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She was never meant to be claimed.

Hinoko has always felt the fire beneath her skin — the restless pull to run, to fight, to burn brighter than anyone around her.

She thought it was instinct. She was wrong.

An ancient pact once bound the Celestial Horse and the Serpent spirits to balance the world in shadow. The Snake line has kept watch for generations. Now... she is being watched.

He was sent to observe her. To measure her. To make sure the Horse never rises again. He did not expect her scent to ignite something primal. He did not expect her touch to answer him. And he definitely did not expect the bond to snap into place.

If the Horse awakens, the old balance will shatter. If the Serpent claims her, the pact may never recover. But the Horse is stirring. The Serpent is watching. And fate has never cared about ancient rules.

Readers of my books, Saburo and Kai, know exactly what happens when celestial bloodlines collide with others.
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1. Reality Looping
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The smoke came first, like a thick, greasy thing that poured over the kitchen counter and slid into the narrow hallway as if it had been waiting for them. Astrid Carter, barefoot in pajama shorts and a faded university T-shirt, felt the first lick of heat on her shins before she heard the shrill beep of the building’s ancient fire alarm. 

She registered the sound as familiar but inconsequential. This happened every other week, after all. The residents of Auburn Hill Apartments collectively suffered through overcooked meals, the neighbor's midnight weed experiments, and the periodic electrical short. Only this time, the smoke was dense and alive, and Brielle was coughing beside her in a way that suggested panic and not posturing.

“Astrid, the fuck, it’s in the vents—” Brielle’s voice, rough from sleep and a mouthful of haze, broke off. She had one hand on her phone, the other held up, as if she could block the smoke with her palm and stubbornness. 

“I see it,” Astrid said. Her throat stung; the words felt like sandpaper dragged over vocal cords. She grabbed Brielle’s wrist, yanked her forward, and started for the front door. 

They moved together, their limbs and muscle memory shaky. Astrid had been firstborn, but it was Brielle who learned to walk first. Brielle dropped to a crouch before Astrid remembered the “stay low” advice from elementary school safety videos. The smoke was so thick, it turned the hallway into a tunnel lined with velvet and nightmares. The building’s alarm bleated once, twice, then quieted, only to repeat the cycle.

The sisters reached the door. Astrid pawed at the deadbolt, but the metal was hot—too hot. She snatched her hand back, cursing. On the other side, she heard distant shouting, the scrabble of feet on concrete. The knob began to warp under the heat, the metal alive with red.

“Balcony,” she coughed out. She wasn’t sure if Brielle heard. The sound of the fire was starting to drown out that of everything else. A dull whoosh overlaid with the hiss of paint and plastic melting. 

But Brielle was already moving, crab-crawling back the way they’d come toward the living room and its sliding glass door. Astrid stumbled after her, vision tunneling. The air bit at her lungs; she tasted char and copper. She could not see her sister, not until Brielle’s silhouette reared up in front of the window, fingers scrabbling at the cheap lock on the sliding door. 

“Help,” Brielle managed, her voice half-choked. Astrid crashed into her from behind, adding her weight and leverage. The lock snapped, but the door wouldn’t slide. Its aluminum frame had bowed in the heat, sealing itself in place. 

Astrid braced her foot against the wall, gripped the handle with both hands, and pushed. Every muscle in her body screamed for oxygen, for a moment’s pause, but she pushed anyway, and the door gave a little. Enough for a hand, maybe. Not enough for two bodies.

She looked up. The sky outside glowed with more fire. The city’s heartbeat seemed to still to the sounds of sirens, someone screaming for help, the distant warble of police vehicles. It felt like a beat of frantic opposite to the apocalypse happening inside apartment 3C.

She didn’t remember falling to her knees. She only knew that when she tried to stand, her hands hit sticky carpet, the synthetic fibers fusing to her skin. There was a sound behind Astrid. A sound like wood splitting, like hooves on hardwood, only deeper and layered with the growl of something animal. Something old.

Astrid turned. 

The living room, a second ago ordinary—thrifted sectional, TV mounted above a fake fireplace, Ikea shelf full of unread books—was alive with flame. But the fire had shape. Motion. Intent. From within the inferno, a form emerged. At first, the outline of a horse’s head, mane licking at the ceiling with strands of fire instead of hair, then a long, muscular neck. The body, impossibly too huge for the space, folded out of the flames, hovering over the ruined carpet, stamping charred hoofprints into what remained of the living room floor.

It was a horse, yes, but more. Its legs were longer than any Astrid had ever seen, its face too expressive. The flames that made up its mane moved rhythmically, forming curls that spiraled both upward and backward. The movement defying gravity, and in the place where eyes should be, there burned twin points of blinding, electric blue.

It saw her. 

Not in the way a horse in a field stares dumbly at a passing car, but in the way a predator marks a single prey animal out of an endless herd. For a heartbeat, the apartment vanished, and the world shrank to the line drawn between those blue embers and Astrid’s chest.

She heard Brielle whimper beside her, “Astrid, what is—” and the voice cut out. Brielle had stopped talking because the creature reared up, blocking out every other light source in the room.

Astrid lunged for her sister’s hand, found it, and pulled her close. The floor groaned beneath them, the fire horse pawing at the boards with molten hooves. Astrid tried to stand, failed, and felt her knees buckle. The heat was overwhelming, a bright pain in her back and sides.

Above them, the ceiling began to ripple and cave. There was no time left, but even as the world collapsed around them, Astrid could not look away from those blue, hypnotic eyes.

The horse screamed then—a noise that began as a neigh and ended as a howl, vibrating the bones in Astrid’s skull. It charged, head lowered, and for the split second before impact, she was certain it would pass straight through her, that the heat would erase every molecule of her being.

⟴⟴⟴

Astrid Carter shot upright in her bed, fully awake. She let out a strangling gasp. The bedroom was dark and cold, the hum of the box fan in the window barely masking the sound of her heartbeat. Sweat slicked her back and glued her tank to her spine. The central air had still not been repaired by the main office. For a long minute, she couldn’t move—not her hands, not her eyes, nothing. The only thing she could do was breathe, shallow and desperate, trying to ignore the charred taste that lingered in the back of her mouth.

She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyelids and forced them open. Atlanta. The word repeated in her head like a mantra, a reminder she’d made the move there, that she wasn’t in the Illinois apartment anymore, that none of what she’d just seen was real.

The room was still foreign to her. The mattress was on the floor, boxed up things she couldn’t part with lined the walls, and unopened suitcases were stacked by the window. Half her wardrobe slumped over an empty storage bin. Through the blinds, horizontal bands of sunlight painted the hardwood like cheap hotel stripes. Her phone, charging on the thrifted nightstand, vibrated—a calendar alert, not even important.

Her hands trembled as she reached for the phone after a few minutes. She typed in her passcode, opened the Notes app, and made herself record the facts before they dissolved in the morning air: 

Fire. Smoke in the hallway. Brielle. Door jammed. Thing in the living room, horse made of fire, looked right at me. Couldn’t move. Ceiling fell. 

She stared at the words, willing them to rearrange themselves into something normal. She hit return, added: 

Woke up heart racing, sweaty, sure it was real. Taste of smoke. Not the first time.

The cursor blinked, waiting for more input. Instead, she set the phone down, pinched the bridge of her nose, and tried not to notice the way her fingers shook. 

Through the closed bedroom door, at the far end of the hallway, she heard Brielle’s bedroom door open, then the shuffle of slippers on the floor. Brielle’s voice—barely awake, rough as a stone—echoed down the corridor. “You up? Smells like burnt toast out here. Did you use the broiler again?” 

Astrid exhaled, half relieved, half annoyed that she thought the smoke in her dream was anything more than a neighbor burning their food. “No,” she called back, “I was asleep.”

A muffled, dramatic groan from the kitchen. Then, “Who invented these tiny-ass toasters, anyway?” and the sound of a butter knife scraping at something jammed in the slot. Astrid focused and listened as Brielle cursed. She sounded like a cartoon dog whining on TV, accompanied by the rhythmic clunk of the refrigerator door opening and closing. Ordinary sounds, proof she was awake, that nothing in the apartment was on fire.

She peeled the damp tank from her skin and threw on a faded hoodie, pausing in the mirror to assess the damage. She looked as she always did after the dream. Under her eyes was a shade too dark, and her hair was poofy and in a messy bun on the top of her head. The sight of her, she was certain, would make their mother sigh with concern. She felt mentally more grounded, but her hands betrayed her. They were still faintly trembling. Astrid rubbed them together, hard, like she could sand off the residue of the dream.

In the kitchen, Brielle stood at the counter, buttering a slice of toast like it owed her money. She wore hospital scrubs, yesterday’s eyeliner ghosting under her lashes.

“You’re up early,” Brielle said, pausing just long enough to glance at Astrid’s face. “You look like shit, by the way.”

Astrid grunted. “Didn’t sleep.”

Brielle licked butter off a knuckle. “Did you have the dream again?”

Astrid hesitated. The toast, the sunlight, her sister’s voice—this was real. The dream was not. But she nodded anyway.

Brielle’s voice softened. “Was it the horse?”

“Yeah,” Astrid said, sitting at the small kitchen table. She placed her phone facedown, as if it might betray her secrets if left unsupervised. “It was worse this time.”

Brielle chewed in silence, then wiped crumbs off her scrub top. “You want to talk about it?”

“No,” Astrid said. “Not really.” She pressed her thumb into her palm, grounding herself. “It’s just stress. From the move. My brain’s still stuck in crisis mode.”

“Or it’s something your subconscious is trying to tell you,” Brielle said, raising an eyebrow for effect. “Maybe you’re meant to be with a cowboy. A hot one, hopefully.”

Astrid rolled her eyes, but couldn’t keep the corner of her mouth from lifting. “I’m not riding any horses. Or cowboys.” She regretted it immediately, but Brielle’s smirk suggested that had been the point.

For a moment, the morning almost felt normal. Two sisters, one kitchen, endless possibilities for sarcasm. But then Brielle leaned forward, elbows on the counter. “You know, Mom used to say that dreams about fire were good luck.”

“That was an excuse,” Astrid said. “She was a chain smoker who burned holes in the furniture.”

Brielle snorted. “Still. Fire is transformation. Maybe this is your sign to start over.” Her expression softened. “You know, for real this time.”

Astrid’s smile faded. She thought of the message from an old neighbor wishing her well, the boxes stacked in her room, the sense of weightlessness that came from having nowhere to land. She wanted to believe her sister, to find meaning in the madness that had become her life, but the memory of the fire horse gnawed at her, hot and insistent.

She pushed up from the table. “I need to shower,” Astrid said. 

Brielle nodded and turned back to her toast, humming a tune Astrid didn’t recognize.

The shower spray was scalding, almost painful. Astrid watched steam roll off her arms, tried to let it wash away every painful memory. She wondered if the dreams would stop, or if they’d only get worse. She wondered if she’d ever get used to the way Atlanta felt—like a city pressed together by invisible hands, strangers living on top of each other, everyone running from something or toward it.

She wondered, most of all, what she was running from.

She toweled off, pulled on a clean shirt, and stared at her reflection in the fogged-up mirror. There was no trace of the nightmare, except for the hint of doubt in her eyes. She held her own gaze for as long as she could, daring the reflection to blink first.

When her gaze finally shifted to the sink, she caught, in her peripheral vision, the blinking notification light on her phone, propped up on the toilet tank. Her note app was still open.

Astrid read it again: Fire. Smoke in the hallway. Brielle. Door jammed. Thing in the living room—horse made of fire—looked right at me. Couldn’t move. Ceiling fell.

She hovered over the screen, then added a line:

Felt like a warning. Don’t know what of.

She closed the note, finished getting dressed, and made herself step back into the world, whether she was fully ready or not.
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2. The Job
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Twilight pressed itself against the city, turning the glass and steel of downtown Atlanta into a wet smear of reflected headlights and office fluorescents. From his place atop the skeleton of a half-built luxury condo, Hinoko Matsumoto watched the city breathe. He didn't move. He simply stood at the edge of the construction barrier, black boots anchored to the skeletal beam, his form just another vertical in the unfinished architecture.

To the casual observer—if any had bothered to look up, which they never did—he might have seemed out of place. A lone figure dressed in battered dark jeans and a windbreaker, no visible harness or reason for being there. He remained perfectly still. Even his shadow, bisected by the hard edge of a floodlight below, looked deliberate. From this height, the air tasted cleaner, the usual undertones of car exhaust and fried oil cut by the updrafts off the Chattahoochee basin.

He had been watching for hours, but his gaze had never left the horizon. On the roof, his presence was so undisturbed that not even the pigeons dared land nearby.

Another minute, then another, then a full quarter hour. Time thinned out. He waited, drawing in the long, careful breaths of a predator who knew that movement, not patience, was what made prey flee. Across the cityscape, a slow shudder ran through the evening. The sensation came as a pressure behind his sternum, not physical but insistent, like a migraine blooming in reverse. Subtle, but not imaginary. Not to him.

He watched the interstate arteries—lanes full of people running errands and chasing deadlines—then shifted his attention to the places where the city’s heat patterns defied logic. In summer, the thermal signature of Atlanta was a living, writhing beast. Asphalt radiating heat long after the sun set, buildings leaking energy from a thousand HVAC units. But tonight, threads of something else braided through it—cold spots where there should be none, and sudden bursts of heat that flickered and vanished, too quick for any weather anomaly.

Hinoko’s hands flexed on the beam. His skin registered the air’s shift. First, a subtle rise in temperature, then an aftertaste of static at the back of his throat. Nothing visible, not even on the distant skyline, but his instincts rattled in their cage.

He lifted his head and sampled the air. His nostrils flared once, his tongue flicked out, almost imperceptibly, as he caught it. A single strand of smoke, not from the tire fire south of the airport or the restaurants on Edgewood, but older, sharper, laced with the tang of burnt hair and something else—equine, primal.

This was the third night in a row. Each time, the trace lasted less than a minute, then vanished, leaving only a kind of hunger behind. That was the signature. The Horse. Dormant, but never dead.

Hinoko side-stepped in a single smooth motion, his balance unaffected by the wind or the seventy feet of empty air below. He turned his head, surveying the streets that fanned out from the old quarter to the neighborhoods beyond. He did not need to consult a map. The patterns repeated, reliable as tides. He scanned the horizon, again, tracking the ghost-flare to its likely source. It was a low-rise complex by the Beltline, the kind of nondescript building designed to be invisible even to tenants.

He hopped down from the beam, boots hitting the roof with a gentle thud. Nothing dramatic, just the precision of a man whose body never forgot its purpose. He moved along the perimeter, keeping to the shadows, and then, with a measured leap, crossed the narrow alley to the adjacent rooftop. He ran lightly, almost skimming the surface, then ducked beneath a battered HVAC unit. 

At the building’s edge, he crouched. His focus sharpened, but not his vision. Instead, he slipped his hand into the inside pocket of his jacket and withdrew a small object. It was a bead of obsidian, polished to a glassy shine and wrapped with a strand of copper wire. It looked like a handmade worry stone, or an artifact from a science museum’s gift shop. He rolled it between his thumb and forefinger, feeling the way it absorbed and magnified the pulse in his fingertips.

He closed his eyes and listened. The stone’s surface, cold at first, began to warm. The change was gradual, barely above body temperature, but unmistakable. It resonated to the exact same frequency that had haunted the city for nights; Uma Kami. Horse spirit, neither feral nor tamed, but caged and restless. The energy radiated from a single unit in the apartment cluster, spiking and ebbing with a regularity that suggested circadian rhythm.
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