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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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      How much longer could I pretend this “vacation” on the bench was actually a gift? The soccer ball flies up the field, and all of my teammates run past.

      “Carla! Go! Straight up the middle!” Coach yells from the sidelines. I keep my eyes on Carla’s feet as they dribble the ball and pass it down to Mika. Yes, yes, yes. Keep it moving. I rub at the tender spot below my right knee, wincing as my fingers find the swollen area beneath my brace. Six weeks of sitting here, watching other people play the game I love.

      “Mika! Cut left!” Coach’s voice carries across the field. I lean forward on the bench, my body wanting to move with the play, even though I’m stuck here.

      Mika pivots, exactly how I would have done it. The defender overcommits, and Mika breaks free, charging towards the goal. My heart rate soars, and I almost jump to my feet.

      Careful, Rosa. I need to keep my butt planted where it is.

      “That’s it!” I call out, bringing my hands to my mouth. “Now cross it!”

      She doesn’t hear me, of course. Instead, she takes the shot herself — a decision I wouldn’t have made — and the goalkeeper blocks it like she’s swatting at a lazy fly.

      I slump back, stopping a groan. Coach glances my way with a sympathetic nod before turning to the team. He knows how much this kills me.

      My mini tablet buzzes with a reminder: work in an hour and physical therapy this evening. Another session of painful stretching and exercises. But what choice do I have? Either I get better, or I stay put, watching everyone else live my dream.

      I can’t have that.

      The whistle blows. End of practice. My teammates jog off the field, their faces flushed, chattering about the missed opportunities and near goals. I push myself up from the bench, a sharp twinge shooting through my knee. Biting back a curse, I force a casual stretch, as if I’m just another player winding down, not someone relegated to the sidelines.

      Each step is a reminder of my limitations. The sharp stabbing pain followed by a dull ache.

      The brace is a shackle, a constant, irritating presence. I limp towards the locker room, trying to ignore the sympathetic glances from my teammates.

      I hate this.

      I hate the pity, the forced cheerfulness, the way everyone tiptoes around my frustration.

      I should stop coming to practice and torturing myself like this.

      Shoving my gear into my bag, the familiar scent of grass and sweat is a painful reminder of what I’m missing. It’s not just the game. It’s the camaraderie, the shared exhaustion, the feeling of pushing my body to its limits.

      Now, my limits are defined by pain, by the careful, measured movements prescribed by the physical therapist. My life has become a series of appointments and restrictions, a far cry from the freedom I felt on the field.

      “Hey, Rosa! How’s the knee?” Carla, our team captain, asks, her breath still coming in quick gasps. She slings a sweaty arm around my shoulders, and I try not to wince. I have to show up in an office in a bit, hopefully not smelling like someone else’s sweat. Gross.

      “Oh, you know,” I say, forcing a light tone, “just enjoying the view from the best seat in the house. No running, no sweating, no chance of getting kicked in the shins. It’s basically a vacation.”

      Carla chuckles, but her eyes hold a hint of concern. “You’ll be back out there soon. You’re too good to stay benched.”

      “Yeah, well, my knee didn’t get the memo,” I reply, gesturing to the brace. “It’s decided to stage a revolt. Thinks it deserves a break from all the winning.” I roll my eyes to show how ridiculous it is.

      “It’s a temporary setback. Nothing more.”

      “Right. Temporary.” Like a bad haircut. Or a planetary alignment that throws everything off-kilter. “Just waiting for the stars to align, or my kneecap, whichever comes first.” I add a light, playful tone. I’m used to this kind of situation.

      “Hey, Rosa,” Coach calls out, jogging over, his brow furrowed with a mix of concern and what I can only describe as coachly pity. “How’s it feeling today?”

      “Fantastic,” I say, my voice dripping with a sarcasm I don’t even bother to hide anymore. “Never been better.”

      He winces, probably regretting asking. “Look, I know it’s tough. But you gotta listen to the physical therapist. No shortcuts, remember? Doctor’s orders are to take it slow.”

      I nod, staring out at the now-empty field, the green expanse mocking me. “Yeah, yeah. Slow and steady wins the race. Except, in this race, I’m not even allowed on the track.” My fingers trace the outline of the brace again, the fabric a rough texture against my skin. “It’s just... six weeks, Coach. Six weeks of this.”

      “I know, I know,” he says, already distracted by his next worry. “But it’s a small price to pay to get you back at one hundred percent.”

      This is one of those moments when I recognize that he’s right — I do — but it doesn’t mean I like it. I hate it. I despise it. I want to throw it into a pit and never see the pity ever again.

      Instead, I smile. “I guess it’s a price I just need to get used to.”

      I sigh, shoving my hands into my pockets. One hundred percent. Right. Like that’s a magic number that erases all the frustration, the boredom, the sheer wrongness of being stuck on the sidelines.

      It’s funny, in a darkly ironic way. I spend my days at the Interstellar Agency, counseling employees, guiding them through stress, burnout, and life transitions. “Be patient,” I tell them. “Trust the process. Small steps lead to big changes.” I preach mindfulness, acceptance, and the importance of listening to your body.

      And here I am, practically vibrating with impatience, my mind rebelling against the very advice I dispense. I’m a hypocrite in a knee brace, a therapist who can’t even follow her own wisdom. Maybe I should pair myself with a counselor. Someone who can talk me off the ledge of wanting to kick a soccer ball, full force, and risk re-injuring myself.

      But no. I need to get through this. I can do this. I have to do this.

      “Later, Coach,” I say, hoisting my bag higher on my shoulder. “Gotta get to work. The stressed-out masses of the I.A. await my questionable wisdom.”

      He gives a half-hearted chuckle, already turning his attention to gathering stray cones. “Hang in there, Rosa. You’ll be back.”

      “Sure thing,” I mutter under my breath, limping towards the exit.

      I squint my eyes against the morning sun that blankets Yamato as I make my way to the street. Usually, a bright and sunny start to the day is the perfect antidote for any of my bad moods, but it does nothing to improve my emotional state, unfortunately. I scan the area near the entrance designated for animal pairs. Dog, dog, cat, hamster, fox... Where is he?

      “Raimei!” I call out, spotting a familiar ball of fur nestled near a snoozing fox pair. “Time to go make some credits.”

      My lovable and shaggy mutt dog uncurls, revealing a tiny, twitching nose and beady black eyes. Raimei stretches, then trots towards me.

      “About time, Rosa,” Raimei complains, his voice a high-pitched, slightly nasal whine. “I was just getting to the good part of my nap. That fox pair, they have dreams, I tell you. Dreams of chasing endless fields of juicy grubs...”

      I scoop him up and kiss him between the ears. Raimei loves to be held, especially if it means he can be lazy and nap a little more in my bag. “Sorry, buddy. Duty calls. And someone needs to pay for your ridiculously expensive organic kibble.”

      “Hmph. A dog of my refined tastes deserves nothing less,” Raimei huffs, settling into the crook of my arm. “Besides, you’re the one who’s always complaining about being stuck on the sidelines. At least I can still dream of running...”

      I roll my eyes and huff a short laugh. Raimei, for all his dramatic pronouncements and self-importance, has a knack for cutting through my self-pity. He’s a tiny, furry ball of perspective.

      “You always say that,” I tell him, heading towards the transport hub. It’s true. Raimei is a master of guilt trips, especially when I interrupt his nap schedule. Which, to be fair, is pretty much all the time.

      There are days when I still can’t believe I can hear Raimei’s complaints, his every little whine and whimper translated into language, as clear as day, thanks to the animal translation chip implanted behind my ear. Standard procedure for every kid on their fourteenth birthday in my family here on Orihimé. A rite of passage, my dad called it. A way to connect with our animal companions, to understand their needs, their desires, their… incessant commentary on my life choices.

      I didn’t even know Raimei was my pair until a few years ago. I always figured I’d get a sleek, athletic dog, maybe a greyhound or a vizsla, something that matched my soccer-obsessed lifestyle. A friend I could run with once I got my own place. Instead, this slightly fluffy, definitely opinionated mutt ambled up to me on the street one day, looked me dead in the eye, and said, “Well, it’s about time you showed up. I’ve been waiting.”

      And just like that, my life changed. Turns out, the universe, or the Pair Bond, or whatever mystical force dictates these things, has a wicked sense of humor. I, the girl who craves swiftness and agility, got paired with a dog whose top speed is only just faster than a leisurely stroll.

      But, annoyances and all, I wouldn’t trade him. Raimei is always good for a laugh.

      “So, what profound wisdom are you dispensing at the I.A. today?” Raimei asks, his head poking out of my bag. His nose twitches as he surveys the passing scenery. “Motivational speeches? Guided meditations? How to achieve inner peace while simultaneously dealing with inter-office politics?”

      “Something like that. Today’s agenda includes calming a frantic engineer who’s convinced his AI companion is judging his life choices and mediating a dispute between two programmers over the optimal temperature of their shared office. And then the Kojiki team, of course. Thrilling stuff.”

      “Sounds riveting,” Raimei says, his voice dripping with the same sarcasm I’d used earlier. “Almost as exciting as watching grass grow. Or, you know, watching your team play without you.”

      I shoot him a glare. “Low blow, fuzzball. Even for you.”

      “Just stating the facts,” he says, settling deeper into the bag, his tone smug. “A dog’s gotta keep it real. Unlike some humans I know, who pretend everything is fine when they’re clearly about to explode from pent-up frustration.”

      If a dog could have side-eye, Raimei would be at the top of his game.

      “I am not about to explode,” I say, though the wobble in my voice betrays me. “I’m handling it. I’m being… mature.”

      “Mature?” Raimei lets out a bark of laughter. “You? Mature? Since when? Last time I checked, ‘mature’ involved accepting your limitations, not fantasizing about murdering your physical therapist.”

      My eyes snap to his. “I do not fantasize about assaulting my physical therapist. And I am perfectly capable of being mature. I’m just… temporarily inconvenienced.”

      “Inconvenienced,” Raimei echoes. “Like when a fire hydrant is temporarily out of service? Or a perfectly good nap is interrupted by the call of duty?” He pauses, then adds in a quieter voice, “Rosa, it’s okay to be frustrated. It’s okay to be angry. It’s better than pretending everything is sunshine and rainbows.”

      I sigh, the fight going out of me. He’s right, of course. As usual. “I know,” I mutter, staring up at the sky. “I just... I don’t want this to be my life. Sitting on the sidelines. I hate it.” I sigh. “Let’s not talk about it anymore.”

      We walk the rest of the way to the bus in contemplative quiet.
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      The Interstellar Agency building towers over the street, a shimmering obsidian monolith that pierces the Yamato skyline. Its sleek, curved lines hint at the work within, a silent promise of journeys to distant stars and the unraveling of cosmic mysteries. I always feel a swell of pride as I approach its entrance.

      The I.A. is more than just a workplace; it’s a symbol of humanity’s boundless ambition, our relentless pursuit of knowledge and exploration. They send teams to scout new planets for colonization, develop cutting-edge propulsion systems, and do a lot of other things that I can barely comprehend.

      I rest my palm on the scanner at the entrance. The system scans my face and body, and the gate clicks open. The air inside is cool and crisp, a welcome contrast to the humid Yamato morning. I grasp the fabric of my shirt and pump it a few times to get a cool breeze close to my skin. Ahhhh. Thank goodness for air conditioning.

      The lobby is a minimalist masterpiece of polished chrome and holographic displays, showcasing images of distant galaxies and potential new homes for humanity. Scientists, engineers, and administrators hurry along. It’s already a busy morning.

      A tiny pang of regret hits me as I limp through the lobby towards the lifts, a familiar ache that always surfaces when I’m reminded of my own unfulfilled ambitions. As a kid, I devoured every sci-fi novel and film I could get my hands on, dreaming of piloting starships and discovering alien civilizations. But my academic strengths lay elsewhere. Science and math? Not my strong suits. I scraped by in astrophysics and dropped orbital mechanics in the first week.

      But I still yearned to be part of the grand adventure, to contribute to humanity’s expansion into the cosmos. That’s why I gravitated towards counseling. While I may not be charting courses through nebulae, I can help the people who are. I guide astronauts through the intense psychological preparation for long-duration missions and support engineers coping with the stress of developing groundbreaking technology.

      It’s a small piece of the puzzle, but it’s mine.

      My office is on the seventh floor, a modest but comfortable space overlooking the sprawling Yamato cityscape. The walls are decorated with calming images of Orihimé, curated to ease the anxieties of my clients. A plush, ergonomic chair sits in the corner next to a small table with a selection of herbal teas.

      I drop my bag onto the floor with a thump, Raimei letting out a muffled groan of protest. “Must you be so rough, Rosa? A gentleman needs his rest.”

      “Sorry, buddy,” I say, reaching into the bag and pulling him out. I deposit him in the bed by my desk, where he begins to survey his domain with an air of regal superiority.

      “Much better,” he says, sniffing at a nearby stack of files. “Any new crises?”

      “Let’s see.” I pull up my schedule on my computer. “It looks like I have a double session with the Kojiki colonization team. Hmmm. I thought it was only one. They’re starting to get a little… stir-crazy.”

      Kojiki. A potentially habitable planet in our same system. The team assigned to colonize it has been in simulated isolation for months, preparing for the real thing. I’d hate to be cooped up for that long.

      “Ah, yes,” Raimei says with a knowing nod. “The perils of prolonged confinement. Humans weren’t meant to be crammed into tiny spaceships for years on end. It’s unnatural. A dog needs room to roam, to sniff, to mark his territory.”

      “Maybe you should sign up for the next mission,” I say, grinning. “You could offer your expert advice on territorial management.”

      Raimei shudders. “Absolutely not. Space is far too… empty. And what about my kibble? Would they have organic, free-range kibble on Kojiki? I think not.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “You’re impossible.”

      “Of course,” he says, puffing out his chest. “That’s why you love me.”

      I get to work. Kojiki Team. Session notes. Psychological evaluations. Personality profiles. It’s a lot of information, a jumble of anxieties, hopes, and potential interpersonal conflicts, all magnified by the pressure of their upcoming mission. I classify, make notes, and file it where it’s supposed to be.

      As lunchtime approaches, I unpack my bento box. I take a bite of the onigiri, the savory spicy fish roe filling a small comfort. My knee throbs in a dull counterpoint to the anxieties I’m reading about. Containment. Isolation. Limited resources. All things I can relate to, on some trivial level, these days. I circle a note about the team leader, Dr. Ito, and his increasing irritability. A classic sign of stress, and something I need to address in our session.

      “Irritability,” Raimei comments, his nose twitching as he inhales the scent of my lunch. “A common symptom of kibble deprivation, I might add. Are you sure you packed enough for me today? My stomach is making noises that could rival a collapsing star.”

      “You had a full breakfast, drama queen. And you’re getting extra treats later, remember? For being such a good boy during the physical therapy appointment.”

      He lays his head back down. “Hmph. Bribes. That’s all it is. But effective ones, I must admit.”

      My tablet buzzes with an incoming message. It’s from Kenji, a fellow counselor in the astronaut training division. “Lunch?” the message reads.

      I reply, “Can’t. Buried.”

      I tap my finger on the desk as I eat. I prefer to lunch alone, reviewing my notes and preparing for my appointments. I need some peace and quiet to get my head in the game.

      But a knock on my open door breaks the quiet. I look up to see Kenji poking his head in, a mischievous grin on his face.

      “Buried, huh? Looks more like you’re enjoying a picnic with your furry overlord,” he says, gesturing to Raimei, who is now grooming his paws.

      “It’s called multitasking.” I gesture for him to come in. “Fueling the body and the mind simultaneously.”

      Kenji steps inside, leaning against the doorframe. “Well, fuel your ears with this, then. Heard some whispers in the breakroom. Budget reviews are coming up.”

      My stomach performs a little flip. Budget reviews. Ugh. Every employee’s biggest worry. The I.A., despite its grand mission, is not immune to the realities of funding and resource allocation.

      “Whispers? About what?” I set my onigiri aside because my throat is suddenly tight.

      Kenji shrugs. “The usual. Cuts, restructuring, ‘optimizing efficiency.’ You know the drill.”

      I force a smile. “We hear those rumors every year. It’s just… noise.”

      “Maybe,” Kenji says, his grin fading. “But this time, it feels different. There’s talk of merging departments, consolidating resources… laying people off.”

      My blood pressure spikes. Layoffs. The word echoes the anxieties in the Kojiki files. Containment. Isolation. Fear of the unknown. Only this time, it’s not about a spaceship; it’s about my career, my future.

      I push the files aside and force the lightness back into my voice. “Well, I guess we’ll just have to wait and see. No point in panicking until there’s something to panic about, right?”

      Kenji smiles, but there’s worry in his eyes. “Right. But you should dust off that resume, just in case.” He pats the doorframe as he’s about to leave, but stops and turns around.

      “Hey, how did that date go the other night?” Kenji is a good guy, married with two kids, and he tends to look after me like a big brother, even though I already have one of those. 

      Date? I had forgotten all about that.

      I wave my hand at him. “It was one drink, and then he made excuses and left.” I shrug a shoulder.

      He tips his head to the side. “Too bad.”

      I push a smile to my face because I don’t care about dating when my job may blow up. I love this job as much as I love soccer. And if I lost my job while also not being able to play? I think that would be the end of me.

      Yeah, that would definitely be the end of me.

      Here lies Rosa. She died of heartbreak after losing her love of soccer and therapy.

      I push away the tears. They can come later.

      “His loss,” I say with a smile.

      Kenji gets the hint. “Atta girl.” And then he saunters off.

      But now, I have thoughts. Lots of them. All swirling around like a chaotic nebula, threatening to pull me into a black hole of worry. Budget cuts. Layoffs. My knee. My career. Soccer. It’s a tangled mess, and I don’t know where to untangle it.

      “You’re frowning,” Raimei observes, his head cocked to the side. “A frown does not become a therapist. It inspires… unease. Clients prefer a calm, reassuring presence. Like a well-fed dog, basking in a sunbeam.”

      I manage a weak smile. “Thanks for the tip, Dr. Raimei. I’ll try to channel my inner sunbeam.”

      The sunbeam, though, is distant, obscured by the storm clouds gathering in my head. I force myself to refocus, to push aside my personal anxieties and prepare for the Kojiki team session. It’s what I do, after all. Help others navigate their storms, even when my own is raging.

      The session is… intense. The team, a mix of seasoned astronauts and eager young scientists, is a pressure cooker of conflicting personalities and mounting fears. Dr. Ito, the team leader, is indeed irritable, snapping at his colleagues and exhibiting a rigid approach to problem-solving. The others are anxious or withdrawn or overly optimistic, a volatile combination that threatens to derail their mission.

      I listen, I empathize, I guide. I draw on all my training, all my experience, to create a space for them to vent, to share their concerns, to find common ground. I use techniques I’ve honed over the years: active listening, reflective questioning, cognitive reframing. I help them see their fears not as weaknesses but as natural responses to an extraordinary situation.

      “It’s okay to be scared,” I tell them, my voice calm and steady, even as my knee throbs with a dull, persistent ache. “Fear is a survival mechanism. It’s what keeps us alert, aware of potential dangers. But it shouldn’t control us. We need to acknowledge it, understand it, and then find ways to manage it.”

      I talk about coping mechanisms, about the importance of communication, about finding moments of joy and connection even in the most challenging environments. I share anecdotes from past missions, stories of resilience and teamwork, of astronauts who faced almost insurmountable odds and emerged stronger. There are days when I have no idea where all this data comes from. My brain is saturated with these stories from working here for the last three years.

      It’s challenging, draining work. So draining. I have to stay present, focused, attuned to the subtle shifts in their emotions, the unspoken anxieties lurking beneath the surface. I have to be a rock, a source of stability in their turbulent world, even when my foundation is shaky as hell.

      … And my knee is really throbbing the more I sit here.

      By the end of the session, they seem calmer. Not completely at peace, of course, but less frayed around the edges. Dr. Ito even manages a small, hesitant smile, a flicker of hope in his weary eyes.

      “Thank you, Rosa,” he says, his voice softer than before. “This helped. More than you know.”

      I nod. “That’s what I’m here for.”

      As they file out of the meeting room, I lean back in my chair, exhaustion washing over me. It’s a good exhaustion, though, the kind that comes from knowing I’ve made a difference, however small.

      “Well done.” Raimei rises from his spot in the corner and stretches. “You managed to maintain a semblance of composure, despite the impending doom of budget cuts and your throbbing knee. Impressive.”
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