But that’s all rather irrelevant now because you upset my mother.”

      “Excuse me? Your mother?” Celine questioned, near incredulous.

      “Do us all a favor,” Masami continued, “turn around and leave. Humans aren’t wanted here.”

      Chen offered Masami a heated glare, shame and exhaustion written in her eyes at the spider woman’s disobedience and disregard for the gravity of the unfolding scenario. But there was something else peculiar. Celine was hardly thrown off center by Masami’s nightmarish reveal. In that instant, Celine’s reaction, or lack thereof, told her everything she needed to know about the scope of Celine’s knowledge on the arcane.

      “So, then you know about Atsuhiko, about what he is…” Chen remarked.

      “That he is an old-world fox spirit? What the Japanese refer to as a Nogitsune? Is immortal and feeds on human souls to survive? Of course, I know what he is. You are forgetting that he is my business partner. We keep no secrets from one another, at least not one so grand as that.”

      “Oh,” Chen sighed in sudden relief.

      “But you are just as fantastic as Atsuhiko, aren’t you, Ms. Chen? Dragon in disguise. Am I not correct? And that one there … some sort of hybrid spider creature or supposed to be…”

      Masami edged forward, lip curled at the flippant description, but Chen simply held up a hand, and Masami froze mid-step and backed down. “Very good, then,” Chen continued. “From here on out, there need not be any further deception between us women, and we can move forward with a clear understanding.”

      “Good, now that we have all that out of the way, out with it,” Celine remarked, smacking a hand on her hip. “Can either of you two ladies tell me where I can find Atsuhiko?”

      “He’s dead,” Masami happily replied.

      “What?” Celine stuttered, nearly losing her perfectly struck balance.

      Masami smiled. “He’s dead. What part of that don’t you understand?”

      Chen cursed under breath then headed down the short staircase and approached Celine whose blue eyes had already started to well with tears. Thin black trails of mascara threatened smooth white skin as she stood there, dumbfounded by the revelation. Chen reached for the tall blonde, but Celine shied away, tumbling blindly backward, her soft blue eyes darkening.

      “I don’t believe it. I don’t believe you,” she cried.

      “Yet you’re already drawn to tears. You believe it,” Masami sneered back.

      “Masami, that is quite enough! Keep your cruel words to yourself!” Chen corrected the spider woman.

      “No. It’s not true. She’s lying, right?” Celine cried as she studied the old woman, digging into her eyes with a hard stare, needing an answer and soon.

      “Please, just calm down,” Chen replied.

      “Calm? Is what she said true?”

      Chen closed her eyes and nodded, unwilling to drag harsh reality out for longer than necessary. It was already heart-rending enough. The shopkeeper reached for the tall blonde again and this time was able to draw her into an embrace. The whole sordid story of the Lore District spilled forth before she could stop herself. She explained the purpose of the trio’s adventure back to the Lore District and their subsequent encounter with the Society of Ancients and its chief member, the Celestial Fox Lord Thoma. She went on to explain his manipulation of Atsuhiko and how Thoma had used Atsuhiko as a weapon to humiliate her before the whole District. Before the other Ancients while the last detail, the truly painful one, was omitted as her story concluded.

      “It was this Thoma who,” Celine started while wiping her eyes, “who killed him?”

      “Yes,” Chen answered and lowered her eyes.

      “Tell me how he died.”

      “Madness took him in a spell cast by Lord Thoma,” Chen managed, sticking to the truth as much as possible. “The spell went unnoticed until it was too late, and the madness overtook him. He succumbed to the damage it had wrought then he fell in battle … saving our lives.”

      “And his body…where…?”

      “There was no time,” Chen concluded, falling further into the lie.

      “And Rachel … How is she handling this?”

      “I don’t know. Thoma has taken her. We don’t know where she is or how to find her,” Chen finally replied.

      “Then why haven’t you gone after this Thoma?”

      Masami snorted an angry sort of sound as she leaned against the office door frame. “Weren’t you listening, human? We don’t know where to find him. He lives behind a veil of magic in a whole other dimension if that spells it out for you. Besides that, he is very powerful—practically a God. To go after him would require a great deal of power, which we sadly lack right now. So, unless you are personally in possession of some great magic, then I highly doubt you will be of much help. Besides, I think the girl is already dead.”

      Chen turned. “We don’t know that for sure.”

      “Oh, give it up already, mother! She is dead! You should count yourself lucky if Thoma hands over what’s left of the girl, though it won’t be a very pretty sight.”

      Chen forced her eyes shut and waved Masami’s heartless comment away.

      “But you … You haven’t given up on her, have you?” Celine remarked and watched Chen shake her head.

      “I will not abandon Rachel to that monster.”

      Celine straightened while desperately wiping the tears from her eyes and in an instant became more than determined to prove her worth. “Don’t dismiss me so easily, spider woman. I am far more cunning than you might think. I intend to get answers. Atsuhiko was far more than just my business partner…”

      Masami simply pursed her lips and smiled.

      “What will you do Ms. Belcourt?” Chen asked, her question draped in sorrow.

      “I’ll call in a favor or two … or three. I want answers. I want revenge.”

      “Please, with all due respect, you should not involve yourself,” Chen began to explain.

      “Pardon, but you don’t know me very well, Ms. Chen. Atsuhiko was dear to me. My partner in crime and I wouldn’t be standing here today if it weren’t for him, so like it or not, I am involved. I will not stand around and do nothing if the man who hurt him—who killed him—is still out there hiding. I intend to make this Lord Thoma pay, and dearly.  And if by happenstance you find Rachel, then all the better.”

      The tendril of jealousy laced in Celine’s statement caught Chen’s attention as a warning, but she decided not to strain the matter further. “Then go, please, and gather what help you can that we might avenge Atsuhiko’s death together and, if she still lives, save Rachel, too.”

      Celine wiped away the last of her tears then gathered her belongings and, without so much as a backward glance, turned and left the shop. The storefront bells chimed in her wake as Chen followed to reset the locks and latches. Masami leaned over the counter and steepled a set of her long bony fingers together.

      “Interesting … There is a history between that woman and the Nogitsune,” Masami started.

      “Yes,” Chen replied sadly, “I did not know.”

      “It is unbecoming of you to lie, old woman, but I understand why you did it. I would not have wanted to tell her the truth, either, given her relationship with Atsuhiko. But that’s not the worst of it, now is it?”

      “Say what you mean, Masami. I am very tired.”

      “Of course, right to the point, then, if you like. There will be others who come here for answers. Not for the fallen Nogitsune, but for the girl … Rachel. Just how many more lies are you prepared to tell then?”

      Auntie Chen closed her eyes then sank against the storefront door with hardly the will to stand and pondered for the remainder of the night how best to answer that question.
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      Rachel rolled the cracked jade pendent between her thumb and forefinger, the silver chain wound between the valley of her fingers. The poor thing had the worst luck, having already been cracked and repaired at least once before. Only now it had split clean in two, and where the other half was, she didn’t know. The pendent had been a gift from Auntie Chen, a memento for sure, but also a talisman to expose creatures from the supernatural world in all their wicked glory so that she wouldn’t be caught off guard or fall prey. It was like one cruel joke after another, however, that the delicate little pendent imbued with magic continued to fall victim to a bit of rough handling, and now had been reduced to a cracked bauble. All the same, she would keep it. It was the only thing she had left from her own world.

      Not even the clothes on her back belonged to her. They belonged to Lord Thoma. She gripped the pendent close to heart and closed her eyes to focus on Auntie Chen, the old woman who was much like the grandmother she never had and tried with all her might to relay her thoughts, her feelings. More importantly her location, but the pendent lay cold, lifeless, in her hands where once a lifetime ago it had been warm like the sun. After a time, and with no response from within the cold jade stone, she opened her eyes and brushed aside the wave of despair that were her emotions and the hopelessness of her situation that flowed along with it.

      Voices drifted down the hall beyond her room, followed by the swift flurry of feet. She straightened, desperately wiping away tears that had surfaced without her consent just as the sliding paneled door opened and golden lamp light flooded the darkened room. Two figures entered their faces obscured by the halo of light. Rachel shied away, holding a hand over her eyes, a shield from the intrusion of light. The two figures, distinctly feminine silhouettes, edged closer and revealed pale skin, regal midnight hair, and empty faces—no eyes, no brows, no nose, and no mouth. Panic shot through her as the two women approached rather innocently, chittering back and forth between the two of them in some dream speak, as though pondering to each other how odd she was and not at all aware at how odd and utterly unnatural they themselves seemed in the reverse.

      “Stay away from me,” Rachel whimpered, unable to shout or scream as the two women edged closer and closer. A decorative corner vase teetered on its narrow base then crashed to the floor, sending shards every which way as she continued to retreat, left to question her sanity every inch of the way. Had she lost her mind? Did two women just enter her beautiful prison cell of a room without faces?

      One of the women laughed, inquisitively turning her head to the side, then covered the area where her mouth should have been if only to highlight that it was missing or else to seem demure. It sent another wave of panic through Rachel, and she flailed then knocked over what was left of her tea and miso soup. The bowl rolled open faced to the floor, spilling its cold contents like the fan of a painter’s brush.

      Another series of footsteps and whispers skirted beyond the doorway of her room, and the idea that there could be more of the faceless women was terrifying. With nowhere else to go, she found her back wedged against a wall, content to keep the two women well within sight. They had ceased their approach, catching on that perhaps they had gone too far, but their feathery chatter and laughter continued.

      “That is quite enough,” came a familiar voice from the doorway.

      Rachel dared to take her eyes from the women as Morning-Star strode into the room clad in kimono robes of burnt orange, green, and gold. Her powdered white features were highlighted with a combination of the same colors, two squared brush like strikes drawn across both cheeks while a single bold stripe extended from her forehead down to the tip of her nose.

      The two women drew back, falling to their knees in supplication, drawing the slightest weight to the tips of their fingers in a display of pure practiced grace. It was mesmerizing. If not for their terrifying faces, or lack thereof, and shrill chattering, Rachel would have voiced her awe. But for now, she was grateful for the distance as they displayed respect for the lady of the house.

      “I do apologize, Rachel-san, for the disruption, but these two seemed to have gotten a head start. Please don’t be alarmed. They mean you no harm whatsoever.”

      Rachel hazarded a glance at the two in question and simply nodded.

      “It’s okay. They-they didn’t do anything to hurt me. Just scared me but what’s the matter with them? Why don’t they have faces?”

      Morning-Star exhaled, her shoulders rising and falling with the weight of her troubles. She commanded the two women to their feet then bid them to gather the upturned miso soup and its spilled contents from the floor. Rachel looked on, saddened that she had created such a mess to be cleaned and cleared by someone else. The two women moved without incident, little more than background fixtures to be forgotten. “They are castle attendants. Servants. You need pay them no mind,” Morning-Star finally answered.

      “But you didn’t answer my question. What’s the matter with their faces?”

      Morning-Star beckoned the four faceless servants into the room who each stepped inside, bowed, and set about their predetermined duty. Their arms laden with fresh linens, quilts, and utensils for sweeping and dusting. They silently paired off and set about clearing the room of disarray.

      Morning-Star stepped aside, keeping her back to Rachel. The train of her snow-white hair acted as a curtain to separate one from the other while she kept watch over the servants’ activities. In short order, the room had been cleaned and cleared of all traces of disarray to include the spilled miso stain. Once cleared, the first wave of servants disappeared, headed off to their next nightly task.

      Still in search of answers, Rachel rushed to her feet, only to wobble in a movement so slight she assumed it went unnoticed.

      “You have very little strength, I see,” Morning-Star noted. It was not a question.

      “I can manage,” Rachel replied a bit eagerly then tried again with success.

      “Won’t you please take better care of yourself? You should eat. Regain your strength.”

      “Does it matter? You’re taking me to him tonight aren’t you?”

      Morning-Star turned around slowly in a manner that shone with hurt and mistrust as she stared down the modern woman whom her husband had stolen. “No. I came to escort you to the baths so that you might refresh yourself and to provide you with fresh clothing and, beyond that, yes, to an audience with my husband. As I mentioned before, I am not your enemy, but I have been charged with your care, with your well-being, and it is something that I wholeheartedly intend to uphold, no matter the level of your mistrust.”

      Rachel simply stood there, dumbfounded. An apology was within inches of her lips, but she kept silent. The last thing she wanted to do was fall for Morning-Star’s act, but it was becoming harder and harder to dismiss the sinking feeling deep inside that Thoma’s eldest wife was just as much a pawn in the Celestial Lord’s game as she was. A caged bird just like she was, able to fly and sing in so far as it suited his will.

      “Now, won’t you please follow me, we are expected within the hour.”
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      The night air washed over the group of women as they glided silently down the exterior palace hall. The heady scent of rain stirred the night air to merge with the forest beyond the palace of earth, pine, and cedar. The wood planks beneath their feet groaned with the reach of every step yet held together, assuring a strong, steady path. Solid three beamed banisters followed the length of the enclosed walkway, twisting and turning by design as the path turned to the left and again to the right.

      Rachel kept along at the center of the caravan of faceless women who surrounded her on all sides, their heads bowed obediently, while Morning-Star headed the silent procession in full command. Rachel’s wandering gaze drifted toward the horizon. The pink afterglow of sunset had long since dissolved into the landscape, revealing rolling dark hills. Forest as far as the eye could see and an uninviting mist that snaked through the tree line. It was breathtaking, and she couldn’t help but take in the majesty of it all, only to be reminded that she was a prisoner. The beautiful forest was an extension of her cell even more so than the lonely confines of her room. She had been so lost in thought she collided with one of the faceless women as the group turned, and the entire procession came to a sudden stop.

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t watching where I was going,” Rachel started then felt silly. She didn’t even know the woman’s name enough to formulate a true apology. She stared at the groveling woman whose expression was simply non-existent. There was the barest trace of something there, however slight—the illusion of muscles twitching beneath stretched skin—and then, there was nothing.

      Morning-Star turned toward the disturbance, hands clasped patiently above her waist, and caught Rachel’s eye sympathetically. “What is the matter? Did she hurt you?”

      “Just an accident. We bumped into one another.”

      “Well, then no harm done. Shall we continue?”

      Rachel nodded. “Where exactly is this palace? It looks so different from before.”

      “From before?” Morning-Star quipped, turning her head slightly.

      “From the night of Thoma’s banquet,” Rachel replied then brushed aside the faceless brigade to head the group alongside Morning-Star, who welcomed her with a bright smile, and the walk continued.

      “Yes, this place and the banquet hall are one in the same, just a different wing of the palace grounds. I know that you may not believe me, but it is truly wondrous here, with sunrises and sunsets each more breathtaking than the one that came before it. You could lose yourself here, quite easily lost to its wonder.”

      Rachel’s eyes narrowed as she kept along. “Hmm … You forget what I said before. I don’t belong here.”

      “And yet you are here, Rachel-san.”

      There it was again, the painful reminder, if ever so slight, that she was lost among strangers in a strange land, separated from the time and place where she belonged. The cold hard truth of it all swept her back to silence, tearing at her heart from the inside as their journey concluded at the steps of the bathhouse. She allowed the group of women to guide her inside the wooden dwelling, brushing aside a flimsy piece of cloth, which revealed a series of steps that dipped down into the earth in a near zigzag pattern.

      The walls carved from solid stone hollowed out the space. Cool air erupted from below like a backdraft, sweeping up the narrow pathway until the winding stairs ended, revealing an open room and a series of semi illuminated sea-green pools below. Stone lanterns wedged into the earth bathed the room in ample light while still leaving pockets of the room cloaked in darkness. A wooden landing had been erected along with a collection of benches and cabinets lined with robes and towels. Hand sized buckets were stacked two at a time beside the row of benches, ready for use.

      So lost in thought, she didn’t hear Morning-Star as she commanded the troupe of women to prepare a pool for her while she was ushered along to one of the benches. Someone hefted her hands up high while another pair of hands worked the obi at her waist. The cool material unraveled layer after layer until she was clad only in a simple cloth robe. As the final under robe loosened, she blinked and smacked the offending hand away.

      “I can get it, thank you.”

      The faceless servant nodded then stepped back but kept a close presence, determined to serve her purpose. Rachel reached for the final sash tied around her waist, pulling the knot free, then catching the fabric before it spilled open, exposing her nakedness.

      She turned to catch Morning-Star across the room talking among the women, directing their actions. Instructing them on something or other in a tone of voice too low to decipher. The cool air made her head swim as she turned toward the pool and contemplated the temperature of the water. She decided to take the plunge when Morning-Star stopped her. Rachel turned, pulling her robe shut with a frown.

      “Wait please, we must first prepare you before you step into the water.”

      “What? But why?” Rachel replied in total confusion.

      “It is simply the proper way to enjoy your bath, please,” Morning-Star insisted. Then she ordered the servant closest to Rachel, “See to her comfort.”

      The servant beside Rachel reached for her hand, guiding her to a nearby bench, then with much reluctance reached for Rachel’s undergarment, and this time Rachel allowed the servant to carry out her mistress’s command. The robe slipped from her shoulders, and the brisk temperature of the underground pool sent goosebumps rippling over exposed flesh just as the first bucket of water came crashing overhead.

      She screamed and twisted in her seat as another bucket came down, followed by another. Before long, she had been soaked through to the bone, shivering and incredulous as a series of hands with towels traced her naked flesh. She squirmed and fussed with the women, knowing deep down they were only doing what Morning-Star bid and that they meant her no harm. It was almost a blessing of sorts that they couldn’t look her in the eye as they added to her utter embarrassment. A single white towel emerged from behind and wrapped around her chest and midsection as she moved to stand. A nameless servant took her hand and guided her to one of the pools. Rachel spied the water, clean and crisp, but hesitated upon instruction to step inside except for the row of nonexistent eyes at her back.

      “Um … a little privacy please. How about that one over there, toward the back?” she asked of the servant, feeling silly all over again for expecting a woman with no mouth to respond.

      The servant simply shrugged but did as she was asked then headed in the direction she was bid. Rachel sighed, half expecting push back, and before long, she was stationed before the pool of her choice. The dutiful servant offered a short bow then turned around, offering her new mistress the privacy she so desperately sought. Rachel thanked her then slowly unwound the final sash at her waist and stepped into the pool. A delicious warmth cocooned her toe, foot, and then the rest of her shivering body as she eased into the warm pool and slipped beneath the surface.

      All previous reservations melted away the deeper she sank into the water, and she couldn’t believe for a second that she had ever doubted such an experience. Recalling in that instant that this wasn’t the first time she had encountered such a comfort as the Ancient’s Palace back in the Lore District had a similar underground pool. And her heart sank at the thought of Auntie Chen who had shared a story with her that very same night about her past, about Masami, the adopted daughter she had sought to save from the Society of Ancients who had sanctioned the spider-woman’s death for the deception she sowed in calling them to her aide.

      Masami’s request had been a lie and it was Thoma himself who had concluded that she should pay the ultimate price for lies with her very life. Chen had tried to save her adopted daughter but had failed to sway the court to hear reason.

      A chill slid down her spine as she still had no way of knowing if her employer had survived Thoma’s coup the night of her coronation ceremony or if she, too, was held prisoner elsewhere. She took a deep breath and reached for the jade pendent half cradled between her breasts and squeezed the silky stone between her fingers, her lazy gaze drawn to Atsuhiko’s mark, but it was gone. Panic gripped her as she shot forward in the water, sending a swath of water over the pool’s edge. Grazing her fingers over the spot where the mark should have been.

      But it was gone.

      She grazed her knuckles over smooth skin above her left breast where once the emblem of a black fox no bigger than a dime lay curled in on itself. Atsuhiko’s gift—his mark of protection. Her world spun at the gravity behind its disappearance, at what it meant, and a wave of tears blurred her vision.

      “You betrayed him,” a voice whispered out of the dark.

      Rachel turned to catch Shigeru walking out of a pocket of shadow just as he had appeared in her bedroom a little more than an hour ago. She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at the ominous child.

      “No, I didn’t,” she cried.

      “When you sent him to his death, into the Void, you lost him and his protection. You took his life. Such is a betrayal and so his mark has faded from your flesh.”

      Rachel choked on a sob, covering her mouth as she sank into the warm water. Shigeru approached the pools rim to peer down at her with calm reserve.

      “I am sorry,” Shigeru finally spoke again.

      “Are you really?” she spat back at him.

      “As much as I can sorrow for you, I do, but the Nogitsune is dead, and you live. You must uphold your promise to those you swore to protect.”

      Rachel lowered her eyes. “Didn’t you hear what I told Morning-Star today? I know you were there, heard everything. I can’t bring myself to call upon it again. Not when I can still remember what it felt like to have him pass through me like that or the way he looked at me…”

      Shigeru shook his head. “Then you break your promise. If you do, I cannot keep the dead from your back.”

      “What are you talking about ‘the dead from my back?”

      Shigeru cocked his head to the side. “There are four souls left in need of your help. The promise you made to me, I have passed to them, but I cannot send them. Only you can. Keep your promise, or they will come for you with fury and drag you into their hell. It is only a matter of time.”

      “Rachel-san,” Morning-Star called gently from across the room, scarcely raising her voice, “is there something the matter?”

      Rachel turned at the query, wiping tears from her eyes as they danced in her vision, clinging to the long length of her lashes. “I’m fine,” she finally replied, desperate to keep the tone of her voice neutral. The slight fold of fabric approached from behind. One of the servants crept close on Morning-Star’s order then stopped.

      “I said I was fine!” Rachel shouted over her shoulder.

      “Are you sure?” Morning-Star responded almost instantly.

      “No,” Rachel whispered then cupped a hand over her mouth lest the pain, so raw, so newly surfaced threaten to send her headlong into something she might never recover from. Shigeru had gone. Like he had never been there to begin with.

      There was a stilted silence as she waited for Morning-Star to follow through on another inquiry, but the eldest wife of Lord Thoma backed off, calling an end to the bath as the night hurdled further toward a fate unknown.
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      She could still remember the night they first met, the night that changed her life forever. When Atsuhiko arrived on the train pier answering the call of his fractured soul, he had been hellbent on revenge. He hadn’t meant to save her life. It had been the farthest thing from his mind, and deep down in her heart of hearts, she knew it to be true. It was only through the resurrection of his late wife, Haruko, that he considered saving her if only to answer centuries’ worth of questions. It was what fueled him. She knew that, had accepted it, and his promise to shield her from their shared enemy nothing more than happenstance. And yet, they had grown together, gained understanding, developed a bond. A companionship that evolved into something wholly unexpected until their souls had further entwined, knowing not the end of each other.

      “Rachel-san?” a voice questioned from afar.

      “Hmm,” Rachel offered in response and caught Morning-Star’s curious stare.

      “Your eyes were so distant just now, as though you were a world away from here.”

      “Maybe I was…” Rachel replied sadly and sank under the weight of her own admission while a flurry of servants worked at folding her thick auburn hair into a bun atop her head. A series of beautiful gold pins bedecked with pearls and glittering seashells fanned out behind, creating a peacock display.

      Somehow, she had been escorted from the bathhouse and taken back into the hollow of the palace to a wide dressing room in the women’s quarters, its walls laden with vibrant silks and ornate kimono. A flash of movement in the mirror brought her wandering attention back to reality as she spied her reflection. A burnt gold obi wrapped about her waist was complimented by a forest green kimono speckled with falling autumn leaves. The length of the sleeves dragged the floor as she moved her hand in tune with her reflection, shocked by the ethereal vision, and grazed a hand across her face. Earthy hues accented her cheeks, her lips the shade of soft umber, while a trace of black eyeliner followed the curve of feathery lashes to draw attention to the youthfulness in her large dark brown eyes. She caught Morning-Star’s curious stare in the mirror filled with an ever-growing sense of wonder.

      “You are a vision, Rachel-san,” Morning-Star noted wistfully.

      “If this were any other kind of circumstance…”

      “Indeed,” Morning-Star nodded then swooped behind Rachel to adjust a wayward pin that had fallen out of place. “Something troubled you in the bath, gave you a start. What was it?”

      Rachel lowered her eyes then reached for her right shoulder where Atsuhiko’s mark had once been.

      Morning-Star observed the strange gesture, her eyes narrowed in suspicion, but did not press the matter further. A series of tinkling bells rang outside the dressing chamber, and Morning-Star stepped away from the mirror, shooing away the faceless servants, intent to answer the door personally.
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