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        Love can blossom in the most unexpected places, especially when the future is uncertain.

      

        

      
        Ean Kimura has harbored a crush on Karina Varoni for years, but he never found the courage to act on it. Karina, the local café owner, is a widow living with the ghost of her late husband and struggling to move on with her life. After confessing her feelings to her sister-in-law, she finally musters the courage to ask Ean on a date, and he eagerly accepts. Despite the fear of ruining their friendship, Ean and Karina take a chance at love and their date blossoms into a magical evening.

      

        

      
        But when a superstorm threatens their town, Ean and Karina must put their relationship on hold to help those in danger. Working together to save a group of people squatting in a nearby abandoned estate, disaster strikes, and they're forced to flee the chaos.

      

        

      
        Will their love be powerful enough to survive the storm? Ean and Karina will discover the strength of their bond in this thrilling and romantic tale of courage and devotion in Ean's Rare Gift, a companion novella to the Kimura Sisters Series.
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      I run my finger down the checklist and stop at item thirty-four.

      “Checking internal life support systems is next,” I announce to my boss, Harris, sitting in the adjacent life pod. “It’s a sub-list of… sixty-six items.”

      Without even so much as a sigh, Harris responds, “Understood. Sixty-six items. I’m making an executive decision to skip to item thirty-five.”

      “Which only has ten sub-items?” I try to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

      I fail.

      “Yes, Miss Kimura. Ten sub-items. Considering our shift is over in twenty minutes, this seems like the best course of action.”

      I open my mouth to object, and then I remember that Harris doesn’t want to miss the shuttle back down to the surface. His wife is pregnant with their third child, and they’re still looking for a babysitter for the night of the Hikoboshi Farewell Ball. He has a life to live.

      I do not.

      “Yes, you’re right.” I pick up my tablet that’s stuck to a nearby console. “I’ll make a note of the deviation in our daily report.”

      “Thank you, Suri. Now, let’s move onto this fan system.”

      Sure. Why not? It’s another system to test and take care of, much like everything else I do as a quality control engineer for the Interstellar Agency. Test a system, take notes, report bugs, and failures. All day, every day. It’s not the most glamorous of jobs, but it’s important. When even the smallest system fails, our teams could be in great danger. Space is unforgiving. Space is cold and desolate. And when you are on a long-range mission and just want to come home, you can’t have a system crash because someone forgot to check it.

      A shadow passes over my window, something traveling between us on the Shōnagon and the sun. I gasp as I watch the Murasaki move into position close to us.

      “Look out the window,” I say to Harris.

      “Well, will you look at that,” Harris breathes through the mic.

      I hold my breath as I watch the long ship come around and point its front at us. Through the windows to the bridge, I can just see the outlines of people sitting at their posts. I pull myself closer to the window and let my legs float out behind me. These life pod windows are some of the smallest windows on the ship, but it’s enough to get an excellent view of the Murasaki.

      “Wow.” My lungs let the held breath out slowly. “And to think that it’ll leave next week to hop across space.”

      Bumping the helmet of my pressure suit against the wall, I rest my forehead on the window. I’ve always wanted to work in space, but going on missions to faraway planets, where we’re not even sure what we’ll find there? No. No thanks. I’m too practical for that.

      No adventure for me. Orbit is as far as I ever want to go.

      “Another reason to get these checks done as soon as possible,” I say, looking down at my list. “We’re already a year behind on this build.”

      “Remember your security clearance, Suri,” Harris admonishes me, and my hackles bristle, much like Finn’s when he sees a squirrel that trespasses on his property.

      “I remember.” My voice is as cold as space. “I’ve never stepped outside the bounds.”

      “And that’s why you’re one of my best employees.” Harris’s voice is soft and kind, and I let go of my anger. “Sorry. You know how upset everyone is about being behind on the schedule. It wouldn’t be good for the I.A. if the news makes it out to the public before the Murasaki leaves.”

      Yes, because once it’s gone, they can’t delay the mission anymore to give us more time. We will need more funding and staffing to speed up. Speeding up is challenging when so many local governments don’t want to spend money on education and factories to make the parts we require to expand our space program. It’s also hard when so much of the population is against what we’re doing here. It’s something I argue about with my father all the time. As mayor of our town, local support is all he cares about.

      “Understood. Let’s finish up item thirty-five, so we can make our shuttles home.”

      We run through the ten sub-items in less time than we expected with only one error, and it’s in my life pod. I let Harris go early since his shuttle leaves an hour before mine. He lives in Izumo, to the north of my town, and we have separate shuttles for different destinations down below.

      My mini-tablet buzzes with a message from Erik, my long-time best friend. “You’re on the next shuttle, right? I’m coming with the dogs to meet you.”

      I smile at his thoughtfulness — always caring and there for me. “Yes. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Gym later?” he asks.

      “Sure. I’ll need to walk off these space legs.”

      Before I cut power to the life pod, I take a moment to stare out at our planet, beautiful, watery Orihimé. Only the whirling white clouds of storm systems out at sea mar the deep blues and turquoises of our oceans. The major continent, the only continent, comes into view after only a few moments. It’s daytime down there, early morning, and the continent ebbs and flows with dark browns and vibrant greens. The snowy top of Zenyama sparkles with frost. Winter down below usually means gray skies and plenty of rain. But it looks like I’ll be returning in a few hours to sunlight.

      Thank goodness. I need a break from the darkness of space.

      The door to the life pod zips closed behind me as I make my way through the long corridor to the nearest airlock. I’ll be glad to get out of this pressure suit in the main parts of the ship. It’s nice that we can work with our visors up, but in sections of the ship that our quality assurance team has not thoroughly tested, we’re required to wear the pressure suit in case something goes wrong.

      Fine by me. I like to play by the rules. I like to breathe.

      Pushing through zero-g, I get my head back in the game. On the other side of the airlock is life. People are working, talking, socializing. They’re all in the same boat together. Q.A. people like Harris, our team, and me, we’re the loners. That’s okay. I don’t mind being alone while I’m up here. I’m surrounded by people and animals all the time at home. Especially Finn. He’ll be glued to my side as soon as we land.

      On the other side of the airlock, I store my pressure suit in the employee locker area.

      “Hey, Suri.” Yarra sails into the room as I’m closing my locker. “You going down with the next shuttle to Yamato?” Yarra’s curly blue hair floats in a sphere around her head. She keeps it out of her face with some strategically placed pins.

      “Yeah. You?”

      “No. I’m here another two days, and then I go down for the ball. My mom is picking up my dress tomorrow.” She rubs her hands together in glee, and I try to keep my smile polite. There’s no need for everyone else to be as miserable as I am.

      “You must be excited,” I say, pushing off the wall and gliding past her. “Who did you end up asking to go?”

      She pulls her lips to the side as she follows me out of the locker room to the nearest galley. I’m starving, so it’s time to eat something before I head to the shuttle.

      “Harris said he’d introduce me to his brother.”

      “What?” I burst into a laugh. “That’s random. You know half the guys here on the project would have gone with you.”

      She shrugs. “I don’t like dating at work. And we spoke over a vidcall. He seems like a nice enough guy. Why not? I’m just excited to eat all the food. So…” She draws out the one syllable into several as I grab a bag of cookies from the pantry. “Have you found a date yet?”

      “I’m not going.”

      “What?” Yarra’s mouth drops open. I pull a cookie from the package and stick it in her gaping mouth. She laughs as she takes a bite. Little bits of cookie float away from us. “Mmm. Anyway, I thought you’d definitely be there. You said you might go a few weeks ago.”

      Yarra and I don’t see each other that often. We’re usually on opposite shifts and different sleep patterns, and she lives in Izumo while I live in Yamato. I think this is the first time in a month I’ve seen her in the flesh.

      “I was thinking about it, but I couldn’t decide on a dress or who to go with.” I pop a cookie in my mouth, chew, and swallow. “Then my dad got involved.”

      Yarra groans. “Ugh. Really? How?”

      “He started asking guys over to the house and hinting I should take them to the ball. There was the son of a grocery store owner. Then there was this guy who owns an accounting firm. And another guy, admittedly handsome, but a lawyer.”

      “Total snoozers, all of them.” Yarra waves her hand. “You should go with Erik.” Her little smirk is just this side of annoying. “I mean, why not? You’re together so much you’re practically dating, anyway. He’s so nice, and he’s so good to you.”

      “We’re not dating.” I’ve said that a million times in the last two years. “Not that I want to go with Erik, but he told me he was uninterested in attending.”

      Erik may be my best friend, but he’s also the best friend of my ex-boyfriend, Leo. Two years ago, when Leo broke things off with me (thanks to my dad interfering), he moved to the other side of the continent to start over. Leo left behind Erik to pick up the pieces… and this is not something he excels at. He’s more of a quiet, sit-at-home-and-read type. We go to the gym together, eat together, and spend time together, but our relationship has never been romantic.

      “Ah, well. I guess that settles it.” Yarra knows Erik too and that he would rather stay home and check out the newest crime novel than ever attend a ball.

      “Yep. If I were going to a ball, I’d need a ‘sure thing.’ Someone I could trust not to creep me out and who wouldn’t be in my dad’s back pocket. You know…” I wave my hand around in the air. “The perfect kind of gentleman who is completely unobtainable.”

      He would have to be okay with me being broke and living at home, too.

      “There are so many of those on standby, Suri. How could you ever choose?”

      “Exactly. I’m locking myself in my room for the night and working. I have plenty of reports to catch up on.” I shrug. The extra cash will help me move out of home sometime soon. My younger sister, Myra, moved out two years ago, and I’ve been stuck there ever since with the rest of our large family. I keep looking for apartments in Yamato that are both available and cheap, but it’s like finding one fish in a giant ocean. We’re in the middle of a housing crisis with hardly any space left.

      Home is crazy too. Having five younger sisters and one older brother is plenty, but if you add on my parents and the family staff and all the animals… It’s enough to make my head spin most days. I’ve been broke now for years, ever since bailing my younger sister, Tilli, out of a secret debt. There’s not much I can do about that, though. What’s done is done.

      The onboard speakers pop and chime before an automated voice says, “Attention, Shōnagon visitors, the shuttle to Yamato will depart in fifteen minutes. Those with reserved seats, please proceed to Airlock 5B. Thank you.” It repeats once more before stopping.

      “That’s my cue to leave. Finn, Erik, and Tsuki will be waiting for me, so I can’t miss this one.” I place my hand on Yarra’s shoulder and lean in to kiss her on the cheek goodbye. “Have a great time at the ball. I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

      “Thanks. Enjoy your time off. I hope I see you again, sooner this time!” She smiles and pushes her blue hair back. “It’s been too long since we last spoke.”

      “Same.”

      I push off from the floor and angle out the door — time to head to Airlock 5B and home.
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      The shuttle doors open, and the cool, humid air of winter hits me right in the face. Well, at least the sun is still shining like I saw it only a few hours ago. I take a deep breath, center myself, and slowly walk forward. I was only on board the Shōnagon for two days, but it was enough to make me a little lightheaded upon returning to solid earth. The pills I pop every day in orbit help me acclimatize to gravity each time I return. Still, there’s always a short adjustment period. Hopefully, it doesn’t last more than a few hours.

      I grab my bag from the baggage claim area and step out into the public space at the transport hub. A blur of golden fur comes bounding towards me, and I only have a spare moment to brace myself before Finn bowls right into me.

      “Hi hi hi hi hi hi hi! Oh, Suri! Hi hi hi hi hi!” His paws reach for my waist, and his tongue is a blur of pink. I press my eyes and lips closed and just let him lick me. Hold your breath, Suri! This may take a moment…

      “Hey, Finn,” Erik calls out, “take it easy, boy. She just got here.”

      I pull in a quick breath and tip my face back. “It’s okay. I’m happy to see him.” And I am. I’m always happy to see my Finn.

      “I missed you. I missed you so much. You were gone forever,” he says, swirling around my feet. He’s nimble for a giant golden retriever.

      Someone walks past with a monkey on his shoulder and smiles at us both. Several people outside the gates on the tarmac hold up protest signs. They’re there every day, so I just ignore them now. But the bold red letters of ‘STAY OUT OF SPACE’ and ‘CHARITY BEGINS AT HOME’ are hard to miss. Sigh. They want the impossible. We already have it good here, but we can’t sustain our home if we don’t find more land on other planets.

      A few lonely-looking younger women stop next to us and smile at Finn too.

      “Your dog is so sweet. He obviously loves you a lot,” one young woman says. “Can I pet him?”

      Finn’s tongue lolls out of his mouth to the side. “Sure, sure. I love pets. Loooooooove them.”

      I nod as the two young women come forward to pet him. I tip my head to the side, and I can see the nearest woman doesn’t have the star tattoo behind her left ear that indicates she has the animal translation chip. My guess is the other one doesn’t either.

      “Are you both on the teams going to Hikoboshi?” I ask as Erik approaches with his dog, Tsuki. Tsuki also loves to be petted, so she comes and sits next to Finn, accepting the love of these two young women.

      “Yeah, we’re both on the first wave. Only another week to go.” Her voice sounds excited, but I can tell from the lines around her eyes she’s nervous.

      People who go on these missions to the far-off Hikoboshi system don’t have the animal translation chip on purpose. They applied for these missions when they were young. When the I.A. chose them, it became a part of their employment to not carry the proprietary technology on them. The only problem is that we can only insert the chip between the ages of six and twenty-five. Once you’re too old, you can never get it. It’s a lifelong choice never to pair with an animal of our world.

      Personally, I can’t imagine not being paired with Finn. He is the utter joy and abandon that I lack. I’m buttoned-up, logical, and serious. He’s foolish, silly, and a little brainless. We love each other to death, even with all that fur.

      “We’re all so excited for you,” I tell her as she scratches Finn behind the ear. “I really hope the mission goes well.”

      She stands up and bows. “I do too. I just hope we find something.”

      These missions may be for naught, but we have to try. We only have this one continent, and with the indigenous population, plus everyone who came here from Earth, we’re running out of space. When Terrans came here to Orihimé thirty years ago, they found a backwards and frightened culture of Japanese immigrants from Earth — immigrants who arrived here over 400 years ago during the Exodus. Now that everyone is integrated, we’re going to try to connect with the Hikoboshi system, another place where more of Japan migrated in the Exodus. Terrans who left Earth during the Exodus are scattered throughout the local area of the galaxy, but finding them is difficult. We’re lucky to know of Hikoboshi because of journals passed down through the generations.

      “Good luck,” I say, bowing and smiling.

      The young women head off, and Erik steps up beside me. “That always gives me the chills,” he says, reaching out for my bag. “They’re so willing to put their lives on the line for us.”

      I rub the goosebumps from my arms. “You know, most days I’m excited about the missions, but today? I just feel dread.”

      Erik peers up at the sky. “It’s the weather, Suri. It’s too bad you didn’t land a few hours earlier. It won’t be sunny for much longer.” He tips his chin at the horizon and the oncoming dark clouds.

      “I saw it from space.”

      “Well, aren’t you special.” His voice is dry, and he rolls his eyes. I can only laugh. Because yeah, that statement sounded awfully precious.

      Finn circles my body, rubbing his coat against my legs over and over. He’s gentle about it, but his need to be close can be overwhelming. I take a deep breath and come to my knees so I can hug him.

      “Hey, buddy. I guess you really missed me?”

      “All the time, Suri. Yeah, yeah.” He rests his head on my shoulder. “I don’t like when you’re gone. It’s boring at home without you.”

      “I know. And I’m sure Mom doesn’t let you chase the cats.”

      “She’s no fun. I’m good with cats. Let’s play?”

      “Maybe later. I’m beat. Let’s walk instead.”

      Erik waits patiently, his hands clasped behind his back. His dog, Tsuki, a Shiba Inu, is just as quiet and patient as he is. I think it must be some kind of sign that I’m paired with a silly and dopey dog when I’m so serious. The gods are trying to tell me something.

      “Time to head home?” Erik asks, hefting my bag onto his shoulder.

      Yarra’s smirk flashes into my head, and my chest tightens as I look at Erik. Here he is, showing up with my dog, ready to walk me home and spend time with me. And, suddenly, after years of us being like this, it doesn’t feel right.

      I’m taking advantage of him and his kindness, aren’t I?

      “I can take my bag,” I say, reaching out my hand.

      The wind picks up, and Erik’s messy hair flies out from behind his ears. His hair is always a bit of a nightmare, frizzy and wavy when it’s humid and in his face when he least wants it to be. I remind him to get it cut often, but he forgets unless I drag him to the salon myself.

      “I’ve got it. It’s fine,” he replies, surprised. “Do you want to take the long way around? I was thinking we could stop to get coffee.” Tsuki huffs and mumbles at him. “Yes, I know. I’ll buy you both treats.” He rolls his eyes. “The dogs have become addicted to the handmade treats from Café Domina. I’m afraid I’ve been spoiling them both in your absence.”

      “I don’t know, Erik. I’m a little light on funds right now.” I’ve told no one else about Tilli’s debt. I’m sure she would be mortified if Erik knew, and if he’s ever noticed I’m without money all the time, he’s never said anything.
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