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      A frosty chill licked at the hairs on the back of her neck as the nightmare returned. Sensing Haruko's dead was like second nature now, and it had only taken two short weeks. Rachel’s eyes fluttered shut, more than familiar with the harrowing sensation. She took a deep breath, letting the air fill her lungs, her very soul, a reminder that she was still among the living. She repeated that fact over and over again in the back of her mind, but deep down, she knew it was only a matter of time before something crept its way up from the underworld, back into her life, and then she saw him.

      A careful estimate of the situation revealed that no one else in the room could see the boy. A child from old Japan, lost and alone, staring back at her with stormy gray eyes. She’d been so lost in conversation there was no telling how long he had been standing there, watching her from the crowd. Pleading acknowledgment at the reach of her soul with all that was left of his own.

      She tore her eyes away from him in a hurry, nearly losing her balance, made dizzy by the probing nature in his gaze, not unlike staring too long at the sun. Slowly, she drifted back to reality. There was a celebration unfolding around her, a shared honor of being featured at the Yume Art Gallery amongst other artists from all over the world. It was also her introduction to the local Chicago art scene. A dream come true that was being plagued by ghosts. All eyes fell on her, and she was sure that someone had asked a question. She stumbled over a string of apologies to the small crowd of enthusiasts who had gathered beneath her signature piece. The painting of a dead woman. The same dead woman who had damn near killed her.

      Muttering a mixture of thanks and apology, she picked up the edge of her evening gown, a glittering mess of green sequins and lace, like some love-struck fairy tale princess and disappeared into the crowd. It didn't take long to find him, the ghost of a little boy in tattered kimono rags.

      His sad shallow gray eyes peered back at her from behind an unsuspecting party-goer, his lips a quiver, and it was plainly obvious that he had been crying. Or as near as a ghost could get to such a thing, and a sour mix of sympathy and irritation made her dark brown eyes mist.

      “I want to help you,” she mouthed desperately.

      The boy didn’t register her plea as he stepped back into a passing crowd, and the pursuit began anew. For the hundredth time, Rachel cursed her strange new ability in sensing Haruko’s dead. And so, she followed the apparition. At his mercy, going wherever he led, through the meandering crowds under ambient house lights. The chase, however, came to a halt as another, more familiar sensation captured her attention, and slowly, she turned, eager to find the one responsible.

      And there he was. An immortal creature from the old world in the guise of a mortal man staring back at her. Her Nogitsune lover, Atsuhiko Abe, and owner of the Yume Art Gallery. He tracked her movements curiously from across the exhibit hall with stark sea speckled green eyes set mysteriously aglow. A slow scowl drawn at the edge of full lips shone with the predatory slip of canines. He cocked his head aside, an outward gesture of pure curiosity, then tucked away the length of his long raven-wing hair. Spellbound, Rachel held a sultry breath in check. Determined to rein back control what Atsuhiko so effortlessly teased to life from the depths of her mortal soul. It was less than an hour ago that he had been at her throat. At her lips and beyond. Rousing her body with sheer delight, primal pleasures, but now … Now there was the matter of a ghost to contend with, and it sent a chill rippling down her spine.

      “What troubles you, Rachel?” she heard him whisper at the cusp of her ear, though a careful glance back confirmed he had not abandoned his position from across the room. He had grown accustomed to the ebb and flow of her many moods through the private link they shared that lay seeded in the moment they first met.

      “Did your mother finally make an appearance?” he joked then recoiled when he felt her soul flinch.

      “Oh, very funny,” she snapped back at him. “If only that were the case. But no, it’s not my mother.”

      “I see. So, it is one of them,” he responded, his tone drawing serious.

      “It’s just a little boy. I can handle him,” she answered.

      “No. You promised to tell me when you encountered another one,” he protested.

      “I know. But, really, he seems quite harmless.”

      “That was not part of our deal, Rachel, and you know it.”

      “Atsuhiko, trust me. I can do this on my own. Remember, this is not my first time at the wheel with displaced ghosts, now is it? And besides, I need to figure out what it is they want.”

      “We need to figure it out,” he corrected her.

      “Y-yes I know,” she sighed and, for a moment, questioned the spark in her nerve.

      There was a heavy silence that slipped between them as the gallery gala continued around them. Drinks were raised, business deals struck over various works marked for sale, and pockets of surprise and laughter filled the space in between. It was Atsuhiko who finally dared to break the silence.

      “As you wish, then,” Atsuhiko intoned, hardly masking his distaste at the scenario through their link. It was not in his nature to deny her anything, though he hoped never to regret that tenant.

      Rachel beamed back a smile, seeking out his eyes from over the heads of various gala attendees, only to find the shadow of rejection etched deep.

      “But,” he followed, holding onto her hopeful gaze from across the room, “I will be watching. If you should need me, I will be there.”

      “I know,” she spoke the words aloud with a smile.

      She had let him down—that much was obvious—but all the same, she insisted on speaking with the boy on her own terms without his help. Determined now more than ever, she let her instincts guide her the rest of the way across the exhibit hall, following the telltale scent of the dead. Tracking the stench to the underside of a staircase located at the opposite side of the exhibit hall, away from the roving eyes of the public.

      Placing her back to the crowd, she kicked off her shoes and got down on her knees, clutching her high heels in one hand, then balanced back and forth on nylon feet. She grimaced at the contact from the cold wooden floor, a chill that bled right though the sheer nylon material. Taking a breath, she braced for the unknown and scooted under the lip of the staircase then shuffled inside.

      “Hey,” she whispered in half uncertainty into the dark. “I know you’re in here. It's okay. You can come out. I just want to talk.”

      There was no response from the boy, just the promise of a cold and uninviting space. But she felt certain he was there, hiding. Her eyes strained against the endless dark but for a thin trickle of light that bled down between the cracks in the stairs from the office stationed high overhead. She continued forward, inching across the floor, holding a hand over her mouth to keep from breathing in swirls of upturned dirt. She dropped her shoes and felt along the walls, patting and touching, seeking the boy until she caught sight of him in the corner. He was huddled against the farthest wall, wedged in place, holding his wobbly legs against his chest.

      “There you are,” she sighed, so spent from the chase. “You mind coming out from over there?”

      She could just barely make out his face but noticed the glint of tears.

      “Don’t know why you’re crying. Need I remind you that you crashed my party,” she joked more for her own good and felt worse for it when the boy unleashed a horrible cry. Not like a newborn baby, but like a little boy who had lost his mother or was beyond desperate to find his way home.

      To compensate for this, she did the only thing she could think of, and that was to offer him comfort, so she opened her arms. To her surprise, the boy sprung from the darkness and slid into her embrace without hesitation, drawing them both down to the floor with a crash. Shocked, she lay there, cradling the boy, rocking back and forth until his tears faded. It was not lost on her his sudden ability to bridge the gap between worlds to become corporeal as he gripped her bare arm.

      “You’re safe with me. What's your name?” she whispered to the crown of his head.

      “Shigeru,” the boy replied, still wiping at his eyes.

      “Shigeru,” Rachel noted, relieved that she had finally gotten the boy to calm down. To respond. He seemed to trust her. The hard part was over; now it was time to dig deeper.

      “Nice to meet you, Shigeru. My name is Rachel. Do you mind telling me why you and the other”—and she focused hard on the word— “ghosts keep following me around?”

      Shigeru shook his head then reverted to a babbling mess of tears, content to stay in her lap, which she obliged, though the contact suddenly brought a bubble of bile to the edge of her throat. She swallowed back several mouthfuls of air and conquered the urge. Mind over matter, she chided and held onto the boy, determined to get some answers.

      “I want to go home.” he suddenly burst forth.

      “And where is home Shigeru?” she asked, though she long suspected the answer.

      “The Void.” He replied with total conviction.

      “Somehow, I knew you were going to say that,” she sighed, more than familiar with the Void as a place of eternal rest for the dead. “Is that where your parents are?”

      Shigeru nodded solemnly.

      “That’s what I thought … I think I know where this is going, but you’ve got the wrong idea about me, Shigeru, if you think there is anything, I can do about it.”

      “I want to go home,” Shigeru repeated, his voice taking on a strange edge.

      Ghost or no, Rachel thought, Shigeru is still just a little boy. His tantrum quite natural, but there was something frantic in his behavior that rattled her nerve. A passing fear. Maybe just her imagination. For the time being, she surmised he was well under her control. It was time for another question.

      “Did Haruko do this to you?”

      “Lady Haruko rests in the Void.” He replied in a strange sort of confirmation.

      “I certainly hope so,” Rachel quipped, but doubt flooded in, and she took a moment, compelled now by past experiences to reflect. She closed her eyes and concentrated. Breathing in and out in slow, careful, rhythmic breaths. A deep dive inward as far as she dared to search for any remaining traces of Haruko, the spirit of Atsuhiko’s late wife who had merged with her soul after encountering the sword of his ancestors. But there was only empty space now. Haruko had been drawn to the Void or whatever underworld the gods of old Japan deemed fit for all the misery she had caused.

      A faded memory.

      Shigeru pulled away, and Rachel’s eyes opened wide in time to spy the boy prostrate himself down on the dusty floor in a deep bow.

      “Won’t you listen to my story. Perhaps then you will see fit to help me. My parents were simple townsfolk folk who owned a small inn deep in the countryside. One night, we were startled from our beds by a beautiful noble woman who arrived at our door covered in blood.”

      Rachel fell back on her heels, struck dumb by Shigeru’s sudden shift in speech from that of a frightened child to an eloquent young adult in the blink of an eye. This was his true face.

      “Go on. Tell me your story, Shigeru,” she requested of the boy, and he obliged.

      “The noble woman was distraught. Beyond consolation, convinced that her husband was inside our inn. She called for him: ‘Atsuhiko. Atsuhiko.’ Over and over, assuring his demise with the sword in her hand. We soon learned the noble woman’s name: Haruko. When my mother offered to help, Haruko snapped, accusing my mother of being an adulteress and a shapeshifter. A wayward field-fox in disguise, a Nogitsune who had seduced her husband. Then, without uttering another word, Haruko attacked my mother, striking her down until mother lay motionless on the floor in a pool of blood. Father would be next as he rushed to defend mother, but it was too late. Haruko turned her bloody sword on him in equal measure, and then she turned the blade on me.”

      Rachel wiped away a hot tear before it fell. Her heart ached for Shigeru, for his tragedy. For all those who had suffered at the hands of Haruko in her rage from beyond the grave. She had witnessed it just weeks ago in a vision from a feudal era Japan. A vision Haruko had drawn her into on more than one occasion, no doubt to garner sympathy, and it had almost worked.

      Battling back emotions, Rachel reached for Shigeru, hoping to coax back the child he was before. Maybe in doing so, he’ll forget, she thought. But that was wrong. And she knew it. He needed peace, true peace, not coddling, and that was what the grave offered.

      “I’m so sorry,” she finally found the will to speak, “for what happened to you.”

      Shigeru looked up from his place on the floor, his gray eyes suddenly dipped to black.

      “Do not pity me.” He snapped. “Just give me release.”

      Rachel blanched, drawing her hands back. “If there was anything I could do, Shigeru, anything at all—call out some spell or cast some incantation—then I would. I would do it in a heartbeat.”

      “That is precisely what it would take,” Shigeru replied nonchalantly.

      “What?” Rachel gasped.

      Shigeru squared his eyes with hers in a shaft of passing light. His smile twisting. Widening much the way a madman does moments before the kill. “Through you, Rachel, is the way back to the Void for all the dead Haruko left behind.” Shigeru continued. “You are a gateway.”

      “Gateway? What the hell are you talking about. A gateway … You’re mistaken.”

      “Don’t you feel it? The ripple of energy that surrounds your soul? The power Haruko left behind. A darkness she inherited from her ignoble ancestors who made servants, slaves of the field foxes, siphoning their magic, bending the world to meet their petty human needs. It cursed her bloodline. It is this tainted magic that now flows within you and is all that remains of Haruko’s legacy, and she has left it all for you.”

      Rachel held up her hands, surprised to find a speckled hazy green glow shimmer to life. Shigeru is right, she admitted in horrid defeat, but how was it possible? Haruko was gone. She couldn’t have left behind some magical legacy. It was absurd. And yet, there was something working its way up from beyond. Manifesting itself at the edge of her fingertips.

      “Use it. Use your magic,” Shigeru seethed in dangerous attraction, “and send me to the Void.”

      “I don’t know how to send you anywhere, Shigeru. I don’t know what this is.”

      At that moment, Shigeru's shifting mood changed for the last time. His mouth opened wide enough to skirt the dusty floor and a horrifying shriek erupted from the back of his throat. His pale arms slithered down to the floor like unbound ropes, devoid of muscle and bone, the tips of his fingers now hungry claws. The boy was gone and, in his place, was one of Haruko's misspent dead turned demon, filled with all the rage of a life cut short and denied the light. Rachel slammed back against the staircase in a desperate attempt to avoid Shigeru’s sharpened claws and vied for her escape.

      “You will do it! You will send me,” Shigeru proclaimed from the back of his large gaping mouth.

      “I told you,” she shouted back and held up her hand, “I don’t know how!”

      At that moment Atsuhiko’s panicked voice scorched the edge of her ear. So deep was his panic; so great was his fear. Rachel turned toward the staircase opening, ready and eager for him, when one of Shigeru’s thin tipped claws slipped past her notice and sliced at her open palm. She screamed, falling forward onto her knees, clutching at the wound in tears. A gust of blackened ash erupted at the mouth of the staircase and Atsuhiko appeared thereafter on his knees, shifting to life from the gloom in a manner known to those of his kin. The serenity in his former sea-green eyes had bled to purist crimson.

      “Get away from her!” Atsuhiko roared then rushed inside the crawl space, claws flexed.

      “No Atsuhiko! He’s just a little boy!” Rachel protested.

      “Like hell he is! This has gone on far enough!”

      “No, don’t hurt him,” Rachel pleaded, but even she knew the situation had taken a turn for the worst. If she could just settle the boy down, return him to his former self, or greater still, do as he asked, then she could help him.

      “I’ve got this, Atsuhiko. Back off.”

      Shigeru snickered from his corner and pulled back an arm, ready to strike.

      “I said get away from her!” Atsuhiko warned yet again.

      Shigeru ignored Atsuhiko’s warning and slithered aside to whip his left arm at Rachel once again, but the offending arm bounced back, sparking against some unseen barrier. Surprised by the deflection, he tried again, to the same effect. A third attempt was foiled by a white-hot chain that jolted up from the floor to double around the boy’s elbow, followed by another to hinder the control of both arms, leaving Shigeru helpless. Rachel rolled forward by some unseen force. Hands held high like some mystic puppeteer in control of the metal chains in a motion that commanded Shigeru to the floor, cinching him in place. The once mysterious glow around her hands was now white-hot as she held Shigeru in place through magical means. Shigeru flailed about like some lunatic at the asylum, begging for his release, unable to break Rachel’s restraint.

      Atsuhiko watched in awe from over Rachel’s shoulder as every attempt made by the boy was thwarted at Rachel’s whim. As she clenched her fists tighter and tighter, the chains wound deeper.

      “Please,” Shigeru cried, his voice becoming childlike again, “send me. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “It’s a little too late for that, now don’t you think, Shigeru?” Rachel snapped, still holding her hands aloft, now pummeled into fists. Unwilling to relinquish her control over the chains, caught up in the fervor of her newfound ability.

      “Rachel,” Atsuhiko whispered in trepidation at the curve of her neck. He had never seen her like this, so cold, to say nothing of her newfound ability, and it disturbed him. There was almost a cruelty in her actions now that warred with her previous attempts to help the boy. He leaned in close, a hand planted on her shoulder, shocked at the awful rigidness in her muscles that threatened to snap if drawn out much farther. A quick glance at the boy assured his old soul that, for the moment, the boy was well contained.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing,” Rachel explained, narrowly keeping the confidence in her voice. “One minute, we were having a conversation. I tried to console him. He’s just a little boy, Atsuhiko.”

      “I know,” Atsuhiko replied without emotion.

      “He still is. He’s just lost and scared,” Rachel continued.

      Atsuhiko rolled his eyes and spied the boy who was now more akin to a ghoul than something that had once been human, made of flesh and blood or loved.

      The boy watched him in earnest with a deepening scowl, daring his elder to challenge. If left to his own devices, he knew the boy would strike like some coiled snake eager to spew its venom. A flicker of pity filled him, despite the boy’s challenge, and he reached for Rachel’s quivering hands, drawing them down over chest, and as he did, her grip on the chains slackened.

      The piercing white glow evaporated, returning the bleak under space to darkness.

      “It is over now, Rachel,” Atsuhiko muttered, straining to keep the dread, the newly stoked fear, from toppling his voice. But it was not lost on Rachel.

      This was, after all, familiar territory. This wasn’t the first or the last time she surmised they would encounter Shigeru, or another haunted soul just like him. And so, she drifted into her lover’s arms, never taking her eyes from the shadows. Prepared for another outburst from Shigeru, now freed from his bonds, but the boy had gone.
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      The couple retreated to the privacy of Atsuhiko’s office high above the gallery floor. The celebration winding down below. The peculiarly placed houselights, stationed this way and that like plastic sentinels, were returned to full strength to bathe the oversized space in stark yellow-white light, breaking the spell of night. One by one, the hall’s patrons gathered their belongings and filed out the front door, followed in step by a tall blonde with swooping waist length golden curls gently ushering the meandering crowd toward the entrance. A thoughtful smile pursed over smooth rosebud lips. She stopped briefly and turned to glance over her shoulder, aware suddenly that she was being watched. Her dark blue eyes locked in fury with her employer stationed above the noisy aftermath of the gala, and her sweet disposition disappeared.

      Atsuhiko matched her irritable gaze with confidence then stepped away from the window. His hand absently reaching for the plastic lever, turning the handle until the blinds drew shut. He sighed in much needed relief now that the night’s festivities had concluded and in even greater relief that the incident beneath the stairs had gone unnoticed. That left the remainder of the evening to uncover what new connection Rachel had to relics from the ancient world.

      She was seated to his left, her back tucked against the office’s only comfortable piece of furniture. A hefty black leather sofa. She seemed lost tucked in amongst the cushions, her posture slack, staring into space. He kept his back to her and paced the length of the room once, twice, until his concern all but erupted.

      “What did you think you were doing, Rachel? That boy could have killed you!” Atsuhiko fumed as he kept to his furious stride.

      “He wasn’t going to kill me, Atsuhiko,” Rachel scoffed a little too quickly.

      “You had no way of knowing what he would do. What you did tonight, it was reckless.”

      Rachel cradled her injured hand and kept still. There was, after all, a grain of truth in his rant.

      She could hardly argue that, deep down, she had been afraid of Shigeru, of his connection to the dead, to the unknown. But confronting the boy, getting to the heart of what he wanted, what he needed was her responsibility and hers alone.

      She gazed down at her injured hand in retrospect, grateful that Shigeru hadn’t injured her artist’s hand, and winced. Atsuhiko had been quick to address the injury upon entering the upstairs office. Securing a handkerchief from his jacket then rushing it under the tap before finally fastening it over the gash and tying the cloth off at her wrist. The bandage, such as it was, would hold for now, but she was sure it would require stitches. It was a close call in all honesty, but now that she knew what the boy ghost wanted, she felt satisfied.

      “I’m sorry that I worried you, but I had to,” she continued to explain.

      Atsuhiko came to a sharp pause, wrenching his hands against his back, in obvious frustration, and slowly turned around to face her as though she had said the most ridiculous thing in the world. And in that moment, he understood with clarity what had compelled her to take such risk.

      “You are not responsible for that boy, Rachel. You had nothing to do with his tragedy.”

      “Shigeru,” she gently corrected and caught Atsuhiko’s now sympathetic green eyes. “His name is Shigeru, and like it or not, you can’t argue that I am connected to his tragedy, and so are you.”

      He shook his head. “No, this was Haruko’s doing. Her past. Her sins. Shigeru’s blood is on her hands. I would as soon remove you from this situation⁠—”

      “But you can’t, Atsuhiko,” she reminded him then pushed away from the couch and bridged the short gap between them, ensuring an end to his rampant pacing.

      “I’m in this now, just like I was on the night we first met.”

      She reached for his face with her good hand, cupping it along the curve of his jaw, and smiled.

      His eyes danced at the feel of her touch, and he edged closer to her warmth until he towered over her frame. He marveled at how easily she could still his wayward thoughts or bring an end to whatever dispute lay between them, not that there were many, to the sweetest end. He leaned farther into her caress, his lips finding the open palm of her hand, and planted feathery kisses along the length of her fingers. Then, without a word, he reached for her injured hand, catching her by surprise, to drive the wounded appendage between them like a wedge.

      “Do you see this? Look well at your injury, Rachel,” he whispered between them in all sincerity. “No matter how you feel about Shigeru or how honestly you yearn to help him, that boy injured you. The dead care not for the living. They seek to hurt those who do not suffer in their torment.”

      “I know, but this is different. It’s quite literally a mess that’s been left at my doorstep. I wish I could make you understand, Atsuhiko. I had to try.”

      “Yes, of course you did. It was very noble of you, very brave. But I will not stand by and watch you place yourself in such danger again. I want for nothing but to protect you.”

      “And you do,” she replied, and her large chestnut eyes exhibited her sincerity.

      “But?” he finished for her, feeling the weight of what was left unsaid stab at his pride.

      “But,” Rachel continued, the bravado in her voice faltering, “I want to be able to get the answers for myself and, if need be, to protect myself.”

      Atsuhiko took half a step back, recalling the strange power Rachel had unleashed under the stairs. Some ability previously unknown that allowed her to control Shigeru, drawing the boy ghost down to the floor in chains to writhe.

      It was more than that, he chided. It was pure agonizing torment if he was being quite honest. It gave him pause, a pin prick of fear that maybe the spirit of his late wife had somehow returned. And that she might, through Rachel, turn those newly acquired weapons on him, and he shuddered. He couldn’t keep the questions so deep, so personal from gnawing at his immortal soul. It could change everything between them for a second time if it were true, and he was determined not to let that happen.

      “Haruko,” he questioned, his tone dull and lifeless, “has she returned?”

      “No,” came Rachel’s immediate response.

      But she could sense the webbing of doubt creep to life within him and see its awful effect with her naked eyes as darkness consumed the calm of his emerald gaze to be replaced with a murky black, covering it like the moon shades the surface of the sun. She could feel him dig, gnawing at her through their link, searching for deception, but there was none to be found.

      “I thought much the same thing, but she is gone. I wouldn’t lie to you about that,” she continued.

      Atsuhiko released a clenched sigh and waited for her to continue.

      “Haruko is gone, but she left behind something from her past that now lives on in me.”

      Atsuhiko thought back, recalling the story of Haruko’s occultist past revealed just weeks ago when he and Rachel had been summoned before the Ancient. A creature of near unquestionable rule who presided over the inhabitants of Chicago’s Lore District. The Ancient who had, unbeknownst to them, been bested by Jiro, a fellow Nogitsune. A centuries long enemy who had imprisoned the Ancient, stolen her identity and assumed her shape, luring the couple to a false audience, intent to rip them apart.

      Jiro had been a childhood friend to Haruko and ultimately betrayed that trust.

      “Explain,” Atsuhiko began and watched Rachel’s sweet face sour.

      “The dead, Atsuhiko, the spirits that keep following me around. I saw a horde of them once before in a vision when Haruko pulled me into her past. To scare me, to unsettle me, to control me. Anyway, Haruko’s second ‘death’ didn’t set them free, or rather, it didn’t set them all free. And according to Shigeru, they’re now drawn to me. I’m their way out, like some sort of doorway to the other side. It’s the only way they can find peace.”

      Atsuhiko shook his head. “I don’t like where this is going.”

      “I don’t exactly find it very heart-warming, either,” Rachel replied then shrank under own admission.

      “Shigeru could very well have been lying to you.”

      “I don’t think he was. I mean you saw what happened, didn’t you?”

      “Hai. Yes, I did.”

      “Just thinking about it makes me feel⁠—”

      “Try it again.” Atsuhiko watched her eyes swell.

      “Why?” she questioned desperately.

      “If this dark power is part of you now, then we need to understand its hold over you, or you over it. To understand what it could portend for the two of us.”

      “Right here? Right now? What if I can’t control it? Have you stopped to think about that?” she snapped back.

      “I have faith that you will,” he replied then cleared his throat, hoping he wasn’t making the grandest of mistakes by asking her to invoke something so unholy.

      Rachel took a deep breath, inwardly seeking for the wisdom in Atsuhiko’s harried suggestion. The last thing she wanted to do was revisit what happened under the stairs. It still sent chills down her spine and clawed at the veil of her nerve with the promise to rip straight through. But Atsuhiko was right. There was no telling when the next ghost might make an appearance, or what kind of foul mood it would be in, to say nothing of her control in the situation.

      It wasn’t that she shouldn’t try; it was inevitable.

      With a quiet nod, she took a step back and held out her hands then focused on that strange far off power drawn from the underworld, from the Void. It won’t come back, she thought. It can’t. It was just a fluke … It’s not even supposed to be there.

      Her eyes glistened with the mist of tears, however, when the darkness returned.

      The strange power slowly but surely was restored to life like a lazy dog at one’s feet, dragging its lumbering weight back toward its master. The velvety power wound up and around her wrists like thick webbing, setting the hairs on her arm to stand on end like hundreds of little lightning rods as a faint white light crackled to life. She focused, sweat beading at her brow, making sure to keep her hands pointed away from Atsuhiko and angled them at a wall across the room. The couple’s gazes were drawn at the same time up toward the high vault of the ceiling as the tinkling of chains scraped overhead, snaking this way and that, but they had yet to materialize. Atsuhiko muttered a curse in his native Japanese then turned back toward Rachel, who lay at the center of the phenomena.

      “So, it is true,” he noted solemnly.

      Spent by the demonstration, Rachel lowered her quivering hands in exhaustion. The unseen hulking chains settled in conjunction with her stale movement before returning to obscurity. She took a single step forward to meet Atsuhiko’s disbelieving eyes.

      “I didn’t think it would happen again, but there. Haruko’s long lost gift, found.” Rachel concluded, desperate suddenly to exude confidence when fear traced every corner of her mind.

      “Un,” came Atsuhiko’s rather strange and distant response.

      “I hate it when you do that,” she snapped at him, and he rolled his eyes.

      “We should tell Auntie Chen about this,” Rachel suggested after a tense pause. “Maybe she can remove whatever this is if her seat as Ancient is restored.”

      Atsuhiko studied her honestly for a moment, struck by her unflappable faith in the old shopkeeper. It almost brought a smile to his face if not for the damned uncertainty of it all, but nevertheless, he hoped deep down that she was right.

      “The dragon has much to deal with these days, Rachel, and there is no guarantee that she will be reinstated as the ruling Ancient. Right now, my focus is aimed at the two of us.”

      Rachel went to respond until the taught binding around her injured hand slipped and gave way due to her recent movements, allowing for a fissure of blood to ooze toward the surface. Panicked, she reached for the loosened strip, but Atsuhiko took her hand and held it against his chest.

      “We should probably get this looked at,” she managed to say, her nerves on edge.

      “Do you really want me to take you to the hospital?” he asked.

      “Well, that is the normal order of things, Atsuhiko. I mean, do you want this to get infected?”

      He smiled and shook his head. “I have maybe a better idea.” He lifted her chin, drawing their faces together, then brushed his lips over hers in graceful tenderness. Then he followed the gesture with his tongue, tracing the curve of her full lips, and swept inside. Tasting her with ease, guiding their mouths as one toward pure bliss. Rachel tipped forward with a soft moan, at ease in the cocoon of his desire but unsure of what he had in mind. There were just too many questions, too much uncertainty, and so she tore herself away as a rough sigh slithered out from between hungry lips. Startled, Atsuhiko’s eyes peered open, full to the brim with need and the shock of rejection.

      “You said it was risky,” she uttered, scarcely keeping the tone of her voice in check.

      Atsuhiko was slow to regain his composure and regarded her concerns with a nod. He teased her kiss swollen lips with the back of his thumb, promising more delight, and watched her shiver. Seduction came so easy to him. It was part of his Nogitsune nature, but with Rachel, the human woman who still housed a part of his soul, he had indeed learned a great level of restraint. But always there was a war within, to cherish or to take her as the animal inside commanded, threatening to send him hurtling toward abandon. He relaxed and stepped back.

      “I thought you trusted me?” he questioned as the silence stretched.

      “I do, and you know it. But you said it yourself, that in sharing your ability to heal”—and she held up her wounded hand— “there’s danger. Why did you tell me that if you weren’t afraid it might be true?”

      “I was being honest for the both of us,” he admitted and turned away. “You must believe that I would never damn you, Rachel.”

      “I know you wouldn’t,” she replied.

      “My intent is pure. So long as this is true, I believe no harm will befall you. I would very much like to close that wound in your hand, to heal you, and it is within my power.”

      Rachel lifted her bloodied hand, staring long and hard at the crimson stained bandage. Her thoughts drawn back to just weeks ago when she first met Atsuhiko, after her dangerous encounter with Jiro and his brother Isei at the train pier just opposite the Jade Dragon Antique Shop. Alone and fighting for her life while in possession of Atsuhiko’s ancestral sword.

      He had saved her life that night, rescuing her from demons who promised to unleash hell on her person. Atsuhiko had taken it upon himself to keep her safe, though not without his own agenda, namely seeking forgiveness from his dead wife. A journey to forgiveness they embarked on together that ended in bloodshed and betrayal and secrets that should have remained buried. And through all of it, he had upheld his part of the bargain. He watched her back. Marked her soul, her flesh. All with her explicit permission, but never had he given her rise to see him as the enemy, as someone who might wish her harm. In that instant, she had her answer.

      Without a word she stepped back into his arms, drawing her limbs over his shoulders, mindful of her injury, and dragged her good hand through the river of his black hair.

      He welcomed her there with unspoken emotion. His bold green eyes narrowed, searching for seeds of uncertainty, but trust roared back through the echo of her soul, and he had his answer and reclaimed her wanting lips.

      Rachel moaned in earnest pleasure tucked against him. Her injury forgotten as he offered up a taste of his immortality to serve a purpose. The kiss deepened in a heartbeat, drawing her in, then erupted in a shower of diamond hot light between their lips. A rush of energy passed from Atsuhiko into the waiting vessel of his human lover and took root. Rachel bound her hands in his hair, accepting his gift in kind, as a tingle traced the wound in her hand, mending the skin back together with ease.

      Atsuhiko stepped back, reluctant to tear his lips away from the object of his heart’s desire but recalling his promise. His will not to infect her with the beast in his soul. He watched the gentle pulse of her heartbeat at the curve in her throat and smiled. He reached for her injured hand, carefully removing the blood-stained handkerchief silently while her chestnut eyes misted over in anticipation until the last of the material unraveled. The flesh was smooth and unmarred underneath, save for the blood that had already caked there.

      “It’s gone,” she whispered in pure astonishment.

      “Let’s try to keep it that way,” he replied.

      A hard knock at the office door disrupted the couple, and a tall blonde with long golden curls in a white designer dress sauntered into the room. Her dark cerulean blue eyes washed over the couple with both amusement and a strange indifference. She pulled the door shut with a quiet slink and pressed back against the frame as though to bar all further entry or exit from the room.

      “Celine,” Atsuhiko welcomed his business partner after a tense moment.

      “Atsuhiko,” she replied with mixed emotion then tilted her head to the side, briefly acknowledging Rachel’s presence without bothering to speak. The two women eyed one another with equal displeasure with Atsuhiko caught directly in between.

      “I just wanted to let you know,” Celine began as she inched away from the door, “that the gallery has officially cleared out. There were a few questions about your whereabouts by night’s end, but I was able to stave them off and quiet any further inquiries.”

      “You have my thanks, Celine,” he replied in true relief.

      Celine nodded with a sticky sweet smile. “I can assume that all the monsters have gone, then?”

      Atsuhiko turned with a start, struck by the childishness in her tone of voice, but it was Rachel who spoke first. “It’s good to see you, too, Celine, and yes, for the moment, we’re all clear, but there’s no telling what might follow you home.”

      The smile on Celine’s face twisted, and her angelic eyes lit with fury.

      “If you’ll excuse us,” Atsuhiko cut in almost out of some sudden sense of embarrassment and reached for Rachel’s newly healed hand, drawing her against his chest. He exchanged an awkward glance with his business partner of ten years, a woman with whom he had once shared an intimacy before Rachel reunited him with his ancestral sword, bringing centuries of questing to an end. He cared for her still and always would, but his heart belonged to another. He turned away from her, which forced Rachel and Celine to lock eyes briefly. The two women watched one another with equal venom as a plume of blackened ash erupted at Atsuhiko’s feet, silently swirling around them until the couple faded from sight, leaving Celine behind to twist in bitterness.
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